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Hungarian National Consciousness 
and the Question of Dual and Multiple Identity 

Steven Bela Vardy 

Dual and multiple identity — and the resulting changes in the concept of 
national consciousness — is becoming evermore common in the modern 
world. The speeding-up of global communications, the growth of mobility, 
mass migrations resulting from regional and continental economic in-
equalities, the gradual termination of the localized way of life, and the 
continued homogenization of modern culture, are all phenomena that 
contribute to the dissolution of traditional national-ethnic-linguistic com-
munities. These tendencies — at least in the advanced parts of the world 
— are also undermining the "nationalist nation-states" that have come into 
being during the past two centuries under the impact of the ideology of 
modern nationalism. At the same time, these developments are also ques-
tioning the validity of the type of national consciousness that has evolved 
during the past two centuries in conjunction with these allegedly homo-
geneous ethnic-national communities. 

One of the unavoidable by-products of this phenomenon is the ever 
more bitter struggle that arose between the proponents and the opponents 
of traditional nationalism, i.e. between those who want to perpetuate 
nineteenth century national consciousness and those who would like to 
adjust it to the needs of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. 

In its Hungarian context, one of the saddest manifestations of this 
struggle is the recently resurrected rivalry between the so-called "populists" 
and the "urbanists" that used to plague Hungarian national life during the 
1930s and early 1940s. The revival of this struggle divided once more the 
best Hungarian minds into two antagonistic camps — involving people 
who during the 1970s and 1980s fought shoulder to shoulder in under-
mining Hungary's communist regime. 

In light of these developments, we can rightfully pose the question: 
Has the time come for the reevaluation of the meaning of national consci-
ousness so as to make it less exclusive? More specifically, isn't it time to 
cleanse the ideology of nationalism from its tendency to demand absolute 



dedication and undivided loyalty to the nation as interpreted by the nine-
teenth century apostles of this ideology? 

As an example of the outdated nature of this interpretation, let us 
just cite the views of the highly regarded nineteenth century poet, Mihaly 
Vorosmarty (1800-1855), who was convinced that one of the primary 
touchstones of one's true Hungarianness was one's continued presence in 
Hungary: "There is no place for you anywhere in this world. Be you 
blessed or damned by fate, here [i.e. in Hungary] you must live and here 
you must die!' ["A nagyvilagon e kiviil nincsen szamodra hely. Aldjon 
vagy verjen sors keze: itt elned, halnod kell!"] In other words, under the 
influence of nineteenth-century nationalism, Vorosmarty was unable to 
imagine Hungarian national life, except on Hungarian soil. Moreover, he 
viewed the survival of his nation largely as a by-product of the reemer-
gence of national greatness, which appears to have been a virtual pre-
condition for the coming of a "grander age that is being yearned by 
hundreds of thousands" [egy jobb kor. mely utan buzgo imadsag epedez 
szazezrek ajakan]. Yet. not even Vorosmarty was certain in his mind 
about the coming of this future greatness, therefore he also speculated 
about the possibility of a national decline, ending in what he called a 
"glorious death" fa nagyszerii halal]. 

The decline lhat Vorosmarty feared did in fact take place with the 
post-World War I disintegration of Historic Hungary. True, the total 
demise — the "glorious death" of the nation — did not take place. Yet. 
it is still in the realm of possibility, especially if the nation is unable to 
adjust itself to the realities of the new age. which includes the necessary 
reassessment of its concept of national consciousness. 

This reassessment is unavoidable. Its portent has already been 
raised by several Hungarian scholars during the past few years, among 
them Laszlo Bihari. who wrote in 1991 as follows: "Its time for us to 
reassess our views concerning patriotism, [i.e. to ask the question:] do 
these views approximate the altered norms appropriate for the late 
twentieth century?" And then, displaying a somewhat idealized view of 
reality. Bihari continues: "The idea of a homogenized and conquering 
nation-state that dominated the nineteenth century is not very attractive to 
us any more. We are pleased to see foreigners among us. we accept them, 
we do not wish to assimilate them forcibly, in point of fact we are glad to 
experience multiculturalism."1 

