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This research project investigates how Chinese-Hungarian trade deals, a guestworker
agreement, a visa-free travel agreement, and subsequent immigration from China shaped
Hungarians’ perceptions of reforming markets, trade, and migration from 1979 to 1992. In 1979,
when Deng Xiaoping opened up Chinese foreign trade, Chinese-Hungarian diplomatic and
economic relations began to grow, leading to a five-year trade agreement in 1985. In November
1987, 350 Chinese guestworkers arrived at the Raba Auto Factory in Gy6r. Then, in 1989, a visa-
free travel agreement with China went into effect, allowing Chinese to easily travel to Hungary
— a first of its kind by a European country for Chinese nationals. By 1992, an estimated 40,000
Chinese immigrants lived in Budapest as students, workers, and market entrepreneurs. Whereas
historical scholarship has often examined the diffusion of economic policies and practices from
Western Europe,® | seek to understand the diffusion of economic paradigms from East Asia as
well, particularly from China.? This project draws on the Open Society Archive’s collections of
Radio Free Europe subject files, background and situation reports, and biographical files with
information on Chinese-Hungarian trade, guestworker, and visa agreements as well as news and
documentary film collections of the Black Box Foundation and Soros Foundation on Chinese
immigrants in Hungary.

1979-1989: Chinese-Hungarian Socialist Economic Cooperation and Reform

Economic reform and cooperation between Hungary and China, growing slowly after the
death of Mao in 1976, increased rapidly when Deng Xiaoping rose to power in 1979 and ushered
in a new era of Chinese foreign trade, especially with socialist countries in Eastern Europe.
Hungarian-Chinese economic and diplomatic relations produced annual meetings of party
officials and economists, trade shows, and, by 1985, a five-year trade deal to exchange made-in-
china consumer goods and raw materials for Hungarian heavy manufacturing products. During
this period, this project asks what vision Hungarian leaders, economists, and enterprises had for
Hungarian-Chinese trade in the 1980s and beyond? And how did relations with China shape
Hungarian economic reform? | read the subject files in the Hungarian Unit on foreign trade with
China from 1979 to 1994, on foreign diplomatic and political relations with China from 1970 to
1994, as well as the boxes on the various businesses that were conducting large deals with China,
namely Raba, Tungsram, and Transelektro.

The records on the monitoring of trade between China and Hungary were useful for
exploring these questions in three ways. First, the records provided a detailed timeline of where
specific Hungarian officials met with Chinese counterparts. For example, the boxes on foreign
trade with China reveal a timeline of when Chinese officials, economists, banking delegations
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visited Hungary and when Hungarians went to China. This is helpful since, even though some of
the accounts did not always provide details about the meetings’ agendas or what might have been
said behind closed doors, they provide specific events and dates to locate in other archives, such
as the national archives. Second, the economic monitoring reports contain statistics of annual
trade turn over between Hungary and China, based on their monitoring of both Hungary’s and
China’s publications of import/export volumes. This serves as a reference against which official
trade statistics and reports can be read. The ability to verify official Hungarian statistics is
important since, during the 1970s, Hungary publicly reported zero trade turnover with China,
when in fact there were annual trade deals. The value of these trade deals was hidden in official
Hungarian statistics by dividing it up and allocating it to total trade with other countries.® Third,
a number of the situation reports offered reflections and insights on issues that arose during the
1970s with Chinese-Hungarian trade deals and continued into the 1980s. For example, in
December 1971 the author of a situation report on Chinese-Hungarian trade questioned how
officials valued Chinese goods, since they had to accept state-fixed prices rather than an
estimated market value for their trade deals and that both sides were not always satisfied with
the quality of the exchanged goods.* In addition, the monitoring of economic reform discussions
vis-a-vis foreign trade also reveals how significant pressure within Hungary for profitable
enterprises drove market-based reforms. After the first long-term Chinese-Hungarian trade deal
was signed in 1985, there was strong support by the National Bank to change the terms of trade
deal from barter system that used clearings house in Swiss Francs to a free-floating market-value
exchange of goods based on global market prices for next five-year plan starting in 1991.°
Chinese-Hungarian trade deals, meant to foster international trade between socialist countries,
helped spur on liberal economic reforms in the 1980s.

1987-1990: Chinese Guestworkers in Gyor

This first major amendment to the 1985 five-year trade agreement between Hungary and
China was proposed in mid-1986, stipulating that China would send Chinese guest workers to
Gyor to work at the Raba Automobile Factory. The guestworker agreement was officially agreed
upon in June 1987, when Zhao Ziyang, General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party,
visited Hungary. During his trip he visited the Réba factory and met with the factory’s director
Ede Horvath. The guestworker agreement and their labor contracts were written and signed in
July and the workers arrived three months later in late October 1987.5 In Gyér they were housed
in a newly constructed dorm that quickly became known as the Kinai haz (as it’s still called
today) and were offered Hungarian language classes and technical training. This project asks
why were Chinese workers so important to the Raba factory (i.e., what role did they play?) and
how did interactions between the Chinese guestworkers and Hungarians in Gy6r change during
the brief time the Chinese guestworkers were there?

