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The perpetual struggle for room and food. 
Thomas Robert Malthus (1766-1834) 

If the history of mankind is an unending quest by nations for territory 
and sustenance then it is inevitable that in this contest there would be 
winners and losers.1 Anyone who looks at an atlas of the world produced 
generations ago will find countries that cannot be located on today's 
maps. A map of Central Europe, for example, printed in the early nine-
teenth century, is hardly recognizable to a person today who is not 
familiar with the region's history. The changes do not suggest that the 
political entities that exist on the old map and cannot be found on the 
new one have all disappeared. Some of them united with other states and 
assumed new names. Nevertheless it is a fact of human evolution that 
some countries disappear from the map through the course of history 
while others continue to exist in one form or another. 

While states appear on and disappear from political atlases, the 
same is not quite true of nations — those agglomerations of human 
beings which social scientists often talk about but rarely define in a 
satisfactory manner. In this connection Anthony D. Smith's description of 
an ethnic community, "...a named human group claiming a homeland and 
sharing myths of common ancestry, historical memories and a distinct 
culture,"2 might as well be the departure point for a definition of the term 
"nation," to which one should add one more criterion, the possession of 
national consciousness, something which may or may not characterize an 



ethnic community, especially if we talk of such a collection of individuals 
in bygone times. Whatever definition we apply to nations, we have to add 
that they tend to be more persevering than states, simply because the 
latter can be abolished through acts of international or even domestic 
politics, while nations tend to persist even if they are deprived of a 
homeland and are denied, de jure if not de facto, of existence as separate, 
readily identifiable political entities. 

If the birth and survival of states is not a simple process, the 
emergence and death of nations is an infinitely more complex one. 
Similarly intricate is the question of why some ethnic groups manage to 
become state-founding peoples — or, at least, are recognized as such by 
the international community of their times — while others fail to do so. 
Furthermore, and this is of immediate concern to us in this collection of 
studies, there is the query why some nations persevere through the ages 
while others fail and disappear from the stage of historical evolution. 

Even the very process of the disappearance of nations is a com-
plex, multi-faceted and multi-phased development. It may begin with the 
forfeiture of political independence and continue with the loss of some or 
all of the usual trappings of nationhood: language, traditions and a 
collective consciousness. Complicating all this is the fact that the evolu-
tion of nations in not a linear process; rather, for most of them historical 
development seems to resemble not the simple path of rise and decline 
but more of a roller-coaster ride in which times of greatness are repeat-
edly followed by political chaos, societal disintegration, foreign conquest 
or some other great calamity. 

Examples for the rise and near demise of nations abound. There 
are many to be found in Europe alone. In the British Isles we have the 
Welsh, the Irish and the Scots — all of whom have lost, at one time or 
another since the Middle Ages, their status as separate political entities, 
and even to a large extent their language. In the nineteenth century and 
early throughout the twentieth, they seemed headed for extinction as 
nations and yet, over the past several decades, they have started on the 
path of national re-generation and even the rejuvenation of their distinct 
languages. From the rise of an independent republic in southern Ireland 
to the "devolution" processes affecting Scotland and Wales we have seen 
the re-birth of nations that had been deemed by some as nearly extinct 
only a few generations ago. 

In East Central and Eastern Europe the Polish and Ukrainian 
nations come to mind when we think of these rise-and-decline and rise-



again processes. The former had emerged as a Christian state simulta-
neously with Hungary around 1000 a. d. and continued to exist as an 
influential player on the international stage until the eighteenth century. 
At the end of the seventeenth, for example, the Polish King with his army 
played a significant role in the saving of Vienna from becoming the 
victim of the last great Ottoman incursion into Central Europe. In less 
than hundred years, however, Poland declined and became the object of 
the expansionist ambitions of its ever more powerful neighbours: Prussia, 
Russia and the Habsburg Empire. By the end of the eighteenth century 
the Polish state was no more and the Polish people became ruled by 
foreign powers. It was only the collapse of the Hohenzollern, Habsburg 
and Romanov empires under the strain of the First World War that 
allowed Poland to be reborn as an independent state.3 

The history of the Ukrainian state goes back even further. Kievan 
Rus had emerged in the second half of the ninth century and continued to 
flourish until the Mongol onslaught in the twelfth. Mongol rule in this 
region eventually transpired into the hegemony of the Crimean Tatars 
who in time came under the control of the Ottoman Turks. The setbacks 
suffered by the Ottoman Empire at the end of the seventeenth century 
brought trouble for the Tatars. Under these circumstances there was a 
resurgence of Ukrainian power under their leaders, the most noted of 
them having been hetman Ivan Mazeppa. Unfortunately for the cause of 
Ukrainian nationhood, this renaissance was temporary and Ukraine fell 
victim to the hegemonic ambitions of its increasingly powerful northern 
neighbour: Russia of the Romanovs.4 An independent Ukraine almost re-
emerged with the collapse of the old empires in Central and Eastern 
Europe after the First World War, but its aspirations in this direction were 
thwarted by the rise of Bolshevik power in Russia. Ukrainian indepen-
dence had to wait for the collapse of the Soviet Empire in the 1990s. In 
our days Ukrainians are engaged in the building of their nation state for 
the third, some would say the fourth, time. 

Unlike the Polish and Ukrainian states, Hungary did not disappear 
completely from the map of Europe for a significant period of time. Even 
during the darkest days of Ottoman occupation of much of the Carpathian 
Basin there existed a so-called Royal Hungary beyond the reach of the 
Turks and it enjoyed a varying degree of autonomy within the Habsburg 
realm. Furthermore, the Transylvania of the times, which was nominally 
under Ottoman tutelage, was a Hungarian state that enjoyed a high degree 
of self-rule, sometimes even in external affairs. Furthermore, after the 



Turks were driven from East Central Europe and the whole of Hungary 
came under Habsburg rule, the kingdom did retain some autonomy 
despite periodic efforts by the court at Vienna at centralization and 
absolutist rule. Though both the Ottoman and Habsburg occupations had 
the potential of threatening the survival of the Hungarian nation, a 
multitude of historical circumstances helped to counteract or short-cut 
these dangers. 

While the persistence of a nation in the heart of East Central 
Europe for more than thousand years may be deemed a miracle, the fact 
that the Hungarians did establish a state there is even more of a marvel of 
historical development. As Dr. Laszlo Veszpremy points out in his essay 
in this volume, no ethnic group or nation had managed to build and 
sustain for more than a brief period a state in the Carpathian Basin before 
one was established by the Magyars. Two empires, the Roman and the 
Frankish, did establish control over the basin's Western regions, but for 
both of them these lands performed mainly or exclusively the function of 
military frontier. Between the time of Roman and Frankish rule, this part 
of Europe was ruled by the Turkic-speaking Huns, then by the Germanic-
speaking Gepids, then from the 560s to about 670 by the Avars (who, like 
the Huns, spoke an Altaic language), and then by what some historians 
call the Late Avars.5 From their Carpathian bases, at times all of these 
peoples held sway over lands beyond this part of Europe. Nevertheless, 
the dominion of these nomadic empires beyond the Carpathian mountain 
ranges, and even inside them, proved ephemeral. The same was true of 
Frankish control over the Basin's Western approaches which lasted from 
the time of Charlemagne (ruled 771-814) to the time of the disintegration 
of his empire under his successors. 

Medieval Hungary 

When the Hungarians under their ruler Arpad arrived in the Carpathian 
Basin at the end of the 9th century, they found large areas of the land — 
marshlands, primeval forests, desiccated areas of the eastern Hungarian 
Plain and other inhospitable places — unsettled or sparsely populated. 
Elsewhere they found the ruins of cities and fortifications left by the 
Romans, and to a lesser extent, by subsequent occupants of the realm. In 
terms of the populations they encountered, generalizations are more 
difficult to make, but there can be little doubt that Arpad's people found 



the demographic remnants of the previous nomadic ethnic groups, mixed 
with the ancestors of the peoples we know today as West- and South-
Slavs. These Slavic inhabitants may have had economic and even political 
ties to nascent state formations whose traditional lands and capital cities 
were situated outside of the Carpathian Basin, in Moravia or Slavonia.6 

The Hungarian occupation of the Carpathian Basin, unlike the 
previous occupations, did not prove ephemeral. Under Arpad's succes-
sors, the Hungarians established a Christian kingdom which in time 
became one of Europe's nation states — exactly when it became such, 
could be the subject of an unending debate by historians. Notwithstanding 
long periods of foreign occupation, the state established by Arpad's 
descendants continues to exist to our day, a millennium later. A number 
of complex factors, both internal and external, have contributed to the 
emergence and early survival of this political entity. Many of these are 
discussed in or are alluded to in the first two studies in this collection of 
papers, in the essays of Dr. Laszlo Veszpremy and Professor Zoltan Kosz-
tolnyik. 

There can be little doubt that of primary importance in the inter-
national context of the age of Hungary's state formation was the politico-
religious climate of the times. This was a time of keen competition bet-
ween Byzantine and Latin Christianity for influence in the region which 
today we know as East Central Europe. More important than this was the 
fact that in the very period of the Hungary's conversion to Christianity, 
the latter of these realms was on an offensive, though not so much in the 
literal but in the figurative sense of that term. It is not only the actions of 
the Magyar leaders of Prince Geza and King Stephen that help to account 
for the founding of a Christian kingdom in Hungary, but those of the 
Holy Roman Emperors Otto III and Henry II, as well as those of Otto's 
tutor and confidant, the brilliant Gerbert of Aurillac, later Pope Sylvester 
II.7 

Hungary's conversion to Latin Christianity cannot be explained 
exclusively or even largely by the nature of the international political (one 
might say religious — in those times the two overlapped) situation of the 
times. A fortuitous circumstance of Hungarian evolution was the fact that 
in this critical period, coinciding with the reigns of Otto III and Henry II 
and their efforts to expand the influence of Latin Christianity, relative 
stability existed in Hungary under the rule of Prince Geza and his son 
Stephen I.8 Stable rule for over two generations allowed Hungary's great 
transformation to take root and went a long way to assure the future of 



the Christian kingdom that had came into existence during this time. The 
success of this enterprise was not only the result of the absence of major 
civil strife or international conflict. Many of Geza's and Stephen's policies 
greatly contributed to this process.9 As Dr. Veszpremy points out in his 
study, Hungary's two state-founders sought accommodation with the 
country's neighbours. Furthermore, while they used a firm hand against 
those elements of Hungarian society that opposed the realm's transforma-
tion, they sought peaceful coexistence with, and even the cooperation of, 
the non-Magyars among their subjects, both of those living inside and 
those settled on the periphery of the Carpathian Basin.10 

If we ask people who have only a superficial knowledge of 
Hungarian history what crises constituted the greatest threats to the 
survival of the state that had been established by Geza and Stephen, they 
would probably list the wars and conflicts that resulted in the occupation 
of Hungary by enemy forces: the Mongol conquest, the Ottoman occupa-
tion, the rule of the Habsburgs, as well as World Wars I and II. Such an 
explanation would be an approximation of the reality but it would not be 
a complete and entirely realistic answer to the question. The first great 
threat to the survival of the Christian Kingdom of Hungary founded by 
Prince Geza and St. Stephen came not with the Mongol invasion of the 
13th century but as early as the reigns of Stephen's immediate successors. 

Two great dangers faced the Hungarian nation in the decades after 
St. Stephen's death in 1038. One of these was the possibility that the 
work of the creation of the Christian kingdom would unravel through the 
resurgence of paganism and re-emergence of old Magyar tribal traditions. 
The other threat was that the country would be reduced to vassalage by 
one of its neighbours, most likely by the German realm of the Holy 
Roman emperors. 

As pointed out by Professor Kosztolnyik in his paper, the Arpa-
dian kings Andrew I and Bela I struggled relentlessly to avert these 
threats to Christian Hungary's existence. Although on some occasions they 
took advantage of their non- or not-yet-Christian countrymen's resentment 
of German influence in the country to oppose Germanic hegemonic 
ambitions with regard to Hungary, in the end they thwarted efforts to 
restore paganism in the Kingdom. They also pursued dynastic and foreign 
policies that were designed to assure their Kingdom's continued existence 
as a full-fledged member of Europe's Christian states. To this end they, 
and especially Andrew I, tried to establish dynastic links with most of 
Europe's ruling families. At the same time they cultivated friendly ties 



with both centres of Christendom: Rome and Byzantium. They also took 
advantage of the contacts they had made and friendships they had estab-
lished during their exile in neighbouring Kievan Rus and Poland. They 
tried to retain, or regain if the circumstances demanded, the good will of 
the Holy Roman Empire's German rulers; however, if and when they did 
not succeed in this, they were ready to use military force to repel German 
military incursions into Hungary. Above all, both of them, but especially 
Bela I, continued to lay the foundations of a viable Christian kingdom 
above all through administrative, political and fiscal reforms formulated in 
consultation with the country's temporal and religious lords as well as 
with the representatives of the realm's communities. 

The successors of Andrew I and Bela I could build on their 
accomplishments and thereby ensure the Hungarian Kingdom's survival — 
and even its development into a powerful medieval kingdom by the age 
of Bela III (ruled 1172-96). It was only under these circumstances that 
medieval Hungary could face further threats to its existence later, such as 
domestic disintegration during the reign of Andrew II (ruled 1205-35) or 
the Mongol invasion in the time of Bela IV (ruled 1235-70), or the 
extinction of the male line of the Arpadian dynasty in 1301. 

Early in the 14th century the Kingdom of Hungary acquired a new 
dynasty when Charles Robert (ruled 1307-42) became king after a six-
year long succession struggle. He was a member of the Neapolitan 
branch of the House of Anjou and his grandmother was an Arpadian 
princess. Hungary's Angevin rulers would occupy the Hungarian throne 
almost to the end of the century. Although they kept a keen eye on the 
dynastic interests of their family,11 they brought to Hungary stability and 
enhanced international reputation. In particular, Charles Robert strength-
ened royal power through curbing the power of Hungary's feudal lords, 
while his son Louis (also known as Louis the Great of Hungary, ruled 
1342-82) made Hungary the centre of a dynastic empire encompassing 
much of East Central Europe. He was followed on the throne by Mary 
Anjou (ruled 1382-95). She shared the throne with her husband Sigis-
mund of Luxembourg (ruled 1387-1437) who succeeded her upon her 
death. Being Holy Roman Emperor (1410-37), Sigismund's often focused 
his attention on the affairs of the Empire and neflegted those of Hungary. 
As a result he could not curb the re-emergence of oligarchic power and 
dissention within the kingdom.12 

The second half of the 15th century witnessed the ascent to the 
throne of Hungary by one her own sons as opposed to a member of one 



of Europe's royal houses. Matthias Corvinus (ruled 1458-90), the son of 
Janos Hunyadi, the legendary military leader in the struggle against the 
Ottoman Turks, was the last great ruler of an independent Hungarian 
kingdom. Under his immediate successors Hungary continued to survive 
as one of East Central Europe's sovereign states, but this situation was not 
to continue very long. 

The Ottoman Era 

The sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries constituted a period of great 
danger to the survival not only of a Hungarian state, but also of the 
Magyar nation. The historical origins of this threat can be traced back to 
the previous two centuries. Throughout the age of Hungary's Angevin 
rulers, and during that of Janos Hunyadi and his son Matthias, the Magyar 
Kingdom continued to enjoy its independence. Most of this time it was 
blessed by a degree of stability and even prosperity. During the reigns of 
Louis the Great and Matthias Corvinus in particular, Hungary was a 
power-broker in East Central Europe. Nevertheless, throughout much of 
this time, there existed an ever-growing threat to the country's security. 
This threat was the rise of Ottoman power. 

The Ottoman Empire, which constituted an important factor in the 
politics of the Near East and Europe from the fourteenth century to the 
twentieth, had its origins in north-western Anatolia (in Asia Minor) in the 
late thirteenth century. It made its debut on the international scene under 
the leader Osman I (also known as El Ghazi, "the Conqueror" — ruled 
from ca. 1281 to 1326).13 From this base not far southeast of the Byzan-
tine capital of Constantinople, Osman's successors expanded their territory 
into the rest of western Asia Minor and then into the southern Balkans, 
reducing the realm of the once-mighty Byzantine Empire to the region 
around the imperial capital. In 1453 the Ottomans captured Constanti-
nople and turned it into the seat of their state, under the name Istanbul. 
By this time they had come to control not only a large part of Asia Minor 
but also most of the Balkans, all the way to the Lower Danube River east 
of the land formation known as Iron Gates. 

During the last decades of the fifteenth century and the early part 
of the sixteenth, the Ottoman Empire continued to expand. In 1514 the 
Turks defeated the Persians, thereby eliminating the greatest threat to the 
eastern flank of their realm. Not surprisingly, the defeat of Persia was 



followed soon by the conquest of eastern Anatolia, then of Kurdistan 
(1515), Damascus (1516), much of Arabia (1516) and Egypt (1517). 
These victories elevated the state of Sultan Selim I to the status of a 
superpower in the Middle East and southeastern Europe.14 

The rulers of late medieval Hungary were slow to realize the 
danger posed to their kingdom by Ottoman expansion. Louis the Great 
waged numerous wars in the northern Balkans with the aim of extending 
his influence there. These campaigns resulted in the enlargement of 
Louis' influence in the region but their long-term effect was not so much 
the building of a powerful Hungarian bulwark against Turkish expansion 
but the weakening of the Balkan peoples' ability to resist the attacks of 
the Ottomans later. Two generations later, in the 1420s, Sigismund did 
lead campaigns against the Turks, without much success. Thereafter he 
confined his efforts to the improvement of Hungary's southern defences. 