While Bihari was right in calling for a reevaluation of the current 
Hungarian views on national identity and patriotism, his assessment proved 
to be too optimistic. Were it not so. there would be no "Jewish question," 
nor any other "minority question" in today's Hungary. Nor would there be 
any manifestations of animosity towards "foreigners." But these questions 
and problems do exist. And their existence is hardly mitigated by the fact 



that these problems exist to a greater extent in all of Hungary's neighbours 
with the possible exception of Austria. With regard to anti-Semitism, this 
has been demonstrated by a recent survey sponsored by the American 
Jewish Committee and the Freedom House concerning anti-Semitism in 
East Central Europe. The survey found Hungary and the Hungarians to be 
the most tolerant and least anti-Semitic of all the peoples of the region. 
In point of fact, the only nationality that displays a degree tolerance 
comparable to that of the Hungarians is the Czech. This is easily ex-
plained by their millennial existence within the confines of the German-
dominated Holy Roman Empire, which made the Czechs more Western-
ized, more urbanized, and thus more "modern" in outlook than any of the 
other nations of East Central Europe. 

The Hungarians are among the region's two most tolerant, least 
anti-Semitic, and most modern nations. Yet, they too are suffering from 
an outdated view of nationalism, an ideology that demands total dedication 
and undivided loyalty from every single member of the nation. In other 
words. Hungarian political reality and national consciousness still requires 
that "a Hungarian be more Hungarian than he is . . . , and that he be a 
patriot with his whole being."2 But total dedication to an ideology — be 
it national, religious, or otherwise — is very dangerous. This had been 
amply demonstrated by the religious wars, ideological struggles, and 
blood-letting of the past centuries. And it is being demonstrated once 
again today by the impact of the primitive and destructive forces of 
nationalism that have been unleashed by the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and its European Empire. As an example, in former Yugoslavia and 
Czechoslovakia, as well as in Rumania, one's "national purity" has become 
a virtual precondition for any kind of acceptance and recognition by the 
new political leadership. Consequently, persons born into mixed marri-
ages: CroatoSerbs, Czecho-Slovaks, Romano-Hungarians, and Jewish-
whatever-elses, are viewed with suspicion and displeasure.3 And in 
Bosnia, some of them are even subjected to treatments reminiscent of the 
manifestations of the Holocaust.4 

Given these unwelcome global developments, and in light of the 
Hungarian nation's dismemberment and dispersal among seven surrounding 
so-called nation-states — today's Slovakia, Ukraine, Rumania, Serbia, 
Croatia, Slovenia, and Austria — its path to survival must lead in the 
direction of ethnic and national tolerance. In practice this means the re-
assessment of the nature of Hungarian national consciousness and the 
acceptance of the concept of dual and multiple national identity. This 
would be in harmony both with the above-mentioned global tendencies, as 
well as with the path followed — with various degrees of success — by 
the United States ever since its emergence as a nation in the eighteenth 
century. This is also the only path that can lead Hungary and other nation-



states out of the quagmire of destructive nationalism and onto the path of 
a decent human existence. 

Dual and Multiple Identity in the United States 

In light of its multi-ethnic roots, the United States has always had to face 
the problems s temming from the dual and/or multiple identity of its 
citizens. American society and the American political system always had 
to adjust itself to this reality. This was particularly true for the post-Civil 
War period, because prior to that conflict the majority of the immigrants 
came from Northwestern Europe and represented mostly the Anglo-Saxon, 
German, and Scandinavian slock. 

Because of the relative ethnic, cultural, and partial linguistic homo-
geneity of the pre-Civil War immigrants, the question of dual identity was 
of secondary importance. Thus, neither the pre-revolutionary English 
colonies, nor the United States during its first century of existence paid 
much attention to it (1607-1865). Not even the immigration law of 1868 
did much more than to defend the rights of the naturalized citizens against 
the claims of their original home country. This was the law that first pro-
claimed that emigration is "a natural and inherent right of all people."5 

This meant that, in contrast to European traditions, contemporary American 
views held that one's membership in a nation and one's national loyalties 
were not the results of the accident of birth, but rather one of a conscious 
decision. 

