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Imre Kertész was among the 82,000 Hungarian Jews who returned in 1945. The 
transition from camp to home, the adjustment fom adolescent trauma to adult life is 
only hinted at in his works. This paper situates Kertész in the identity crisis of the 
immediate postwar period. The confusion of displaced identities in the aftermath of 
WWII, prompted psychologist Erik Erikson to universalize the adolescent identity 
crisis as a central contemporary problem. In Hungary not only Jews but the entire so
ciety was reforging identities. Borders were porous, so were political and religious 
affiliations. Kertész's identity was defined, at least in a negative way, by the Holo
caust: as a Jew without being a Jew, as a survivor when it was best to keep quiet. He 
lived in the constant of the world of Buchenwald and of Stalinist Hungary, with their 
constricted options and ideological imperatives fashioned upon twisted idealisms. 
His recreation of the Holocaust in Fateless and of the existentialist experience of liv
ing with memory in Kaddish, has made for disquieting reading abroad, as well. In ig
noring heroic clichés he has transgressed the identity of victim and victimizer. 
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In Kertész's retelling of the Cain and Abel story, Cain, a peasant farmer, was 
jealous of his brother Abel, the shepherd. Cain loved Abel, and if Abel had been 
his sister, he would have raped her. Since he was his brother, he killed him. Denied 
the fruit of the land, and superstitious, he layed low at first. Cain recouped, built a 
life in the city with a family. When he happened to think about his brother, his 
hand trembled in memory of the good times past. When he thought of the Lord, he 
covered his mouth and snickered - he had one-upped God.1 Cain suffered the 
spasmodic, troubling remembrance, but he also had the satisfaction of having got
ten away with the crime. Elsewhere Kertész indicts God, or we might say Western 
Civilization, for inciting Cain's murderous jealousy by preferring Abel's offering 
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and then ignoring the murder and protecting the murderer - "just like a dictator," 
Kertész declares. 

Americans find reading Kertész disquieting. Students anticipate another didac
tic unit on the Holocaust and expect nothing new. Florida students read Elie 
Wiesel's Night in the ninth grade, and there are summer workshops for teachers, 
elementary through high school, on teaching the Holocaust. The University of 
Central Florida will soon be hosting similar workshops for Hungarian high school 
teachers. 

My students were initially repelled by the lack of emotional attachment, in
sight, or engagement on the part of Köves, the protagonist in Fateless. Kertész 
transgresses the identity of victim and victimizer even to the point of having his 
character identify with Mengele. Through Kertész students contemplate the Holo
caust as an existential experience, usually for the first time. Stripped of the moral 
pedagogy, the Holocaust moves from the incomprehensible evil to the tactile and 
real. Reading Fateless has had a collateral effect of enhancing students' sophisti
cation toward the historian's craft. They come to understand that history is experi
enced without hindsight. But recently a student from last year stopped me to ask if 
I had met Kertész, because she wanted to know if his concentration campmate, 
Bandi Citrom, had survived. American students grasp for that happy ending - a 
happy ending that Koves's return to a distant mother, a remarried stepmother, or 
an indifferent city did not provide. 

It is with some relief that students read of Kertész's insistence on retaining the 
Holocaust as his memory, his youth, and his experience. In rejecting the advice of 
the elderly neighbors, Köves has grown up, become wiser at the end. At last he 
stands up to shortsighted adults and stands as a person able to think on his own for 
himself, perceiving the world in terms of his own experience. The dominant narra
tive of the Holocaust concludes with the departure of the Jewish remnant from 
Central Europe. Leaving Europe, leaving the Holocaust, and the politics that bred 
it behind them. Kertész at fifteen was too young to leave. This was a period of flux, 
but the array of options for a fifteen-year-old returnee perhaps existed more in the
ory than in practice. 

Kertész lived in the constant of the worlds of Buchenwald and Stalinist Hun
gary with their strictly constricted options and ideological imperatives fashioned 
upon twisted idealisms. Recreating the Holocaust during the Kádár period, was 
not a simple act of remembering. The writing required reconstruction; revisiting 
the sites; testing and restoring memory. Kertész's identity had already been 
formed by then, at least in a negative way: he was a Jew without being a Jew; a sur
vivor where the meaning of Auschwitz had been stripped of its political import; a 
Hungarian novelist who translated German philosophy. Kertész confronted and 
held onto the past, but it was not a particularly usable past in that atmosphere of 
preferred silence or private whispers. Kertész's novels are autobiographical; they 
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chronicle his own perceptions and transformations, yet "I as a fiction." The divi
sion between public and private identity was particularly acute for Hungarian 
Jews, who collectively redefined and constructed new identities between 1945 
and 1956. About 100,000 Hungarian Jewish survivors left Europe and in the pro
cess embraced different identities as Israelis or Jewish Americans. But for the ap
proximately 80,000 Hungarian Jews who remained in Hungary, the transition 
years were critical but have remained largely unexplored. 