In the 1440s new attempts were made to roll back Ottoman 
influence in the Balkans. The first of these were led by the above-
mentioned Janos Hunyadi, Hungary's first great military leader to concen-
trate on the "Turkish danger." The success of his campaigns emboldened 
Vladislav I, king of Poland and Hungary (ruled in the latter under the 
name Ulaszlo from 1440-44), to launch a major crusade against the 
Ottomans. It resulted in the disastrous defeat at Varna and cost Vladislav 
his life. More campaigns against the Turks followed with varying success. 
In 1456, only three years after the fall of Constantinople, the Turks 
marched on Nandorfehervar, the Hungarian kingdom's great frontier 
fortress in the South (today's Belgrade). Here they were defeated by 
Hunyadi's forces, reinforced by a hastily-improvised "crusading army" 
composed mainly of peasant volunteers. This important victory gave 
Hungary — and Christian Central Europe — a respite from the Turkish 
danger that lasted for two generations. Unfortunately for Hungary, 
Hunyadi was cut down on the morrow of his victory by the plague that 
visited the region in the wake of the battle. 

The reign of Matthias Corvinus should have been the time when 
Hungary and, in fact, all of Christian Europe concentrated on the Turkish 
danger and prepared for the time when the Ottomans would resume their 
advance. Indeed, Matthias did build an efficient standing army but used it 
mainly to try to gain the crowns of Bohemia and even that of the Holy 
Roman Empire. He did obtain the former but the latter eluded him. In 
the meantime, during his reign no major campaign was mounted against 
the Turks. Matthias' defenders argue that had his ambition of uniting 



Central Europe under one ruler succeeded, Matthias would have been able 
to concentrate this region's vast resources and inflict a decisive defeat on 
the Turks. His premature death — he was not yet 50 when he died — 
prevented him from realizing what he had always claimed to have been 
his life's ambition.15 

After Matthias' death, the prospects of defending Hungary against 
Ottoman expansionism rapidly deteriorated. He died without leaving a 
legitimate male heir. Hungary's magnates, having grown resentful of a 
powerful monarch who did not tolerate centrifugal tendencies in the 
kingdom, looked for a weak or absentee monarch to succeed him. They 
found one in Ulaszlo IIAVladyslaw (ruled 1490-1516) of the Polish 
Jagiellonian dynasty who had become king of Bohemia (as Ladislav II) in 
1471. Upon his death in 1516, Ulaszlo was succeeded by his 10-year-old 
son, Lajos/Louis II (Ludvfk I in Bohemia). The task of defending Hun-
gary against the next Ottoman onslaught would fall on the shoulders of 
this young and inexperienced ruler. 

To make matters worse, in 1514 Hungary was shaken by a 
traumatic experience of a different kind. On the urging of the Pope, 
preparations were made for a great crusade against the Turks. Before the 
campaign could get under way acrimony between Hungary's magnates and 
the assembled army's leaders degenerated into a peasant uprising against 
the land-owning aristocracy. The rebellion was put down with much 
cruelty and was followed by wide-spread repression. Under the circum-
stances it became dangerous for Hungary's rulers to call upon the peas-
antry to take up arms against the Turkish foe when it again threatened to 
invade the kingdom. 

In the meantime, in the Ottoman Empire Selim I was succeeded 
by his son Suleiman I, later known as "the Magnificent" (ruled 1520-
1566). With the Near East under his control and its riches at the disposal 
of the Ottoman war machine, the able and ambitious Suleiman turned his 
attention to Europe. In 1521 his armies took Nandorfehervar (Belgrade), 
the fortress that guarded the approaches to the Hungarian Plain. Five 
years later, Suleiman embarked on another campaign, aimed at continuing 
his conquests, this time north of the Danube River. The court of King 
Louis II tried to gather an army to meet the danger but the response to its 
call-to-arms was disappointing. The forces that set out to meet Suleiman's 
vast army did not include all or even most of Hungary's military re-
sources, let alone any large contingents from Central Europe's other 
Christian states. Not surprisingly, Suleiman's army had no trouble in 



scattering Louis II and his feudal knights in the famous Battle of Mohacs. 
Louis himself lost his life while fleeing from the battlefield. In the 
decades following, Suleiman's armies occupied central Hungary and 
reduced the eastern part of the country, including Transylvania, to vassal-
age. The rest of the Kingdom (the so-called Royal Hungary) came to be 
ruled by the relatives of Louis' widow, the members of the Austrian 
branch of the Habsburg family. Thus began one of the dark ages of 
Hungarian history, the more than century-and-a-half-long Ottoman 
occupation. 

As Dr. Geza Palffy points out in his study in this volume, 
Ottoman rule had many negative consequences for Hungary's evolution, 
from some of which the country has yet to recover. The most serious 
political impact was the kingdom's division into three parts. Those who 
think that this division lasted only for the duration of the Turkish occupa-
tion are not quite correct. The formation of a separate principality out of 
Transylvania, which became a largely self-governing vassal-state of the 
Ottoman Empire, had lasting consequences for the future of that region. It 
pre-saged the coming of an age when that part of the Carpathian Basin 
would no longer be a part of Hungary. What happened was that, after the 
Turks were expelled from Central Europe, the region's Habsburg rulers 
continued to maintain Transylvania as a separate administrative unit of 
their empire. Though for the last third of the nineteenth century it 
reunited with Hungary, after the First World War the peace-makers 
deemed it in their interest to detach this land from Hungary and award it 
to their erstwhile ally in the conflict, the Kingdom of Rumania. 

For the duration of the Ottoman occupation, Hungary's division 
had consequences that went beyond the realm of the governance of three 
distinct administrative entities. The physical division of the country also 
resulted in the dividing of Hungarian society into two irreconcilable 
camps. One of these was made up of those members of Hungary's elite 
that wanted to oppose further Turkish expansion — and, in fact, roll back 
Turkish influence — without enlisting foreign help and thereby compro-
mising the little freedom of action that the nation had retained. The other 
camp comprised of those members of Hungary's nobility who had come 
to the conclusion that fighting the Turks could not be done without 
outside help, in fact the help of Central Europe's most powerful dynasty, 
the Habsburgs. Indeed, Habsburg aid was enlisted and with it came the 
loss of a large measure of sovereignty for the part of Hungary that was 
spared of long-term Turkish occupation. 



The conflict between the pro-Habsburg and anti-Habsburg camps 
of Hungary's elite was bitter and long-lasting — it periodically transmuted 
from a war of words into a civil war. What was worse, as the Reforma-
tion spread throughout Europe, this conflict assumed the attributes of a 
religious war as the supporters of the "Habsburg idea" tended to be 
Catholics while their opponents were, especially by the seventeenth 
century, predominantly Protestants. Distrust and hatred between members 
of the two camps would continue long after the end of the Ottoman rule 
in the Carpathian Basin. 

Equally damaging and long-lasting were the Ottoman occupation's 
economic and demographic consequences. As Dr. Palffy points out, the 
16lh and 17th centuries were times of prolonged and repeated wars in 
Europe; however, few parts of the continent suffered as much as Hungary. 
Much of this period saw constant warfare in the country. Even in the 
periods of nominal peace, low intensity warfare continued with raids and 
counter-raids taking place in the ever-shifting military frontier between 
the Ottoman and Christian realms of East Central Europe. Villages were 
repeatedly razed and some fortified cities changed hands again and again. 
Livestock were killed or driven away and crops were burned or could not 
be planted or cultivated. Food supplies and fodder were taken away to 
feed the armies passing through the region. Many commercial centres 
declined while a few, usually those beyond the reach of marauding troops, 
prospered. Overall, economic output greatly declined, price inflation was 
rampant and trade was disrupted. 

The constant warfare and the disruption of economic activity had 
severe effects on the country's population. Countless thousands fell victim 
to military action, were driven away to the slave markets of the Near 
East, or were killed by the epidemics (usually smallpox) that often 
accompanied the military campaigns. Thousands of others fled the regions 
that were most frequently affected by warfare. Suffering was inflicted not 
only by the Turks, but also the Christian armies sent to stop them or, as it 
happened increasingly in the second half of the seventeenth century, to 
drive them out from Hungary. In some districts, especially in southern 
Hungary, and in cities that became Turkish military outposts, nearly all of 
the original population disappeared. Some communities vanished altoge-
ther while in others the original residents were replaced by newcomers, 
often from Ottoman possessions in the Balkans or beyond. In a study 
published in an earlier volume of this journal, Professor Oliver Botar 
observed that by the early years of the seventeenth century, the Magyar 



population of Buda had dwindled to a handful of families. At the same 
time, this royal Hungarian city turned Turkish military fortress remained 
a cosmopolitan centre, only by this time its population consisted not so 
much of Magyars, Germans and Jews, but of people from all parts of the 
Ottoman realm, with the majority being South Slavs from the Balkans.16 

The dramatic change in the ethnic make-up of the population was 
not confined to the former Hungarian capital. The Ottoman occupation 
affected the ethnic composition of most regions of Hungary. In some 
areas, especially in the south of the country, in some former royal cities, 
and in river valleys along transportation routes, the decline of the original 
population was the most marked. Eventually, and in some cases only 
after the expulsion of the Turks, these populations were replenished, but 
not with the members of the same ethnic groups. 

The regions most affected by the Ottoman occupation and the 
wars of the period, had been populated originally by Hungarians. When 
the demographic losses of these areas were replenished through the influx 
of newcomers, it was mainly non-Hungarians that filled the void. Frcm 
the North, Slovaks and Ruthenians migrated from the periphery of the 
country that had not been affected by warfare and marauding. From the 
East came Rumanians, and from the South, South Slav refugees from the 
Balkans. Dr. Palffy places the number of those who came during the age 
of the Ottoman occupation at "at least" half a million, with additional 
hundreds of thousands coming during and in the wake of the Turks' 
expulsion from the country during the last two decades of the seventeenth 
century. In areas where some Hungarian population remained, these 
newcomers in time assimilated. In other regions where few if any 
Magyars had remained, or where the newcomers established homogeneous 
settlements of their own, the ethnic character of the land became other 
than Hungarian. Whole regions or counties changed their ethnic trait, 
especially in what then was southern and southeastern Hungary and what 
today is the southern and eastern parts of the Vojvodina region of 
Yugoslavia. Dr. Palffy's conclusions about these changes are worth 
quoting: 

... during the 150-year Ottoman rule in Hungary, the ethnic 
map of the country underwent fundamental changes. While in 
the Middle Ages Magyars accounted for approximately 75 to 80 
percent of the Hungarian Kingdom's population, during the 16th 

and 17th centuries they gradually became a minority in their 
own country. The situation deteriorated further in the 18th 



century by the resettlements designed to revive the country's 
economy and stimulate its demographic growth. 

Though these changes did not pose a threat to the unity of Habsburg-
controlled Hungary in the eighteenth century, since in those days peoples' 
ethnicity mattered less than their class status and religion, in the second 
half of the nineteenth century this ethnic factor became an acute problem 
that threatened the very existence of a highly multi-ethnic Hungarian 
Kingdom. 

Though the most dangerous long-term consequence of the Otto-
man rule in Hungary was this drastic re-shaping of the country's ethnic 
map, there were other negative consequences that have not been enumer-
ated hitherto. Most of these are outlined in Dr. Palffy's paper and need 
not be repeated here in any detail: the negative impact on monastic life, 
as well as on the arts and on educational and cultural institutions. 
Collections of manuscripts and art were destroyed, and cultural institu-
tions were closed. In the international arena, the damage to Hungary's 
status was especially long-lasting. Since the sixteenth century, Hungary 
has not been able to play, except in an ephemeral manner or under 
coincidental circumstances, an important role in the political evolution of 
Europe. Yet, and this should not be forgotten in an evaluation of the total 
impact of the Ottoman rule on Hungary, the Magyar nation survived the 
ordeal. As Dr. Palffy points out in his conclusions, it not only survived 
but retained one of the traits that had characterized it since the time of the 
Conversion to Latin Christianity: its orientation toward Europe. The 
survival of Hungarian trade with Central Europe, the spread of the 
Reformation to many areas of Hungary (including many Ottoman-con-
trolled territories), and the continuing tradition of young Hungarians 
attending universities in Central and Western Europe,17 can be cited as 
eloquent testimonials to the survival of a Western-oriented Hungarian 
nation through the ordeal of the Ottoman occupation. 

The Habsburg Era 

In the region known as Royal Hungary, the Habsburg era of Hungarian 
history began coincidentally with the onset of the Ottoman rule in the 
other parts of the country, in the 16th century. In the rest of the Carpathian 
Basin, Habsburg rule arrived with the expulsion of the Turks, starting 



with the 1680s. How long Habsburg supremacy lasted is also difficult to 
establish because of the circumstances under which it ended. Nominally 
at least, Habsburg sovereigns ruled Hungary until the proclamation of a 
republic in 1918, at the end of the First World War.18 It can be argued, 
however, that Habsburg control of Hungary came to an end in 1867 with 
the so-called Ausgleich or Compromise, which established the Dual 
Monarchy of Austria-Hungary and gave the Hungarian half of the realm 
complete autonomy in internal affairs. Hungarians usually talk of four 
centuries of Habsburg rule, but in most parts of the country, Austrian 
dominance lasted only for about a century and three-quarters, and the only 
century which saw Vienna's rule in Hungary from beginning to the end 
was the eighteenth. This period is the subject of Professor Janos Barta's 
study in our volume. 

As has been mentioned above and is explained in some detail by 
Dr. Palffy in his paper, one of the lasting effects of the Ottoman occupa-
tion of Hungary in the fifteenth century had been the ideological division 
of the Hungarian nation into two opposing camps. The civil strife of the 
sixteenth century continued in the seventeenth in the periodic attempts to 
defend and even expand the self-determination of Hungary, more pre-
cisely Royal Hungary, within — or outside of — the Habsburg realm. 
Attempts such as these usually provoked retaliation from Vienna and 
experiments in the fuller integration of Hungary within the Empire. 

Conflict in Hungarian-Habsburg relations was sometimes the 
result of misunderstandings. A case in point is the repression that was 
unleashed by Vienna against its Hungarian subjects in the 1670s. It all 
started with the Treaty of Vasvar or Esienstadt that the imperial govern-
ment signed with the Porte after the defeat of a Turkish army by imperial 
and allied forces in the battle of Szentgotthard (St. Gothard or St. Godard, 
or the battle of the Raab River, 1 August, 1664). Hungarians, even some 
of those who had previously supported the Viennese Court, were outraged 
by the terms of this treaty, which they considered humiliating for Hun-
gary and even for the whole of Christian Europe. They could not under-
stand why, after a victorious battle, the government of Emperor Leopold 
I had to sue for peace, rather than try to liberate at least those parts of 
Hungary that had been taken by the Turks in recent times. The event 
convinced many Hungarians, especially those who were inclined to think 
this way in the first place, that the Habsburgs were as bad, if not worse 



enemies of Hungary, as the Ottomans. The Treaty of Vasvar was soon 
followed by an anti-Habsburg conspiracy by members of Hungary's elite, 
which was crushed and resulted in years of severe repression in Royal 
Hungary and even beyond — wherever the Viennese authorities could 
reach their real or imagined Hungarian enemies. All this resulted from a 
miss-judgement of the military situation by the Hungarian public on the 
morrow of the "victory" at Szentgotthard. In fact, that victory was a 
quirk of fate and left a strategic situation in which the continuation of the 
campaign against the Turks could have easily resulted in unmitigated 
disaster for the imperial forces.19 

From mutual distrust to misunderstanding and then to conspiracy 
and repression, was a process that often characterized the story of the 
House of Habsburg's relationship with its Hungarian subjects.20 The 
process apparently did not apply to the next major conflict between 
Vienna and the people of Hungary, the war of liberation led by Ferenc II 
Rakoczi between 1703 and 1711. The was no misunderstanding on this 
occasion. After the Turks had been expelled from most of Hungary, the 
Viennese court treated the lands regained not so much as liberated territo-
ries but as conquered enemy lands whose economic output and commerce 
could be exploited by pro-Habsburg landowners and the imperial treasury. 
This policy caused resentment and discontent in the regions concerned, 
which in turn brought retaliation and repression. In 1703, at a time of the 
outbreak of a continent-wide struggle between the France of Louis XIV 
and Leopold's Austria over the issue of succession in Spain, the conflict 
in Hungary turned into a full-blown war between Vienna and Rakoczi's 
kuruc armies. 