American tradition, however, went even beyond this principle of 
national identity based on personal decision. It also recognized the rights 
of its naturalized citizens to feel continued loyalties to their original 
homelands. This principle, which was and is unacceptable to most 
European nations, received further reinforcement in the immigration laws 
of 1907. 1940. and 1952. And this was true notwithstanding the fact that 
the primary purpose of these laws was to define the conditions under 
which United States citizenship could be acquired or lost. According to 
these laws, under certain conditions and by professing certain disloyalties, 
U.S. citizenship could in fact be lost. These conditions included the 
official assumption of a foreign citizenship, and — in case of naturalized 
citizens — protracted residence in a foreign country (i.e. two years in the 
original homeland or five years in any other country). In case of women 
— until 1922 and 1931 — loss of citizenship could also result f rom their 
marriage to foreign citizens.6 In practice, however, not even these con-
ditions and limitations were implementable. This has been demonstrated, 
among others, by several Supreme Court decisions (e.g. Perez v. Brownell , 



1958; Schneider v. Rusk, 1964; and Afroyim v. Rusk, I967).7 These 
findings "recognized the individual and not the nation as the ultimate 
arbiter of his own loyalty." Thus, since the third quarter of the 20th 
century, "American citizens legally have virtually unlimited scope for the 
expression of dual loyalties."8 

This dual loyalty can and has been expressed in many different 
ways by all of the immigrant nationalities. These included extending 
financial and economic support (e.g. Soros and Sarlos in the case of 
Hungary) and entering or reentering the political life of the mother country 
(e.g. Panic in Serbia, Kiraly in Hungary, and several ministers in Poland, 
Lithuania, and Bulgaria). But these also included attempts at influencing 
U.S. foreign policy in favour of, and/or neutralizing unfavourable propa-
ganda against the mother country (e.g. the Israeli, Polish, Arab, Afro-
American lobbies), and even temporary or permanent repatriations. 

Hungarian Americans have displayed all of these manifestations of 
dual loyalty. Naturally, they took different forms, shapes, and intensities 
among the immigrants than among their American-born offspring. As an 
example, since 1989 many post-Worid War II immigrants have repatriated 
(e.g. the poet G. Faludy, the political activists G. Pongracz, E. Hoka), 
while thousands of their American-born children have moved to Hungary 
on a temporary basis — attracted not only by the unusual opportunities 
presented by that newly opened country that approximates the "Wild 
West", but also by their reemerging secondary loyalty, i.e. by their attach-
ment to their "roots." 

Notwithstanding the legal-constitutional validity of dual loyalty, the 
de facto recognition of this right is still a matter of social practice, because 
the collective attitude of American society also had and still has something 
to say about it. In point of fact, depending on the existing sociopolitical 
conditions, social pressures are of decisive nature in defining what 
constitutes "acceptable" versus "non-acceptable" dual loyalty. Thus, during 
the period of the two world wars, social pressures upon the immigrants and 
their native born offspring were significantly greater than in times of 
peace. Naturally, the weight and orientation of these pressures depended 
primarily on the position of the mother country within the system of 
alliances, or more specifically, how it related to the United States and to 
her combatant allies. In light of the fact that Hungary found herself on the 
wrong side in both of these world wars, the question of dual loyalty 
assumed considerably greater importance for Hungarian Americans than 
for nationalities who were fighting on the to "right" side (e.g. the Belgians, 
Serbians, etc.). At the same time, however, one has to acknowledge that 
during World War I, it was primarily the Germans, and during World War 
II, primarily the Japanese who suffered from the existence of their real or 
potential dual loyalties. 



In the three decades prior to World War I, when among the nearly 
two million Hungarian citizens about 650,000 Magyars also transplanted 
themselves to the United States, the issue of dual loyalty was of very little 
consequence in American society. First, because most of the immigrants 
who arrived to the United States did so as temporary migrants ("guest 
workers") without the intention of staying permanently, and thus had no 
intention of dividing their loyalties. Second, because their native-born 
offspring became natural components of American society, who lived the 
lives and enjoyed the culture of other Americans of their class. 

