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saw. This paper offers a case study on the communication of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in 

Hungary and looks into how it was reflected in party communiqués, the party newspaper, and opinion 

polls. It asks the question of whether ‘accuracy’ or ‘partisanship’ prevailed in the official 

communication of the disaster. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

There was a slow democratization and cultural opening process going on in the 1980s in 

Hungary (Valuch, 2005, p. 67–68; Romsics, 1999, p. 450–456). Even though the Hungarian 

Socialist Workers’ Party (MSZMP) was on the rhetorical level committed to the Soviet 

model, the actual practice of information policy was not in line with it all of the time. János 

Kádár, the general secretary of the party wanted to break with the former Rákosi Regime’s 

information policy and had a de-Stalinization attitude with a détente effect (Földes, 2012, p. 

200–214; Takács, 2013, p. 84–90). Furthermore, the Hungarian leadership had to meet both 

Soviet and western expectations, given the ongoing economic crisis and the heavy foreign 
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debts of the country (Csizmadia, 2012, p. 194). In addition, the press could not always act as 

an agitator and propagandist (Bajomi-Lázár, 2005, p. 24), because in practice it strived to 

reflect upon the everyday events that were not in line with the state-socialist ideology. Media 

were considered the transmission belts of the party state, and mass communication was used 

as a propaganda instrument (Siebert et al., 1956/1984 p. 105–146). Propaganda could not 

manifestly be at odds with reality and hence may have created a reality gap, i.e., one between 

what people were told to see and what they actually saw (Jakubowicz, 2011, p. 388). It is my 

assumption that this fear from the reality gap was driving Hungarian information policy 

makers to adapt to ideologically sensitive cases that did not fit into the authoritarian media 

system. 

This paper offers a case study on the communication of the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear 

disaster in Hungary and looks into how it was reflected in party communiqués, the party 

newspaper Népszabadság [The People’s Freedom] and opinion polls. It asks the question of 

whether ‘accuracy’ or ‘partisanship’ prevailed in the official communication of the disaster.1 

 

THE ACCIDENT AND ITS POLITICAL CONTEXT 

 

The fatal accident that occurred in the Vladimir Ilyich Lenin Nuclear Power Station on 26 

April 1986 involved two explosions in Reactor No. 4 that damaged the 3,000 tones roof of the 

power plant, which was thrown up 50 meters high and fell back on the middle part of the 

reactor. A 750 meters high fire broke out and kept burning for ten days (Aszódi, 2006). The 

effused radioactive fall-out polluted an area of over 30,000 square kilometers. 

The accident was caused by contributory negligence. The operators of the power plant 

wanted to test a special speed control tool, but did not observe the protocol during the 

experiment. The catastrophe could have been avoided, had at least one of these rules been 

observed (INSAG-7, 1992, p. 51–89). 

Three types of indirect antecedents caused the accident (Szatmáry & Aszódi, 2010, p. 

90–98). Firstly, construction mistakes: the RBMK type power stations, like the one in 

Chernobyl, were already an outdated technology and had a complicated control mechanism. 

Secondly, there were management problems: it was definitely prohibited to make any kind of 

experiment in an active nuclear plant. The staff was not aware of the danger; the work plan 

                                                 
1 The party’s Political Committee declared in 1979 that “[t]he press should be collaborative and give voice to 

the proletariat without question, its viewpoint must be the same as the class position. … Party-spiritedness and 

commitment are required from journalists.” By contrast, the first press law, passed in 1986, stated that “[t]he job 

of the press is to provide authentic, precise and up-to-date information.” 
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broke several rules and was not approved by the managers responsible for the safety of the 

power plant (INSAG-7, ibid.). Thirdly, there was an institutionalized ideological and 

geopolitical conflict between the United Sates and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The 

permanent chase for spectacular scientific results often came at the expense of technological 

elaboration, and also manifested itself in the building of nuclear reactors. The Chernobyl 

disaster had medical, social, economic as well as political consequences; it was a sensitive 

case in point in the history of the bipolar world system which significantly influenced the 

status of the Soviet superpower. It was an “anthropological shock” which changed everyday 

life (Beck, 1987, p. 156), because it had familial, medical and environmental aftereffects 

(Harper, 2001) and the continuous attention to the healthcare recommendations reminded 

people to the danger. 