The war began with Hungarian successes but became a protracted 
guerrilla-type conflict after it became evident that the Habsburgs were no 
easy prey for Louis XIV's ambitions. In the end war-weariness prompted 
some of Rakoczi's followers to end the bloodshed, as well as the suffering 
of the people of Hungary, by suing for peace. The resulting peace settle-
ment, the Treaty of Szatmar of 1711, was a compromise which served as 
the basis for Habsburg rule in Hungary, and for the protection of the 
Hungarian nobility's privileges, for the rest of the eighteenth century and 
even beyond.21 

The Thokoly war, but especially the bitter and protracted struggle 
under Rakoczi, constituted still more of those developments in the history 



of the Hungarian nation which witnessed much bloodletting, material 
destruction, the loss of life due to military action, and the malnutrition 
and epidemics that usually accompanied military struggles. Actually, 
military casualties from 1703 to 1711 amounted to "only" 80,000, in 
contrast to the over 400,000 people who died in the epidemics of that 
period.22 

From the Peace of Szatmar to the outbreak of the War of Inde-
pendence of 1848-49, no military conflict took place between Hungary 
and Austria. For nearly fourteen decades war between the Habsburgs and 
their Magyar subjects did not bring about the bleeding of the Hungarian 
nation or its demographic decline through the epidemics that 18th and 19th 

century warfare engendered. The absence of overt conflict did not mean 
that strife between the two sides was nonexistent during this protracted 
period. The sources of friction were numerous and complex. They are 
enumerated in the last part of Professor Barta's study. Though it is nearly 
impossible to come to generalizations in this connection, it is probably 
not inaccurate to state that two major factors contributed to the persis-
tence of discord between the Habsburgs and their Hungarian subjects. 
One of these was the desire of the Viennese Court to reform or modernize 
the administration of the Habsburg realm, the other was the insistence of 
Hungary's elite to preserve nobiliary privileges.23 

Historians of this age point out that in the Habsburg treatment of 
Hungary a sharp dichotomy existed. The trend to respect Hungary's 
distinct position in the Habsburg realm — her traditions, interests or, at 
least, the sensitivities of her elites — coexisted with the efforts to ratio-
nalize and even to centralize the Empire's administration.24 As Professor 
Barta points out, these two basically incompatible proclivities often oscil-
lated depending on who ruled in Vienna; and in some cases transmuted 
even during the time of an individual sovereign — as it did during the 
second half of the reign of Maria Theresa. Evolving circumstances, as 
well as a change in the advice a ruler received, often made the difference, 
and one trend in the Habsburg's treatment of Hungary yielded to the other 
one.25 

Recent historiography, including Professor Barta's findings, make 
it evident that most of the Habsburg Court's policies tended to — or, at 
least, were usually intended to — benefit Hungary and her peoples. It was 
in large measure due to the Habsburgs' military might that, after the last 



of the Turkish (and Tatar) wars on Hungarian soil in the early eighteenth 
century, no enemy forces entered the country for some nine decades. 
Habsburg economic policies cannot be deemed to have had such undispu-
table beneficial results for Hungary but as Professor Barta argues, their 
overall impact was positive. They did more good than harm to Hungary's 
economy, even though few Hungarian historians have admitted this in the 
past. The Viennese Court also tried to improve public health throughout 
the Habsburg realm and the fact that it achieved only meagre results was 
not for the lack of trying but because of the limitations of contemporary 
medical knowledge. In the advancement of culture, Habsburg efforts were 
somewhat more effective. A part of their enduring legacy was the estab-
lishment of new schools and even a few institutions of higher learning. 

Two policies of the Habsburg government, both byproducts of the 
age of enlightened absolutism, had negative implications for the long-term 
survival of Hungary as a distinct cultural community and a viable, 
autonomous, or at least semi-autonomous, political entity. These were 
Vienna's drive for the rationalization of the Habsburg Empire's administra-
tion, and its efforts aimed at the augmentation of the realm's population 
— efforts which were pursued often in complete disrespect of the tradi-
tional ethnic balance in the regions to which new settlers were directed. 
These two aspirations of the Habsburg regime caused not only distrust 
and strife between Hungary's Habsburg rulers and her elites, but resulted 
in the impairment of the Magyar nation's ability to sustain the prerequi-
sites of its long-term survival. It matters little that these efforts were in 
many respects counter-productive from the Habsburg point of view also, 
as they compromised the Empire's unity, and in the end, after the passing 
of several generations, contributed to its ultimate disintegration. 

The beginning of the efforts to reform the Habsburg Empire's 
administration are usually dated from the reign of Maria Theresa. They 
first focused on the Habsburg hereditary provinces but were in time 
extended to that "most ungovernable" part of the Habsburg realm, 
Hungary.26 The position of Hungary within the Habsburg realm had 
always been ill-defined and it remained such even after the Peace of 
Szatmar. As historian Franz Szabo put it, the country's "political institu-
tions and socio-economic structures,... remained largely intact and contin-
ued to exercise such control as to make the assertion of the royal preroga-
tive... virtually impossible.27 The limited nature of the monarch's power 
was best illustrated by the Crown's inability to tax the Hungarian nobility. 
This situation proved tolerable in peacetime but became unacceptable to 



the Monarchy's ruling elite in times of war. Not surprisingly the conflicts 
of the mid-18th century, the War of Austrian Succession and the Seven 
Years' War, resulted in persistent efforts by the Viennese government to 
make Hungary shoulder her "fair share" of the cost of the war effort. 
Since the Hungarian Diet proved recalcitrant to the endorsing of sufficient 
direct contributions to the imperial treasury, Vienna tied to squeeze funds 
out of Hungary through revised tariffs. When initial hopes for a quick end 
to the second of this period's wars were dashed, it became evident that 
more dramatic measures would be needed. From the point of view of 
Vienna, the situation had become intolerable: Austria and Bohemia were 
carrying an ever-increasing share of the fiscal burden of the war, while 
the land-owning nobility of Hungary was reaping greater and greater 
profits as a result of the wartime inflation in food prices. Appeals, 
ultimately made by Maria Theresa herself, to Hungary's estates to accept 
a greater share of war expenditures, elicited evasive response. As a 
result, the age of cooperation between the sovereign and Hungary came to 
an end — the "old politics of consensus" to use the words of Professor 
Szabo, "had been broken..."28 

The solution Vienna devised to remedy these and other problems 
was the creation in 1760 of the Council of State. Officially, this high-
powered committee was established for the Habsburgs' hereditary prov-
inces, but regularly discussed matters relating to Hungary. Because it was 
an advisory body, it could do so without violating the constitutional 
tradition that policy pertaining to Hungary had to be agreed to by 
Hungarians. At the same time, because the government was anxious to 
maintain the impression that the Council did not deal with Hungarian 
matters, it did not appoint any Hungarians as its members. Thus it came 
to pass that one of the Habsburg realm's most influential state agencies 
had no Hungarian representation on it. This development created a 
precedent for and in the long-run facilitated Vienna's new policy of 
keeping Hungarians "in the dark." "The conspiratorial dimension of 
Habsburg enlightened absolutism" writes Szabo, "was soon to be system-
atized."29 

What emerged was a complex, multi-pronged assault on those 
institutions of Hungary that the Viennese Court saw as obstacles to a 
more effective (i.e. centralized) administration of the kingdom. It was 
orchestrated by Chancellor of the State W.A. Kaunitz, who even devel-
oped a secret twelve-point program for this purpose.30 Everything was to 
be done without admitting that the ultimate goal was the introduction of 



wholesale change in the Habsburg Court's relationship with Hungary. In 
Professor Szabo's words this was a "pragmatic gradualist approach aimed 
at undermining the society of privilege of feudal Hungary."31 

Kaunitz's first task was the establishment of the bureaucratic 
infrastructure capable of implementing this program and staffing it with 
efficient personnel including a few "reliable" Hungarians. The reform of 
Hungary's administration was extended to the local level and involved 
such measures as the imposition of higher education standards for office 
holders and the introduction of more frequent elections for county offi-
cials. Kaunitz hoped that through a regeneration of the Hungarian bureau-
cracy the ideas of the Enlightenment would spread and the implementa-
tion of his enlightened absolutist agenda would be facilitated.32 

Another plank in Vienna's quest for reducing the influence of 
Hungary's nobility was the drive to regulate peasant-landlord relations. 
By protecting Maria Theresa's peasant subjects from undue and increasing 
burdens imposed by their Magyar noble masters, the Viennese Court 
wanted to kill two birds with one stone: to reduce the Hungarian nobility's 
power and make sure that Her Majesty's Hungarian regiments would be 
filled with contented and loyal soldiers. A further motive was the belief, 
held in particular by Kaunitz, that serfdom was an outdated institution and 
that the foundation of a prosperous Empire was a prosperous peasantry. 
In pursuance of these aims a decree was drafted and, after lengthy 
discussions, a watered-down version of it was promulgated in 1767. As 
Professor Barta explains, even this emasculated measure was implemented 
slowly and reluctantly in Hungary — and not at all in Transylvania. In 
the long run, however, the reform did help to further Vienna's quest: it 
began the establishment of a more positive relationship between the 
sovereign and Hungary's peasants — it started the process of making 
them "subjects of the ruler rather than of the [landlord]."33 

After Maria Theresa's death, the drive to reshape Vienna's rela-
tionship with Hungary went into high gear under her son, Joseph II. The 
whole process, which before had a certain degree of social and humanitar-
ian dimension, now became more of an ideological struggle. As is well-
known and as Professor Barta explains, Joseph, who had neither his 
mother's tact nor her patience, over-reached himself. He had stirred-up 
resentment in so many quarters that at the end of his reign he felt obliged 
to annul all but one (the Edict of Toleration) of his reforms concerning 
Hungary. The reason for this dramatic step on the part of Joseph II was 
not his recognition of the inequity of his reform program, but his realiza-



tion that its timing had been inappropriate. In the words of one historian 
of this age, "Joseph hoped that this conciliatory gesture would enable his 
younger brother and successor, Leopold II, to resume the work of enlight-
ened reform at a more auspicious time."34 

Viewed from the historical perspective of two centuries it is 
evident that the changes initiated during the time of Chancellor Kaunitz 
posed a greater danger to the prospect of Hungary's survival as a largely 
self-governing community than the far more radical reforms inaugurated 
by Joseph II — simply because they were introduced gradually and with 
circumspection. Yet they, too, had a limited impact and often came to 
nought during the process of implementation — especially at the local 
level. The Kingdom of Hungary would continue to be dominated to a 
large extent by its tradition-bound nobility and the introduction of enlight-
ened (or not so enlightened) royal absolutism remained the not-quite-
fulfilled dream of the Habsburg Court.35 

At this point the question might be asked what would have been 
the consequence for the Magyar nation had the Habsburgs' absolutist 
agenda for Hungary's governance been implemented? We can give only 
tentative answers to such questions of the might-have-been. A situation 
might have developed in which Hungary became just one of the Habsburg 
realm's many provinces. It would have been still dominated socially by 
an ultra-conservative nobility, one that would have had little political 
power. In such a land the bureaucracy might have been better qualified 
and more efficient, and German might have been more widely used in 
administration, commerce and even in education, especially in the cities. 
In the countryside, the peasants would have been probably more prosper-
ous and even perhaps better educated; nevertheless, most of them would 
have continued to speak their ancestral vernacular — in the Hungarian 
heartland, Magyar. How such a Hungary would have fared in the age of 
militant nationalism that surfaced in Central Europe in the nineteenth 
century, is not a question that we can answer. 

* * * 

While 18lh century Habsburg policies regarding the administration of 
Hungary cannot be deemed to have had a fundamental impact on the 
prospects of Hungarian survival through the ages, there was one program 
pursued by the Viennese Court in post-Ottoman times that had serious 



negative implications for Hungary's future, especially during the above-
mentioned era of assertive nationalism. This program was the Habsburg 
policy aimed at increasing Hungary's, particularly the former Ottoman-
occupied lands', population. 

This policy was driven by the mercantilist ideology of the age 
which prescribed that the wealth of the state was derived from the people 
and that an increase in population was a precondition for the enhancement 
of the state's prosperity and power. As both Drs. Palffy and Barta explain 
in their respective essays, these policies were pursued by Vienna already 
during the seventeenth century. They went into high gear during the 
decades which witnessed the expulsion of the Turks first from central and 
then from southern Hungary. As Dr. Barta points out, lands recovered 
from the Ottomans were usually handed over to members of the Habsburg 
establishment rather than to the descendants of their original Magyar 
owners. More importantly, the migrants that were enticed to settle these 
largely de-populated territories were recruited predominantly from outside 
of the Habsburg Empire. Settlers from the various Catholic states of the 
German realm were preferred, but peasants from Rumanian or Serb 
populated regions of Eastern Europe and the Balkans were also accepted 
even though they were Orthodox in religion — elsewhere in the Habsburg 
Empire they would have been deemed almost as much a threat to the 
established "Catholic order" as were the Protestants. 

In these lands of new settlement Vienna preferred not to have 
Hungarians either as landlords or as settlers. Allowing Magyar peasants 
from other parts of Hungary to re-settle here added nothing to the sum 
total of the Habsburg realm's population. In this respect the Viennese 
authorities were consistent: they also discouraged the immigration to the 
former Ottoman-occupied lands of peasants from the Habsburg hereditary 
provinces. But the impediments placed before those members of the 
Hungarian nobility who wanted to reclaim the lands of their ancestors had 
political motives. The Habsburg court wanted to curb the influence of 
Hungary's estates not only in the political sphere but also in the geo-
graphic sense. Viewed from this perspective, the exclusion of both the 
Magyar nobility and the peasantry from these regions coincided with the 
Habsburg regime's quest to expand monarchical absolutism throughout all 
the Habsburg lands. 

The settlement policies introduced for the formerly Ottoman-
occupied lands at the turn of the century were continued throughout much 
of the eighteenth century, especially in the so-called military frontier, the 



Hungarian lands administered directly from Vienna.36 The policy was 
administered with considerable success by the region's military governors 
in the 1720s and early 1730s: Claudius Florimund Mercy and his succes-
sor Johann Andreas Hamilton. The Turkish War of the late 1730s and the 
War of the Austrian Succession in the following decade halted these 
activities. In the wake of the latter conflict settlement resumed with 
newcomers recruited from the Habsburg realm's undesirable populations: 
criminal elements and deported Protestants. During the Seven Years' 
War, disabled war veterans and Prussian prisoners of war were offered 
lands in these regions. After the war more veterans arrived and Protes-
tants were enticed to come by offers of greater religious freedom. 

Hungary's estates viewed these developments with misgivings. 
Some Hungarian noblemen feared that the cost of these settlement 
policies would be passed on to Hungary's taxpayers (i.e. the Magyar serfs 
and townspeople) or that it would serve as justification for major tax 
reforms in Hungary. Other members of the Hungarian nobility complained 
that the granting of special privileges to the new settlers could create a 
precedent for the reform of peasant obligations everywhere — or worse, 
could fuel the demand for such reforms in the Hungarian countryside. 

The promotion of new settlements received a boost in 1766 with 
a reorganization of the administrative machinery for the handling of 
immigration to southern Hungary. That year saw the establishment of the 
Population Settlement Commission (Impopulationskommission), while the 
following year witnessed the promulgation of a decree offering both 
draught and milk-producing animals to newcomers. The success of these 
measures is illustrated by the fact that by 1772 over 50,000 new arrivals 
had settled in the southern regions of Hungary. The Habsburg court's 
efforts in this direction were moderated only when several German states 
protested Vienna's recruiting propaganda and a few even banned the 
emigration of peasants.37 

Although Hungarian historians have often accused the Habsburgs 
of deliberately creating mischief for Hungary through these settlement 
policies, it is difficult to argue that the various administrations in Vienna 
wanted to do more than increase the Empire's tax-base, curb the influence 
of the Magyar nobility, and promote the fiscal and administrative restruc-
turing of the Empire. No one at the time could have predicted with any 
degree of certainty that, a few generations down the road, the immigration 
of large numbers of non-Magyar settlers to Hungary would pose a threat 
to the unity of historic Hungary. In the 18th century, and even during the 



first decades of the 19th, religion and class determined people's identity 
and status in society. The idea that ethnicity could become the pre-
eminent determinant could not have been suspected, and the ethnic 
conflicts that the southern (as well as other) regions of Hungary would 
experience from the middle of the 19th century on, could not have been 
anticipated. 

As we know, as early as 1848, what was unthinkable only a few 
decades earlier had become the reality. In that very year southern 
Hungary became the scene of bloody ethnic conflict.38 The struggle 
subsided after Hungary's defeat in the 1848-49 War of Independence, but 
such ethnic tensions re-emerged with a vengeance during the First World 
War. The question by then should have emerged: would Hungary not 
have been better off abandoning these territories before bloody ethnic 
conflict could re-surface in them? Some historians answer this question 
in the positive. The abandoning of these territories, in most cases to states 
that were hostile to Hungary, would have required a degree of sophistica-
tion on the part of Hungary's body politic that did not exist at the time 
and rarely existed elsewhere in the world at the time, or even today.39 In 
an age of militant nationalism the shrinking of a nation's territory was 
regarded as a sign of weakness — and the admittance of weakness, one 
that could invite an invasion by an enemy country. Most European 
powers were trying to expand at the time; any Hungarian government that 
had abandoned "ancient Hungarian lands" to an "enemy" would have 
faced the ridicule and wrath of the general public — just as governments 
elsewhere, even today, would do, were they to undertake similar mea-
sures. Were it not so, many trouble spots in the world (Kashmir, Kosovo, 
Chechnia, Turkey's Kurdish provinces, to name just a few) might have 
long ceased to be places of potential or real conflict.40 Perhaps if in 1867 
Hungary had opted, instead of the Compromise with Austria, for Lajos 
Kossuth's plan of a Danubian Confederation, such transfers of land (to 
Serbia and Rumania) would have been possible, and the potential for 
ethnic conflict along the Danube could have ben reduced. This, however, 
is a might-have-been of history. The fact is that in 1867 — or in the years 
before or after — the prospects of the Kossuth Plan's implementation 
were virtually nonexistent. 

Much time has passed between the settlement by the Habsburgs 
of non-Magyar minorities in Hungary and the final demise of both the 
House of Habsburg and of the historic Kingdom of Hungary in the "revolt 
of the nationalities" at the end of World War I. The nineteenth century in 



particular witnessed the passing of opportunities for the true reconciliation 
of the nationalities, and even for the reconciliation of the Empire's two 
largest nations, the Austrian and the Magyar. 

