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The making of the Hungarian postcommunist elite: 
Circulation in politics, reproduction in the economy 

SZONJA SZELENYI, IVAN SZELENYI, AND IMRE KOVACH 
Stanford University; University of California, Los Angeles; Institute of Political Sciences, 
Budapest 

Vilfredo Pareto once argued that "history is a graveyard of aristoc- 
racies."' Ruling elites are unable to reproduce themselves over long 
periods, because their members are subject to cyclical circulation. On 
the surface, the fall of communism in Central Europe appears to cor- 
roborate Pareto's claim. The highly publicized (re-)burial of Imre Nagy, 
the public execution of Nicolae Ceau?escu, and the political backlash 
against Erich Honecker collectively sent a clear message across the 
world about the defeat of the old bureaucratic order and the victory of 
a new political elite. Was this message merely symbolic or did it reflect 
a more fundamental reorganization of the class structure of postcom- 
munist societies? This question has generated intense theoretical and 
political debates in Central Europe, as well as in the successor states of 
the former Soviet Union. 

Theories of elite recruitment 

Three distinct theories dominate the literature on elite recruitment in 
postcommunist societies.2 The first one of these, the reproduction of 
elites theory, was formulated independently by several scholars. Elemer 
Hankiss was the first to suggest - almost as a policy recommendation - 
that transforming the old cadre elite into a new propertied bourgeoisie 
may best guarantee the safest and most peaceful transition from com- 
munism to capitalism.3 Thus, he argued, the main opponents of market 
reform would be transformed into allies.4 Two other proponents of the 
thesis (Erzsebet Szalai and Jadwiga Staniszkis) agreed with Hankiss 
analytically, although their observations were motivated by social criti- 
cism, rather than policy advice. According to Szalai, large-enterprise 
management began to transform itself into a propertied bourgeoisie 
during the early stages of postcommunist development through a 

Theory and Society 24: 697-722, 1995. 
? 1995 KluwerAcademic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands. 
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series of management buy-outs.5 Likewise, Staniszkis argued that the 
current transformation of Central Europe is best described as a form of 
"political capitalism" because changes in the class structure of Central 
European societies resemble those observed in post-colonial Africa 
where the bureaucracy used its political position to accumulate 
wealth.6 

The implications of this theory for our study of elite recruitment are 
straightforward. According to this theory, the privileges of the old com- 
munist elite were based on the possession of political assets. In the 
transition to postcommunism, the cadres were able to convert these 
assets into economic capital, and thus enter the ranks of the propertied 
class. Thus, while the fall of communism in Central Europe may have 
brought about a change in the nature of the social hierarchy, the same 
people continue to occupy the most privileged positions in society.7 
This is so, according to this theory, because there is virtually no limit to 
the ability of the old cadre elite to convert the "deflated" type of assets 
(i.e., political capital) into the "inflated" or "upgraded" type of assets 
(i.e., material capital). The old elite uses its temporarily maintained 
social networks as the mechanism to convert one form of asset into 
another. A typical example is the so-called "spontaneous privatization" 
ventures.8 Management in Hungary has far-reaching rights to decide 
whether to privatize a publicly-owned firm or not, at what price, and to 
whom. Often managers, who obtained their position because they were 

party members, now sell their companies for low prices to Western 
firms or to their old business partners with the understanding that they 
will be retained as well-paid managers or, at least, be permitted to 

acquire stock in the company at favorable rates. Social networks thus 

operate as one of the mechanisms by which political assets are con- 
verted into economic capital.9 

By comparison with the reproduction of elites thesis, the circulation of 
elites theory is much less clearly formulated in the literature. Still, it is 
also true that in the dominant political discourse in Central Europe 
there is widespread fear (or hope) that a fundamental change of regime 
is taking place in which - not unlike in 1949 - the elite will be radically 
transformed. It is possible, after all, that individuals (or, their children) 
who lost power and privilege with the rise of communism in 1949 may 
now rise to power some forty years later. In Hungary, at least, there is 
some evidence to support this hypothesis. The first Hungarian Prime 
Minister of the postcommunist era, Mr. Antall, is the son of Admiral 

Horthy's Deputy Minister of Interior. His major economic advisor, 
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Count Bethlen, is the nephew of Istvan Bethlen - a conservative Prime 
Minister during the 1920s, who died in a Soviet jail after World War II. 

Beyond this anecdotal evidence, there are at least elements of a "proto- 
theory" of the circulation of elites thesis in Hungary. Ivan Szelenyi, for 
example, proposed the theory of "interrupted embourgeoisement" in 
trying to identify the social origins of the new entrepreneurial class in 
Hungary.10 The key claim of this theory is that an "embourgeoisement" 
process was interrupted in 1949 with the transition to communism, 
and that the same process resurfaced in the late 1970s or early 1980s 
when the second economy began to take hold. The former entre- 
preneurs, after hiding in "parking orbits" during the socialist era, 
reentered the bourgeoisification trajectory, as new entrepreneurial 
opportunities reopened in Hungary. 

Although this theory was advanced and empirically corroborated with 
survey data on Hungary's agricultural petty bourgeoisie, it can be 
generalized to questions concerning elite recruitment today. Such a 
"circulation of elites" theory would suggest that conversion of assets is 
difficult and often unsuccessful. Thus, with a change in the social 
formation, one would expect to see significant downward mobility 
among those who possessed only those assets that were key to elite 
status under the old regime. In the transition from capitalism to com- 
munism, the former business elite became completely de-classe: some 
emigrated to neighboring market economies, others hid in "parking 
orbits," and others still were proletarianized. Only the most successful 
members of the old business elite were able to transform their eco- 
nomic capital into cultural assets, and thus remain in lower elite posi- 
tions. Given the implications of this theory, we would expect that 
during the transition to postcommunism, most members of the elite 
whose privileges were based on political assets will be removed from 
the elite; only a few among them will succeed in converting their politi- 
cal assets into economic capital. 