In Hungary, a Soviet-based but more flexible information policy was gradually 

emerging during the Kádár Regime’s last decade. Glasnost (openness) and Perestroika 

(restructuring), managed by Mikhail Gorbachev from 1986 also had an impact on Hungary’s 

information policy. The first Hungarian press law, passed in 1986, did not define the party’s 

role in media policy making (Takács, 2009, 2012), it declared the ideal of ‘accuracy,’ but – 

unlike the previous official statements – did not mention ‘partisanship.’ The infamous 

differentiated information policy, managed by Minister of Culture György Aczél, listed 

authors and their works into ‘tolerated,’ ‘prohibited’ and ‘supported’ categories. But this 

semi-formal and unwritten policy did not offer clear classification criteria (Sipos, 2015, p. 36–

38). In practice, mass communication was informally managed via methods such as the 

destroying of some printed newspapers, the jamming of foreign radio frequencies and the so-

called ‘press plans’ prescribing how certain political events must be covered (Bajomi-Lázár, 

2005, p. 25–28). Even though there was no official censorship, the press was controlled by an 

extensive institutional system and bureaucracy, the founding of newspapers and the training 

of journalists (Takács, 2012). The state-socialist ideology was chiefly maintained by the state 

security organizations and by the centralization of resources. The main device of indirect 

control was state monopoly in a variety of fields, including intelligence (the hegemony of the 

Hungarian News Agency), the paper industry (printing houses owned by the party state), 

publishing houses (managers and editors nominated based on a nomenklatura system), as well 

as a system of privileges offered to collaborating journalists (Bajomi-Lázár, 2005; Sipos 

2010, 2015).  

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
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This research is a source-based descriptive analysis containing three elements. First, it offers 

an overview of the archival sources available in the Hungarian National Archive on the 

Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party’s organizational communication in order to describe the 

process whereby the party attempted to temporally structure information about Chernobyl. As 

a next step, it reconstructs the narratives of the official party newspaper Népszabadság in an 

attempt to reveal the nature of the information designed for the public. Finally, it describes 

and interprets the findings of the opinion polls conducted by the Mass Communication 

Research Center in 1986 on the perception of the accident. 

This paper is expected to disclose how Hungarian information policy worked in 

practice. It is anticipated that the unprecedented, unexpected and extreme situation created by 

the disaster will show like a magnifying glass the usual practices of the information policy of 

the party state. The main research question was that of which facts the press reported on and 

what kind of information the party marginalized. A chronological table summarizing the 

content of the primary sources shows what the party knew about the accident, and what 

information was released via the press (see Figure 1). Measurement data on the level of 

nuclear radiation, gathered by the Hungarian Technical Council, are also listed in this table.
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Date Official sources Nuclear radiation* Articles in Népszabadság 

  

Air  

(Bq/m3) 

Potable 

water 

(Bq/l) 

Soil 

(Bq/m3) 

Raw 

milk 

(Bq/l) 

Packed 

milk 

(Bq/l) 

Vegetable 

(Bq/kg)  

  Before the accident  

  0,001 0,1 3 n/a n/a n/a  

  After the accident  

30 April Presumably there was a huge 

accident. As the daily 

measurement indicated, the fallout 

had reached Hungary too. 

Continuous measurement, official 

standby. Millions of iodine tablets 

were made. (MNL OL XIX-B-1-

ai-1-a-579/1986.) 

7 0,5 50 100 n/a 500 Reactor No. 4 was damaged. There was 

no change in the measurement data. 