One of these opportunities came in 1848. At the time it seemed 
that the young Francis-Joseph, one of the heirs-apparent to the Habsburg 
throne, was quite popular with the public of Hungary. After the revolu-
tionary fever of the "springtime of nations" had spread to Hungary, the 
embattled Viennese court made extraordinary concessions to the Hungari-
ans. These concessions could have been topped in October of 1848 by 
the crowning of the young Archduke as King of Hungary as a sign of 
reconciliation between the Habsburgs and their Hungarian subjects. Such 
an act might have forestalled a bloody conflict between the House of 
Habsburg and the new, liberal Hungary. Instead, the Viennese Court 
annulled all the concessions it had made to the Hungarian reformers six 
months earlier. It also persuaded Emperor Ferdinand to abdicate, Francis-
Charles (Francis-Joseph's father) to renounce his right to succession, and 
made Francis-Joseph the new Emperor. The new ruler had not made any 
constitutional promises to the Hungarians; in fact, he had been a minor 
when those concessions had been made. Nothing, it was believed in 
Vienna, could hold Francis-Joseph back from crushing the "revolt" in 
Hungary. The stage was set for another bloody conflict between the 
House of Habsburg and its Hungarian subjects. 

In this conflict the Viennese court actively encouraged the rebel-
lion of Hungary's nationalities, especially of the South Slavs, against 
Magyar control — in the tradition of the "divide and rule" principle that 
had served the Habsburgs so well over the centuries. This policy would 
leave memories of bloody ethnic conflict and fuel ethnic hatred. Like the 
Habsburgs' earlier practice of settling non-Magyar newcomers in Hungary, 
it would cause more trouble for the future than for the moment, even 
though it would greatly complicate the Hungarians' struggle for indepen-
dence during 1948-49. 

Hungary's War of Independence lasted a little over a year. It 
claimed 50,000 Hungarian lives, not counting the thousands who died in 
the ethnic violence that the war engendered in regions inhabited in part by 
non-Magyar ethnic groups, and the people who became victims of a 
cholera epidemic that accompanied the war.41 

The war was followed by years of repression. Inflicting vengeance 
on Hungarians began even before that war had ended when Francis-
Joseph, determined to "save" the Habsburg Empire and to destroy its 



"enemies," appointed General Julius Haynau to deal with the Hungarians, 
probably because he was known to be a ruthless person. Under Haynau, a 
reign of terror was unleashed on Hungary. Pleas for the magnanimous 
treatment of the vanquished came from both within and outside the 
Empire, but Francis-Joseph and his entourage disregarded these pleas. 
This period can be seen as the last of Vienna's experimentation with 
absolutist rule over Hungary. It was not to last very long.42 

The Habsburg regime's relationship with its Hungarian subjects 
began to change in the late 1850s. Several important developments took 
place beginning with 1859. In that year Austria was defeated by France 
in a war fought over the fate of Northern Italy. At about the same time, 
Prince Klemens Metternich and General Josip Jelacic died. They had been 
great enemies of Hungary and had acted as role models for Francis-
Joseph in his youth. In Hungary, there was increasing public display of 
dissatisfaction with Vienna's autocratic rule. Francis-Joseph reacted to 
these developments by attempts to appease Hungarian public opinion. 
The October Diploma of 1861 was followed by the February Patent of 
1862. Both offered limited concessions to Hungary, without abandoning 
the principle of absolutist rule by the Emperor. Neither of these attempts 
succeeded. Francis-Joseph even offered, for the first time, to be crowned 
King of Hungary, but not even that suggestion placated Hungarians who 
wanted their traditional rights and constitution respected by the person 
who ruled them. In the end, Francis-Joseph reverted to absolutist rule, 
but it was becoming more and more evident to him that he could not 
return to the order that had prevailed in the aftermath of 1849.43 

The early 1860s witnessed more events that made the Hungarian 
public more inclined to accept a compromise with the imperial court. 
Opposition to Hungarian influence kept growing in parts of the Kingdom 
inhabited by minorities. It was becoming increasingly evident that if the 
unity of Hungary was to be maintained, the country may need an ally. 
Most important of all, in 1863 Hungarians saw the Polish nation rise to 
regain its liberty. Aside from expressions of sympathy, no European 
government came to their aid when Tsar Alexander II decided to crush 
the rebellion. In Hungary itself, a number of conspiracies aimed at 
gaining Hungarian independence were discovered and liquidated. Those 
involved got lengthy prison terms. To many Hungarians it was becoming 
more and more obvious that the achievement of independence through 
confrontation was not a viable political option. Hungary would have to 
be satisfied with less than complete sovereignty. 



While many Hungarians, led by politician Ferenc Deak, gravitated 
toward accepting a compromise with Vienna, Francis-Joseph was also 
increasingly under pressure to do the same. His empire faced conflict 
with an emerging Italy over Venice, which was still under Habsburg rule. 
In the German realm, the Habsburg regime was confronted with the 
prospect of an ever-more powerful Prussia. The question was whether the 
young Emperor would hang on to his chimerical beliefs in absolutist rule 
and a united empire, or would be willing to abandon these and search for 
a solution to his empire's problems that had more solid foundations in 
political reality. The following years would bring events that would 
prompt Francis-Joseph to make conclusive decisions. 

1864 and 1865 witnessed more conciliatory moves by the Em-
peror: the opening of a new Hungarian parliament, this time in Buda; and 
more visits by the imperial family to Hungary — with speeches in 
Hungarian and the dancing of the csardas. Then, in 1866 came two blows 
to Habsburg great power ambitions: the loss of Venice in Italy, and the 
defeat at Koniggratz in the war with Prussia. The Habsburgs, who had 
for many centuries ruled parts of Italy and Germany, were now excluded 
from both. 

Despite the very difficult position that the Habsburg Dynasty had 
been placed into, Vienna took months to accept the compromise offered 
by Deak and his associates. In the end, the Ausgleich or the Compromise 
of 1867, was accepted by the Habsburg Court. It transformed the Habs-
burg Empire into the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary. Hungary 
received its long-coveted autonomy, and shared only foreign affairs, 
defence, and common customs and revenue policies with the Austrian half 
of the Habsburg state. Francis-Joseph became Emperor in the Austrian 
half of the monarchy, and King in the Hungarian one.44 

The Austro-Hungarian Compromise marked the end of a long 
period of history in which Habsburg rule posed a direct threat to Hun-
gary's survival as a state or even, to a lesser extent, as a nation. In fact, 
in Hungary the Compromise ushered in an age of unparalleled progress 
and prosperity. Association with Austria, as opposed to independence 
from her, actually helped to prolong the existence of the multinational 
kingdom that "historic" Hungary had been. From having been a threat to 
the Hungarian nation, Austria became an ally in preserving the status quo 
in the Carpathian basin. 

Though Austrian and Hungarian interest in preserving the post-
1867 order coincided, the ghosts of Vienna's earlier deeds continued to 



haunt Hungary — and in fact, the entire Dual Monarchy. These sinister 
legacies of the past were the demographic change, the "ethnic shift" that 
had transpired in Hungary during the 17th and 18th centuries, and the 
memories of the bloody ethnic conflict that had taken place during the 
War of Independence. 

The otherwise valuable link to Austria after 1867 posed one more 
danger for the future of Hungary. This was the possibility that Vienna 
would drag Hungary into a war, particularly through its territorial ambi-
tions in the Balkans or, as some might put it, as a result of its efforts to 
preempt Russian expansion into this region. In 1914, this threat became 
a reality with the outbreak of the First World War. As a result, Hungary 
entered another period of its history when its very existence as a state, or 
even as a viable nation, became threatened. 

The First World War and the Treaty of Trianon 

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries brought many disasters for 
Hungary. The next two, the eighteenth and the nineteenth, came with 
mixed blessings. The twentieth century constituted another age of great 
misfortunes. Only the very end of these hundred years saw developments 
that suggest that for Hungary the latest age of calamities might be over, 
but it is too early to tell. 

Actually, the twentieth century seems to have started with much 
promise for the Hungarian nation. The autonomy which Hungary received 
through the Compromise with Austria in 1867, along with the fact that 
she remained an integral part of a large Central European economic unit, 
benefitted Hungary a great deal and paved the way for her rapid though 
sometimes uneven economic development in the decades following. This 
age witnessed one of the most remarkable expansions of the Hungarian 
economy. "From a backward agrarian state," writes historian Ignac 
Romsics "by the beginning of the 20th century, Hungary had developed 
into [a country] with an advanced food-processing industry... [one which 
was] actively involved in exports."45 Manufacturing also expanded swiftly. 
Economic historians Ivan T. Berend and Gyorgy Ranki have pointed out 
that between 1898 and 1913, the number of factories in Hungary grew 
from 2,474 to 5,521.46 Similarly impressive was the increase in the 
country's gross national product or GNP. Although independent statistics 
do not exist for Hungary, it is possible to establish that the country's GNP 



in this period grew faster than that of the Habsburg Empire's western 
regions. Because the entire Empire's GNP grew about as fast as those of 
Great Britain, Italy, Holland, etc., it can be assumed that Hungary's 
expanded even faster. On the basis of such calculations, Romsics con-
cludes that Hungary's economic advance between 1867 and 1914 can be 
deemed "extraordinary," though not unsurpassed by contemporary 
European standards.47 

Especially important, according to Romsics, was the expansion of 
banking, transportation, and communications in Hungary in the decades 
before 1914. Between 1867 and 1913 the number of Hungarian banking 
institutions (banks, credit unions, etc.) grew from 107 to nearly 6,000. 
The length of railways doubled between 1890 and 1913, to 22,000 
kilometres. In terms of the length of railways per inhabitants in the 
country, by 1913 the figures for Hungary were exceeded only by those 
for France. Hungary's water-borne transportation also expanded, espe-
cially on the Danube, but also from the sea-port of Fiume on the Adriatic 
(today's Rijeka in Croatia). The length of telegraph lines increased in the 
country tenfold between 1867 and 1914, from 17,000 to 170,000 km. 
Telephone services were introduced in 1881 — only two years after they 
had made their appearance in Paris. By 1914 Hungary possessed 500,000 
km. of telephone lines, and some 20,000 telephones were in use in 
Budapest alone. The Hungarian post office that year handled 800 million 
pieces of mail, up from 51 million pieces in 1873.48 

Economic growth was accompanied by rapid advances in other 
facets of national life. The improvement in public education was both a 
by-product of and an important contributing factor to the country's 
economic progress. Many authors have pointed out that excellence of 
some of Hungary's turn-of-the-century schools has been illustrated by the 
fact that half-a-dozen of this educational system's "products" went on to 
become Nobel laureates, while several others also gained international 
acclaim.49 Of course, these men attended the best schools, while the vast 
majority of their compatriots, especially those in rural districts, had to be 
satisfied with spending a few years in one-room, one-teacher schools 
which offered only the rudiments of an education. Nevertheless, the 
increased availability of education resulted in the growth of the country's 
intelligentsia, the back-bone of the Hungarian middle-class. According to 
historian Janos Mazsu, between 1890 and 1910, the number of profession-
als in Hungary increased from 172,000 to "more than 311,000."50 



Increasing economic prosperity, the enlargement of the middle 
class, and the rapid development of urban centres such as Budapest, filled 
Hungarians with confidence and pride. In such an atmosphere many of 
the nation's problems, including those that were created by the country's 
uneven growth — such as poverty and overpopulation in districts and 
underdevelopment in sectors of the economy by-passed by the new 
prosperity — tended to be ignored. The nation was in an optimistic, even 
truculent, mood. It was under these circumstances that Hungarians 
undertook to celebrate the millennium of their arrival in the Carpathian 
Basin. The festivities accompanying this occasion encouraged the nation 
to focus too much on the progress it had made, at the expense of the 
many tasks that lay ahead in the quest for making Hungary a truly 
advanced society, one more in line with the norms prevalent in Central 
and Western Europe. Not surprisingly, Hungary's millennial celebrations 
were characterized by the overbearing patriotism of a people with exces-
sive pride and a false sense of its national security.51 

The majority of Hungary's Magyars were probably pleased with 
the way the millennial commemorations turned out — as were the tens of 
thousands of visitors who came to Budapest for the occasion. Not so 
satisfied were many of the citizens of the historic Kingdom of Hungary 
who felt that the celebrations had left them out: the impoverished masses 
of many regions of the Hungarian countryside, as well as the country's all 
too numerous non-Magyar minorities. Indeed, the years that followed the 
festivities were filled with increased tension between the rich and poor, 
and between the nation-forming Magyar majority and the country's hardly 
less numerous national minorities.52 Of the two problems, that of the 
national minorities was probably the more menacing from the point of 
view of historic Hungary's survival. The chauvinistic tone of the millen-
nial celebrations, and the enforced magyarization that the Budapest 
government had embarked on at the end of the 1890s, contributed greatly 
to the deterioration of relations between the country's dominant Magyar 
ethnic group and the national minorities. The rising mutual distrust and 
ill-feelings would help to prevent attempts at a solution of the country's 
nationalities problem in the years before World War I, and would result in 
the problem exploding in the face of the Hungarian nation during the war. 

Hungarians of the times, like "most nations," observed historian 
Geza Jeszenszky not long before he became a member of Hungary's first 
post-communist government after the collapse of communism, "...believed 
themselves politically chosen, with a special talent and a 'manifest 



destiny'... [but] it was a foolish luxury for [them] in their politically and 
geographically exposed position, to alienate the people with whom they 
had lived for centuries in pursuit of illusory national goals...."53 

Unfortunately, from the point of view of the survival of a vibrant 
and potentially powerful Hungarian state, very few Hungarians at the time 
realized or even remotely suspected that their "impatient nationalism" or 
"new chauvinism" (to use the words of Geza Jeszenszky and Alice 
Freifeld respectively), was a "foolish luxury." And the few that did, such 
as the sociologist Oszkar Jaszi, were not listened to by the vast majority 
of Hungarians, either before the war or after its outbreak.54 It should be 
added here that militant nationalism was not a unique Hungarian pheno-
menon: it could be observed throughout contemporary Europe and even in 
the New World. 

The war that broke out in Europe in the summer of 1914 proved 
to be one of the great turning points of Hungarian history. First of all, the 
war brought huge losses of life and human suffering to Hungary. In 
absolute numbers, the scale of destruction in terms of lives lost and 
disrupted was unprecedented in Hungarian history. When calculated in 
terms of their proportion to the country's population, such losses that had 
not been experienced since the Turkish Wars of the 16lh and 17th centu-
ries. According to Professor Peter Pastor writing in this volume, the 
Kingdom of Hungary lost 530,000 of its soldiers in this conflict. A much 
larger number, 1.4 million, were wounded, and 833,000 were taken 
prisoners of war. Many of these POWs returned only years later, some of 
them with their health impaired, while tens of thousands never returned at 
all, having succumbed to disease, malnutrition, and neglect in the POW 
camps. 

Even though the war brought physical destruction only to parts of 
Hungary (Transylvania in 1916 and 1918, in Sub-Carpathia for brief 
intervals, and in southern Hungary at war's end), it caused massive econo-
mic disruption and damage. Production and investment were diverted 
from peaceful pursuits to the war economy. Civilian economic activities 
became regimented to an unprecedented extent. The demands of the war 
effort and government interference in all aspects of economic life resulted 
in shortages of goods, inflation, and a steep decline in the standard of 
living. The result was labour unrest and other forms of societal tensions. 
1917 witnessed the beginning of hunger riots. With Hungary's cities going 
hungry, food shipments to Vienna were curtailed, an act which led to 
Austrian accusations of a "Hungarian boycott" of the war effort. 



Even before the onset of tension between Hungary and Austria — 
threatening with the dissolution of the Habsburg Empire — friction had 
started to develop between Hungary's authorities and the country's non-
Magyar nationalities. A large part of the problem was the fact that the 
former suspected the latter of sympathizing and even cooperating with the 
Allies, in particular with their co-nationals fighting against the Central 
Powers. Measures taken against the leaders of these minority groups only 
reinforced the determination of the masses of these nationalities to 
separate from Hungary. The government in Budapest offered certain 
concessions to some of Hungary's minorities, but as Professor Pastor 
points out in his essay, they saw these concessions as not going far 
enough. 

