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A comparative study of the verbal and other commemorations 
of the anniversaries of the Trianon Peace Treaty of June 4, 1920 
would yield an interesting potpourri of intellectual and political 
history of Hungary and Hungarians. The tenth anniversary must 
have been drowned in the miseries of the Great Depression, while 
the twentieth may have been blotted out by the "successful" 
revision of it with the help of Hitler and Mussolini, which was 
partially the cause of the twenty-fifth anniversary's being marked 
by the preparation of the "re-edition" of Trianon in the Paris 
Peace Treaty of 1946. The thirtieth, fortieth (and even fiftieth) 
anniversaries were probably commemorated only by the openly 
revanchist "right" in exile or small "underground" circles in 
Hungary. In Communist Hungary the mere mention of the name 
of this pavilion in the garden of Versailles would have counted as 
subversive nationalist propaganda in 1950, 1960 or even 1970, 
despite the fact that Lenin's Soviet Russia and the Comintern had 
repeatedly denounced the imperialist peace treaties of Versailles. 
Democratic emigres shied back from the subject, for they were, 
understandably, primarily interested in building a common front 
against Stalinist and post-Stalinist dictatorships with exiles from 
other successor states rather than risking such an alliance by 
raising questions of borders and minorities. However, the sixtieth 
anniversary in 1980 triggered reflections in highly varied 
quarters, and in the very last years several conferences, books and 



articles addressed the question "sixty years after." I am referring 
not only to the University Symposium in New York (of which this 
book is an extended record), but, among others, to a conference 
in Strasbourg in the Summer of 1984, devoted to Trianon, and to 
the fact that the problems connected with that peace treaty and 
its consequences loomed also large at the internal debates on 
"problems of national consciousness" held in June 1984 at the 
Historical Research Institute in Budapest. 

I wonder, whether it is mere Hungaro-centric myopia, but it 
seems that of all the peace treaties following the First World War 
the many problems "of Trianon" are perhaps the most vivid, but 
in comparison to their significance, the least widely discussed in 
any contemporary terms. Of course in Germany, discussions and 
soul-searching about the rise of Nazism always imply questions 
going back to Versailles, but the treaty is only one of many. 
German ethnic minorities created by Versailles have been long 
ago either called "home into the Reich" or expelled by 
post-World War II regimes. St. Germain commands more 
scholarly than popular interest in Austria, even though the 
borders and the autonomy of the present-day republic are based 
on those decisions. True, the Siidtirol-Alto Adige irridenta still 
excites a small and militant constituency, but the rest of the 
Austrians learned to appreciate the 1920 prohibition of an 
Anschluss to their peril. The history of Bulgaria has certainly 
changed much after Neuilly, but at least the size of the national 
minorities on both sides of the borders is limited. Finally, 
pre-Sevres Turkey belongs most definitely to ancient history and 
the Turks of today do not regret not being in charge of the most 
conflict-torn regions of the world, that formerly belonged to 
"their" Empire. In contrast, historical Hungary's loss of sizeable 
territories and of millions of ethnic Hungarians to the newly 
established or extensively enlarged successor states did not quite 
become "past." To begin with, unlike the other peace treaties, 
Trianon was re-decreed in 1946. To an even greater extent it is 
the consequence of a failure to face realities. Neither the Horthy 
regime nor the Communist one permitted open and sincere 
discussion of Trianon. The former —while actively politicking for 
its revision — utilised it primarily as an excuse for conservative 
authoritarianism, and the latter pretended that it was a 
"non-issue." In the years of Stalinism, or even longer, the quite 
explicit charge of Hungarians being a "guilty nation" that 