Experts said that the consequences 

would not endanger the Hungarian 

inhabitants and the nature. 

(Népszabadság, 30 April, 1986 p. 4) 

1 May [International Worker’s Day – 

huge processions nation-wide] 

Pasturage ban in 8 counties. 

(MNL OL XIX-A-83-a-848. jkv-5. 

np.-1986.) 

9 0,5–2,1 80 100–700 max. 25 1500 According to latest data the 

contamination of the air and of the 

nature was not significant. 

(Népszabadság, 1 May, 1986 p. 4) 

2 May Huge iodic concentration in 

milk. (MNL OL XIX-A-2-af-

00147-VI-PVOP-05.04/1986.) 

22 3 150 700–900 max. 40 2000–4000 [There was no relevant article] 

3 May Radiation monitoring of railway 

and road vehicles on borders. 

(MNL OL XIX-A-83-a-848. jkv-5. 

np.-1986.) 

2 1–3 150 900–

1250 

max. 50 3000–5000 [There was no relevant article] 

4 May Discrepancy in the data of the 

air. Infected milk to be produced 

into cheese and to milk powder. 

(ibid.) 

8 2–3 200–250 1000–

1300 

max. 60 3000–5000 Radiation reduced, it was far from the 

harmful level everywhere in the country. 

Recommended to drink inspected milk 

and to wash lettuce thoroughly. 

(Népszabadság, 4 May, 1986 p. 5) 

* In becquerels; according to the report of the Hungarian Technical Council, 6 May 1986 (MNL OL M-KS- 288. f. 5. cs. 968. ő.e.-1986 4/b, appendix) 

Figure 1. Comparison table of the sources – excerpt (highlighting by KBD). 
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The communiqués of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party 

Because of the extensive bureaucracy of the Hungarian state-socialist regime, dozens of 

official communiqués were issued about the Chernobyl nuclear accident. I selected 11 official 

releases made public between 29 April and 16 May. This was the most important period in 

that the news blackout was unlocked, the information was slowly becoming richer, new facts 

and circumstances of the accident were revealed every day, and experts and responsible 

officials made a number of statements. Diverse types of documents (reports by the Minister of 

Industry and by the Commander of National Civil Defense, the records of the Political 

Committee’s Economic Section, a note by the Secretariat of the National Atomic Energy 

Commission, other protocols and verbatim reports) representing various levels of the party 

hierarchy were selected in an attempt to show variations and contradictions within the party 

discourse. This analysis does not cover official documents discussing the geopolitical, 

economic and touristic effects of the accident, as this section of my research aimed chiefly at 

revealing when and under what circumstances the party itself was informed about the details 

of the accident. 

 

The articles of Népszabadság 

This narrative analysis was based on the articles of the official Hungarian communist 

newspaper Népszabadság. I studied the editions issued between 29 April and 19 May 1986. 

This period was chosen as this is when most of the relevant articles were published. The 

selection was based on the following keywords: (background) radiation, radioactive, 

emission, fall-out. Only the Hungary-related news items were selected; hence my analysis 

does not cover information on the neighboring countries, nor reflections to ‘western’ news 

reports. 

The sample thus compiled contains 18 items. I examined the article’s position within 

the newspapers (front page or internal page), and counted the number of words the articles in 

question used when describing the accident and its aftermath. Finally, I categorized the items 

in line with what they stated about the radiation. The wording and the context were also 

analyzed. 

Because of the information monopoly of the state, all journalists were to rely on the 

press releases of the Hungarian News Agency. This suggests that it is sufficient to study one 

newspaper only, as the articles in Népszabadság are largely representative of the whole media 

at that time. 
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Opinion polls 

I did a secondary analysis of two opinion polls conducted by the Mass Communication 

Research Center about the perception of the Chernobyl disaster in 1986. The data were 

generated for internal party use. My analysis focused on people’s opinions about the 

Hungarian news reports. 