This relatively problem-free situation remained intact until 1914, in 
spite of the fact that in the preceding decade the Hungarian government 
undertook a major effort, known as the "American Action" (1904-14), to 
influence the immigrants' political and ideological orientation and to assure 
their ultimate repatriation. This program, whose first goal was to prevent 
the immigrants' assumption of U.S. citizenship, was initiated with the 
cooperation of patriotic Hungarian clergymen, editors, teachers, and other 
community leaders, whose activities were often subsidized by the Hunga-
rian government. Although much less successful than planned, the "Ame-
rican Action" may have had a role in the fact that in 1914 only about 15% 
of the immigrants were U.S. citizens; and that — notwithstanding the 
Americanization pressures during the war — not even in 1920 was this 
ratio higher than 28.4%. 

During the war, and especially after 1917 when the United States 
intervened militarily, Hungarian Americans were forced to become aware 
of the fact that their dual loyalties were heavy encumbrances. In spite of 
the open American sympathies for England and France, during the early 
phases of the war, the Hungarians were still able to show their loyalty to 
their mother country openly, and also to help Hungary with money, propa-
ganda, and prayers. By 1917, however, the situation changed completely. 
Thereafter they were forced by political and social pressures to shift their 
pro-Hungarian to pro-American loyalty, and even to establish a so-called 
"America^ Hungarian Loyalty League." 

Naturally, this new situation produced many personal and social 
conflicts, which later were summarized by the New York-based Amerikai 
Magyar Nepszava [American Hungarian People's Voice] as follows: 

American Hungarians found themselves . . . in a painful 
and excruciating situation. The fact that fate had endowed 
. . . [us] with two homelands now fell upon us like a lash 
that tore into our very souls. Not only were we forced to 
cease our noble efforts to aid our brethren, but we were 
also compelled to support the American cause . . . to 
purchase American War Bonds, to work in factories 



manufacturing war materials . . . and to shed our blood 
[fighting against our brethren] . . . . On top of this all, 
Hungarian ethnic islands found themselves in an alien sea 
that surrounded them with a fermenting stream of suspicion 
and hate . . . If there ever was a period of trials for our 
souls, nerves, hearts . . . and minds, and for our loyalties 
to our new country . . . those were the times: the times of 
trials and tribulations, the times of hidden tears.9 

The same situation applies also to the period of World War II, 
when Hungary's alliance with Hitler and the resulting partial revision of 
Hungary's frontiers put the Hungarian Americans, and especially the 
immigrants among them, into an impossible situation. In this connection 
one must recall that in the period between the two world wars — largely 
because of the effects of World War I — most immigrants were forced to 
decide to remain permanently in the United States. Even so, they fell just 
as much under the impact of the so-called "Trianon syndrome" as did those 
who had remained at home.10 In point of fact, because of their minority 
situation, and because most of them came from territories lost by Hungary 
after World War I, the emotional impact of their native country's muti-
lation may have affected them even more deeply than those who remained 
at home. In light of this phenomenon, Hungarian Americans were in the 
forefron' in the struggle against Trianon and in the effort to revise its 
undeniably unjust territorial terms. Thus, they viewed the territorial revi-
sions of 1938-41 simply as corrections of historical injustices, notwith-
standing the fact that they were achieved with Hitler's and Mussolini's 
help. But this attitude placed them into a difficult situation very similar 
to that in which the mother country found herself. The impossibility of 
this situation was hardly altered by the fact that Hungarian-American 
spokesmen constantly emphasized that they only supported the Hungarian 
government's policies concerning justifiable territorial revisions, but not its 
pro-Axis stance. At the end, however, Hungarian Americans were again 
forced to choose between their two loyalties. Because on this occasion a 
pro-Axis stand would have been unthinkable, virtually all of them opted 
for a pro-American loyalty. 

Following World War II, with minimal variations, the primary 
loyalties of Hungarian Americans remained with the United States. For 
the native-born second and third generations this question was not even an 
issue any more. For the political immigrants of the post-World War II 
decades on the other hand, notwithstanding their differences with the 
United States, pro-American loyalty was still preferable to a loyalty to 
communist Hungary. Only after the decline and collapse of communism 
did the rivalry between the two loyalties surface once more, in some cases 



leading to the repatriation of a number of the older political immigrants. 
But not even this repatriation could eradicate their dual loyalty. In point 
of fact, their attachment to the United States usually gained strength in the 
years following their repatriation, partially because of the harsh realities of 
everyday existence in today's Hungary, and partially because the merits of 
American society tend to grow proportionately with the length of the time 
absent from it. 