deserved its losses by having "abandoned Communism" in 1919, 
then by joining the anti-Soviet war (and jumping off too late) was 
consciously nurtured by the Party ideologues. But it is also a fact 
that more than half a century and more than one political and 
social revolution later the issues left unsolved (or created) in 
Trianon are still causing misery to considerable-sized ethnic 
minorities and tensions between allegedly allied and "brotherly" 
states. Hence, the present renewed interest in Trianon, in 
Hungary and abroad, does not originate in mere coincidence, 
although the generational change may have something to do with 
it. The truly alarming conditions in Rumania, where the 
Hungarian population is clearly suffering more than others, and 
signs of anti-Hungarian sentiment in Slovakia acted as catalysts 
that made a wide range of Hungarians, including even the 
official Hungarian authorities, overcome their understandable 
reluctance of discussing these matters. For decades any mention 
of the problems of Trianon was inevitably tinted with 
implications of Horthyite revisionism. That , however, was seen 
by many as responsible for the devastations suffered by Hungary 
in and after the war, and —in the last resort —for the 
re-imposition of the borders of 1920. When, however, several 
decades during which only "socialist internationalism" and 
"Leninist nationality policies" were preached, proved to be un-
able to overcome old nationalist prejudices or even created new 
ones, the unsavoury implications of speaking of Trianon had to 
be suspended for the sake of a sober review. Were one not aware 
of these far reaching implications, all this might appear as 
digging up long buried battle axes, but —alas—the issues are not 
dead and mere silence does not make them go away. 

The purpose of this handsomely produced and well written (in 
parts also well translated) book is a scholarly re-visitation of 
Trianon by Hungarian and non-Hungarian scholars, authors 
from the Hungarian People's Republic, Britain, Israel and North 
America. Many of them prepared original material for the 
volume utilising archival research on documents that became 
recently accessible, others offered summaries of their previous 
research or articles published in less accessible languages. It 
would be futile—and for the reader tedious —to summarize and 
comment on thirty-two articles on diplomatic, intellectual, 
social, economic and literary history, all of which are more or less 
relevant to the problem of Trianon. That all authors agree, the 



Trianon Settlement was unjust, influenced as it was by prejudice, 
bias and resentment (to say nothing of a good measure of 
ignorance), is not surprising, and may not originate merely in 
editorial choice. It is notable that the authors living in Budapest 
provide a more nuenced approach to Trianon than those abroad, 
and, maybe, not merely because of internalized censorship. But, 
in general, few historians and political scientists would today 
approve of the inconsistent and often haphazard decisions taken 
in the years of debates in Paris. What remains to be asked are 
questions about the background of the decisions of those years 
and the significance of their consequences for our world. 

As to the reasons of the admittedly unjustified harsh treatment 
of Hungary, the main issue seems to be the long standing 
anti-Hungarian (or anti-Magyar) sentiment in the West, 
probably in France first and England later. The exact 
chronology, the addressees and motives of it still demand detailed 
inquiry. One of the crucial figures in the background of Trianon, 
whose role —played partially by omission —emerges here more 
clearly than before, was R.W. Seton-Watson. He, as Scotus 
Viator, had set the tone vis-a-vis Old Hungary around the turn of 
the century and did not hasten to revise it in the face of a 
revolutionary, democratic one in November 1918. Since, as 
Stephen Borsody points out, "Trianon was above all a tr iumph of 
propaganda," the analysis of the opinion-makers is of paramount 
importance. Hence a short piece by Hugh Seton-Watson on his 
father, augmented by a contribution from Budapest (by Karoly 
Vigh) and an excellently researched study by Thomas Sakmyster 
are among the most interesting papers in the volume. Sakmyster 
draws, on the basis of extensive archival material from the Public 
Record Office and elsewhere, a much more differentiated picture 
of British policies vis-a-vis Hungary than those hitherto 
presented. He shows the difference, the incoordinated divergence 
and even conflict between the views and interests of Lloyd 
George's government, the diplomats and the "experts." 
Sakmyster augmented considerably what Hugh Seton-Watson 
was able —or willing—to tell about his father. Still, neither of 
them offers an explanation for R.W. Seton-Watson's failure to 
support his old friends, such as Oscar Jaszi, when the chips were 
falling. Jaszi and his associates had placed their hopes in the 
democratic West, represented by Seton-Watson and Steed, and 
had suffered maltreatment in their country for keeping 