After the Holocaust the former expectations of Hungarian Jews were dashed, 
self-understandings were damaged. Hungarian Jews had been stripped of their 
Hungarian identity and then were obliged to reclaim or repudiate it. Kertész lo
cates his identity not in being a Jew, but in being tortured as a Jew. In Kaddishfor 
a Child Not Born, an identity book, Kertész subsumes and intertwines his identity 
as a writer, as a Hungarian writer, the marginality of the Holocaust writer, with the 
burden of Jewishness, and the love of a Jewess. The image of the bald Jewish aunt 
is a traumatic negative identification. The alluring attractive woman coming 
across the green carpet is also just as immediately identifiable as a Jewess. 

The transition from camp to home, the adjustment from adolescent trauma to 
adult life has not been a subject of either Imre Kertész's fiction or prose works. 
Yet, the identity crisis ofthat moment - his consignment to a Jewish fate, his iden
tity as a Magyar writer, and his embrace of existentialist theory and German liter
ary culture speak to an adolescent training and scars. Hungarian Jewry was the 
largest surviving and remaining Jewish Community in Central Europe after World 
War II. Unlike Poland, Hungary never became Judenfrei, or nearly so. Anti-Semi
tism and Jewish reintegration faced their contenders rather than their ghosts. "I am 
a ghost", Kertész once declared.3 

In 1945 Budapest was a city of rubble. The walls of the ghettoes fell with the 
bitter battle of Budapest in January and February 1945, and publicity about the 
concentration camps in March and April 1945 marked a second beginning to the 
liberation story in Hungary. The timing for the Germans as for the Hungarians 
could not have been worse. At the very moment when dependence on foreign suc
cor was greatest, the full extent of the crimes became evident. Individually and 
collectively the Hungarian Christian majority felt like martyrs of defeat, rape, and 
pillage; yet as defeated German allies, they stood accused and felt threatened by 
the claims of the victims. 

The Hungarian camp survivors began arriving back in Hungary in the fall of 
1945. The deportees and the Budapesters, including Jews, had experienced two 
very different traumas. Citizens of Budapest look 

... shudderingly at the bald, dirty, unkempt returnees. Returnees 
don't speak much. They lie on the straw bedding of transient homes 
and in ... emergency hospitals, and except for the daily reading of the 
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list of the returnees and looking for their lost relatives and fighting for 
a little food, nothing interests them. They are totally paralyzed.4 

Most returnees presented a depressed and lethargic persona, but the returnees 
would emerge from the "chrysalis of ugliness."5 Kertész was among the 82,144 
Hungarian Jews who returned in 1945. The surviving Hungarian Jewish popula
tion was demography cally distorted. In Budapest the working aged men were 
taken to forced labor, so the surviving families often lacked providers. In the 
countryside the women, children, and elderly were most likely to die in the con
centration camps leaving a disproportionate number of single men. The propor
tion of children, ages 0-15, in the Jewish population had dropped to one-third of 
prewar levels. Sixty percent of the returnees were women; 35 percent men, and 
five percent were children.6 The need for a companion was overwhelming. The 
average family size was only 1.7 persons. Returning Jews were lonely, and survi
vors were generally young, single, and eager to seek partners. 

Many Hungarians, anxious about loved ones still imprisoned in the Soviet Un
ion looked at the returning deportees with hostility. György Parragi, a Hungarian 
Smallholder Party columnist evoked the old hatred: "That damned race never suf
fered. They came home fatter than they left... Now there are more Jews in the 
country than before they were taken away for a holiday."7 The American Jewish 
Joint Distribution Committee (AJDC) distributed approximately 1,360,000 
meals; over forty percent of Hungarian Jews used their public kitchens, clothing 
and medical aid.8 In December 1945 the U.S. Legation warned that in Budapest 
daily rations were falling to an average of only 858 calories per person. An unsta
ble currency and massive inflation exacerbated food scarcity in the city. A letter to 
the U.S. Legation from a teenager complained, "Why are all the food packages go
ing to Jews, when we are more hungry and in greater need?"9 