Although the Mass Communication Research Center was not fully independent from 

the party’s ideological expectations and state security supervision, it was relatively 

autonomous (Terestyéni, 2009; Vásárhelyi, 2016). Despite the center’s semi-dependent 

position, the polls it conducted are widely considered reliable sources. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

The communication of the party 

The first official ‘top secret’ communiqué was issued on 29 April, three days after the 

accident. It was a report by Minister of the Industry László Kapolyi stating that the Soviets 

asked Hungary to reduce the volume of its electricity import because there had occurred an 

‘error’ in the Chernobyl power plant. Hungarian authorities did not receive more information 

about this. Non-official western sources, however, had notified Hungary on 26 April that the 

base level of background radiation had displayed a six-fold increase (MNL OL XIX-A-2af-

Ma-00147-VII-szn/1986; MNL OL XIX-A-41-II). On 30 April, Commander of the National 

Civil Defense Mihály Berki reported that “presumably, a major nuclear accident happened in 

Chernobyl, Reactor No. 4 was broken down during the night of 25 April” (MNL OL XIX-B-

1-ai-1-a-579/1986). As daily measurements indicated, the nuclear fall-out had reached 

Hungary. According to the commander, the radiation counts per minute (cps) level was 10 to 

20 times higher than before. He observed that “the Soviet comrades have not given us 

information.” A Hungarian expert team was established to conduct measurements on a 

permanent basis. The Ministry of Industry called for a million of iodine tablets to be produced 

(MNL OL XIX-A-83-a-848. jkv-5. np.-1986. 5/c). 

The next official document was issued by the Economic Section of the Political 

Committee on 6 May, and read that Hungarian leaders had received official information about 

the nuclear accident on 28 April from the Soviets (MNL OL M-KS- 288. f. 5. cs. 968. ő.e.-

1986. 4/b). It also mentioned non-official Swedish, Polish and Finnish notifications released 

on 26 April and added that the nuclear cloud had reached Hungary during the night of 29 

April and, spreading westward, had infected almost all of the country’s territory. According to 
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the report of the Hungarian Technical Council, the level of radioactive air pollution was many 

times above normal, and the contamination of surface water and potable water was almost 

two times higher than before. Food and soil measurement data indicated that the level of 

harmful radiation was not remarkable (MNL OL M-KS- 288. f. 5. cs. 968. ő.e.-1986 4/b, 

appendix). It was necessary to dilute the infected milk with the clean milk to sell a special 

mixture milk, because the level of radiation had raised hundreds of times beyond normal in 

raw milk. The Ministry of Agriculture and Food recommended that lettuce should be 

thoroughly washed because of the surface pollution, and that people should buy packed milk. 

A pasturage ban was imposed in six counties on 1 May, and was three days later ordered in 

sixteen counties (MNL OL XIX-B-1-y-1986.05.12. 7/b). Other reports noted that the feeding 

of animals caused difficulties to farmers (e.g. MNL OL M-KS- 288. f. 5. cs. 968. ő.e.-1986. 

4/c; MNL OL XIX-A-83-a-848. jkv-5. np.-1986. 5/c; MNL OL XIX-B-1-y-1986.05.12. 7/b). 

The abovementioned report of the Technical Council was also discussed by the Political 

Committee on 6 May, the notes taken during the meeting show the uncertainty generated 

among the country’s leaders: 

we should not act by emotion … it is necessary to impose censorship on the expert team … 

there is a great deal of pressure on us … we must remove politically misleading articles from 

the papers … or else we will be in political trouble … we have to inform the people … we will 

only publish the Soviet news, not the western ‘omnifarious’ information (MNL OL M-KS- 

288. f. 5. cs. 968. ő.e.-1986. 4/c). 