In general, we can assert that, v/ith a few exceptions, all Hungarian 
immigrants have retained some degree of loyalty to the country of their 
birth, and none of them were able, nor did they wish to eradicate this 
loyalty. Naturally, with the passing of time, this loyalty to Hungary would 
turn into a dual loyalty, involving both their old and their new countries. 

The situation was and is naturally different with the American-born 
generations, who have grown up as Americans and have become natural 
members of American society. They also display elements of dual loyalty, 
but their primary attachment is already to the United States. Thus, at least 
from the vantage point of the emigre patriots, these generations are already 
lost for Hungary. This fact was recognized even in the period before 
World War I, when one of the patriotic Hungarian priest had this to say 
about this question: "not even the children of the most patriotic [Hun-
garian] . . . parents displays five cents worth of [Hungarian] patriotism."11 

This basically meant that while the native generations still spoke the 
language of their parents up to a certain point, they still knew something 
about their parents' views and way of life, and they still displayed some 
degree of attachment to the far-off homeland of their forefathers, but their 
primary attachment was already to American society and to the United 
States. This had also been recognized and recorded by the receptive dip-
lomat, Geza Hoffman, when in 1911 he stated: "The fact that besides 
English an American of Hungarian extraction also speaks the language of 
his parents and displays some degree of remote affection for their home-
land, does not really make him less of an assimilated [American]."12 

And this statement basically points to the essence of dual loyalty: 
The fact that these loyalties are not of equal significance, and that under 
certain circumstances the primary loyalty always triumphs over the secon-
dary one[s]. In case of the immigrants among Hungarian Americans the 
relative importance of two parts of their dual loyalty is not always 
recognizable. Initially it is always to the mother country, later it becomes 
somewhat uncertain, and still later it may become primarily an American 
loyalty. Such assumed loyalties, however, are easily reversible — a fact 
that generally does not apply to the native-born members of the second, 
third, and fourth generations. The latter's primary loyalties always belong 
to the United States. Thus, the nature of their loyalties is basically very 
similar to the dual loyalties found in Hungary — loyalties, which none-



theless still create considerable problems in a society which is unwilling 
to accept that validity of such split loyalties. 

The Question of Dual and Multiple Identity in Hungary 

Returning to the question of dual and multiple identity and loyalty within 
Hungarian society — which manifests itself, among others, in the already 
mentioned populist-urbanist controversy — let me first reemphasize that 
in my view the primary cause of this controversy and divisiveness is the 
survival of an exclusivist nineteenth century national consciousness, which 
is unable to accept the validity of dual/multiple identity and loyalty. This 
outdated view of nationalism is unwilling to concede that an individual 
may in fact have two or more legitimate loyalties. But in this age such 
multiple loyalties are unavoidable, hence they should be legitimized and 
acceptable — all the more so as in such cases these loyalties are not of the 
same level and intensity. 

As has been seen in conjunction with Hungarian Americans, the 
primary loyalty of the native-born generations already belongs to the 
United States. This was true about all ethnic and national groups in 
American society — at least until the recent appearance of what Arthur 
Schlesinger Jr. called "divisive diversity."13 This also applied — and still 
applies — to all Hungarians of Hungary, virtually all of whom — 
regardless of their origins, place of birthplace, or even citizenship — are 
first of all Hungarians. They are Hungarians notwithstanding the fact that 
some of their ancestors spoke German, Yiddish, Armenian, French, Italian, 
Greek, Turkish, or one of the Slavic languages. Thus, even if there are 
Hungarians with two or more loyalties — as there undoubtedly are — their 
non-Hungarian loyalties are only of secondary importance, and in case of 
crises naturally relinquish their positions to an all-Hungarian identity and 
affiliation. 