Finally, the third theory that is relevant for our argument suggests that 
analyses of the class structure should focus their attention primarily on 
class positions and not on the characteristics of the individuals who fill 
these positions.1 Proponents of this theory argue that their approach is 
correct because classes are "... 'empty places' in the social structure 
which are filled by individuals,"'2 but that are not determined by the 
actual characteristics of their incumbents. For example, in a critical 
commentary on social mobility research, Poulantzas wrote: 
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In essence, this bourgeois problematic of the social mobility of groups and 
individuals presumes: ... that the principal question about "social stratifica- 
tion," or even about its origins, is that of the "circulation" or "mobility" of 
individuals between strata. However, it is clear that, even on the absurd 
assumption that from one day to the next, or even from one generation to the 
next, the bourgeoisie would all take the places of the proletariat and vice 
versa, nothing fundamental about capitalism would be changed, since the 
places of bourgeoisie and proletariat would still be there, and this is the 
principal aspect of the reproduction of capitalist relations.'3 

Clearly, then, the recruitment of individuals to class positions is of little 
interest to these scholars; they are much more concerned with the way 
in which class positions themselves vary across countries,14 or the way 
in which they change over time.15 The implication of this theory for our 

study of postcommunist elites is that it is fundamentally uninteresting 
to ask whether the same set of individuals who made up the nomen- 
klatura elite under the communist regime are still in positions of power 
today. What matters, instead, is whether the nature of the positions 
themselves have changed with the transition to a market economy. In 
other words: a difference in elite personnel does not constitute a sub- 
stantive change in the stratification system of postcommunist societies 
so long as these elites continue to have the same degree of power and 

privilege as they did under communism, and so long as they are select- 
ed on the basis of the same set of criteria as before. 

In this article, then, we focus on three related theories, as applied to 

postcommunist Hungary: that of a conspicuous reproduction of mem- 
bers of the old nomenklatura at the top of the class structure; that of a 

high degree of elite circulation driven in part by a backlash against the 
old communists; and that of a reproduction of actual positions or 

"empty places" within the class structure that takes place with or with- 
out a change in elite personnel. In confronting these theories with data 
from Hungary, our approach will be mainly descriptive. We do not 

expect, therefore, to bring this debate to a close. However, we hope to 
shed some light on the social and historical circumstances that have 
contributed to the making of the Hungarian postcommunist elite. 

The historical backdrop 

Why more reproduction in Hungary? 

There are two reasons why it is reasonable to expect considerable elite 

reproduction and a relatively small degree of elite circulation in 
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Hungary. First, unlike any other communist regime, the Hungarian was 
quite successful at coopting the intelligentsia by promoting them to 
elite positions under the old government. Because of this, the com- 
munist regime in Hungary enjoyed substantial legitimacy even as late as 
1989. In addition, the size of the counter-elite in Hungary was rather 
insignificant; as a result, there was only a modest supply of alternative 
personnel to replace those already in positions of power. Clearly, then, 
to understand patterns of elite recruitment today, it makes sense to 
examine the unique historical processes that have shaped the character 
of the Hungarian nomenklatura. 

The Hungarian regime entered a reform trajectory earlier and imple- 
mented reforms more consistently than any other country in Central 
Europe. In 1963, the Kadar regime dramatically changed its course. 
After years of repression and social confrontation that followed the 
1956 popular uprising, Kadair and his allies in the Communist Party 
moved toward a policy of concessions and compromises. While this 
policy had its ups and downs (a major step ahead in 1968, a partial 
retreat in 1973, a new wave of reforms beginning in 1977, and another 
conservative turn in 1984), nonetheless, it began the transition to a 
market economy and, at the same time, it also managed to reshape the 
nature of class relations. 

Beginning with 1963, the communist regime in Hungary experimented 
with social reforms by offering a series of complex packages to dif- 
ferent strata in society.16 Kadair, who had populist tendencies, offered a 
"deal" to the working class; this later became known as the "second 
economy."'7 This deal began in the countryside. At the same time as 
Hungary collectivized agriculture in the early 1960s, it also adopted a 
highly flexible policy toward family production. Other collectivized 
economies typically tried to prevent family production. But Hungarian 
agriculture worked differently: agricultural production on family plots 
and the "family responsibility system" in the collective sector was at 
first tolerated, and later encouraged.18 This approach to socialized pro- 
duction proved to be so successful that, by the early 1970s, it started to 
be copied in industry. Hungarians invented the equivalent of family 
plots (or the individual responsibility system) in industry by permitting 
complex subcontracting arrangements to grow within firms.19 

These concessions to workers did not go unnoticed in the literature. In 
fact, commentators frequently explained cross-national differences in 
working-class attitudes toward the communist regime by directly com- 
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paring the conditions of workers in Hungary and Poland during the late 
1970s. Specifically, they argued that because the Polish working class 
did not get the concessions that the Hungarians received in the form of 
the second economy, it clashed with the bureaucratic order and, in the 
end, had little alternative but to join hands in collective action against 
the regime.20 Using Hirschman's terminology, in other words, the 
Polish working class opted for "voice" over "exit" and "loyalty:"21 it 
became politicized and entered into a battle with the regime. By con- 
trast, it never occurred to Hungarian workers that they could organize 
unions for themselves in order to fight the bureaucracy. With the 
second economy, they were effectively fragmented and quickly indi- 
vidualized: they learned their way around the second economy, and 
started to believe that it offered to them a unique opportunity for 
upward social mobility.22 Using Hirschman's terminology, one might 
say that Hungarian workers opted for "exit" over loyalty: they were wil- 
ling to ignore the state economy as long as they could make a good 
living after hours in their private or semi-private economic activities. 