 

Concluding the report and summarizing the expected impacts of the accident, the Secretariat 

of the National Atomic Energy Commission published a long note for internal use (MNL OL 

XIX-A-41–II.) stating that “a large amount of nuclear radiation has reached Hungary” with 

“multiple effects.” The Secretariat also considered the long-term outcomes of the presence of 

radioactive isotopes (added into food chain; human diseases, etc.), as well as the political, 

economic and touristic aftereffects of the accident. The report highlighted that the Soviets had 

not given adequate information about the Chernobyl case, leaving Hungarian specialists in 

obscurity. 

The official documents always mentioned the level of nuclear radiation, which 

changed on a daily basis during the studied period, and evinced geographical differences. The 

first document reporting a decrease was issued on 16 May and read that “radiation was not 

detectable, there is no danger” (MNL OL M-KS- 288. f. 22. cs. 86. ő.e.). 

 

Newspaper articles 
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The first article about the Chernobyl nuclear disaster was published in Népszabadság on 29 

April, i.e., the party’s official newspaper was three days late to report on the event. The article 

was on an internal page and informed readers about the accident in only 105 words. It made 

very general statements such as “the injured were given medical attention” and “a special 

expert group was established”. Nuclear radiation was not mentioned as yet. None of the 18 

articles in the sample stated clearly that harmful nuclear radiation had reached the Hungarian 

airspace. 

The quotes below are about the presence of nuclear radiation: 

According to current measurements, radiation in Hungary is far from the harmful level … the 

experts recommend drinking inspected milk and washing lettuce thoroughly (Népszabadság, 4 

May 1986, p. 5). 

 

The director of the Frédéric Joliot-Curie Radiation Biology Institute of Hungary said … that 

there was radioactive iodic isotope in the Hungarian atmosphere … the radioactive iodine 

polluted the grass, spread to the ground, and eventually every radioactive particle settles 

(Népszabadság, 5 May 1986, p. 3). 

 

These articles were published on successive days a week after the accident. Even a superficial 

comparison discloses a great deal of dissonance between the two: while the first referred to 

official measurement data claiming that there was no harmful radiation in Hungary. In the 

second cited an expert saying that radioactive iodic isotopes were found everywhere.  

There was only one more article which hinted at the increase in the level of radiation. 

It read that “the increase of radioactivity in the atmosphere and environment is not 

significant.” (Népszabadság, 1 May 1986). However, the headline on the previous day was 

this: “Radioactivity did not increase in Hungary’s atmosphere” (Népszabadság, 30 April 

1986, p. 4). Comparing the two articles, it is clear that stating a thing did not significantly 

increase does not mean that it did not increase at all. 

In terms of the position of the articles published in Népszabadság, there were seven 

front-page reports about Chernobyl, of which only three had a Hungarian relevance. The rest 

of them mentioned Hungary only on the internal page. The first front-page article was 

published ten days after the accident, the second one five days later, and the third one came 

out on 16 May. The first article, covering one quarter of the front page, was a report from an 

international press conference where experts stated that measurements were permanently 

being made, but the Soviets did not know what exactly had happened. This text devoted 37 

words to Hungary. In this vice-chairman of the Soviet Meteorological State Committee said 

that “[t]he Chernobyl accident did not endanger the Hungarian population” (Népszabadság, 7 

May, 1986). The article continued on page 3 with a 153-word-long report about current 
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radiation data. According to this, “nuclear radiation in the Hungarian airspace was very low, 

and it has been reducing in the two previous days”.  

The next front-page article, covering one quarter of the page, was published on 12 May 

with a Hungarian-related 74-word-long section. Its subhead suggested that “[r]adioactivity 

has further decreased in the Hungarian airspace” (Népszabadság, 12 May, 1986). This was the 

only front-page article with a photo of the exploded power plant. There was also a long article 

on page 3, filling almost half of the page, with one-third of the text including information 

relevant for Hungary. At first sight, it was a precise, 440 words long statement of two 

Hungarian experts. They used three different kinds of measurement units to express how low 

the level of radiation was in Hungary, but this was more confusing than calming. 