In this connection it should be noted that this assertion also holds 
true for those who, because of the shifting political borders, have in the 
twentieth century found themselves in the newly created or enlarged 
neighbouring states — and did so without having moved an inch from the 
lands of their ancestors. Wile these Hungarians were compelled to become 
the citizens of states created mostly out of former Austria-Hungary, and 
while they were and are obliged to observe the laws of their new countries, 
they never gave up their Hungarian identity, nor their Magyar national 
language. And this is all the more so as many of them are just on the 
other side of the artificially created political frontiers. 

Being a member of a nation — being a Hungarian — therefore, is 
not a biological, nor a racial, but rather a cultural issue; and before that it 



is the result of a series of historical events and accidents. In other words, 
"a Hungarian is one who claims to be a Hungarian." This oft-cited 
statement reflects today's reality and fulfils today's needs much more 
faithfully than any nineteenth-century notion about nationality. This means 
that most Hungarians today are Hungarians not because their ancestors 
were among Prince Arpad's conquering Magyars, but because by some 
accident of fate or history they or their ancestors have become Hungarians. 
In other words, they are Hungarians today because they were born either 
in the Carpathian Basin or, in some instances, in one of the Hungarian 
ethnic islands somewhere in a far-off country. By virtue of their birth they 
went through their early childhood experiences as Hungarians, they were 
taught the Magyar language which distinguishes them form the speakers 
of all other languages, and along with this language they also picked up 
other aspects of Hungarian culture, to which they are bound by strong 
emotional and intellectual ties throughout their lives. 

Naturally, we are aware that one can also make a conscious deci-
sion to become a Hungarian (or any other nationality), but that is a very 
rare phenomenon. Becoming a Hungarian has always been a slow and 
mostly natural phenomenon, just like becoming an American on the part 
of the immigrants and their native-born children. In most instances one 
does not even chose to become a Hungarian or an American. That comes 
of its own. derived from the given conditions of an individual. But once 
this metamorphosis has taken place, it is rather difficult to reverse it. 

This thought about being a Hungarian, or rather of being attached 
to one's acquired nationality, has recently been beautifully expressed by a 
noted Hungarian publicist. Pal Bodor (1930-), in his essay on the so-called 
Jewish question in Hungary. Writing on the pages of Elet es Irodalom 
[Life and Literature]. Bodor — who left Transylvania in 1983 to escape 
Ceausescu's chauvinistic wrath — writes as follows: "What should one do, 
who — although never denying his Jewish roots . . . — is attached . . . 
to his Hungarian identity in spite of being lashed, spit upon, humiliated, 

and threatened with death? He knows that this is a one-sided love affair, 
but he stiil can't live without it . . . for his mother tongue, his culture, his 
historical consciousness, and his emotions are all Hungarian . . . ." As an 
example, continues Bodor: 

I am the descendant of Szekely noblemen. Calvinist preach-
ers. Austrian alchemists. Saxon stonemasons, and Spanish-
Jewish rabbis. I have never . . . denied anyone of my an-
cestors . . . Yet. since I live in Hungary [i.e. since 1983], 
this fact is being brought to my attention virtually every 
minute . . . I confess honestly and without reservations: If 
there were no anti-Semitism, I would regard the fact that I 



also have Jewish blood in me a very minor biographical 
data. 1 have devoted most of my novels, essays collections 
and publicistic volumes to the problems of Hungarian mino-
rity existence fin Rumania]. Is this one-sided love? Un-
doubtedly so, but it is love nonetheless. If the Hungarians 
of Transylvania were less oppressed than they are, would I 
love them differently? Am I being ridiculed because they 
cannot "Jew" me out from among the Magyars? I don't 
really care. I have never denied the facts of my origins, 
nor my emotions. To Hungarian-hater I am a Hungarian, 
but to a hate-filled Hungarian I am not [a true Hungari-
an].14 

1 would like to finish my essay with the following hypothetical 
question: Which Hungarian is a more genuine Hungarian? He who — 
while a carrier of the genes of several other nationalities or ethnic groups, 
to which he may even feel a degree of attachment — remains faithful to 
Hungary, to the Hungarians, and to his own Hungarianness, and does so 
in spite of all attempts to read him out of his nation? Or he who can trace 
his roots right back to Prince Arpad and to the conquering Magyars, but 
at the same time feels no affinity to the Hungarian nation and Magyar lan-
guage, nor to its culture, way of life, and spirituality? 
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