REFLECTION

Erhard Busek, Austria’s Central European
Ambassador, 1941-2022

Victoria Harms, Johns Hopkins University, US

ABsTRACT | This reflection surveys the political and academic career of Dr. Erhard
Busek, who passed away in March 2022. It focuses on his relationship with Central Eu-
ropean dissidents in the 1980s and his contributions toward dialogue and understanding
in Central, Eastern, and Southern Europe. His special relationship with Hungary and

Hungarians is prioritized.
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Erhard Busek, former mayor of Vienna, chairman of the Austrian People’s
Party (OVP), minister of science, and vice chancellor of Austria, passed
away on March 13, 2022. Busek was a passionate—and compassionate—
Central European, a politician, an intellectual, and a Catholic humanist.!
Born in Vienna in 1941, World War IT and the carnage it wreaked informed
his entire life: it convinced him that peace, stability, and prosperity for all
societies in a region often dubbed Europe’s periphery could only be ob-
tained and secured through dialogue, empathy, and a sincere appreciation
of each other’s histories.

Busek cared deeply about Hungary, the “other half” of the former
Habsburg Empire, and had a hand in Hungarian history at important junc-
tures. He considered Austria’s neutrality during the Cold War a responsibil-
ity, not an excuse to stand idly by. During his innumerable travels behind
the Iron Curtain, he found many friends across the political spectrum,
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which made him an exception among Austrian politicians and Austrians
generally, his friend Karel von Schwarzenberg emphasized.” Early in his
career, Busek’s unconventional approach to local politics earned him the
ambivalent label “bunter Vogel” [colorful bird].> All his life, he was drawn
to outsiders and mavericks, those with unusual biographies and those who
dared to think outside of the box. Schwarzenberg, the rather eccentric heir
to the disenfranchised House of Schwarzenberg, was one such character;
Paul Lendvai, the 1956 Hungarian refugee who first became a foreign cor-
respondent for the Financial Times and then an influential journalist in
Austria, was another.*

Although Busek would have rejected the label “cosmopolitan,” it seems
fitting, as the Alpine Republic proved almost too small for his vision of the
region and Austrias role in it. He detested provincialism and parochial-
ism, and easily and often bridged party-political and ideological divides;
for instance, he admired the former foreign minister and chancellor Bruno
Kreisky, a Social Democrat, whose “Ostpolitik” he in a way resumed.’ Busek
thought of the Habsburg Empire not (simply) as a “Volkerkerker” [people’s
dungeon] but considered its ethnic diversity a strength, not a liability. He
proved particularly attuned to the complex relationship between Gentiles
and Jews and the many nuances of Central Europe’s Jewish histories.’

Busek was deeply committed to East, or rather Central, European dis-
sidents, despite ideological differences. In the 1980s, he supported the erst-
while leftist members of Hungary’s “Democratic Opposition,” who would
go on to found the liberal Alliance of Free Democrats (Szabad Demokratak
Szovetsége [SZDSZ]). Explaining his outlook on these collaborations, he
noted that “it mattered that people did not feel left alone” Exposure to
Western journalists, Busek knew, guaranteed a modicum of protection for
those fighting for democracy;, civil liberties, and human rights on the other
side of the Iron Curtain. Despite the general apathy in his home country,
he used his leverage to get Austrian journalists to cover dissident causes as
often as possible. He took reporters on trips through Eastern Europe, espe-
cially to Poland after the rise of Solidarnos¢ [Solidarity], even after the 1981
declaration of martial law. His friend, Holocaust survivor and Solidarno$¢
advisor Wladystaw Bartoszewski, respectfully and endearingly called him
an “Ostreisender” [traveler to the East].?

Busek was a pragmatist and did not shy away from getting his hands
dirty. Hans-Henning Paetzke, Gyorgy Konrad’s German translator, chuckled
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at the memory of how Busek, then deputy mayor, helped him haul an old,
heavy duplicating machine down from an attic in Vienna that a Maoist cell
had once occupied to deliver it to Gabor Demszky and Laszl6 Rajk, Jr. for
the production of Beszéld.” In 1983, during a visit to the US, Busek met up
with Konrad, who was spending a few months at New York University, to
inform him about his selection for the prestigious Herder Prize. The award
recognized contributions from “the other Europe” to European culture at
large. Busek, of course, had helped secure the selection of Konrad. At the
time, the Hungarian writer was the target of a smear campaign in Hungary
that had friends worried about his well-being if he returned home. When
Konrad did, Busek packed his manuscripts in his car, including the one for
Antipolitics, and drove them comfortably and unchecked to Budapest, while
the Hungarian writer was strip-searched at the border."

Busek’s involvement with East European dissidents, however, did not
endear him to the Austrian establishment, who thought of his meddling
as obstructive to Austrian financial and business interests. For example, he
co-hosted a speaker series, to which he invited people like Tadeusz Mazow-
iecki, Leszek Kotakowski, and Konrad to grant them an appropriate forum
and engage his fellow Austrians. However, “Mayor Helmut Zilk prohibited
the event, because they were not ‘official’ [representatives] and it was against
[Poland’s and] Hungary’s interest[s] and, of course, because he had solid
relations with the Communists,” he recalled. Unwilling to give in, Busek
moved the event to Café Landmann, and in the end, Busek remarked, “I
was grateful for the ban because it brought me a lot of media attention” He
laughed, as he so often did when talking about the absurdities of Austrian
politics." Busek was also among the very few politicians who opposed the
construction of the Gab¢ikovo-Nagymaros hydraulic dam project, which
Austria, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia had signed on to, and helped pre-
vent the development of the Austrian site in Hainburg. A devout Catholic,
he believed in humanity’s responsibility for nature; the dam, if completed,
threatened unique ecosystems along the Danube—the Central European
river—a price he was unwilling to pay regardless of the potential gains for
the Austrian companies involved.”