From the point of view of our analyses, however, the second social 
compromise - the one that Kadar made with the intelligentsia - is of 
greater consequence. During the 1960s, several of the socialist bureau- 
cracies that had lost legitimacy with Stalin's death attempted to regain 
their popularity by recruiting members of the intelligentsia into posi- 
tions of power and privilege.23 This process was initiated by Nikita 
Khrushchev in the Soviet Union. Unexpected successes in science, 
research, and technology during the late 1950s and the early 1960s 
raised morale, and served as a basis to redefine socialism. During the 
classical Stalinist period, communism legitimated itself with the cha- 
risma of the leader, and emphasized the importance of class struggle. 
Beginning with Khrushchev, however, an attempt was made to reinter- 

pret socialism as a "scientific project." In this new definition, socialism 
was presented to the masses as a rational order; one that was destined 
to outdo capitalism because of its superior educational system, its abil- 

ity to develop technology in a more efficient manner, and its success at 
avoiding the anarchy of the market.24 This vision of a scientific social- 
ism appealed to the professional class in many countries: in Russia 
under Khrushchev, in Hungary after 1964, in Czechoslovakia during 
the Prague Spring, in Poland during the early years of Gierek, and in 
East Germany under Honecker.25 

One of the unique features of the Hungarian development was that this 
social contract with the intelligentsia was carried further, and it was 
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also more consistently applied than in other countries. Beginning with 
the mid-1960s, the Hungarian Socialist Workers' Party (Magyar Szocia- 
lista Munkaspdrt, or MSZMP) made a concentrated effort to recruit 
people with high cultural capital into positions of authority.26 In fact, 
the Party was so determined to recruit future leaders from among the 
most highly-educated segments of society that it was willing to abandon 
the idea that people in positions of authority had to join the MSZMP, 
or that they had to express their loyalty to the principles of Marxism- 
Leninism. As long as the technocratic intelligentsia did not challenge 
the two taboos of socialism (namely: the "leading role of the party" and 
the "alliance with the Soviet Union"), they were basically free to say and 
write whatever they wanted. If they were willing to make these limited 
gestures of personal loyalty, members of the technocratic intelligentsia 
were amply compensated by the regime with high levels of income, 
marked degrees of autonomy, and considerable amounts of power in 
decision-making. 

When under Soviet pressure, Kdair was forced to crack down on dis- 
sent in 1973, he wisely decided to take oppressive measures only 
against a small group of highly visible philosophers and sociologists; 
the most famous case being the crackdown on the Budapest School.27 
In publicly persecuting these individuals, the Kadar regime satisfied the 
wishes of its Soviet allies. But, at the same time, it also made sure that 
economists and engineers were handled with a velvet glove. 

Ironically, Kadar's pragmatic attitude toward the technocratic intelli- 
gentsia may have unintentionally played a role in weakening the legiti- 
macy of the socialist system. The new technocracy that moved into 
positions of power did not believe (nor was it required to believe) in 
socialism. Not surprisingly, therefore, it did not take long before they, 
too, began to choose "exit" over "loyalty" as their approach to the 
socialist state. Led by large-enterprise managers, the new technocracy 
placed the idea of property reform on the MSZMP's agenda in the 
early 1980s. What they presented to the MSZMP at this stage was not a 
full-fledged program of privatization, but a simple solution to the 
"property vacuum" problem that plagued all socialist economies.28 It is 
now clear that, with this maneuver, the technocracy began to move the 
Hungarian economy in the direction of capitalism and large-enterprise 
managers began slowly to renegotiate their property rights. Managers 
were granted considerable property rights under socialism, but these 
rights were rather implicit and were often restricted to mere possession: 
they were not permitted to inherit or alienate state property, but they 
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obtained significant control over what to produce and how to invest 
state capital. In addition, the bonuses that were paid to managers at the 
end of each fiscal year could be interpreted as a form of profit-sharing; 
albeit in a socialist disguise. 

Beginning with the 1980s, the "new technocracy" made an attempt to 
legalize its property rights by extending them beyond mere posses- 
sion.29 At first, members of the bureaucratic "old guard" fought against 
this change, but during the summer of 1989 they were defeated by the 
new technocracy. From this point onward, the new technocracy was 
free to complete the transformation of property relations in Hungary. 
In a matter of months, legislation was passed to create the legal frame- 
work for spontaneous privatization or management buy-outs. 

From our point of view, these developments are important because 

they serve to illustrate our claim that the new technocracy that came to 

power during the "third stage" of socialist development30 was com- 

petent, but it was not committed to socialism. In other words, the new 
technocratic elite made a concerted effort to "exit" socialism and, in 
this sense, it may have pursued the project that Hankiss attributed to 
them: that is, to transform themselves into a grand bourgeoisie. 

This high degree of cooptation of the Hungarian intelligentsia delayed 
the development of dissent, and suspended the formation of a counter- 
elite. The first weak step in this direction was a letter expressing the 

solidarity of the Hungarian dissidents with Charter 77. This was the first 
occasion when a substantial number of intellectuals were ready to use 
"voice," rather than "exit." Next came the emergence of the under- 

ground press; in particular, the regular publication on the periodical 
Beszel6. But the institutionalization of the counter-elite had to wait. 
Not until 1987 were the first formal dissident organizations estab- 
lished: this began with the formation of the "Network of Independent 
Initiatives," followed by the Alliance of Young Democrats (Fiatal 
Demokratdk Szdvetsege, or FIDESZ), the Hungarian Democratic 
Forum (Magyar Demokata Fdrum, or MDF), and, finally, the Alliance 
of Free Democrats (Szabad Demokratdk Szovetsege, or SZDSZ). Once 

these organizations were in place, those in elite positions in 1988 were 

finally forced to acknowledge the existence of a dual power structure. 

