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The following case study focuses on the aspects of regionalism, especially on the Central-Eu-
ropean spatial imaginations of the Balkan-reports in Hungarian Journalism of the last years. I
will explain the function of territorial segmentation and spatial concepts in the process of the
so-called journalistic preparation of reality. Based on two reports on Sarajevo and Novi Sad and
on a provincial report from Vojvodina by a journalist writing under the pseudonym György
Szerbhorváth (»George Serbo-Croatian«), the question of ethnic and spatial articulation will
be connected with analyses of the journalistic recourses to the Austrian-Hungarian Monarchy
as memory-founding functionalisation of spatial topoi.

Let me start with some basic theoretical considerations: Thinking in front of the public can
be considered as a rhetorical position that requires the temporary synopsis of disparate phe-
nomena.1 The position of trust held by intellectuals can be connected to the aesthetical for-
mation and narration,2 or, in a specific Eastern European context, with the anecdotal forma-
tion of everyday life.3 The central problem of media studies relies therefore most of all on the
discernments of system theory: How far can the medium press create urges and, thus, yield an
influence on the expectations of the readers, how far can it establish public memory and oral
communication. The processes of the cultural industry, which make uniform and neutral, will
always be pointed out: The cultural power based on manipulation and standardisation produ-
ces obligatory models of reality which regulate, synchronise and stabilise excessive cognitive
capacities, on the one hand, and enjoin a collective and authentic participation, on the other
hand.4 But the cultural power produces also its own subversion, which is, however, covered by
the anonymity of the market, by a closed function system, whose interrelations are usually de-
scribed as manipulating barters: »The facelessness of the cultural market«, said Adorno, »al-
lows the journalist to act falsely purely and autonomously, and this illusion itself is honoured.«5

The connection between the public and journalism will be approached in system-theore-
tical rather descriptive disclosures as the relation of the public need for the synchronization
and journalistic construction of actuality. The temporal structure of this bisection places the
temporary parataxis of the given ranking of events, on the one hand, and the presence of the
journalistic event production, on the other, in the foreground.6 The public recognises hence
the journalistic announcement as a border which can be committed in such or in another way,
i.e., acceptance is directed to the contingency of the journalistic intervention respectively to its
plausibility, which can be achieved by the breaking of its self-referenciality.

By turning the collective into the private, one can note the main aspects of the criticism of
the role of journalistic speakers: A journalist, trying to define himself as a private person in
front of the readers, rests necessarily in the act of building opinions which unites in it the me-
chanisms of the market and the matter of construction. The ideal remains, although to super-
sede the certainty of opinion through a knowledge which asserts the claims of truth and ma-
kes at least the rhetorical concept of the announcement transparent.7

If culture is understood from an anthropological point of view as a symbolic system, as the
circulation, transformation and exchange of cultural practices and spheres of discourses,8 how
can it be possible to find a fixed point in the diversity and contingency of communicative situ-
ations? In other words: can the goal on this basis only be to keep the work with the experien-
ce of authenticity/inauthenticity, with the necessary involvement in daily events transpa-
rent?9 How can the effectivity of the situational aspects, of the presence of the speech be
examined?

In the following I will discuss some examples of Hungarian language journalism in Vojvo-
dina and explain some reflections on the post-Trianon-situation. It seems particularly relevant
to me how far Hungary can remain a point of reference and which other spatial concepts
occur. Finally I will examine the hitherto singular attempt at giving account of Sarajevo in form
of a monograph to Hungarian readers with special regard on the question of the active pre-
sence in a multiethnic city.

László Végel lives in Novi Sad and writes for several Hungarian newspapers. He discusses
the phenomenon of the possibility of experiences in his book Exterritory, a diary on the NATO-
bombardments of Novi Sad, as follows:
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This war killed your experiences, it seems as if your knowledge had been completely
needless. However You try to originate a sample of your memories. Maybe You can
save anything, maybe not everything is like you mean.10

This vacancy towards memorial reinforcement results in a carnevalesque mixture of ideologi-
cally loaded but blurry phrases. In the parataxis of these hegemonic ideas valuations, critics
and the possibility of comparison par excellence are entirely eliminated.The levelling presenta-
tion of these concepts, which brings greater spatial and ethnic topoi into play, is counteracted
by local images. Images of the streets and local anecdotes come into play, whose space-time
interlaces static and historicity. The historical time is hardly divisible, the transformations ap-
pear as the floating of the decades, starting after the dissolution of the monarchy, symbolised
by the bridge of Novi Sad. It shows and showed the oscillation between Central-Europe and
the Balkans, between tradition and modernity, as in the following passage of the book, in a
kind of summary of Novi Sad’s history:

Novi Sad preserved meanwhile since eight decades its decaying past and enjoyed its
tricky present. […] Past and present didn’t collide in the city, it remained an injured ci-
vilized city at the border with an always somehow alternating identity. By this way it
could dissolve the Balkan for a time. […] But the boundaries of the state can’t endure
this position in-between, they always stamp out the centaurs or compel them to go
under the earth. The civilized city at the border became gradually an old-maidish, de-
famed Serbian province. It thought it would be similar, although it didn’t want to be
similar, it only flirted with the otherness, its make-up was the bourgeois past, which
it couldn’t interpret because it had great citizens indeed, but no civic layer.11