By the fall of 1918 both the social and the ethnic tensions in 
Hungary had reached a boiling point. Neither disciplinary actions nor 
government offers of compromises could diffuse the situation. Not sur-
prisingly, the thousand-year-old historic Kingdom of Hungary began 
disintegrating. In the Hungarian heartland this process manifested itself in 
political revolution, and on the periphery, in ethnic strife and the triumph 
of separatism. In Budapest power was gained first by supporters of 
radical democracy and independence from Austria, and then in March of 
1919, by a small group of left-wing socialists and their communist allies 
who had received their indoctrination in Soviet Russia. What ensued was 
a series of parallel conflicts, a bellum omnium contra omnes, motivated 
by ethnic, ideological and social agendas. While the Hungarian heartland 
lived through the Red Terror, foreign occupation (mainly by Rumanian 
troops), and then the White Terror, the geographic fringes of the Car-
pathian Basin in most cases witnessed the coming of foreign troops — 
Czechs, Rumanians, or South Slavs — whom some of the local inhabit-
ants greeted as liberators while others received as enemies. By the time 
the military conflicts subsided, the historic Kingdom of Hungary was no 
more, and what remained in the hands of the country's new ("White" i.e. 
counterrevolutionary) masters, was a pale shadow (93,000 km2) of the 
great kingdom Hungary had been when the war had started in 1914 
(282,000 km2).55 

The dismemberment of the Kingdom of Hungary was enacted into 
international law by the post-war peace settlement, the Treaty of Trianon 
of June 1920. To the vast majority of Hungarians, this treaty has been 
one of the great tragedies of their history, while to extreme nationalists 



among their neighbours, it has been as a callous denial of their "legiti-
mate" rights to even more Hungarian territory.56 

The Trianon peace settlement was patterned on the Versailles 
Peace Treaty with Germany. In fact, the vast majority of its clauses were 
the same or very similar. Hungary's armed forces (like Germany's), for 
example, were restricted to a tiny fraction of what they had been: 35,000 
"volunteer soldiers" with no heavy weaponry, no air power, and not even 
a General Staff. But it was the treaty's territorial provisions that were the 
harshest, and were unprecedented in terms of the other peace settlements 
devised after the war.57 

The territorial settlement imposed on Hungary and its conse-
quences for the Hungarian nation have been outlined many times. We 
might want to begin with a description provided by Professor S. B. 
Vardy, a perceptive student of the psychological impact of this treaty on 
subsequent generations of Hungarians: 

The terms of this treaty were so harsh and punitive that 
one looks in vain for parallels in modern European 
history. On the basis of this treaty Hungary lost 71.4 
per cent of her territory and 63.6 per cent of her popula-
tion. Of the four beneficiary states Rumania alone 
received a larger share... of the country's former territory 
than that which was left to Hungary.... While some of 
this loss could be justified on the basis of ethnic-linguis-
tic considerations, this was not true about a sizable 
portion of the lost territories historic Hungary's 
dismemberment also entailed the transfer of large 
Magyar-inhabited territories, along with close to 3.5 
million ethnic Hungarians — fully one-third of the 
nation — to the new successor states.58 

The justification or excuse for this territorial settlement was the 
principle of national self-determination, but in the application of this 
principle the rights of millions of Hungarians to self-determination were 
disregarded. Furthermore, Hungarian calls for plebiscites in the territories 
concerned were ignored, with the minor exception of the case of the town 
of Sopron/Odenburg on the Hungarian-Austrian border. As Professor 
Vardy points out, the irony of the act of dismembering the multinational 
Kingdom of Hungary was underscored by the fact that the states that 
benefitted most from this process, and in general from the destruction of 



the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary, were themselves multi-national, 
in some cases even more mixed ethnically than Hungary had been before 
1918.59 

With the territorial losses came the loss of resources and infra-
structure. To illustrate this point a few examples will have to suffice. As 
a result of the country's dismemberment, Hungary lost 89 percent of its 
iron-production capacity, 84 percent of its forests, and 62 percent of its 
railway lines.60 What was left of the country had to rely very heavily on 
imports of raw materials. Although the country retained most of its food 
producing capacity, it had to depend on fickle and greatly disrupted 
export markets to produce any income from exported produce to pay for 
the imports that became essential for the national economy. Especially 
hard hit were Hungary's food producers. Having lost most of their 
traditional markets, the people involved in Hungary's agriculture saw their 
incomes plummet. Poverty became rampant in the country's villages, just 
at a time when emigration to the United States ceased to be an option for 
Hungary's rural poor because of the imposition of the "quota laws" by the 
American Congress which severely restricted immigration to the US from 
Eastern Europe. 

The treaty also disrupted Hungary's transportation and communi-
cation systems. As has been mentioned, most of Hungary's railway lines 
found themselves in detached territories. Even lines in the Hungarian 
heartland ended up with parts of them passing through foreign territory. 
The same happened to some roads and telegraph lines. Water transporta-
tion systems were also disrupted. Some navigable rivers that previously 
were entirely under Hungarian jurisdiction, became either boundary waters 
(as in the case of the Drava/Drava River) or international waterways 
controlled by four different countries (as in the case of the Tisza/Tisa 
River). The entire previously geographically united Carpathian drainage 
basin became controlled by four nations. The consequences of this 
development are still with us today and are exemplified by the prolonged 
and bitter debate between Hungary and the Slovak Republic concerning 
the regulation and development of the Danube River, and the controversy 
between Hungary and Romania over the pollution of the Tisza\Tisa's 
headwaters in Romania which at one point had resulted in the near-
complete extinction of aquatic life throughout the Hungarian section of 
this waterway. 

A further disruptive impact of the Treaty of Trianon had been the 
mass migrations that it caused. Even though living standards in Hungary 



had plummeted as a result of the war, the post-war revolutions, and the 
economic disruptions caused by the country's dismemberment, Trianon 
Hungary was still a more attractive place than its neighbour states for 
many Hungarians whose native communities the peace settlement had left 
in foreign-controlled lands. During the treaty's gestation period and 
immediately after, some 426,000 refugees left the successors states and 
settled in Hungary, often swelling the ranks of the unemployed, especially 
among the professions and the ranks of the intelligentsia. In the interwar 
years there would be a further out-migration of Hungarians from the 
successor states, this time mainly overseas, as many ordinary Magyars 
found life in these countries — and, especially, service in their armed 
forces — unpleasant and readily exchanged it for the relative economic 
and political security of a country such as Canada.61 

By far the most dangerous long-term consequences of the Trianon 
Treaty, according to a few researchers, were the impact they had on the 
Hungarian national psyche. The post-1920 generations of Hungarians, 
especially the upper and middle classes as well as the vast majority of 
refugees from the "lost lands," were intensely preoccupied with the 
"tragedy of Trianon" and with schemes for reversing it, and reversing it 
completely. "Given the shock effect of Trianon," explains Professor 
Vardy, "Hungarians apparently were unable to follow a path of compro-
mise. They stressed their unwillingness to ever give up the idea of 
reconstituting historic Hungary, which they embodied into the slogan 
'Nem! Nem! SohaV (No! No! Never!)."62 

One negative consequence of this type of intense preoccupation 
with "treaty revision" particularly in the immediate post-Trianon era of 
the early 1920s, was the tendency to blame all the country's wrongs on 
the peace settlement instead of looking for other possible causes of 
national problems and finding solutions to them. Not surprisingly, many 
of early interwar Hungary's economic and social woes were not effec-
tively debated, analyzed and solved. 

There were, however, even more menacing psychological effects 
of Trianon. As Professor Vardy has observed, the initial Hungarian 
reaction to Trianon "was emotional, haphazard, misdirected and outright 
wrong...." What was most misdirected and wrong in these reactions was 
the tendency to blame Trianon on Hungary's millennium-long ties to 
Europe. In a way, this type of reaction is understandable. In the destruc-
tion of their 1,000-year-old Kingdom many Hungarians saw the betrayal 
of their nation by Europe, the very Europe to which Hungarians through-



out the centuries had tried so hard to belong to. The national disenchant-
ment with everything Europe stood for led many Hungarians to search for 
alternative identities, to a reexamination of their roots and history, and to 
the embracing of their Eastern heritage and cultural connections. It led to 
the rise of the "Turanian" movement in Hungary with its nostalgia for the 
pre-Christian values and traditions of the Magyars. It also led to what 
Vardy calls the rise of the "new-Paganism" i.e. fascism, a political 
movement that "offered quick, simplistic and often less than moral 
solutions to the nation's complex and long-standing problems."63 

While many in Hungary searched for salvation from the wrongs 
and humiliations imposed by Trianon in a new, largely un-European 
national identity combined with right-wing radicalism, the country's 
leaders sought to reverse the judgement of Trianon through various 
means. These included sustained efforts to convince the governments of 
the powers primarily responsible for the drafting of the treaty's provisions, 
of the injustice of those terms. Hungary's leadership also embarked on a 
propaganda campaign, conducted both at home and abroad, to rally public 
support to the cause of treaty revision.64 On the international level, the 
campaign achieved little beyond attracting a few converts to the cause, 
including the British newspaper magnate Lord H. S. Rothermere (1868-
1940). At home the campaign preached to the converted but managed to 
keep the frenzy of revisionist clamour at a near-constant boiling point. 

The Second World War and its Aftermath 

Beginning with the late 1930s, the rise of Nazi German power and the 
formation of the Rome-Berlin axis opened the prospect for the revamping 
of the territorial regime imposed on Central and Eastern Europe by the 
Versailles system of peace settlements. Hungary's leaders came to the 
conclusion that their best chance of achieving revisions to the terms of the 
Trianon Treaty was through friendship with Italy and Germany and 
collaboration in the Nazi attempts to revise the territorial provisions of the 
Versailles Treaty. Some of Hungary's politicians realized the risks that 
this collaboration implied: entanglement in the Axis web and even 
possibly involvement in a new war in Europe. For this reason they were 
reluctant to commit themselves to an overt alliance with Nazi Germany; 
nevertheless, they continued to try to pry the doors open to the recovery 
of some of the territories lost in wake of the First World War. They were 



successful in this twice, without going to war: in the fall of 1938 and 
again in the summer of 1940 they manoeuvred Germany and Italy into 
arbitrating Hungary's territorial disputes with Czechoslovakia and Roma-
nia respectively, and through this they regained the largely Magyar 
populated regions of these countries for Hungary.65 

Unfortunately for Hungary, these triumphs did not come without 
cost: in the wake of each of these arbitrations, the Hungarian government 
had to make economic and other concessions to Nazi Germany. In 1941 
there came another opportunity to regain more Hungarian lost lands, when 
Hitler decided to invade Yugoslavia. He needed permission to move 
some of his troops through Hungary and even asked for limited Hungar-
ian military help. As an enticement, he offered further revisions of the 
Trianon territorial settlement. The Nazi dictator's demand for cooperation 
and proposal for frontier revision precipitated a crisis within Hungary's 
leadership. Some of Hungary's leaders counselled caution, while others 
insisted on collaboration even if it cost Hungary's neutrality in the war. 
On realizing that the latter were about to carry the day, Prime Minister 
Pal Teleki committed suicide. 

Hungary got involved in the war. The search for treaty revision 
finally drove the country into the arms of Hitler. It is a moot point 
whether refusing cooperation would have brought with it a German 
occupation of Hungary, and more importantly, whether a denial of Hitler's 
offer of more Magyar territory would not have brought about a political 
crisis in Hungary in which a reluctant government would have been 
ousted by extreme revisionists and other right-radical groups. After being 
deluged by incessant revisionist propaganda for more than two decades, 
the public of Hungary was probably not willing to forgo an opportunity to 
achieve the country's revisionist aims even if it meant involvement in the 
war on Germany's side. By 1941, Hungary's best statesmen, including 
Teleki, had realized this danger, but were impotent to do anything about 
it.66 

Hungary's involvement in the Nazi campaign against Yugoslavia 
was a direct consequence of the Hungarian policy of "revisionism." It 
brought association with the Nazi German war effort, but not a final and 
irrevocable involvement in the Second World War on Germany's side. 
The military operations the Hungarian government undertook were limited 
in scope — most Hungarian troops served only in formerly Hungarian 
territories. Unfortunately for the Hungarian advocates of neutrality in the 
war, Hungary's next military venture, the involvement in Hitler's invasion 



of Soviet Russia, proved to be an irreversible descent for the country to 
the status of an Axis satellite state. There has been considerable historio-
graphical controversy as to why this development came about. Certain 
historians, including the writer of these lines, have argued that the country 
became involved in this venture as a result of Nazi pressure or, at least, a 
misunderstanding. Furthermore, on first examination, the decision of the 
Hungarian government to become involved seemed to have little or 
nothing to do with the issue of treaty revision; however, on closer scru-
tiny of events it becomes evident that a large part of the Hungarian 
decision to join the Nazi "crusade against Bolshevism" was motivated 
exactly by the question of territorial arrangements in the Carpathian 
Basin. To put it briefly, the Hungarian politicians of the time worried 
that if Hungary stayed out of the war while Romania participated in it, 
Hitler would never consent to Hungary recovering more Hungarian lands 
from that country and, in fact, might lose some or all of the lands that she 
had recovered only a year earlier.67 In this manner one tragedy of Hungar-
ian history, Trianon — or, more precisely, the Hungarian desire to 
expunge it — led to an even greater tragedy, Hungary's involvement in 
the Second World War. 

This war had a more devastating impact on Hungary than World 
War I mainly because of three circumstances. Unlike during the Great 
War, when there was only limited destruction on Hungarian soil, during 
World War II the front passed through Hungary with full force, starting 
with the Allied bombing of industrial and strategic targets in the spring of 
1944 and ending in the occupation of the country by the Red Army from 
the late summer of that year to the spring of 1945. The second reason for 
the greater damage inflicted on Hungary in World War II was the fact 
that the country's occupation at the end of the war, first by Nazi Germany 
and then by Soviet Russia, proved much more deadly than any of the 
wartime and post-war occupations after World War I. In fact, the occupa-
tion of Hungary by the Soviets did not really end till after the collapse of 
Soviet empire in East Central Europe in 1989. The third factor that made 
World War II more costly for Hungarians was the fact that this conflict 
claimed a far greater number of civilian casualties than the previous one. 

Losses suffered by Hungary's military forces were serious enough. 
Some 350,000 of the country's soldiers perished in the war, and hundreds 
of thousands (some estimates are as high as 900,000) fell into Allied, 
chiefly Soviet, captivity. Many of these returned only years later, often 
with their health permanently impaired, while tens, if not hundreds of 



thousands, never returned. Civilian casualties were similar in magnitude. 
The systematic bombing of cities, the fighting throughout the country, 
resulted in the deaths and maiming of further hundreds of thousands. The 
imposition of the "final solution" against the Jews, while the country was 
in Nazi German hands, brought with it the deportation of over half-a-
million of Hungary's citizens (predominantly Jews but also thousands of 
Gypsies) to labour and death camps in Nazi-occupied Poland.68 Further-
more, during the final months of the war, still another wave of deporta-
tions took place, this time by Soviet military commanders who collected 
people for "reconstruction work" in the U.S.S.R., more precisely for 
captivity in the Gulag. Some time later the post-war government of 
Hungary, following the example of some Soviet-controlled regimes in 
Eastern Europe, embarked on still another wave of deportations, expelling 
a large portion of the country's ethnic German population. And there were 
other human losses as well. In the first half of 1945 approximately half a 
million people fled Hungary. These refugees included members of the 
bureaucracy, the military, and the professions — including technicians, 
engineers, plant managers and owners — as well as thousands of ordinary 
working people.69 What prompted most of these people to flee were 
above all rumours of atrocities committed by the advancing Red Army. 
These fears proved correct. The population that remained was subjected to 
brutal treatment. Women were specially targeted: thousands of them were 
raped.70 

Hungary's involvement in World War II had another casualty 
which few people ever think of. This little-known but important victim 
was the prospect of reversing the Treaty of Trianon. Although in the 
interwar years there was a great deal of opposition to the idea of revising 
the treaty, there was also some latent — and growing — support for it. 
Given time, further support could have been garnered internationally — 
and modest revisions, especially in the case of predominantly Magyar-
populated areas adjacent to the Hungarian border, and international near-
consensus in the matter might have been achieved. Indeed, it has been 
argued, that the 1938 revision to the border in the North — today's border 
with the Slovak Republic — was not a violation of international law and 
in fact received some sympathy in great power circles. According to 
Professor Eva S. Balogh, the British government "tacitly" recognized this 
change in the border as "binding" and the British Foreign Office received 
this revision of the 1920 Trianon settlement "with satisfaction and even 
relief."71 



After the outbreak of the war in September 1939, Hungary's 
prospects for regaining more territory from Slovakia seemed to have 
improved even further. The newly-created Slovak state was seen as a 
vassal of Nazi Germany. Furthermore, Slovakia joined the German war 
against Poland, which Hungary refused to do. "As a result," according to 
Dr. Balogh: 

sympathy towards Budapest,... began to grow both in 
Great Britain and in France. British diplomats, for 
example, repeatedly announced that "the British govern-
ment did not tie herself to Mr. Benes' plans (concerning 
the restoration of Czechoslovakia) and (that) the main 
goal of the war... (was) to achieve a lasting peace based 
on solid foundations," thereby indicating that a Czecho-
slovakia reestablished within its former borders was not 
considered to be conducive to peaceful conditions in the 
area. The French attitude, although on the surface 
warmer to Benes, was essentially similar to that of 
Britain.72 

Revising the territorial settlement decreed at Trianon in a way 
acceptable to many elements of the international community was possible, 
as had been demonstrated in the late 1930s. With careful and patient 
diplomacy, further changes might have been implemented in such a 
manner on later occasions. They were not. Hungary's 1940 success in 
revising the border with Romania gained only limited international 
support — and, coincidentally, left the country greatly indebted to Nazi 
Germany. Furthermore, as has been pointed out above, the territorial 
revisions "achieved" in the spring of 1941 alienated the British govern-
ment and ended the last vestiges of British sympathy for Hungarian 
revisionism. Finally, Hungary's involvement in the war against Russia in 
the summer of the same year stamped Hungary as a Nazi ally. The irony 
of the situation was conspicuous: Hungary got involved in the war mainly 
because of the Magyar nation's desire to revise, even to annul the Treaty 
of Trianon. Involvement in the conflict, however, served to achieve 
exactly the opposite: to carve the territorial provisions of the Trianon 
Treaty forever into international law through the peace treaty Hungary 
had to sign with her erstwhile enemies after the war, in 1947, once again 
in Paris.73 



Whole books could be written about the economic losses suffered 
by Hungary during and immediately after the war. To begin with, 
Hungary's transportation infrastructure was left in ruins. From March 
1944 on, when Hungary became occupied by the Wehrmacht, the country 
was no longer spared by Allied air forces. In the balance of that year and 
during early 1945, Hungary's railways, bridges, roads, as well as rolling-
stock and motor transport manufacturing establishments were the targets 
of repeated attacks by the British Royal Air Force, the American Air 
Force and by Soviet bombers. During the struggle for Hungary between 
the Axis forces and the Red Army, much additional damage was inflicted. 
As if this was not enough, further destruction was inflicted by retreating 
German and Hungarian forces. In their flight westward they blew up 
most of the country's river and railroad bridges. They ripped up railway 
tracks in many places and took most of the country's rolling stock to the 
Third Reich. Many merchant ships were sunk by the retreating forces, 
while the rest, including all barges and tugs, were taken upriver to 
Germany. The same fate befell most of the country's automobiles and 
motor transport vehicles. 