Jews were caught in a half-submerged discourse with a despondent, deprived, 
and resentful Hungarian nationalism. Gyula Illyés, populist poet-laureate, com
plained in his diaries that "about half a million Budapest gentiles, that would be 
every second citizen, had been instrumental in sheltering persecuted Jews, but the 
press and the Jewish community showed no gratitude for such rescue action, 
which in the minds of those sheltered was apparently a matter of simple moral 
duty requiring no special acknowledgment."10 On the other hand, Dr. Ferenc 
Hevesi, Chief Rabbi at the Dohány Street temple, said: "We have the feeling of 
living among murderers, and I never know whether the man opposite me in the 
tram is not my father's or my brother's murderer."1 ' István Bibó, the Peasant Party 
theorist, sought to reframe the discussion of national responsibility by arguing that 
even if Hungarians had made efforts to save or protect Jews, it clearly was not ade
quate. The question was how to repair society after the catastrophe. He argued 
against the Jewish hope that Communism with its internationalist ideology would 
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eliminate the underlying ethnic animosities. Bibó warned of the potential vulnera
bility of a Jewish population with weakened confessional affiliations. The task of 
forging a post-Fascist identity for Hungarians would prove, as Bibó suspected, 
daunting.12 

The traumatized Hungarian Jewish community that remained was also tattered, 
compromised, and divided. Blame was directed at Budapest from the provinces. 
The official Jewish leadership claimed unity, but after the "collective tragedy," 
the collectivity was torn asunder. Accusations of complicity and murder were 
hurled at the Budapest Jewish confessional leadership. Orthodox and Hassidic 
provincial Jews suspected that assimilationist, urban society had knowingly aban
doned them.13 The wounds were wide open. Ill will and blame burdened society, 
and a myriad of wrong choices and personal weaknesses overwhelmed individu
als. A sense of betrayal adhered to the essence of the individual as a Hungarian, a 
Jew, and a person. Personal identities became disengaged. 

The formation of post-Fascist, post-Holocaust identities, the identification of 
Jews as Hungarians, as Jews, or neither has to be placed within the context of an 
identity crisis of Hungarians as a whole in the wake of total defeat. While Hungar
ians may have taunted Jews for their suspect patriotism, Hungarian identity was 
clearly at a nadir. A crisis of identity among Magyars paralleled the displaced 
identity of Hungarian Jews. Both were agreed that to begin anew was essential, 
but how to proceed was more of an open question. The country lay in total ruin, so 
people said, but that was merely a flowery expression. In reality the country had 
not perished; to the contrary "it began to live vigorously", the writer Sándor Márai 
suggested.14 Those who could imagine themselves in the new society stayed. The 
years between 1946 and 1948 could be prosperous years for Jewish survivors in 
Hungary. Currency stabilization, the issue of the new currency (the forint), the 
winding down of the black market, repair of the transportation infrastructure, 
made normal commerce possible. Pent-up demand for goods allowed business
men with nothing to lose a chance for resumed prosperity. '5 But there was a fragile 
underside. One Jewish vegetable and wine merchant discovered the driver of his 
truck had been a member of the Arrow Cross. He responded to the question of 
whether he had believed in Nazi ideology: "I believe in it the same way I believe 
what the Communists are teaching now. I believe in what I must in order to earn a 
living for myself and my family. I believe in what I am ordered to believe." The 
merchant continued to employ his driver. "I knew his secret." The driver, for his 
part, cautioned the merchant, "The Communists will put you behind bars... You're 
a gentleman who is thankful to the Russians for saving your life. You have to ac
knowledge, though, that you do have a capitalist soul." The driver let him know 
"that he had to report everything" about the merchant to the "authorities."16 

To survive at all, to reconstruct one's identity, or to leave were all age-bound 
categories. The young went home; the old stayed put. Some stayed because they 
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found connections back in Hungary and determined that Budapest could be home 
again; others were too debilitated to start again anew. Identity was in flux, whether 
to stay or leave was an open question. As Viktor Karády has shown, emigration, 
Zionism, total assimilation, and Communism could all be understood as options or 
antidotes. Each required abandoning some essential aspect of individual past 
identities, such as language, religion, home environment, or occupation. Individ
uals sometimes attempted to embrace seemingly contradictory options simulta
neously, such as, joining the Communist party and a Zionist youth group. It was 
easy for Jews and non-Jews to assume a new, or disguise an old, identity in Hun
gary. After all the whole of society had a dislocated identity. The Arrow Cross 
went underground; religion moved into a private sphere. The Communist Party 
wanted converts. 