Despite these developments, when in March 1989 the idea of a round- 
table negotiation emerged, the opposition was still rather poorly 
organized, and had no identifiable social base. In fact, in March 1989, 
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public-opinion polls still indicated that the Communists would win the 
first free elections with about 30 to 35 percent of the votes; the party 
that came closest to the communists in terms of popularity (i.e., the 
Hungarian Democratic Forum) had less than 10 percent of popular 
support.31 These results began the roundtable negotiations with an 
ironic twist: the participants in these negotiations were all selected 
rather than elected in the sense that they could not claim to represent 
the general public, or even any significant fraction of this general 
public.32 

The dynamics of elite circulation in Hungary 

Although our story, so far, provides strong support for the repro- 
duction thesis, history does not always unfold so neatly. As the elec- 
toral campaign of 1990 got off the ground, the opposition parties 
gained more and more self-confidence. The conversion of the MSZMP 
into the Socialist Party (i.e., Magyar Szocialista Part, or MSZP) on the 
one hand, and the Social Democratic Party (i.e., Magyar Szocialde- 
mokrata Part, or MSZDP) on the other proved to be a total disaster for 
the communists. Neither of these parties was able to make a clean 
break from their communist past and, as such, both were viewed as 
historical heirs of the MSZMP. Unfortunately for these parties, the 
name of the game during the election campaigns was anti-commun- 
ism.33 

Since the electoral campaigns were fought on these symbolic grounds, 
anti-communists began to play an important role in politics. Once 
MDF formed a coalition government, it began to argue for the removal 
of communists from positions of power and privilege, the termination 
of all instances of spontaneous privatization, and the creation of a loyal 
civil-service body. In spite of this rhetoric, however, old communist 
cadres often remained in positions of authority; particularly, if they 
were willing to change their political loyalties. Perhaps for this reason, 
therefore, many former communists became the most radical oppo- 
nents of social-democratic policies, and the most dedicated defenders 
of the free-market economy. This, in itself, could be considered a moral 
counter-selection: former communists who had personal and political 
integrity (in the sense that they continued to support communist 
ideology) were much more likely to be dismissed from their positions 
than were the "turn-coats." 
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A new system of patronage is being built up in Hungary. All of a 
sudden, new political capital (i.e., loyalty to the new governing coali- 
tion) and a Christian-patriotic world view have become the major 
criteria by which political appointments are made. Surprisingly, there- 
fore, it is exactly the weakness of the counter-elite that has created 
more circulation in Hungary. With the importance of anti-communist 
rhetoric, individuals who were located on the second rank of the social 
hierarchy now seek promotions. This is what Tamas Kolosi calls the 
"revolution of deputy department heads."34 These individuals now see 
a chance for upward mobility, because the post-communist regime 
makes it possible for them to wage a battle against their bosses in the 
name of anti-communism: they "discover" that they experienced politi- 
cal discrimination under communism and, with this knowledge in 
hand, they aspire to replace their ex-communist bosses. 

At the same time, social networks have also become important in the 
recruitment of new elites. Since loyalty matters so much, the new elite 
now looks for subordinates, deputies, and employees that they know 
well; people who have a similar habitus and who come from the same 
social class.35 There is a sudden interest in hiring the children and the 

grandchildren of the former genteel middle class for political and civil- 
service jobs: they are considered to be politically safe and ideologically 
loyal supporters of the new regime. In this manner, the class structure 
of pre-socialist Hungary is gradually being restored; this restoration is 

particularly evident among the ranks of the new political elite. 

Empirical results from the Hungarian elite survey 

The analyses presented here are based on the elite portion of the Social 

Stratification in Central Europe [SSCE] Survey.36 Since the character- 
istics of this dataset are discussed at great length elsewhere in this issue, 
we do not repeat this material here. Suffice it to say that this survey is 
one of the richest and most extensive sources of data on Hungarian 
elites to date: it provides detailed information on respondents' life his- 

tory, and it also provides important socioeconomic data on their 

parents, grandparents, children, and friends. In carrying out the ana- 

lyses, we used only a small fraction of the information that is available 
from the survey.37 Our objective in this article is quite modest: we wish 

only to set the stage for future debates by asking what empirical sup- 
port there is for the three theories of elite recruitment in Hungary. In 
the tables that follow we compare the old (1988) and the new (1993) 
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the old (1988) and the new (1993) elites in Hungary 

All elites Economic elites Political elites Cultural elites 

Old New Old New Old New Old New 
Variables (N=662) (N=783) (N=82) (N=489) (N=426) (N 161) (N=154) (N=133) 

Gender 
Man 87.3 92.1* 93.9 93.3 82.6 87.6 96.8 93.2 
Woman 12.7 7.9* 6.1 6.7 17.4 12.4 3.2 6.8 

Age in year of incumbency" 
Under 40 13.1 12.4 3.7 11.0* 18.5 24.8 3.2 2.3 
40-49 31.6 38.7* 26.8 46.6* 38.5 31.1 14.9 18.8 
50-59 36.7 36.7 56.1 37.6* 32.4 35.4 38.3 34.6 
60-69 15.1 9.8* 13.4 4.1* 8.9 7.5 33.1 33.8 
70 or above 3.5 2.4 0.0 0.6 1.6 1.2 10.4 10.5 

* p < 0.05. 

Note. Percentages may not sum correctly because of rounding error. Missing values were not included in the calculation of these percentages. See text 
for the construction of all the variables that are included in this table. 

a Year of incumbency refers to 1988 in the case of the old elite and to 1993 in the case of the new elite. 
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7able 2. Family origins of the old (1988) and the new (1993) elites in Hungary 

All elites Economic elites Political elites Cultural elites 

Old New Old New Old New Old New 
Variables (N = 662) (N =783) (N=82) (N=489) (N = 426) (N=161) (N =154) (N=133) 

Father's education 
Primary school 51.2 34.5* 63.4 36.6* 51.6 28.6* 43.5 33.8 
Secondary school 25.8 29.6 19.5 34.8* 28.4 23.0 22.1 18.8 
Tertiary school 23.0 35.9* 17.1 28.6* 20.0 48.4* 34.4 47.4* 

Father's occupation 
Cultural decision-maker 1.2 1.3 1.2 1.0 0.7 1.9 2.6 1.5 
Economic manager 1.7 2.3 1.2 2.7 1.6 1.2 1.9 2.3 
Political official 2.0 2.4 1.2 1.8 2.1 3.7 1.9 3.0 
Lower-level manager 9.2 14.0* 7.3 15.1* 9.4 11.8 9.7 12.8 
Professional (supervisor) 3.6 8.9* 2.4 8.0* 4.0 9.3* 3.2 12.0* 
Professional (rank-and-file) 8.8 10.9 3.7 8.0 7.5 16.1* 14.9 15.0 
Routine nonmanual worker 15.9 16.5 18.3 16.0 15.7 19.3 14.9 15.0 
Skilled manual worker 24.5 19.8* 34.1 24.3 24.9 13.0* 18.2 11.3 
Unskilled manual worker 7.6 5.4 4.9 4.5 9.6 7.5 3.2 6.0 
Agricultural laborer 13.6 8.7* 9.8 10.2 15.5 5.6* 10.4 6.8 
Not in the labor force 5.4 3.7 7.3 2.7 3.8 3.7 9.1 7.5 
Deceased 6.6 6.1 8.5 5.7 5.2 6.8 9.7 6.8 