The last front-page article was released on 16 May, covering one third of the page, 

summarized the circumstances and the medical effects of the nuclear accident in 698 words, 

devoting 25 words to Hungarian measurement data and stating that “natural background 

radiation has decreased to the pre-accident value” (Népszabadság, 16 May, 1986). 

Despite the repeated underlining of the reducing level of nuclear radiation, three articles 

completely denied the fact of radiation. One day after the accident was announced in 

Hungary, Népszabadság published the following sentences: “Air measurements data showed 

no differences after the Chernobyl accident in the Hungarian atmosphere. According to 

experts, the damage in the reactor would not endanger the Hungarian people and nature” 

(Népszabadság, 30 April 1986 p. 4). One day later, experts of the National Civil Defense said 

that according to the measurement data “the increase in nuclear radiation was not remarkable, 

the measured values are very similar to the usual ones” (Népszabadság, 1 May 1986 p. 4). A 

week later, there was an article on the front page about an international press conference held 

in Moscow. The first lines said that Hungary was not endangered by the Chernobyl accident 

in terms of radiant molecules (Népszabadság, 7 May 1986.). The last article was published 

two days later with Soviet experts highlighting this on the front page: “There was no nuclear 

explosion in Chernobyl, the amount of the fall-out was overreacted by the western press” 

(Népszabadság, 9 May 1986 p. 1). 

In terms of the wording, one article said that radiation in Hungary has not increased, 

and another that it has not increased significantly. Three of them wrote about fluctuation, five 

of them asserted that radiation had been continuously decreasing. One article mentioned that 

radiation was on a low level. Finally, four articles said that radiation has actually decreased 

to the pre-accident value. In sum, most of the statements created a relational system with a 
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former higher value and the current value that was lower than the previous one. This 

suggested, between the lines, that the radiation had increased in the previous period. 

The recommendations of the National Civil Defense – people should drink inspected 

milk only and wash lettuce thoroughly because of the settled pollution – were continuously 

published, even when the WHO have already stated that raw milk was potable 

(Népszabadság, 8 May 1986, p. 3). 

 

Public opinion 

The Mass Communication Research Center conducted two opinion polls about the disaster. 

The first survey was made on 5 and 6 May, one week after Chernobyl (OSA-420-2-2:1) on a 

sample of 413 people in Budapest. This sample was non-representative, but offered 

meaningful information in terms of some specific social groups (under and over 40 years of 

age, white and blue collar workers, pensioners). The survey disclosed that people were 

gathering information more intensely than before the accident: 79 per cent of the interviewees 

said that they were paying more attention to the news; one third of them also listened 

‘western’ radio stations too, such as Radio Free Europe, BBC World and the Voice of 

America. 67 per cent of the respondents were partly or wholly unsatisfied with the news 

reports of the Hungarian media. Almost every second person had doubts about the reliability 

of official information. Those unsatisfied mentioned the following causes: the information 

was deficient, belated and relied on Soviet sources only, it was not accurate, and hushed up 

the facts and misled the people. 

The second survey was conducted two weeks later, on 16 and 18 May (OSA-420-2-

2:1) on a sample of 414 people in Budapest. It based on the same social groups, and disclosed 

changes in public opinion. Information gathering was intense: 67 per cent of respondents said 

that they were actively monitoring the news, and 83 per cent considered the nuclear accident 

the most important event of the previous weeks. In terms of the national mass media, the 

number of those unsatisfied decreased, but the amount of those partly satisfied increased. Half 

of the respondents considered that the actual danger was higher in reality than the picture 

drawn by the mass media suggested. Some new problems were also mentioned: rumors and 

uncertain or questionable statements (serious health-damage effects, the temporary closing of 

schools, separated hospital wards) were disturbing for more than every second interviewee; 

22 per cent said that they had gathered information from a competent person (like a 

kindergarten teacher, a greengrocer, a healthcare worker or a scientist). 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

This study looked into the communication of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in state-socialist 

Hungary at three different levels. It sought to reveal how information policymakers reacted to 

this unusual and politically highly sensitive case and what considerations may have affected 

their decisions. Based the narrative analysis of the press, it is safe to conclude that the 

communication of the party newspaper was motivated by party loyalty rather than accuracy. 