With regards to the state of the Hungarian economy during 1945, 
it might be added that, during the last phase of the war, the German High 
Command ordered a policy of systematic industrial dismantling and 
removals with the aim of denying the Red Army the chance of drawing 
on Hungarian economic resources. The consequence of this policy has 
been aptly described by economic historian Andras Gollner: 

about 500 important factories not severely damaged by 
Allied bombs were either wholly or partially dismantled, 
their equipment requisitioned or scattered around the 
countryside. Paralleling this action, a considerable 
quantity of immovable property was destroyed by Nazi 
demolition experts. The list of removals and destruction 
is very long indeed, consisting of vast amounts of indus-
trial and agricultural goods. Even the country's entire 
gold and silver reserves were taken to Germany.74 

The overall impact of the physical damage combined with the loss 
of manpower has been described, among others, by economist Dr. Susan 
Glanz: 



Before the war Hungary had been an agricultural and 
industrial nation. In 1938, the last peace year, 37% of 
the national income was generated by agriculture and 
38% by industry. Due to the demands of war, in the 
period of 1943-44, the ratio changed to 43% of national 
income generated by industry and 28% by agriculture. 
But after the war the destruction of the industrial sector 
left the country paralyzed. The damage,... caused, 
amounted] to $4.27 billion — which represented five 
times the national income of that year and 40% of the 
national wealth. The country's infrastructure was 
destroyed, and agricultural activity also almost came to a 
standstill as the armies moved through Hungary. Over 
90% of all industrial plants suffered some damage and 
nearly all inventories disappeared. Coal mines ceased to 
function.... The economic situation was made even 
worse by Hungary's foreign and domestic debt. By 
September 1945 the foreign debt had amounted to... 
$578 million.... [and] domestic debt [had reached] 14.2 
billion pengos [already on the eve of 1945],75 

As if the destruction and disruption caused by the war were not 
enough , Hungary suffered fur ther economic losses in the immedia te post-
wa r era, mainly as a result of the occupation reg ime imposed on it by the 
All ies and, in particular, the country 's occupation by the Red A r m y . 

In the armist ice agreement that Hungary's Provisional Government 
s igned early in 1945, the country was compel led to pay a very stiff 
penal ty for its involvement in the war. The terms of this agreement gave 
Sovie t Russia the rights to war booty. Furthermore, all German or 
I tal ian-owned assets in the country had to be transferred to Soviet owner-
ship. Moreover , Hungary was denied generous financial and material 
support f rom the U N R R A , while some other states in East Centra l Europe 
received much he lp f rom this agency. And, Hungary was conf ron ted by 
o ther burdens, as described by Professor Gollner: 

After 1945 the difficulties stemming from the economic 
havoc wreaked by the war were accentuated unexpect-
edly by another obstacle: Soviet economic exploitation.... 
As the Red Army advanced westward through Hungary, 
all enterprises falling within its territory — some va-
cated only a few hours earlier by Nazi demolition 



experts — were assigned Soviet military commanders. 
These saw to it that factories still in working order 
began producing immediately for the war effort against 
the retreating Germans.76 

In fact, documentary evidence published in Hungary in the early 1970s 
describes the overall impact of Soviet military management on Hungary 
between the early winter of 1944 and the late summer of 1945. In the 
words of Professor Gollner this "management" resulted in: 

1. The complete depletion of economic stocks... 
2. Wholesale removal of all liquid assets from Hungar-
ian banks and enterprise safes... 
3. Widespread dismantling and removal of equipment 
from factories; 
4. Breakneck production under difficult working condi-
tions, heedless of the need for maintaining equipment; 
5. Soviet requisitioning of industrial products without 
remuneration; 
6. The difficulty of ensuring labour supply because of 
arbitrary street arrests by Soviet patrols and deportation 
of large numbers of skilled workers to the Soviet Union; 
and 
7. The non-payment of workers' wages by Soviet 
military managers.77 

By the time Soviet military management had ended in Hungary 
during the summer, the country's economy was in worse shape than it had 
been six months earlier. The firms "managed" by the Soviet military 
were in "utter chaos." Stocks and tools disappeared, "...and machines 
[were] left badly damaged." Most of these firms were left "hopelessly in 
deficit...." In agriculture the situation was similar. The Red Army had 
requisitioned "vast quantities of agricultural goods without payment, and 
drove away tens of thousands of cattle, horses, and other livestock...." 
All-in-all, "Soviet military management," Gollner concludes, " accelerated 
the collapse of Hungary's private sector,... impoverished millions of 
Hungarian workers and peasants, and confounded the country's new and 
inexperienced public administrators." Under such conditions it became 
necessary to introduce "the most thorough and encompassing central 
planning." "In 1945," Gollner goes on, "the Communist Party captured a 
commanding position in economic reconstruction — the Supreme Eco-



nomic Council (SEC). This important instrument enabled it to sever the 
jugular vein of private capital..."78 

The situation was exacerbated by the regime of reparation pay-
ments which was imposed on Hungary. In compliance with the Repara-
tions Agreement of June 15, 1945, the country was obliged to pay heavy 
compensation to the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. The 
total sum of $300,000,000 does not seem excessive at first glance; 
however, when we consider the price structure, the product mix, and the 
timing of the deliveries, we realize how onerous this regime was for 
Hungary's postwar economy. The agreement on retribution did not take 
into consideration the fact that in the summer of 1945 much of Hungary's 
manufacturing was in shambles. Furthermore, no credit was given for the 
deliveries Hungary had made to the Soviet Union prior to the signing of 
the agreement. As a result, "almost 90% of Hungary's heavy industrial 
production [became] tied down by reparations orders." According to 
figures produced by the Hungarian General Creditbank — "[by] August 
1946, 76,000 out of 95,000 employees in heavy industry were engaged in 
retribution work,..."8 A further problem was the fact that the value of 
retribution goods delivered was calculated at the level of 1938 dollars, 
which in effect meant that Hungary had to deliver three or four times as 
much goods as would have been the case if 1945 dollars had been used to 
determine their value. Underpricing, however, "was not the only factor 
substantially raising the nominal costs of the reparations package." The 
reparation agreement also overvalued the Hungarian currency. The net 
result, in the words of Professor Gollner, was that "these factors pushed 
up the reparations bill's real value to about 1.5 billion 1946 U.S. dollars." 
It is not surprising that in the immediate post-war era Hungary made little 
or no progress in economic reconstruction and her people experienced 
widespread privations and even starvation.79 

There was only limited political freedom in the immediate post-
war Hungary, and whatever freedom there was, existed by the grace of 
the Soviet leadership which was not ready for the time being to try to 
impose complete control over Hungary. Nevertheless, it did want to 
create conditions which would facilitate the imposition of complete 
control later and did not hesitate to use any means in achieving this. 
Some of the better-known methods used were the domination of such 
bodies as the Allied Control Commission for Hungary, the country's 
Supreme Economic Council, as well as the Ministry of the Interior, and 
through it, the security police forces. At the same time, the media under 



Soviet control — as well as military transportation facilities — were 
placed at the disposal of the Communist Party of Hungary. Concerning 
the political "agenda" of the Communists in 1945, Professor Bennett 
Kovrig's words are worth quoting: 

Stalin was intent on fostering compatible regimes in his 
newly acquired sphere of influence, but in the case of 
Hungary he proceeded more cautiously... Following his 
advice,... the [communist] party's... leaders developed an 
incremental strategy... Putting on a conciliatory mask, 
they called for national unity and set the pace for the 
implementation of the land reform... At the same time 
they sought to expand their power base by indiscrimi-
nate recruitment, by seizing a dominant position in the 
Trade Union Council and the police, and by creating a 
political police to pursue their enemies.... 

[After their defeat in the elections] the disap-
pointed communists intensified their struggle from 
above and from below. Control over the interior minis-
try helped them to purge their opponents from the state 
administration, to persecute their enemies at large, to 
disband noncommunist youth organizations, and to 
harass workers into joining the party.... At the same 
time, while rejecting Western aid, they could not counte-
nance criticism of Russian pillage, of the heavy burden 
of reparations, and of disadvantageous commercial deals 
with the Soviet Union.... 80 

The takeover of power in Hungary, accomplished by 1948, was probably 
the greatest tragedy that the Hungarian nation suffered as a result of the 
Second World War. Volumes could be written about the immediate and 
long-term impact of this development, and the many ways it threatened 
the long-term existence of a Hungarian state and even the Hungarian 
nation. A few words should suffice, as the total impact of Communist 
rule, and especially its long-term effects, have not been assessed com-
pletely to date, and in fact cannot be evaluated as some of them continue 
to be with us even today. 

Communist takeover resulted in a ruthless and systematic drive to 
destroy many of the thousand-year-old traditions and fundamental values 
of Hungarians. The country's new rulers, following the teachings and 
orders of their Soviet masters, aimed to annihilate Hungary's pluralistic 



society and replace it with a one-party, totalitarian system. The country's 
multi-party parliamentary system (not always free of blemishes) was 
abolished. The freedoms of speech and of religion were observed de jure 
but never de facto. The straightjacket of Marxist-Leninist dogma was 
imposed on Hungarian society, on economic life, the media, education 
and even the arts and sciences. Intellectual development was stifled and 
the country became deliberately isolated (not for very long and never very 
successfully) from what the country's rulers called "the capitalist West." 
Hungary's economic potential and her people's energies and talents were 
harnessed to serve the Soviet leaders' quest for superpower status and 
world conquest. 

Because a great majority of Hungarians found all this frightening 
and repulsive, they resisted the regime's efforts, and the country's leaders, 
backed by the presence -— and in some cases the active involvement — 
of Soviet occupation forces, responded by ruthless repression. Despite 
this, Hungary's "socialist transformation" proceeded, often in an awkward, 
haphazard manner, and we can only guess what could have happened if 
the Soviet Empire had not begun to experience serious problems by the 
last quarter of the 20th century and collapse by the end of the 1980s. Had 
this not come about, we can wonder for how long Hungary could have 
avoided the fate of becoming just one of the members of an enlarged 
Soviet Union — a new community of socialist states under the direct rule 
of the Kremlin — and how acute the Magyar nation's alienation from 
western culture and traditions could have become in this process. 

Fortunately, the great transformation of 1989 intervened, and we 
need not contemplate these questions. Since the collapse of communism, 
Hungary has been returning to most of her pre-1948 traditions and, 
especially, to her time-honoured European orientation.81 

The Threat of Demographic Decline 

The survival of a state or even a nation can be placed in jeopardy not 
only through the ravages of wars and foreign occupations but also as a 
result of peacetime developments. We have noted above that devastating 
epidemics were common in Hungarian history until the nineteenth century 
and, even on occasion — such as in the case of the "Spanish flue" of 
1918-19 — even in the twentieth. Populations can also dwindle as a 
result of emigration and the decline of birth rates. 



Several of the papers in this volume point out that the wars 
Hungary had been involved in, resulted in extensive out-migrations from 
parts or all of the country. The Ottoman wars fought on Hungarian soil 
were accompanied by the fleeing of populations from Turkish-controlled 
territories, and especially, from zones of frequent and/or intense military 
conflict. These migrations, however, probably did not result in a net loss 
of population in the Hungarian homeland, as the refugees of these con-
flicts more often than not settled in remote, more peaceful regions of the 
Carpathian Basin. 

In the post-Ottoman era, the exodus of people, especially of 
political elites and soldiers, was also most likely the consequence of wars. 
The Rakoczi War of Liberation of 1703-1711, the War of Independence 
of 1848-49, the post-World War I civil turmoil, and the Second World 
War, all resulted in the departure from Hungary of tens, even hundreds of 
thousands of Hungarian citizens. An exodus of similar magnitude took 
place during the communist period when, despite the existence of the 
"Iron Curtain" — with its barbed wire fences and minefields — tens of 
thousands of Hungarians risked their lives to flee the country, and in the 
wake of the Revolution in 1956, over 200,000 did. 

At other times no wartime conditions or foreign occupation 
proved necessary to prompt Hungarians to leave their country. Emigration 
from Hungary went on during even the most perfect of peacetimes and in 
the absence of any foreign oppression. The most remarkable of such 
periods, from the point of view of the magnitude of emigration, were the 
three decades before the outbreak of the First World War. Over two 
million citizens of the country left in this period for other lands, both in 
East Central Europe and overseas, with a large majority of them choosing 
the United States of America as their destination. 

In recent years historians have revised many of the earlier 
misconceptions about this mass exodus. One of the early "myths" about 
emigration to the New World was the idea that it was extreme poverty, 
pure and simple, that drove people from Hungary to other lands, espe-
cially to America. Immigration historian Julianna Puskas has emphasized 
the fact that this emigration took place at a time of rapid economic 
development in Hungary. In fact, she had pointed out that the peak of 
Hungarian emigration to the United States coincided with times of the 
most rapid economic progress in Hungary. In fact it seems that people 
were driven from the country not so much by poverty but by the fact that 
economic development in Hungary was uneven and caused dislocations 



for a large number of people, for example craftsmen whose skills became 
redundant as a result of the expansion of factories. The other factor was 
the rise of expectations that rapid economic development caused. These 
expectations could rarely be satisfied in Hungary, but could be in the very 
swiftly developing United States. In fact, Puskas also points out that the 
peaks of Hungarian influx into the US almost invariably coincided with 
times of economic prosperity in America.82 

Many of the Hungarian citizens who emigrated to the United 
States were from among Hungary's linguistic and religious minorities. For 
the longest time the usual explanation given for the departure of many of 
these people was their being "oppressed" by the Kingdom's Hungarian 
majority. Julianna Puskas exposes this myth as well. She admits that a 
few intellectuals might have left Hungary for such reasons, but argues that 
most of the migrants who went to the United States did so in search of 
economic opportunities and, in fact, some of them discovered their 
national identity only there — after being subjected to nationalistic and 
anti-Hungarian and anti-Habsburg propaganda by enemies of the Dual 
Monarchy of Austria-Hungary. Puskas points out that the minority of 
non-Magyar ethnics who were most likely to leave Hungary in this period 
were Germans and Jews, two groups that were least likely to suffer 
oppression in the pre-1914 Kingdom of Hungary.83 

The most prominent characteristic of the emigration from Hun-
gary in this period, according to recent researches, was its temporary or 
impermanent nature. People from Hungary, both Magyars and members 
of the minorities, went abroad not to leave their homeland permanently, 
but to make some money and return with it to improve their and their 
families' economic prospects. The "emigration" of people from Hungary, 
argues Puskas, was a "temporary emergency solution to a problem at 
home." Because such migration was transient, there was a lot of cris-
crossing of the Atlantic by Hungarian "immigrants." It was only the First 
World War and the subsequent social and economic upheavals in East 
Central Europe that dampened the migrants' enthusiasm for returning to 
their homeland "rich" and starting a new life there. As a result, these 
transients became settlers and began to put down roots in their new North 
American cultural and social environment.84 

After the imposition of the infamous American "quota laws" in 
the 1920s restricting immigration from Eastern Europe, Hungarians could 
not emigrate there, either as temporary or long-term residents. Because 
economic conditions in Hungary had become even worse than they had 



been before 1914, Hungarians still desired to emigrate, perhaps more 
likely permanently than had been the case with the pre-1914 migrants. 
Not being able to go to the United States, they went to Canada or to 
South American countries such as Argentina or Brazil. We have men-
tioned the out-migration to these countries, in particular Canada, from the 
Magyar-populated counties of the successor states. But there was consid-
erable migration from Hungary as well: to Canada alone, over 30,000 
immigrants migrated from Hungary in the period from 1924, when the 
gates were opened to immigrants from former enemy lands, to 1931 when 
they were shut because of the economic depression that had started in the 
fall of 1929.85 

As has been mentioned, the Second World War and its aftermath 
constituted another period of great demographic losses to Hungary as a 
result of the exodus of refugees. The two largest waves left the country 
in 1944-45 and 1956-57 respectively, but there was an outflow of political 
refugees at other times as well. These losses, when added to the loss of 
life due to war and the forcible removal of populations, go a long way in 
explaining the very slow growth of Hungary's population from the 1930s 
to the 1990s. Illustrative of this is the fact that the country's population 
passed the 9,000,000 mark some time during the second half of the 
1930s, and it passed the next milestone, the 10,000,000 mark, only a 
generation later, and it has not been able to reach the 11,000,000 figure. 
In stark contrast stand the population growth statistics of Canada, for 
example. That country passed the 7,000,000 mark in the first decade of 
the 20th century, the 10,000,000 one two decades later, the 15,000,000 
figure in the early 1950s, and the 25,000,000 mark three decades later. 
The annual rate of population growth in Hungary has not passed the 1 
percent figure since the early 1900, while Canada has experienced annual 
growth rates as high or almost as high as 3 percent both before World 
War I (due mainly to immigration) and after World War II (due mainly to 
high birth rates, i.e. the post-war "baby boom").86 

Though emigration had contributed to the stagnation of Hungary's 
demographic growth, it never constituted the great loss to the Hungarian 
nation that some Hungarian historians have made it out to be. Hungarians 
who left Hungary, did not leave the Hungarian nation. In fact, they 
became the builders of the Hungarian diaspora that had been so prominent 
and active in many countries of the world, especially the Western demo-
cracies, during the 20th century. Hungarians in emigration spread knowl-
edge about their country and culture among the receiving populations, and 



helped their relatives at home financially. They also served as personal 
contacts and sources of information for their countrymen in Hungary in 
times when the country's foreign rulers wanted to isolate the Magyar 
masses for Western and democratic influences.8' Many Hungarian immi-
grants took their Western-acquired experience and knowledge back to 
Hungary with them on extended visits or when they re-migrated to their 
country of origin. 