friendship with these Englishmen. Why did they not speak up for 
their prewar colleagues, who were now in the government of a 
new, democratic Hungary in the crucial last months of 1918? 
Would Seton-Watson's suspicion of "Count" Karolyi as just 
another aristocrat be a sufficient explanation? Or was Jaszi right, 
when he —already before the war —warned Seton-Watson of 
losing his political judgment and accusing "the Hungarians" 
without any differentiation of chauvinism, instead of addressing 
the active culprits: the regime? Or was it rather so that the 
revolutionary events in Germany and Russia, together with the 
many domestic and colonial problems in the first months after 
armistice, simply diverted the interest from the Danubian Basin. 
Sakmyster's conclusion supports the last option. It is a very 
sobering and realistic one, sad as it may sound to the people in 
the Danubian Basin: among the many issues Britain had to face 
in 1919-1920, the Hungarian borders were hardly of high 
priority. The fate of the constituent parts of the Habsburg 
Empire was decided, at any rate de facto, during the months 
between October 1918 and May 1919, before serious work on 
"peacemaking" had even begun. Those who really could have 
offered a differentiated view on the Entente side, and 
those —such as Jaszi —who had opposed the pre-1914 policy of 
Magyarisation, were overwhelmed by events in which the shots 
were called by local commanders of Allied forces and politicians 
of the successor states. This is also the scenario that emerges from 
the detailed studies of these months, such as Peter Pastor's, Maria 
Ormos's and Zsuzsa L. Nagy's. While the Western friends of 
democracy and national self-determination cannot be exonerated 
for what happened in these months, they may have seen 
themselves faced with faits accomplis: a situation in which, 
essentially French interests (see the excellent archival studies of 
M. Adam and A. Orde), anti-Habsburg propaganda, dislike for 
the Hungarian Establishment in liberal circles of the West, 
and —increasingly —fear of Soviet-type revolutions dictated the 
steps. 

The volume contains much information on the immediate and 
long-term effects of Trianon, including the Baranya-dispute and 
the plebiscite on the Austrian border (around Odenburg-
Sopron). A few other topics, such as the impact of Trianon 
on the Jews and on Anti-Semitism in Hungary would 
have deserved a less cursory treatment ; but space was, of course, 



limited. Lee Congdon's brief survey of the democratic emigration 
and its dilemma of choosing between cooperation with the Little 
Entente or remaining politically ineffective protesters against the 
Horthy-regime is indeed a very astute analysis. It draws attention 
to a peculiar cut de sac (with the word of the oft-quoted Istvan 
Bibo) of Hungarian intellectual history: the country's great 
contemporary poet, the recently deceased populist Gyula Illyes, 
felt it appropriate as recently as a few years ago, to intimate that 
Jaszi, Karolyi and their political friends may have pursued 
treacherous paths when they cooperated with BeneS against 
Horthy. (This problem is not touched upon in K. Nagy's paper on 
a recent collection of Illyes's relevant essays.) 

It was a valiant effort by the editors to include intellectual and 
literary aspects of "Trianon" as well. It is much more difficult, 
however, to correlate a peace treaty with poetry or historiography 
than with economic and social consequences. The studies on 
Laszlo Nemeth, Sandor Remenyik, Gyula Illyes and on the 
interwar historians add interesting spotlights, yet do not add up 
to a systematic analysis. One of the crucial issues was that the 
victorious democracies, by refusing to grant credibility to a 
pro-Entente revolution in Budapest or to negotiate a solution out 
of a dictatorship of desperation, seemed to be responsible for 
having abandoned the weak forces of democracy in Hungary. 
Thus, many a Western-oriented intellectual saw the events of 
1918-20, not unfoundedly, as having caused not only unjust 
borders but — and this is more profound —having also discredited 
democracy and social transformation for generations. This 
disappointment shaped the better part of Hungarian intellectual 
life for more than just a few years after Trianon. The 
myth —mixed with reality —of "being abandoned" grew and 
resurfaced many times since. We still are in need of a consis-
tent evaluation of the impact of lost wars, failed revolutions 
and unjust peace-treaties on the consciousness of the nation. 
Because 1945 was experienced not only as "liberation," but also 
as destruction and humiliation; the borders of 1946, equal to 
those of 1920, not only as logical outcome of misdirected 
revisionism, but also as one more example of historical "bad 
luck." And, for the last 30 years little of all this could be cleared 
up in open debate and analysis. It is indeed a question worth 
exploding: how can a healthy—neither crushed nor 
chauvinistically inflated—national self-respect emerge from this 



history, one that is able to accommodate concern for the fate of 
ethnic minorities without nursing revanchist dreams. Some of 
these points are raised very succinctly in the last section of this 
book. 