Father's party (MSZMP) membership 
Never joined any party 58.0 56.8 56.1 58.9 56.3 53.4 63.6 53.4 
Never member of MSZMP 13.1 13.4 17.1 9.6 12.2 18.6 13.6 21.1 
MSZMP member 28.9 29.8 26.8 31.5 31.5 28.0 22.7 25.6 

* 
p < 0.05. 

Note. Percentages may not sum correctly because of rounding error. Missing values were not included in the calculation of these percentages. See text for the construction of 
all the variables that are included in this table. 
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Table 3. Educational background of the old (1988) and the new (1993) elites in Hungary 

All elites Economic elites Political elites Cultural elites 

Old New Old New Old New Old New 
Variables (N= 662) (N=783) (N=82) (N=489) (N = 426) (N- 161) (N= 154) (N= 133) 

Education 

Primary school 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Secondary school 5.1 4.3 0.0 5.9* 8.0 1.9* 0.0 1.5 
Tertiary school 94.6 95.7 100.0 94.1* 91.5 98.1 100.0 98.5 

Marxist majorb 
No tertiary education 5.4 4.3 0.0 5.9* 8.5 1.9* 0.0 1.5 
No Marxist major 69.3 84.3* 70.1 81.2* 61.3 85.7* 90.9 94.0 
Partly Marxist major 25.1 11.2* 29.3 12.9* 30.0 11.8* 9.1 4.5 
Only Marxist major 0.2 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.6 0.0 0.0 

Humanities majorb 
No tertiary education 5.4 4.3 0.0 5.9* 8.5 1.9* 0.0 1.5 
No humanities major 68.3 73.8* 86.6 83.6 69.2 65.8* 55.8 47.4 
Partly humanities major 24.0 19.5* 13.4 9.6 20.4 28.6* 39.6 45.1 
Only humanities major 2.3 2.3 0.0 0.8* 1.9 3.7 4.5 6.0 

Technical majorb 
No tertiary education 5.4 4.3 0.0 5.9* 8.5 1.9* 0.0 1.5 
No technical major 35.8 24.0* 4.9 4.5 34.3 52.2* 56.5 61.7 
Partly technical major 45.5 46.6 74.4 55.6* 43.9 33.5* 34.4 29.7 
Only technical major 13.3 25.0* 20.7 33.9* 13.4 12.4 9.1 7.5 

* 
p < 0.05. 

Note. Percentages may not sum correctly because of rounding error. Missing values were not included in the calculation of these percentages. See text for the construction of 
all the variables that are included in this table. 
a These levels of education pertain to attendance, and not necessarily (although including) completion. 
b See Appendix for the precise coding of these variables. 
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libhle 4. Political characteristics of the old (1988) and the new (1993) elites in Hungary 

All elites Economic elites Political elites Cultural elites 

Old New Old New Old New Old New 
Variables (N=662) (N=783) (N =82) (N =489) (N =426) (N= 161) (N= 154) (N= 133) 

IMSZMP membershipa 
Never joined any party 13.3 28.7* 9.8 29.9* 10.1 17.4* 24.0 38.3* 
Never member of MSZMP 3.3 13.8* 3.7 3.7 2.8 50.9* 4.5 6.0 
Former member of MSZMP 22.2 17.6* 26.8 17.6 18.5 8.1* 29.9 29.3 
MSZMP member in 1988 61.2 39.8* 59.8 48.9 68.5 23.6* 41.6 26.3* 

Vote in the 1990 electionsb 
Did not vote 8.2 5.9 7.3 7.0 6.3 2.5* 13.6 6.0* 
Center right 18.9 37.2* 24.4 33.1 15.0 51.6* 26.6 34.6 
Liberals 11.2 30.3* 25.6 29.2 6.3 31.7* 19.9 30.1* 
Socialists 55.4 22.6* 42.7 25.4* 63.6 13.0* 39.6 24.1* 
Other parties 6.3 4.1 0.0 4.7* 8.7 1.2* 3.2 5.3 

Party membership in 1993 
Never joined any party 13.3 28.7* 9.8 29.9* 10.1 17.4* 24.0 38.3* 
Not party member in 1993 71.1 58.7* 80.5 65.0* 70.9 42.2* 66.9 55.6* 
Center Right 0.8 5.7* 1.2 1.2 0.7 23.6* 0.6 0.8 
Liberals 0.2 3.2* 0.0 0.6 0.2 13.0* 0.0 0.8 
Socialists 11.9 2.8* 7.3 2.2 14.3 3.7* 7.8 3.8 
Communists 2.0 0.4* 1.2 0.4 2.6 0.0* 0.6 0.8 
Other parties 0.8 0.4 0.0 0.6 1.2 0.0* 0.0 0.0 

* 
p < 0.05. 