For the past century-and-a-half, the slow demographic growth of 
the Hungarian nation has been a source of concern to many Hungarians, 
especially to members of the country's nationalistic elite and intelligentsia. 
Many of these people complained about mass emigration and a few of 
them even lobbied for such legislative measures as the curbing of emigra-
tion propaganda spread by immigration agents of New World countries 
eager to recruit prospective settlers.88 The efforts of the anti-emigration 
lobbyists met with limited success. The most effective measure that could 
have reduced emigration from Hungary would have been meaningful land 
reform, but opposition to such reform was wide-spread in both pre-World 
War I and in interwar Hungary. Emigration could not be curbed easily, 
and it was also difficult to blame the country's poor, especially its landless 
proletariat, for trying to improve their economic prospects by emigrating 
to lands where opportunities were more plentiful. 

Hungary's concerned elites and patriotic-minded intellectuals also 
worried about the increasingly low birth rate that their nation began 
experiencing more or less concurrently with the increase of emigration 
from the country. Mass emigration in the decades before 1914, huge 
losses in lives during the Great War, the even greater demographic 
catastrophe imposed by the Treaty of Trianon, accompanied by declining 
natural population growth, raised the spectre of demographic extinction 
for the Hungarian nation. Not surprisingly, the interwar years were times 
of intense debates about the Magyar nation's survival. 

Of particular interest to concerned Hungarian intellectuals and 
politicians was the spread of the custom of the single-child family in the 
Hungarian countryside. Called the "egyke phenomenon," the practice of 
peasant families raising only one child, first came to national attention 
long before the debate about low birth rates reached its zenith after World 
War I. It was noticed as early as the 1840s in certain counties of south-
ern Hungary. Several decades later demographers and sociologists found 
the practice widespread in many regions of the country and the debate 



about the "threatening" consequences of the egyke system became ele-
vated to a burning national controversy. 

Those participating in the debate tried to explain the roots of this 
phenomenon. As Professor Bela Bodo outlines in his study in our volume, 
these people identified the cause of this practice by references to one or 
another of the socio-economic trends experienced by contemporary Hun-
gary. Some pointed to the increased influence of women in Hungarian 
peasant society, others to the growing trend on the part of peasant parents 
to be indulgent to their children, or to the decline of age-old folk tradi-
tions and culture. Still others sought the cause of the increasing use of 
contraception by peasants in what they perceived to be the decline of 
morals, especially of sexual morality. 

The debate on the "egyke question" was more emotional than 
scientific. For many Hungarian intellectuals, as Dr. Bodo points out, it 
was fuelled by a fear for the nation's future, and for the racists among 
them, even an apprehension about the survival prospects of the "white 
race." The debate, almost inevitably, assumed political overtones. 
Arguments for, and in most cases against, birth control by Hungary's 
country folk, became parts of the official or unofficial political platforms 
of certain parties. The country's Conservatives, Dr. Bodo argues, used the 
arguments against the egyke practice to emphasize the harmful effects of 
urbanization and the dangers of the spread of urban values to Hungary's 
villages. At the same time, Hungary's Populists demanded the elimination 
of the conditions (rural poverty, lack of opportunities for peasant youth, 
etc.) that in their view gave rise to the single-child families in the coun-
tryside. Above all, in their discussions of the egyke phenomenon, the 
Populists called for effective land reforms. The Populists' arguments 
found no sympathy with the Conservatives, and got little support f rom 
Social Democrats and other city-based left-of-centre intellectuals who 
often envied the literary success of some of the Populist writers and were 
concerned about the overly nationalistic and sometimes even anti-Semitic 
overtones of the debate. 

In the end little was a achieved in the quest for greater population 
growth among the country's peasantry. The Populists, often confident that 
their literary accomplishments would pave the way to social and eco-
nomic reforms, failed to create a political force that enjoyed the support 
of Hungary's peasantry. Without such a party they made no progress 
toward meaningful land reform. Furthermore, after 1945 when such 
reform became viable, the peasant masses of the country lacked a cohe-



sive political movement that might have been able to prevent, or at least 
delay, a takeover of the country by the Communists. The national debate 
over population growth not only failed to precipitate increased population 
growth, but also it failed to deliver the political dividends that the propo-
nents of such growth and the friends of the peasantry had hoped it might 
bring about. 

It is not within the scope of this inquiry to treat in more than the 
most peremptory manner the population policies of Hungary's post-1948 
communist regimes. On the whole, the demographic policies of the 
country's successive communist governments can be characterized as 
being the imitation, as in virtually every other sphere of national life, of 
the "Soviet model." Nevertheless, even the communist era experienced at 
least one period of great concern for population decline. This was in 
1952-53 when the sale contraceptive devices were curtailed and abortion 
was made illegal in the vast majority of circumstances.89 This anti-
abortion campaign, however, made only a slight dent in Hungary's birth 
rate, which continued to stagnate throughout the entire communist era. 

Conditions did not change dramatically with the passing of 
communism in 1989. The deplorable housing conditions of the previous 
decades, the diminished influence of the churches — and especially, of 
the Catholic Church — lingered on throughout the 1990s and it was only 
towards the end of the decade that some slight improvement appeared in 
regards to the birth rate. The fact that, in the post-1989 age, women on 
the whole did not feel any more empowered economically or politically, 
nor better provided for socially, no doubt also contributed to birth rates in 
Hungary not rebounding in the last decade of the 20th century.90 

Despite the rather uninspiring experience in regard to demo-
graphic growth of the first decade of the post-communist age, Hungary's 
future prospects appear promising. The economic hardships of the 
transition from a command economy to a market economy, from an 
economy dependent on the markets of the "Socialist camp" to one in 
which Europe and the West have become the country's major trading 
partners, are being gradually overcome in Hungary and most economic 
indicators predict a better future. Within a few years the economic 
inhibitors of faster population growth, such as poor housing conditions 
and shortages in accommodation, should start disappearing. A concurrent 
increase in family incomes might also encourage larger families. Only 
time will tell if the re-emergence of the churches as viable institutions in 



a pluralistic Hungary, would also have a positive impact on birth rates in 
the country. 

More important in the opinion of the writer of these lines is the 
fact that Hungary is undoubtedly on its way to become a country of 
immigration. With economic conditions in the country considerably 
better than those in neighbouring countries to the east and south-east, and 
in many countries of the developing world, and with a stable (or, at least, 
relatively stable) political situation prevailing in the country, Hungary 
should be able to attract immigrants of high calibre. The prospect of 
Hungary's European Union membership should make the country even 
more attractive to newcomers. And, membership in the EU could make 
Hungary (already a NATO member, the only one in the middle Danube 
Basin) a very desirable place to settle in. Judicious immigration policies 
could materially benefit the country both in the short term, by providing 
skilled labour and technical expertise, and in the long run, by counteract-
ing the negative effects of slow natural population growth. 

Heightening the prospects of effective immigration policies by 
future Hungarian governments is the fact that there is a large pool of 
people who would find relocating to Hungary an attractive proposition. 
The people's of many East and South-Eastern European countries would 
find Hungary, with its expanding economic opportunities and stable 
political system, a desirable place. And so would many educated individ-
uals from other places in the world, and even retirees from Western 
Europe and North America. As these immigrants would come from 
different countries and would represent people of diverse ethnic and 
religious backgrounds, there is little chance that they would create irre-
dentas, as the immigrants of the early modern period had created, once 
they became conscious of their ethnic "otherness" and their cultural and 
political affinities with "their" peoples living on the other side of Hun-
gary's boundaries. Furthermore, Hungary, unlike most other countries in 
Europe but not unlike West Germany of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, is 
in position to receive immigrants of non-foreign ethnic background. Just 
as the West German regimes of the above period actively encouraged the 
immigration to their country of people of German ethnicity from all parts 
of Eastern Europe, Hungary should encourage the immigration of people 
of Magyar stock from the neighbouring countries with Hungarian minori-
ties. Of course, such a policy is bound to be controversial among people 
who still have lingering hopes of rectifying somewhat the frontier settle-
ment proclaimed at Trianon. However, such hopes are fading, and will 



continue to fade as the decades pass and as the position of these minori-
ties will continue to weaken demographically, culturally and politically. 

In the 21st century, there are even more arguments for saving 
Hungarians for the Hungarian nation as opposed to aspiring for some kind 
of a territorial solution to the problem of the Hungarian irredenta in 
neighbouring lands. One old argument that without substantial, i.e. 
populous, Hungarian communities in these countries, autonomous Hungar-
ian regions — with extensive cultural rights and self-government — 
cannot be established, commands less and less weight. If such autono-
mous Hungarian cultural communities could not be established on a 
lasting basis (some existed for shorter or longer periods of time) in the 
eighty years since Trianon, the prospects for their creation are dim. With 
the hopes for territorial revisions dashed long time ago, and with dimin-
ishing prospects for the creation of autonomous Hungarian cultural 
districts in the neighbouring countries, Hungarian governments of the 
immediate future will be confronted with the question: why not save the 
members of these Magyar communities for the Hungarian nation through 
their emigration to Hungary? After all, in the 21st century the situation is 
changing drastically. In the 19th and even in the 20th centunes, territory 
was more important than populations; today, increasingly the most 
valuable commodity for a nation are its citizens, e.i. their talents, skills 
and knowledge. 

The Hungary of the future is likely to be an increasingly stable 
and prosperous place. The arts and learning will no doubt also flourish 
there with increasing vitality. The prediction of the 16th century Flemish 
scholar Nicasius Ellebodius, quoted by Dr. Palffy at the end of his paper 
in this volume, that a Hungary free of war and turbulence might "become 
the most suitable place for accomplishing academic plans as well," may 
come true — after half-a-millennium of delay. 

Should political stability and affluence come to Hungary in the 
21st century, the Magyar nation will probably grow again, as it often did 
in times of peace and prosperity in its thousand years of evolution. As it 
had been often throughout the centuries, it could be a country of immigra-
tion again, rather than one supplying settlers for other parts of the world 
as it did in the 19th and 20th centuries. On the surface at least it seems, 
the crises of Hungarian survival, so acute often in the past and so gravely 
threatening in the 20th century, might be behind us at least for the foresee-
able future. Not wishing to end the introduction to this volume of essays 
on a negative note, I left the discussion of some lingering doubts about 



Hungarian nation's long-term survival — and, especially, about the 
survival of Hungarian communities beyond the borders of Hungary, — to 
the postscript. 

NOTES 

Several people, most of them contributors of this volume, have com-
mented on all or parts of the text of this introduction. To them I extend my 
thanks and remind the readers that the responsibility for any errors of fact, inter-
pretation or omission rests on my own shoulders. 

A special note on sources: it is not possible for an essay on thousand 
years of history of a nation to have adequate and up-to-date references to the vast 
literature on the subject. The selection of sources in such a case is bound to be 
arbitrary. In the citing of literature, in this introductory essay I gave preference to 
articles and books that have been published by Canadian authors or to works that 
had appeared in Canada — in many cases in our journal. A lesser degree of 
priority was accorded to authors and publications of the English-speaking world. 
I adopted these priorities mainly to publicize the research that has been done in 
the field of Hungarian history in the United States, the United Kingdom and, 
especially, in Canada. 

1 Those who might question the applicability of the Malthusian analysis 
to twenty-first century conditions should watch the daily news from parts of the 
world such as Ramallah or Belfast. It must be admitted, however, that in most 
parts of the world the struggle for territory and resources has taken on an air of 
apparent civility and transpires not by armed force and not on the frontlines but 
often through takeovers devised in the boardrooms of giant corporations. 

The literature of the emergence and persistence of nations is enormous. 
A prominent Canadian contribution to this literature is Michael Ignatieff, Blood 
& Belonging: Journeys into the New Nationalism (Toronto: Viking, etc.; London: 
BBC Books, etc., 1993). Other relevant works are: Ernest Gellner, Nations and 
Nationalism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983); Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic 
Origin of Nations (London and New York: Basil Blackwell, 1987); Benedict 
Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of 
Nationalism (London: Verso, etc., 1983); Eric Hobsbawn, Nations and National-
ism since 1870 (London: Cambridge University Press, 1990); William H. 
McNeill, Polyethnicity and National Unity in World History (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1986); and specifically on the subject of survival, Anthony D. 
Smith, "Chosen peoples: why ethnic groups survive," Ethnic and Racial Studies, 
15 (July 1992): 436^458. A classic Hungarian contribution to the subject of the 



rise of the nation-states and nationality problems is Oszkar Jaszi, A nemzeti 
allamok kialakulasa es a nemzetisegi kerdes [The development of nation states 
and the nationality question] (Budapest, 1912; a new, abbreviated edition, edited 
and introduced by Gyorgy Litvan, appeared in 1986, in Budapest, published by 
Gondolat). 

2 Smith, "Chosen peoples," 438. For discussions of such terms as 
"nation," "nationalism" and "national identity," see Thomas Spira ed., National-
ism and Ethnicity Terminologies: An Encyclopedic Directory and Research Guide 
(Gulf Breeze, FL: Academic International Press, 1999f)-

3 For a detailed history of Poland in English see Norman Davies, God's 
Playground: A History of Poland (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 
2 vols.; for a shorter account see the relevant parts of Piotr Wandycz, The Price 
of Freedom: A History of East Central Europe.... (London & New York: Rout-
ledge, 1992); and for a brief overview see Anna M. Cienciala's entry "Poland 
(History)" in the Encyclopedia of Eastern Europe, ed. Richard Frucht (New York 
and London: Garland Publishing, 2000), 590-617. 

4 Orest Subtelny, Domination of Eastern Europe: Native Nobilities and 
Foreign Absolutism, 1500-1715 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's Press, 
1986), 130-37. 

5 Archeologist and historian Gyula Laszlo has argued, in the numerous 
studies and books he published from the 1940s to the early 1990s, that the "Late 
Avars" were in fact the first Magyar settlers of the Carpathian Basin. They were 
joined some four generations later by Arpad's Hungarians, in an occupation of 
this land that some contemporary chroniclers referred to as the secundus ingres-
sus or "second coming" of the Magyars into what is now Hungary. 

6 One legendary Slav principality of the period was Magna Moravia or 
Great Moravia. According to Czech historians it existed in the lands that later 
became Moravia in what is now the Czech Republic. Historian Imre Boba 
(1919-1996) argued that this early Slav principality was situated south of the 
Danube River, near the ancient city of Sirmium (near the latter-day town of 
Marava, today's Sremska Mitrovica). Imre Boba, Moravia's History Recon-
sidered: A Reinterpretation of Medieval Sources (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1971). 
This monograph has been reviewed at length in our journal by Veronica Gervers-
Molnar (1939-1979): vol. II, no. 2 (fall, 1975): 123-29. 

7 For recent literature on the external context of this age of Magyar 
history see Zoltan Kosztolnyik, "Nemet politikai fejlemenyek a magyar tortenet 
hattereben..." [German political developments in the background of Hungarian 
history...], Acta Universitatis Szegediensis 109 (1999): 3-11. As Dr. Veszpremy 
hints in his study, in discussing the acts and deeds of these men, we should not 
forget those (even though not nearly as well documented) of Henry II's sister 
(and King Stephen's wife), Gisela. 



8 More than one state or empire owes its emergence to the succession of 
capable leaders. In Hungary's immediate neighbourhood one thinks of the rulers 
of Kievan Rus from Sviatoslav to Iaroslav the Wise, spanning almost a century 
(from the mid-960s to the mid-1050s). One of the most remarkable examples of 
the succession of able rulers is the first series of sultans of the Ottoman realm, 
starting with Osman and ending with Suleiman the Magnificent, covering a time-
span of over two centuries. The Ottomans were not so lucky with Suleiman's 
successors. 

9 These policies, and especially the wise state-building efforts of St. 
Sephen, are described by historian Gyorgy Gyorffy. See his magnum opus: 
Istvan Kiraly es muve [King Stephen and his work] (Budapest: Gondolat, 1977). 
A shorter version of this work of his is available in English: King Saint Stephen 
of Hungary (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995). 

1(1 It should not be forgotten that the tribes that arrived on the Hungarian 
Plain under Arpad's leadership at the end of the 9th century included the Kabars, 
Turkic-speaking Khazar allies of the Magyars. They settled in the midsts of a 
variety of peoples. Indeed, the Carpathian Basin of the 10th century must have 
been a highly multi-ethnic society! Furthermore, Arpad's successors, starting 
with Stephen's grandfather Taskony, regularly admitted refugees to their lands, in 
most cases fragments of the beleagered Pecheneg nation. The new arrivals were 
usually settled on the periphery of Hungary, often in the marshlands guarding the 
approaches to the heart of the Carpathian Basin. They fulfilled the dual tasks of 
settling the realm's inhospitable regions and reinforcing its military frontiers. The 
words of St. Stephen's Admonitions to his son are often quoted as evidence of his 
belief in what we today would call multiculturalism: "For the country that has but 
one language and one custom is weak and frail." 

An English-language monograph that deals with multicultural aspects of 
post-conquest Hungary is Andras Paloczi Horvath, Pechenegs, Cumans, lasians: 
Steppe peoples in medieval Hungary, transl. Timothy Wilkinson, (Budapest: 
Corvina, 1989). For earlier, Hungarian-language works, see Laszlo Rasonyi, 
Hidak a Dunan. A regi torok nepek a Dunanal [Bridges on the Danube: Ancient 
Turkish peoples by the Danube] (Budapest: Magveto, 1981); and Gyorgy 
Gyorffy, Besenydk es magyarok [Pechenegs and Hungarians] (Budapest, 1940). 

11 For one of our journal's articles touching on Louis the Great's invol-
vement in Italian affairs see Carla Corradi Musi, "The Hungarian Military in 
Northern Italy during the Reign of Louis the Great," Hungarian Studies Review 
17 (fall 1990): 11-19. 