Economic investments in Central and Eastern Europe, from which
countless Austrian companies benefited even before 1989, rang hollow
in BuseKs ears without the ferment of mutual understanding and ex-
change. In the mid-1980s, Busek helped Krzysztof Michalski in founding
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the Institute for Human Sciences (Institut fiir die Wissenschaften vom
Menschen [IWM]): thanks to him, the City of Vienna chipped in one mil-
lion shillings to get the quickly expanding institute for advanced studies, the
only one in Europe dedicated to East-West discourse, off the ground.” “But
let me tell you,” he remarked, “the Austrian government did not lift a finger.
The Austrian Ambassador [to Budapest] . .. even told me that I was damag-
ing bilateral relations, and I would hurt Austrian interests with my support
for dissidents”** The IWM proved a success story and represents one of the
lasting legacies of BuseK’s support of dissidents, nonconforming thinkers in
Eastern Europe, and intellectual exchanges between East and West.

The change of regimes in 1989-90 ushered in the “second phase,” as
Busek called it, of his support for Hungarians. He threw his weight behind
the Hungarian Democratic Forum (Magyar Demokrata Féorum [MDF]),
hoping it would turn into a CDU"/OVP-style Christian conservative party.
It did not, as Busek’s main partner, Prime Minister Jozsef Antall, succumbed
to cancer and lost the battle for the MDF’s soul to the more nationalist,
antisemite Istvan Csurka, Sdndor Csodri, and others. Like so many at the
time, he also endorsed a group of law students, including Viktor Orban,
when they founded the Alliance of Young Democrats (Fiatal Demokratak
Szovetsége [FIDESZ]). This support was an early indicator of BuseK’s life-
long commitment to young people in the region, but obviously Orban’s po-
litical orientation subsequently changed, and Busek later became a critic of
his nationalist policies and antagonizing rhetoric.

In 1989, Busek was present in Dubrovnik, where he co-organized a
workshop with Péter Hanak on “Co-Existence and Conflict in Central Eu-
rope since 1848, when Mikl6s Vasarhelyi floated the first idea of what would
become the Central European University (CEU).® George Soros aspired to
establish a campus in each of the region’s capitals, including Vienna. But
regretfully Busek, by then Minister of Science, had to inform Soros that
Austrian laws could not accommodate his vision, and CEU started off in
Warsaw, Prague, and Budapest, only to consolidate in the latter within a few
years. It is an irony that toward the end of Buseks life, after Orban banished
CEU from Hungary, the university would indeed make the former capital
of the Habsburg Empire its home.

Once the fall of the Iron Curtain had rendered Austria’s neutrality obso-
lete, Vice Chancellor Busek pushed for his country’s membership in the Eu-
ropean Union. He was partly motivated by the hope that as an EU member,
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the country and he himself could be a more effective advocate for Central
and Eastern Europe.” However, Europe for him was not synonymous with
the European Union. In his view, Russia and the Balkans were inherent
parts of the story. Busek was shocked by the wars and ethnic cleansing in
the former Yugoslavia and repelled by the Western reaction and media cov-
erage. He resorted, as he so frequently did, to publishing an academic book
on the matter.”

Busek’s unceasing commitment to Austria’s eastern and southern neigh-
bors and his pursuit of European integration and transborder cooperation
saw him politically sidelined in the mid-1990s. He spoke bluntly about his
political feuds and frankly admitted what he deemed his “failures,” espe-
cially his failure to inspire his party and fellow Austrians to embrace their
neighbors culturally and emotionally. He proceeded to accept countless
appointments to boards of trustees, promoting youth and intellectual ex-
changes, and regional cooperation in more academic and educational
settings. The Institut fiir den Donauraum und Mitteleuropa (Institute for
the Danube Region and Central Europe) became his institutional home.
From there he continued his travels, public appearances, and intellectual
interventions.

In recent years, Busek, who had already opposed the OVP’s contro-
versial coalition with Jérg Haider’s Freedom Party, again grew frustrated
by the direction the OVP took, symbolized by the switch of party colors
from black to turquoise: he publicly opposed the foreign policy under
then-Minister Sebastian Kurz and disapproved of Kurz’s leadership, first as
OVP general secretary and then as chancellor. In 2017, Busek co-authored
his last book with his like-minded, longtime ally Emil Brix, Central Europe
Revisited. Regardless of the disillusionment that had followed 1989, and the
lingering animosities, resentments, and mutual suspicions in the region,
regardless of the Orbans and Kaczynskis, he still believed optimistically that
“Central Europe is indeed the future of Europe”® He knew it would take a
lot of work for the region to fulfill its true potential, but his commitment to
Central Europe remained until the end.
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