The OSA'’s records on the Raba auto factory and the personal biographical files of the
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factory’s director Ede Horvath contained specific names and dates of the officials’ meetings,
information about labor tensions at the Raba factory, and insights into the Ede Horvath’s hopes
for expanding the guestworker program. As was the case in the manufacturing sector across
Hungary during the 1980s, there was both a constant state of overemployment through redundant
positions while also a chronic lack of unskilled workers.” At Raba in the 1980s, the factory
management sought to increase profitability by laying off redundant workers in non-production
jobs. The factory offered lower-skilled, lower-payed positions to these terminated workers, many
of whom did not accept.® This meant that the Réaba factory relied initially on one thousand
guestworkers from Poland to fill these positions.® The Chinese guestworkers’ agreement,
nominally for education and technical training, was in fact meant to bring in workers who could
fill the jobs many Hungarians did not want to take. | was able to build on this theory when |
found an interview given by Ede Horvéth, the factory director to the Chinese news agency
Xinhua about his involvement in organizing the Chinese guestworkers’ agreement and his hopes
to increase their number.1° He clearly stated that he hoped an additional 200-300 Chinese
guestworkers would arrive at the factory since there was a large need for their labor. He also
mentioned a plan to build a new auxiliary gear manufacturing plant specifically to employ
Chinese workers — plans that did not happen. Finding this interview in his biographical files
was a surprising and new find, since | had not yet found evidence of expanding the Chinese
guestworker program in this way either in the Hungarian public press or in some of the official
ministerial documents.

1989-1992 & Onward: Visa-Free Travel, Tiananmen Square, & New Markets

The final period of this project examines January 1%, 1989 through March 17", 1992
when China and Hungary had a visa-free travel agreement that was initially introduced as part of
a liberalization of tourism and, for the Hungarian government, to attract further economic
exchange between Hungary and China. This visa-free travel agreement, however, functioned in
ways that the Hungarian government did not envision. Between 1989 and 1992 roughly 40,000
thousand Chinese nationals arrived in Hungary nominally as tourists or students. While some
traveled onward from Hungary to other parts of Europe, many of the Chinese immigrants to
Hungary after 1989 established small businesses to sell made-in-China goods in informal
markets, mostly in the 8™ district in Budapest. By the mid-1990s, even many small cities across
Hungary had a kinai aruhaz or a kinai biifé (Chinese clothing stores and fast-food buffets).!!
Some of the Chinese immigrants also applied for refugee status as political and/or religious
dissidents, since some of the new immigrants had participated in the student democracy
movement in China, and even a few in the Tiananmen square protests.'? During this period, |
investigate the multiple and rapidly changing images of Chinese immigrants in Hungary. My
project asks: how did Chinese immigrants change from a symbol of anti-communist solidarity to

" HU OSA 300-40-2: 77/2 Labor: Manpower: Employment, 1982 - 1989

8 HU OSA 300-40-1: 560/2 Iparvallalatok RABA 1982-1988

9 HU OSA 300-40-1: 560/4 Iparvallalatok RABA 1990-1993

10 HU OSA 300-40-2: 68/3 International Relations Econ., China 1971-1989 “Hungary to Employ Chinese
Guestworkers from 1987”; HU OSA 300-40-2: 43/3 International Relations China 1976-1989

1 HU OSA 13-3-1: 223/2 “Short films of Pilot Studio: Chinese immigrants in Hungary;” HU OSA 13-3-1: 526/1
“Eurodpa Tranzit: Kinaiak Budapesten”

12 HU OSA 300-40-1: 893/2 Kiilkapcslatok, Kina 1988-1994 “Weekly Bulletin: Ten Thousand Chinese to Hungary”
(July 23, 1993), 11-13.



a symbol of unchecked deregulation, particularly for the newly formed far-right in Hungary?
And how did public media about Chinese immigrants and Hungarians’ interactions with Chinese
immigrants shape popular perceptions of liberalization of the economy and migration?

The OSA’s digitized collections of television news reports about Tiananmen Square
solidarity protests organized in Hungary in June 1989 as well as documentaries about the
Chinese community provided glimpses into interactions between Hungarians and new Chinese
immigrants. The news reports on Tiananmen Square solidarity protests gave context for who
organized and participated in the protests, and how they had heard about the events in China. For
example, on June 7", 1989, FIDESZ organized a sitting protest in front of the Chinese Embassy
in Budapest, that was also attended by Chinese immigrants, many who had been students in
China.'® A written report about a solidarity protest organized by the Gyér MDF party revealed
that they organized in front of the Chinese guestworkers’ dormitory (the Kinai Haz).

The final aspect of my project is to understand how immigration law, courts, and police
dealt with Chinese immigrants in the 1990s as they navigated the visa, residency permit, and (in
some cases) refugee process. The Fekete Doboz Alapitvany’s collection contains several
unedited documentaries from 1995 investigating human rights violations at the Kistarcsa alien
policing detention camp. In one of the films, the interviewer (Upor Péter) interviews Chinese
immigrants held at the camp who explain how they came to Hungary, what they were doing in
Hungary (all of them were owners of small business registered in Hungary), and how they were
stopped by police on the street and asked for their documents.!* The Chinese immigrants’
interviews and subsequent interviews | conducted with members of the Hungarian Helsinki
Committee who were involved in the Kistarcsa detention camp investigation revealed how
Chinese immigrants were profiled by police as easy targets for stopping and requesting
immigration papers, were abused in the detention camp (most were held in handcuffs for
seventy-two hours, denied the ability to contact family, and one had even been stabbed in his
hand) and in court (where police refused a judge’s orders to uncuff Chinese immigrants), and
then were often denied residency or refugee status by the immigration office and courts because
they were assumed to be only economic migrants. Hungarians perceptions of Chinese
immigrants in the 1990s transformed through the wide variety of interactions — political
solidarity protests, informal markets, and the immigration/deportation process — producing
multiple and mixed attitudes of the role they played in Hungary’s liberalizing migratory and
market society.
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