Note. Percentages may not sum correctly because of rounding error. Missing values were not included in the calculation of these percentages. See text for the construction of 
all the variables that are included in this table. 
a MSZMP (Magyar Szocialista Munkdspart) refers to the Hungarian Socialist Workers' Party. 
h See Appendix for the precise coding of these variables. 
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Table 5. Occupational characteristics of the old (1988) and the new (1993) elites in Hungary 

All elites Economic elites Political elites Cultural elites 

Old New Old New Old New Old New 
Variables (N =662) (N=783) (N- 82) (N-=489) (N=426) (N= 161) (N= 154) (N= 133) 

Occupation in 1988 
Cultural decision-maker 5.1 2.9* 0.0 0.2 1.6 3.1 17.5 12.8 
Economic manager 10.0 20.8* 56.1 30.9* 2.1 3.7 7.1 4.5 
Party official 16.5 3.3* 7.3 2.2 20.9 3.1* 9.1 7.5 
State official 31.6 5.6* 3.7 1.6 47.2 20.5* 3.2 2.3 
Lower-level manager 15.9 37.4* 28.0 49.7* 9.9 15.5 26.0 18.8 
Professional (supervisor) 7.9 10.1 1.2 4.9* 6.1 10.6 16.2 28.6* 
Professional (rank-and-file) 6.5 14.6* 1.2 4.9* 6.8 37.3 8.4 22.6* 
Worker 0.9 3.7* 0.0 4.7* 1.4 3.7 0.0 0.0 
Not in the labor force 5.7 1.5* 2.4 0.8 4.0 2.5 12.3 3.0* 

Occupation in 1993 
Cultural decision-maker 2.9 2.7 0.0 0.2 2.3 1.2 5.8 13.5* 
Economic manager (public) 6.6 22.2* 20.7 34.4* 5.6 2.5 1.9 1.5 
Economic manager (private) 2.9 17.2* 8.5 27.2* 2.3 0.0* 1.3 1.5 
State official 7.6 16.7* 0.0 0.2 11.7 78.9* 0.0 2.3 
Lower-level manager 24.0 25.4 18.3 31.7* 22.8 6.8* 30.5 24.8 
Professional (supervisor) 7.6 7.2 0.0 1.0* 5.6 5.0 16.9 32.3* 
Professional (rank-and-file) 11.2 3.2* 4.9 0.4 11.5 3.7* 13.6 12.8 
Worker 4.5 1.3* 0.0 1.8* 6.8 0.0* 0.6 0.8 
Not in the labor force 32.8 4.1* 47.6 3.1* 31.2 1.9* 29.2 10.5* 

* 
p < 0.05. 

Note. Percentages may not sum correctly because of rounding error. Missing values were not included in the calculation of these percentages. See text for the construction of 
all the variables that are included in this table. 
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elites by examining their demographic characteristics, family origins, 
educational background, political participation, and occupational history. 

The "reproduction" thesis 

Within the current literature on elites in Hungary, there is widespread 
agreement that members of the old nomenklatura managed to remain 
at the top of the class structure during the transition to post-com- 
munism.38 Up to now, however, these arguments have not gained 
extensive empirical support because the studies that have promoted 
them obtained their information either from nonrandom samples of 
firms or from anecdotal evidence.39 With representative data on 
Hungarian elites from the SSCE survey, we are in a good position to 
submit the reproduction thesis to a more rigorous empirical test. If the 
thesis is correct, we would expect to find relatively little difference 
between the old and the new elites along a number of key socio- 
economic variables.40 A casual observer examining the results that are 
presented in Tables 1 through 5 might be tempted to conclude that the 

reproduction thesis is not supported by data from the SSCE survey. 
This is because a comparison of columns 1 and 2 in all of our tables 
shows marked differences in the socioeconomic characteristics of the 
two elites.41 However, when we disaggregate our two samples into dif- 
ferent types of elites, three distinct patterns of elite recruitment emerge. 

This way of looking at our data reveals that the economic elite samples 
offer the strongest possible case for the reproduction hypothesis. To be 
sure, even in these samples we find some differences in the basic 
characteristics of the old and new elites. Members of the new economic 
elite, for example, are significantly younger than were members of the 
old elite in 1988 (compare Columns 3 and 4, Panel 2, Table 1). They 
are also more likely to have had fathers who completed tertiary educa- 
tion (Panel 1, Table 2) and who worked in lower-level managerial or 

professional jobs (Panel 2, Table 2). In terms of schooling, we find that 
members of the new elite are notably less educated than their older 

counterparts (Panel 1, Table 3). At the same time, however, it is also 
clear that their training is of higher quality, given that a much smaller 

percentage of them completed their university education with a Marx- 
ist major (Panel 2, Table 3). Finally, our measures of political partici- 
pation show only slight differences between the two sub-samples: 
although members of the new economic elite were clearly less sup- 
portive of the MSZP in the 1990 elections (Panel 2, Table 4), they were 
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just as involved in the Communist Party (MSZMP) prior to the fall of 
communism (Panel 1, Table 4), and they are similarly reluctant to par- 
ticipate in contemporary political life (Panel 3, Table 4). 

Notwithstanding these differences, there is some evidence of reproduc- 
tion in Hungary. Table 5 shows, for example, that a striking 31 percent 
of the new economic elite held economic command posts in 1988, and 
another 50 percent held lower-level managerial jobs in the state 
economy (Column 4, Panel 1). Likewise, 30 percent of the old eco- 
nomic elite survived as economic leaders in 1993 (see Column 3, Panel 
2); but none used their political assets to enter the ranks of the new 
cultural or the political elite. While these results clearly support the 
reproduction thesis, they do so only in a partial sense. This is because a 
rather significant fraction of the old economic elite obviously did not 
fare so well under post-communism: a sizeable proportion of them 
(23.4 percent) experienced downward mobility, and an even larger 
percentage of them (47.6 percent) were "forced" into early retirement.42 

The "circulation" thesis 

Turning now to a discussion of political elites, we see an entirely dif- 
ferent pattern of recruitment emerging from the data. Unlike in the pre- 
vious case, the similarities between the two political sub-samples are 
remarkably scarce: both elites are staffed mainly by men and they are 
also about the same age (compare Columns 5 and 6, Table 1). With these 
two findings, however, the commonalities between the old and the new 
elites cease and what we observe, instead, is a marked circulation of 
personnel between 1988 and 1993. This circulation is fairly systematic. 