During the studied period – with two notable exceptions – Népszabadság did not mention the 

rising levels of radiation but permanently informed readers about its reduction. 

The findings obtained so far also highlight some of the characteristics of the 

authoritarian theory of the press (Siebert et al. 1956/1963). In this approach, the press is a 

servant of the (party) state which is responsible for its content (ibid., p. 9–37). The 

communiqués of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party showed that the Hungarian 

leadership was informed early on, but party leaders did not let the press publicize the news. 

Comparing the official, top secret, sources with public information in newspaper articles, the 

most remarkable thing is permanent uncertainty. Leaders did not know what to communicate 

and how to communicate it. They had no crisis communication strategy at hand. Even though 

they received sufficient official information about the nuclear disaster and mentioned 

repeatedly that they must inform the people, they held back the facts from the public for 

several days. Despite the establishment of an expert group early on and discussions of the 

accident and its anticipated aftereffects by various party organizations, it is clear now that 

those most concerned, i.e. the people, were not informed about the facts. 

The party newspaper was three days late to report on the disaster. Out of seven 

Chernobyl-themed front-page articles, only three had Hungarian relevance. From the studied 

eighteen articles, only two mentioned the rise in radiation, and three denied the existence of it. 

When nuclear radiation in the air was several thousand times above normal, the press 

published sentences like these: “there was no change in the measurement data” 

(Népszabadság, 30 April 1986, p. 4) or “the contamination of the air and of nature was not 

significant” (Népszabadság, 1 May 1986, p. 4.). In the articles, the indirect wording was 

general. Some of them did not literally state that there was an increase in nuclear radiation, 

but the predication implicated that the level of radiation had risen. The first accurate article 

was published three weeks after the accident, on 19 May. By this time, the largest dose of 

harmful nuclear radiation had already left Hungary. 
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The uncertainty manifested itself in the opinion polls as fear: half of the people were 

worried. According to the second poll, even though there was some positive news since the 

first survey – the level of nuclear radiation reduced, the fire was put out, expert statements 

and official reports were published and multiplied the number of the articles, showing a 

reduction in radiation in Hungary – people had not been calmed. Most interviewees 

complained about different kinds of anxiety and fear because of the accident and its 

unpredictable effects, and were not satisfied with the information provided. The insecure 

information guided people to gather information from alternative sources, and it generated 

disquieting rumors and gossips. In this respect, the communication of the incident did not 

reach the intended effect but was rather counterproductive. 

The Chernobyl case suggests that the Hungarian information policy showed minimal 

attribution of flexibility – keep repeating the same health-protection instructions, publishing 

two articles which mentioned that harmful radiation had reached Hungary –. Not even a fatal 

accident could break the authoritarian media system; because of the propaganda regime, the 

party leadership could not manage efficient communication and accurate information. They 

could not integrate this complex, geopolitical/social/healthcare case into an ideologically 

highly charged discourse. As a result, people experienced a reality gap caused by the 

malfunctions of the information policy and felt angst. The main reason why decision-makers 

did not let the press publicize real measurement data was that confessing that the nuclear 

disaster was a sign of Soviet human and technological failure would have been at odds with 

the ruling ideological narrative. The Hungarian leadership was under pressure and sought not 

to damage the Soviet fair-weather relationship by reporting real facts. 

This paper does not offer a representative picture on the information policy of the 

Kádár Regime, but a little, yet important, segment of it. The case of Chernobyl has been 

chosen because it shows the dangerous consequences that propaganda had in Hungary. 

Further research is needed, including an extensive mass media content analysis for more 

generalizable findings to be obtained. 
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