12 For one of our journal's articles dealing with King Sigismund's inter-
ests in the wider affairs of Europe see Norman Simms, "The Visit of King 
Sigismund to England, 1416," Hungarian Studies Review 17 (fall 1990): 21-29. 

13 Osman's subjects were Turks and were followers of Islam. The outside 
world came to know them as Ottomans — meaning the people of Osman or 



Othman — and the empire they built, as the Ottoman Empire. The term "Otto-
man" is in fact a corrupted version of Osman I's name. 

14 The military decline of the Byzantine Empire is outlined in Mark C. 
Bartusis, The Late Byzantine Army: Arms and Society, 1204-1453 (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), while the post-medieval wars of 
Ottoman expansion are discussed at length in Rhoads Murphey, Ottoman warfare, 
1500-1700 (London: UCL Press, 1999). 

15 The circumstances of Matthias' death are examined in L.S. Domonkos, 
"The Medical History of a Medieval Hungarian King: Matthias Corvinus (1458-
1490)," in the R. Varkonyi Agnes Emlekkonyv [The Agnes Varkonyi Festschrift] 
ed. Peter Tusor (Budapest: Eotvos Lorand Tudomanyegyetem, 1998), 133-47, 
especially 141-44; and the same author's "The Tragedy of the Hunyadi Dynasty," 
Essays in Church History in Hungary 3-4 (1999): 19-28. Professor Domonkos 
prepared a paper, entitled "The Nature of Royal Power in the Age of Matthias 
Corvinus" for the conference at which the studies printed in this volume were 
presented. It will be printed in our journal as soon as its notes will be completed. 

16 Oliver A.I. Botar, "From European Capital to Ottoman Outpost: The 
Decline of Buda in the Sixteenth Century," Hungarian Studies Review 14 (Spring 
1987): 10. The most dramatic decline in Buda's Magyar population, according to 
Botar, took place in the wake of the sieges of Buda during the Long War of the 
turn of the 16lhand 17lh centuries. Botar cites the report of an Italian traveller to 
the effect that the language heard most often in the Buda of the time was 
Croatian. 

17 For an article of our journal that deals with a part of this subject see 
Peter Sarkozy, "Links to Europe: Hungarian Students at Italian Universities in the 
13-18th Centuries," Hungarian Studies Review 17 (Fall 1990): 45-55. 

IX Francis-Joseph, who occupied the imperial throne in Vienna for the 
entire second half of the nineteenth century and the first sixth of the twentieth, 
was for much of this period the Emperor of Austria and King of Hungary. 
Though considered an enemy of Hungary at first during his long reign, it has 
been argued that by the time of the First World War he had become accepted by 
Hungarians as "their King." See Andras Gero, Emperor Francis Joseph, King of 
the Hungarians, translated from the Hungarian by James Patterson and Eniko 
Koncz (Wayne, N.J.: Center for Hungarian Studies and Publications, 2001; 
distributed by Columbia University Press, New York.) 

19 In the battle a coalition army made up of Habsburg, imperial (i.e. 
Holy Roman), Rhenish and French units, numbering hardly over 20,000, battled 
a smaller contingent of a much larger Ottoman Army that had been able to cross 
the Raba (in German, Raab) River near the village of Nagyfalu (today's Morgens-
dorff, in Austria). Though the Turks lost several thousand first-line soldiers in the 
engagement, the bulk of their army, originally numbering about 80,000, remained 
intact. Though the Christian forces won, they were in no position to continue the 



fight. They had been caught unprepared for the fight on the day of the battle and 
they ran out of munitions as well as food and fodder by the end of the day. Their 
losses in the battle were probably lighter than those of the Turks, but they had 
lost a far larger portion of their total force. The French troops among them had 
wanted to begin their return to France even before the battle; only some arm-
twisting convinced their commander to stay and fight. Risking another battle 
would have been foolhardy for Raimondo Montecuccoli, the commander of the 
Christian forces — and he was not the type who would try. We can only guess 
why, under the circumstances, Grand Vizier Ahmet Koprulii, the leader of the 
Turks, did not resume his advance. The answer might be that he had lost 
precious time and realized that he could not arrive near Vienna early enough to 
undertake a successful siege before the onset of the cold and rains of autumn. 
Geza Perjes, "The Zrinyi-Montecuccoli Controversy" in From Hunyadi to 
Rakoczi: War and Society in Late Medieval and Early Modern Hungary, ed. 
Janos M. Bak and Bela K. Kiraly (New York: Social Science Monographs, 
1982), 335-49; the same author offers a detailed account in "A szentgotthardi 
csata" [The Battle of St. Gothard] in Szentgotthard (Szombathely, 1981), 117-
175; and Professor Murphey also makes scattered references to the battle in his 
Ottoman warfare {op. cit.). Contemporary accounts of the battle have been 
written among others by Montecuccoli, the French officer Count Colignny-
Saligny, the German writer Johannes Gradelhnus, and Findikh Mehmet Aga 
Silahdar. 

20 The severity of the repression that followed the discovery of the 
conspiracy that had been sparked by the Treaty of Vasvar contributed to the 
outbreak in 1678 of still another anti-Habsburg uprising, led by Imre Thokoly, 
the son of one of the conspirators who had been executed. The fate of his war 
against the Habsburgs was sealed by the latter's successes against the Turks in 
the mid-1680s. For an overview of this period see Laszlo Benczedi, "The Warrior 
Estate in the Seventeenth Century with Special Reference to the Thokoly 
Uprising (1678-1685)," in From Hunyadi to Rakoczi, op. cit., 351-365. 

21 A succinct English-language overview of this war can be found in 
Charles W. Ingrao, "Guerrilla Warfare in Early Modern Europe: The Kuruc War 
(1703-1711)," in Special Topics and Generalizations on the 18th and 19th 

Centuries Vol. I of War and Society in East Central Europe, ed. Bela K. Kiraly 
and Gunther E. Rothenberg (New York: Brooklyn College Press/ Columbia 
University Press, 1979), 47-65. See also Ingrao's The Habsburg Monarchy, 1618-
1815 (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000) 2nd ed., 
84-118 in passim. For papers relating to Rakoczi's war that had appeared in our 
journal see Linda Frey and Marsha Frey, "The Rakoczi Insurrection and the 
Disruption of the Grand Alliance," vol. 5, no. 2 (Fall, 1978): 17-29, and John B. 
Hattendorf, "The Rakoczi Insurrection in English War Policy, 1703-1711," vol. 
7, no. 2 (Fall, 1980): 91-102. For further English-language literature see chapters 



22 to 28 of the above-cited volume by Bak and Kiraly (with papers by historians 
Agnes Varkonyi, Geza Perjes, Kalman Benda, Bela Kopeczy, Peter Pastor and 
others). Szatmar, or Satu-Mare, is part of present-day Rumania. 

22 Balint Homan and Gyula Szekfu, Magyar tortenet [Hungarian 
history], 5 vols. (Budapest: Kiralyi Magyar Egyetemi Nyomda, 1935) 2nd, 
expanded edition, vol. IV (written by Szekfu), 309. 

23 Even the terminology of this conflict tends to obfuscate the subject. 
Resistance to Habsburg designs for the elimination of Hungarian nobiliary 
privileges was offered in the name of the Magyar "nation," but the term "nation 
or natio" in its contemporary definitions denoted the members of the Hungarian 
estates (primarily the very numerous nobility) and not the plebs of Hungary, the 
multitude of serfs and agricultural and other labourers. 

24 The point is emphatically made in the works of R. J. W. Evans, one 
of the English-speaking world's foremost experts on the Habsburg Empire. 
According to him, these "two lines of policy... pursued in Habsburg governance 
of Hungary right down to 1918 — by turns essentially respectful or disrespectful 
of constitutional tradition — were... first clearly elaborated in the context of [the] 
Empress's [Maria Theresa] transformation of the whole Monarchy." R. J. W. 
Evans, "Maria Theresa and Hungary," in Enlightened Absolutism: Reform and 
Reformers in Later Eighteen-Century Europe, ed. Hamish M. Scott (London: 
Macmillan, 1990), 189. Another of Evans' several relevant works is "The 
Habsburgs and the Hungarian Problem, 1790-1848," Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society, 5th ser. 49 (1989): 41-62; see also his The Making of the 
Habsburg Monarchy, 1550-1700 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979). Evans' home 
base is Oxford, the very place where C. A. Macartney, that other great British 
expert on the Habsburg Monarchy (and Hungary), had taught some four decades 
ago. See his The Hapsburg Empire (1790-1918) (London: Weidenfeld & Nicol-
son, 2nd edition. 1971). 

25 The importance of the role of advisors, in particular of the attitudes of 
Wenzel Anton Kaunitz, State Chancellor from 1753 to 1792, is emphasized by 
Austrian-Canadian scholar Franz A.J. Szabo. See his Kaunitz and Enlightened 
Absolutism 1753-1780 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), espe-
cially chapter 8 "The Problem of Hungary." 

26 The term is used by Evans who points out that it was "the Habsburgs' 
bad luck that their most ungovernable realm also nursed the deepest sense of 
grievance." Evans, "The Habsburgs and the Hungarian Problem," 42. 

27 Szabo, Kaunitz and Enlightened Absolutism, 303. 
28 Ibid., 310. Hungarian-Austrian historian Horst Haselsteiner argues 

that, while the Hungarian nobility might have reneged on shouldering a fair 
portion of war taxes, Hungary as a whole did carry her share of expenditures, 
"between 26 and 29 percent" of them. Horst Haselsteiner, "Cooperation and 
Confrontation between Rulers and the Noble Estates, 1711-1790," in A History of 



Hungary, ed. Peter Sugar, Peter Hanak and Tibor Frank (Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990), 15If. 

29 Szabo, Kaunitz and Enlightened Absolutism, 312. 
30 The program included incentives for members of the Hungarian 

nobility who cooperated and punishments for those who did not, the reduction of 
the influence of county administrations, the continued separation of Transylvania 
and the Military Frontier from Hungary (where reforms could be experimented 
on before their introduction to Hungary proper), support for Hungary's peasants 
in their disputes with their landlords, as well as the extension of the Crown's 
influence over the Catholic Church in Hungary (and its estates) which could 
serve as a precedent for the expansion of the Crown's power over Hungary's civil 
society. See Szabo, Kaunitz and Enlightened Absolutism, 312f. 

31 Ibid., 314. 
32 Ibid., 318-20 
33 Ibid., 328. These reforms are discussed by Szabo, Kaunitz and 

Enlightened Absolutism, 325-28; by Evans, "Maria Theresa," 192-94; and by 
Haselsteiner, "Cooperation and Confrontation," 152-54. Kaunitz also tried to 
reduce the influence of Hungary's Catholic hierarchy, even at the expense of 
greater toleration of other Christian confessions. His efforts in this direction 
were frustrated not only by Hungary's Roman Catholic establishment but by the 
diffidence of Empress Maria Theresa herself. Szabo, Kaunitz and Enlightened 
Absolutism, 33If. 

34 George Barany, "The Age of Royal Absolutism, 1970-1848," in A 
History of Hungary, op. cit., 175. 

35 The fact that Joseph did not give up his aspiration to rein in Hungary 
is illustrated by the establishment, not long before his death, of the Ministry of 
Police. Officially, the new ministry's authority was circumscribed in Hungary, 
but its secret agents would operate there until 1867. These last acts of Joseph 
further illustrate the duality of Habsburg policies vis-a-vis Hungary: reconciliation 
intermingled or alternating with confrontation. Barany, "The Age of Royal 
Absolutism," 175. 

36 Much of what follows is based on Szabo, Kaunitz, 336-40. 
37 The threat of these German states losing peasants was compounded by 

the fact that other states (Prussia, Russia, and even Spain) were also engaged in 
recruiting prospective settlers. Ibid., 340. 

3X This subject was touched upon in one of the papers given at the year 
2000 University of Toronto conference. Dr. Robert Hermann's "The Military 
Chances of the War of Independence, 1848-49," will be published in a forthcom-
ing volume of our journal, pending the resolution of some problems with transla-
tion and presentation. 

39 Parallel developments one can think of are the separations between 
Sweden and Norway in 1905, and the Czechs and Slovaks some nine decades 



later, but in these cases the "jettisoned" territories were not about to become parts 
of potentially powerful enemy states (Norway opted for personal union with 
Denmark; Slovakia became an independent, non-aligned republic). In any case, 
these two developments were what we might call "national divorces" and not the 
transfers of provinces or counties from one state to another. 

40 Even Canada, an "advanced" country with a supposedly sophisticated 
electorate, could not contemplate with equanimity the "abandonment" of the 
province of Quebec to French-Canadian separatists, even though such a develop-
ment could offer benefits to both sides, above all the abatement of the strife that 
has existed between Anglo and Franco Canadians for nearly ten generations. 
Furthermore Quebec could not possibly, after separation, become a part of a 
country hostile to what remained of Canada. (In listing the "ethnic" trouble-spots 
of the world, I realize that no two situations are the same and it is somewhat 
unfair to compare for example Northern Ireland to Chechnia). 

41 Istvan Deak, "The Revolution and the War of Independence, 1848-
1849," in A History of Hungary, op. cit., 234. Austrian casualties were about 
the same. The Russian army that came to the help of the Austrians, lost only 
543 soldiers in battle, but over 10,000 to the epidemic. (Ibid.) See also Istvan 
Deak, "The Ethnic Question in the Multinational Habsburg Army, 1848-1918," in 
Ethnic Armies: Poly ethnic Armed Forces from the Time of the Habsburgs to the 
Age of the Superpowers, ed. N.F. Dreisziger (Waterloo, ON.: Wilfrid Laurier 
University Press, 1990), especially, 21-29; and Deak's Beyond Nationalism: A 
Social and Political History of the Habsburg Officer Corps, 1848-1918 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1990). For an even more comprehensive treat-
ment of the subject, see the same author's The Lawful Revolution, Louis Kossuth 
and the Hungarians, 1848-1849 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979). 
An article that has appeared on a related subject in our journal is Peter I. Hidas, 
"The Army of Francis Joseph and Magyar Public Opinion, 1849-1859," 14, 2 
(fall, 1987): 3-19. 

42 What follows is based mainly on Gero, Emperor Francis Joseph, King 
of the Hungarians. 

43 While the Emperor and his politicians manoeuvred for greater influ-
ence, young Empress Elizabeth (Sisi as she was known affectionately) did things 
that began to endear her to the Hungarian public, including the learning of 
Hungarian. In time, Sisi would become the darling of the Hungarian public, as 
much as the rest of her family was seen as its foe. The Hungarians' love for her 
proved that they could live with a Flabsburg, as long as that person displayed 
empathy for them. (Ibid.) 

44 It took many years for Francis-Joseph to warm to his new role as king 
of the country he considered rebellious for so many years. Hungarians were also 
reluctant to embrace him as their sovereign. The ironic fact is that eventually 
they did come to regard him as their King, but only half-century later, at a time 



when war came to Central Europe. It ended in the demise of both the Habsburg 
Empire and the historic Kingdom of Hungary. For a specialized study of some of 
the fiscal aspects of the union of Austria and Hungary see the 1982 volume of 
our journal: Scott M. Eddie, "Limits on the Fiscal Independence of Sovereign 
States in Customs Union: 'Tax Union' Aspects of the Austro-Hungarian Monar-
chy, 1868-1911" 9, 2 (Fall, 1982): 7-28. 

45 Ignac Romsics, Magyarorszag tortenete a XX. szazadban [The History 
of Hungary in the 20th Century] (Budapest: Osiris, 1999), 23. 

46 Ivan T. Berend and Gyorgy Ranki, Economic Development in East-
Central Europe in the 19th & 20th Centuries (New York and London: Columbia 
University Press, 1974), 128. The growth of all sectors of the Hungarian 
economy in this period is outlined in this monograph in fair amount of detail: pp. 
122-38. 

47 Romsics, Mayarorszag, 23. 
48 Ibid., 25-26. Romsics offers a large array of other statistics about the 

growth of Hungary's economy (see, pp. 23-39 in passim). 
49 Bela Bartok and Zoltan Kodaly in music, John Neumann in mathemat-

ics, Leo Szilard and Todor Karman in physics, Lord Thomas Balogh in econom-
ics, Sandor Korda and Mihaly Kertesz in film, Karoly Mannheim in sociology, 
are just a few mentioned by Romsics, op. cit. 4If. Two other remarkable 
"products" of early 20th-century Hungary's school system were the Polanyi 
brothers Karoly (Karl) and Mihaly (Michael). Karl was an economist and 
sociologist while Michael trained as a scientist but became a philosopher of the 
first rank. Our journal has featured several articles on the Polanyis, including 
Lee Congdon, "Polanyi and the Treason of the Intellectuals" (vol. 2, fall, 1975), 
79-90; two papers (by Professors Marlene Kadar and Kenneth McRobbie) in vol. 
26 (1999), and one (also by Lee Congdon) forthcoming in vol. 29 (2002). Books 
on outstanding Hungarians are legion. One is Francis S. Wagner, Hungarian 
Contributions to World Civilization (Center Square, PA: Alpha Publications, 
1977), and the most recent is Andrew L. Simon, Made in Hungary: Hungarian 
Contributions to Universal Culture (published by the author, 1998). Excellent 
work has been done on many of the intellectuals of the age in question by 
Professor Lee Congdon, the latest being Seeing Red: Hungarian Intellectuals in 
Exile and the Challenge of Communism (DeKalb, 111.: Northern Illinois University 
Press, 2001). 

50 Janos Mazsu, "The Intelligentsia in Hungary prior to World War I," 
Hungarian Studies Review 24 (1997): 89. 

51 For a discussion of the millennial celebrations in Hungary see Alice 
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