To begin with, the social origins of the 1993 political elite are dramati- 
cally different from those of their communist counterparts. Whereas 
the overwhelming majority of the old political cadres came from 
working-class families (Panel 2, Table 2), those in positions of political 
power today are more likely to be the descendants of highly educated 
and professional fathers (Panels 1 and 2, Table 2). To put the matter 
more sharply, the results in Table 2 indicate that a much larger per- 
centage of the new political elite is composed of "second generation" 
professionals. This constitutes a major shift in the selection of elites in 
Hungary: the class-based quotas that favored children from working- 
class and peasant families in the recruitment of political leaders under 
communism43 have now been replaced by a much greater degree of 
closure at the top of the social hierarchy.44 
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Further differences between the two sub-samples are evident in Table 
3, which shows that the educational credentials of the old and the new 
elites are quite dissimilar. Members of the new elite are distinctly more 
educated than their communist predecessors (Panel 1, Table 3), but a 
smaller percentage of them completed a Marxist major (Panel 2, Table 
3), and fewer were trained in technical fields (Panel 3 and 4, Table 3). 
Once again, these results reveal a significant departure from earlier 
patterns of elite recruitment. Unlike the old regime, the post-com- 
munist political order does not favor technocrats; instead, it actively 
solicits the participation of humanistic intellectuals.45 

As one might have guessed, our results also show that the political 
loyalties of the two elites are different. Members of the new elite are 
manifestly non-socialist in their political orientation: a much smaller 
percentage of them ever joined the Communist Party (Panel 1, Table 
4), fewer voted for socialist parties in the 1990 elections (Panel 2, Table 
4), and only a minute fraction currently belongs to the MSZP (Panel 3, 
Table 4). On the other hand, it is also clear that many more members of 
the new elite have endorsed either Center Right or Liberal parties in 
1990 (Panel 2, Table 4), and a significant percentage of them are 
actually members of these parties today (Panel 3, Table 4). These 
findings speak directly to one of our earlier predictions by showing that 
a new form of "counter selection" structures the composition of the 
new political elite. Whereas before, commitment to communism was 
expected from those who aspired to nomenklatura positions, today 
anti-communist sentiments are required for entry into the political 
elite. 

Finally, the most obvious change in the makeup of the two elites is 
revealed in Table 5. According to the results that are presented here, 
only one-third of the new elite held command positions in 1988 
(Column 6, Panel 1) and a spectacular 78 percent of all communist 
political leaders experienced downward mobility (Column 5, Panel 2). 
Thus, it is clear that the transition to post-communism has produced a 
remarkable transformation in the composition of the Hungarian politi- 
cal elite. 

The "empty places" thesis 

In the case of the cultural elite, neither the "reproduction" thesis nor 
the idea of "circulation" can explain our results. To be sure, the first 
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four tables show only minute differences between the two subsamples; 
thus hinting at the possibility that the cultural elite successfully repro- 
duced itself in the post-communist world. However, when we turn to 
Table 5, we see that nothing could be further from the truth. Only 30 
percent of the contemporary cultural elite held command positions in 
1988 (Column 8, Panel 1), and a striking 91 percent of the old cultural 
elite either experienced significant downward mobility or retired by 
1993 (Column 7, Panel 2). From this it follows that the fall of commun- 
ism brought with it a significant personnel change in the ranks of the 
cultural change. But, unlike in the case of the political elite, it did not 
alter the criteria by which individuals were selected into the cultural 
elite. In this sense, therefore, the "empty places" thesis comes closest to 
explaining the overall makeup of this segment of the Hungarian elite. 

Conclusion 

Our findings indicate that recruitment into the new Hungarian elite is 
determined by three distinct processes. First of all, our results provide 
some support for the "reproduction thesis" by showing that a substan- 
tial segment of the old nomenklatura elite is still in economic command 
positions in 1993. This implies that some conversion of political assets 
has taken place in the transition to postcommunism. However, our data 
disconfirm the most extreme versions of this theory.46 After all, we find 
evidence of reproduction only in the case of the economic elite and, 
even within this segment, reproduction is by no means complete. A 
sizeable proportion of new economic leaders were already in command 
positions in 1988, but an even larger percentage of them held lower 
managerial jobs. From this it follows that the reproduction of the eco- 
nomic elite was thwarted to a considerable degree by the "revolution of 
deputy department heads." 

On the whole, our data from Hungary suggest that the reproduction 
thesis is grossly exaggerated. Throughout the analyses, we uncovered 
many instances of downward mobility on the part of the nomenklatura 
elite. We also noted examples of discrimination and counter-selection; 
both driven by a backlash against the old communists. Among political 
leaders, for example, we found that the "room at the top" opened up 
with the transition to postcommunism. However, we also observed that 
this room was rapidly filled by second-generation professionals, as well 
as by loyal followers of the current political regime. 
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Finally, in the case of the cultural elite, we found very little evidence of 
change. To be sure, our results show considerable circulation in 
personnel within the cultural elite. Given the age distribution of the old 
elite, however, we think that this circulation is likely to have been pro- 
duced by normal retirements, rather than by a political backlash. Most 
importantly perhaps for present purposes, the individual characteris- 
tics of the old and the new elites have remained much the same with the 
transition to postcommunism. Thus, while the individuals occupying 
these positions may have changed, the "empty places" at the top of the 
cultural occupations continued to recruit the same type of personnel. 
The fact that nothing has changed in the recruitment criteria for the 
cultural elite is not surprising. After all, the transition to post-com- 
munism intended to reform the economy and political life, but it left 
the cultural domain untouched. 
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First? The Social Consequences of Regime Change in Hungary], Szociol6giai Szem- 
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Table 6 

Age in 1993 All old Economic Political Cultural 
elites elites elites elites 

Under 40 0.5 0.0 0.8 0.0 
40-49 2.8 2.6 3.8 0.0 
50-59 23.5 25.6 27.8 8.9 
60-69 57.1 69.2 57.9 44.4 
70 or above 16.1 2.6 9.8 46.7 

N 217 39 133 4 

Note. Missing values were not included in the calculation of these percentages. 
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751. 
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1974. "Strategies of social closure in class formation," in F. Parkin, editor, The 
Social Analysis of Class Structure (London: Tavistock, 1974), 1-18. 