"Dissimilation from Magyarism" would have entailed a "burdensome self-de
nial." Kertész was bound to his mother tongue. The compulsion to Magyarize was 
strong. Budapest, at the very least, provided the comfort of the familiar and a com
munity of others having shed the same identities in similar ways.17 For many Bu
dapest Jews being inconspicuous had become a life-saving reflex. Invisibility and 
suspicion were key responses to the immediate postwar chaos. In Hungary many 
who had survived by submerging in the wider gentile population made complete 
their assimilation. Large numbers of Jews withdrew their names from the Jewish 
rolls; name changes were ubiquitous, and in 1949 intermarriage reached 37 per
cent. This "laying down the burden of Judaism" was an updated version of 
assimilationism.18 The disproportionate number of Jews who left Hungary in 1956 
suggests that the conversation within Budapest Jewry about whether to stay or em
igrate continued in a subterranean fashion during the era of Stalinism in Hungary. 

In the aftermath of World War II, Hungarians, Hungarian Jews, German Hun
garians, and other subjects of Trianon Hungary hurried to shed inconvenient asso
ciations and scrambled to assume new identities. These new identities shared an 
iconic quality with pronounced normative characteristics: the Soviet Man, Zionist 
kibbutznik, or Americanized consumer. The Cold War interrupted the sorting out 
process of postwar Hungarian culture and politics, and rigidifíed the options for 
the remaining Hungarian Jewry. After the Stalinist takeover in Hungary the bor
der was no longer porous. For those who remained in Hungary - Jew and 
non-Jew - this meant being stuck with the last of the many identities they had as
sumed, that of Communist subject. 

The search for a post-Fascist Hungarian identity settled into a seemingly slav
ish imitation of Moscow and among Budapest Jewry a flight from bourgeois 
norms. The years of transience, flux, and identity shifts were overshadowed, be
cause these three years of extraordinary movement of peoples were followed by 
forty-three years of immobility, with a brief hiatus in the fall of 1956. Yet, identity 
was less resolved than stylized, frozen in place. The Communist spiritual prison, 
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Kertész noted, demanded a certain pantomime of its occupants and dispensed with 
the obligation to define any "authentic" national persona. In the Kádár era Jewish-
ness was submerged in Hungary, but the intelligentsia and the public at large com
pensated with a presumed sixth sense about Jewish identity. The "Jewish ques
tion" lived somewhere between underground and a circle of innuendo. Some sur
viving deportees knew who they were, or where they had been, but managed pub
lic lives successfully in public silence about their Jewishness. Others determined 
to obliterate the suffering and danger of the memory of Auschwitz for their prog
eny, but Kertész concluded that no Jew could escape his Jewishness. As the 
memoirist of Auschwitz, Kertész complained of his marginal sales and rejections 
by the publishing mills of Goulash communism. Kertész was alienated from the 
intelligentsia. Yet in Kaddish at the party with the green carpet, Kertész trumped 
them all, because he had been to Auschwitz, and because he went to his room ev
ery day to write about Auschwitz. It was not a martyrdom anymore; rather, it was a 
consignment to limitations and the boredom of a choked conversation about the 
Holocaust that preoccupied him in the Kádár era. 

The patchwork and fluidity of Hungarian Jewish identity suggests that identity 
may be quite opportunistic. Certainly, more caution is needed in the general trend 
to attach agency and motivational drive to proclamations of identity, however 
heartfelt. A "hard" concept of identity that suggests a core to one's personality, 
nationality, or ethnicity fails the postmodern test for fluidity and multiplicity, 
while a "soft" concept trails off in a miasma of overlapping and contradic
tory identifications. Identity is a term that has overreached, claiming too many 
holdings. 

Yet for the historian, the concept of identity is tethered to this period of the af
termath of World War II. It is precisely Kertész's adolescent age group for which 
it had most immediate significance. The confusion of displaced identities in the 
aftermath prompted Erik Erikson in the 1940s to universalize the "identity crisis" 
as a central contemporary problem. Erikson's own identity crisis revolved around 
the contrast between his Scandinavian features and his Jewish upbringing. His 
work, of course, focused on adolescents, a life-stage denied by the war and con
centration camp experience that had disassembled society into adults, who could 
work or make war, and children or the old, who could not. The central tension of 
Imre Kertész's novel Fateless is that its adolescent protagonist chooses to move 
step-by-step through the conditions demanded by his identity as defined by others. 
His identity had been impressed upon him and had become depersonalized. 

Once Hungary's relation to the West became fluid after 1989, the scramble for 
identities became active and public once again. With the collapse of Eastern Euro
pean Communism, the real anomaly seems to have been the era of forced identity 
choices of either/or, either here or there. In Hungary there is a new Jewish 
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self-awareness, a discovery of Jewishness, where self-deception or parental deci
sions had created a chasm of information. Today finger pointing abounds. 
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