Végel defines his own position as »homeless patriotism« in his book Homeless Essays which
appeared last year. Before the war, this notion meant a confidence, which remains a confiden-
ce in the periphery, in the minorities even if the idealistic conceptions of an ambiguous and
negotiating culture of Novi Sad disappear: »A ghost is haunting the map of the generally hu-
man,« he wrote after Marx, »the ghost of the people in the minorities.«12 And if we adapt this
image to the phenomenon of intellectuals, there appears the overlapping notion of the collec-
tive after the pattern of the »littérature mineure« by Deleuze and Guattari13 where the indivi-
dual will inevitably be absorbed by the pathos of the collective political rhetoric. This kind of
collectivism proved as an Eastern European characteristic permits one to define oneself as a
searching person implied in the self appellative forms of the early essays.This form of local col-
lectivism disappeared after the ethnic war which didn’t leave one any choices: »The dissolu-
tion of the former Yugoslavia made suspect the hybrid paradigm of Novi Sad«, states Végel,
»which was formed at the border of Central Europe and the Balkan as a proof of the otherness.
Novi Sad has lost its autonomous image and became a province of Belgrade.«14

Some kind of satirical drama of Végel’s concept is the next example. The young journalist
form the Vojvodina who publishes under the name in the collective singular form György
Szerbhorváth sees the local effectivity as a so-called »pub-to-pub election campaign me-
thod«.15 The »at us, at the periphery« situation of the humoristic or rather sarcastic speeches
is applied to the scene of the reports, to a small village with the basic idea: »Our Homeland is
where our act will in the course of time become meaningful.«16 The ultra-material milieu of
the reports is combined with the ethos of the personal and impersonal communication, hence
the anecdotic basic pattern of the reports on the village can be transposed to the commenta-
ries on the whole country.

In his study for the special issue The Banality of Evil of the journal Symposion in Novi Sad,
Szerbhorváth cites the paradox from Leszek Kolakowski’s lecture The Big Lie, according to
which we are absolutely obliged even to those things that we are born in: to the homeland,
nation and family. The ethical consequences of this announcement become evident through
the anecdotic broken identification with the provincial community that goes together with
the relatively wide panorama of Serbia-Montenegro.The horizon of Szerbhorváth’s texts offers
with a kind of carnival licence an image for the Hungarian readers which attempts to over-
come the contingency of the forming opinions even through proof of an active communica-
tive presence, although the figure of the reporter seems to be pretty often a piccaro like in the
adventure novels. The involvement in daily banalities or absurdities and their matching with
greater political concepts can well be exemplified with the following passage:
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In the pub I investigated about a school-day friend, I asked whether he really became
a mafioso. As long as he stays outside, I get to know, yes, he is one of them, and many
of the present company works for him. My theory that we Hungarians in the Vojvodi-
na are so powerless and paralysed that we can’t even have a proper mafia, seems to
have been defeated.17

It is characteristic, that in the reports from Vojvodina we are more and more confronted with
the Central European and Balkanian concepts, but without any concrete territorial examples
demonstrating the opposite, like Hungary, and without the phenomenon of mythologizing
and manicheizing political speech. Patriotism and national identity are replaced by a disbor-
dered notion of culture and its local and provincial variations fulfil a verifying function empha-
sising the presence.

The last examples of my lecture are taken from the Balkanian Chronicle. Report on Sarajevo
in War and Peace18 by János Kőbányai, which covers the years between 1993 and 1996. The jour-
nalist, who spent two years in Sarajevo on behalf of the Jewish peace mission, wrote reports
on the co-operations of the diverse missionary organisations. His book comprising more than
300 pages shows an encyclopaedic aim: the groundwork of the report consists of shorter
scientific studies on the cultural life and on the Hungarian and Jewish community in Sarajevo
that are supplied by biographies arrived at through personally meetings. In this kind of Baede-
ker there is conveyed an image that focuses largely on the trans-ethnic co-operations, where-
as the integrative function of the Jewish community, i.e., its aid for non-Jewish inhabitants of
Sarajevo, is pointed out as an example of many others for the forms of supports. One example
can be mentioned as an emblematic story of the position of ethnic differentiation: János Kő-
bányai’s program was featured on radio ZID. Contrary to his own concept he was asked rather
to leave the Hungarian and Jewish folk music pieces, because these were equal in this drama-
tic situation to isolation and nationalism. Instead of this, he should propagate like the radio it-
self urban culture and its symbol, pop music. Kőbányai’s answer that all good rock music is ba-
sed on progressive folk music, was not heard und Kőbányai was only given the microphone
with this proviso. After that, Kőbányai spoke, accompanied by Hungarian and Jewish folk mu-
sic, of the rebuilding and building of Hungary and Israel after the wars, his optimism and en-
couragement nearly coloured by pathos and prophetical verve. The reaction of the people in
the radio: »It was great. Bye, I’ve got no time to talk, I have to write the ten o’clock news.«19

This accelerated time and the pragmatic tendency combined with an active presence give the
basic motives of the reports: the observer of the life in Sarajevo, also as the engaged partici-
pant in the rescuing actions has to disassemble the hegemonic image of Hungary und has to
profile Hungary itself as a bunching of heterogeneous entities, as he remarks it in an relevant
passage:

If Sarajevo wins, we Hungarians are going to win, too. The right and the possibility of
the marginality are going to win. This basic experience of the Eastern European re-
gion can result in an equal ranking union of othernesses.20

The important question, finally, why there are only so few Hungarian monographs on the Bal-
kans, can only insufficiently be answered with the small temporal distance.The fact that in the
last years the most interesting approaches to the situation on the Balkans were translations
from English should be reflected on, too. A possible answer is that Hungary’s involvement be-
cause of the Hungarian minorities in the Balkans required more caution in the expression of
opinions; just think of the requests from the Vojvodina addressed to the Hungarian politicians
not to force so intensively the notion of the NATO-Minority. Now it would be time to have con-
fidence in a dialogue that, free of hegemonic suspects, can stress the similarities in the region.
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