45. Arguably, however, this is only a temporary phase in the development of the 

Hungarian class structure. The new political elite seems to be dedicated to passing 
economic power over to private entrepreneurs. If it succeeds in doing this, it is 

likely to eliminate itself as a political class. The current post-communist revolution 

resembles, in this sense, the famous Russian revolution. In 1917 a group of intel- 
lectuals constituted themselves as a political class in a peasant country in order to 
lead a "proletarian revolution" without a proletariat, but with the express purpose 
of creating a proletariat. In 1989, a fraction of the intelligentsia seized power in 
Central Europe, their intention is to lead a bourgeois revolution without a bour- 

geoisie, but with the express desire to create a bourgeoisie. For more on this, see 
I. Szel6nyi and S. Szel6nyi, "The making of a new elite in post-communist Central 

Europe." 
46. See E. Hankiss, East European Alternatives; J. Staniszkis, The Dynamics of Break- 

through in Eastern Europe. 

Appendix 

Our principal objective in this article is to characterize the social composition of the 

Hungarian elite at two time points in history: prior to the collapse of the communist 

regime (in 1988) and immediately after the transition to a market economy (in 1993). 
We identified elites on the basis of our sampling frame; this allowed us to distinguish 
not only between the old and the new elites, but it also permitted us to disaggregate our 
two main elite categories into specific types of elites (i.e., the economic, the political, 
and the cultural elite). 

Demographic characteristics: We begin our analyses by surveying the gender and age of 
our respondents in the various elite categories. Age is measured in the year of incum- 

bency; thus it pertains to 1988 in the case of the old elite and to 1993 in the case of the 
new elite. Our age categories are spaced at ten-year intervals, beginning with age 40. 
Given the nature of our sample, there are too few respondents in the youngest age 
group to warrant greater detail. 

Family origins: Attention is also paid to the family origin of our respondents, as indexed 

by their father's education, occupation, and party membership. Father's education is a 
combination of the father's (highest) level of education completed and the type of 
school he attended. It is coded in the following manner: primary school (no schooling, 
less than 4 years of elementary school, 4 years of elementary school, 6 years of elemen- 

tary school, 4 years of "bourgeois" school, 8 years of elementary school), secondary 
school (apprentice school, vocational school, technical secondary, academic seconda- 

ry), tertiary school (college, university). Following a long tradition in social stratification 

research, father's occupation is measured at the time when the respondent was 14 years 
old, and father's party membership was designed to capture whether the respondent's 
father ever joined the Hungarian Socialist Workers' Party (Magyar Szocialista Munkd- 

spdrt, or MSZMP). 
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Educational background: For substantive reasons, we constructed two measures of edu- 
cational attainment from the complete histories that are available in the elite survey. The 
first one of these, education, is a combination of level of education completed and the 
type of school attended. It is coded in the following manner: primary school (special 
school, elementary school, bourgeois school, primary school), secondary school 
(apprentice training, vocational school, technical secondary school, academic high 
school), and tertiary school (teachers training institute, college, university, other ter- 
tiary). Given that the overwhelming majority of our respondents have completed at least 
some tertiary education, we thought it might be useful to distinguish among them on the 
basis of the type of training that they received at the tertiary level. For this reason, we 
have included a number of variables in our analyses that indicate their major at the 
tertiary level: Marxist Majors include specialization in public administration (dllami- 
gazgatds), armed forces (fegyveres testiilet), and Marxism-Leninism (Marxismus-Leniniz- 
mus); Humanities Majors include courses in the natural sciences (termeszettudomiany), 
social sciences (tarsadalomtudomdny), and the humanities (bolcseszettudomdny); and 
Technical Majors include technological (matszaki), agricultural (mezdgazdasdg), com- 
mercial (kereskedelmi), and economics (kdzgazdasdg) courses. 

Political characteristics: Throughout the analyses, we use three separate variables to 
measure the political characteristics of the respondents. MSZMP Membership was con- 
structed from the political history of the respondents. Its purpose is to identify respon- 
dents who never joined the Communist Party, those who joined but left before 1988, 
and those who were still members in 1988. Vote in the 1990 Elections is designed to 
capture respondents' party preference in the first free elections in Hungary. It is coded 
in the following manner: did not vote, center right (Hungarian Democratic Forum, the 
Independent Smallholders' Party, the Christian Democratic Party), liberals (Alliance of 
Free Democrats, the Alliance of Young Democrats), socialists (Hungarian Socialist 
Party), and other parties. Party Membership in 1993 is coded in the same way as "vote in 
the 1990 elections," with the only exception that we separated out communists (the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers' Party) from "other parties." 

Occupational characteristics: The occupational categories used in this study are based 
on the 1993 Hungarian Standard Occupational Classification System (Foglalkozdsok 
Egysiges Osztdlyozdsi Rendszere, or FEOR-93). It recodes the detailed occupational 
categories that are available in FEOR-93 so as to capture, as much as possible, 
membership in different types of elites. The resultant occupational categories for 1988 
are as follows: cultural decision-maker (e.g., members of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences, managers and directors of major cultural and educational institutions), eco- 
nomic manager (e.g., higher-level occupations in state firms), party official (e.g., paid 
functionaries, managers, and directors in the organizations of the Hungarian Socialist 
Workers' Party), state official (e.g., bureaucratic officials in local as well as national state 
organizations, parliamentary representatives), lower-level manager, professional with 
supervisees, rank and file professional, worker (e.g., routine nonmanual worker, skilled 
worker, semi-skilled worker, unskilled worker, agricultural laborer), not in the labor 
force (e.g., retired, unemployed, student, disabled). The categories for 1993 are similar 
to those for 1988 with the following exceptions: (1) among economic managers, we 
distinguish between those who work in public and private firms, and (2) we have 
excluded from our classification the category for "party officials," because the transition 
to post-communism eliminated the party bureaucracies that produced these jobs. It is 
important to note that neither of our occupational classification schemes provide a 
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perfect measure of elite membership. This is because elite position and occupation are 
not in all instances the same. Consider, for example, members of the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences. Membership in the Academy is not considered to be a job and, 
for this reason, it is not reported in our occupational history table. 
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