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Turul was the most significant Hungarian student association during the
interwar period. In the origin myth of the Magyars (the Hungarian people)
the turul was a divine messenger in the body of a great bird-of-prey that
symbolized power, strength and nobility.1 By the end of the 1930s, Turul
had more than hundred branches throughout the country, representing a
predominant majority among the youth organizations, with a membership
exceeding forty thousand. The Turul Association was established in 1919,
following the collapse of the Hungarian Soviet Republic, and it was dis-
solved after the end of the World War II.2 Consequently, Turul was able to
affect significantly the ideological development of the majority of students
in Hungary for over a quarter of a century. The role of this organization
was important not only for regular university students, but also for Hunga-
rian society at large, as many members retained their membership fol-
lowing their graduation and continued to participate in the association’s
activities. In this sense, Turul succeeded in extending the association’s ide-
ology into everyday life.

Recent historical studies have revealed a number of important
aspects, clarified significant issues in the role of this organization, and
have led to the revision of the biased views prevailing in the preceding
Marxist historiography. Although the available sources explored before
1989 reveal a wealth of information about Turul, these earlier studies have
characterized the association as mainly a “fascist”, anti-Semitic, and irre-
dentist organization.3 New aspects in the characterization of the Turul have
emerged only from the early 1990s, when the previously closed archives
became freely accessible. During this short period, the number of valuable
studies has increased, however this interest has not yet extended into the
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ranks of foreign researchers or translated into studies in foreign languages.
The available Hungarian studies have discussed the motives, organiza-
tional form, customary order, features, and motivations of anti-Semitic
actions of Turul and its sub-societies, as well as explored their wider social
role and activities reaching beyond the walls of universities. Recent explo-
ratory works have also pointed out the ideological inclusivity of fraternal
organizations similar to Turul, reflected by the fact that they had members
with left-wing and democratic orientation besides the right-wing radicals.4

Considerably less is known about the gender aspect and rate of the
membership in Turul.5 Thus, it is worthwhile to examine the association
from this point of view. Female students were a significant minority in
interwar Hungarian higher education and, as a consequence, in Turul. At
this time, women were allowed to enroll only in the faculties of arts and
medicine (both of which they had been admitted to since 1895). As well,
job opportunities in the professions were limited for women, and espe-
cially so during the years of the Great Depression.6 On the other hand, due
to its official ideology, Turul was highly conservative when it came to the
social role of women and rejected women’s emancipation. Nevertheless,
numerous sources, including archival documents, articles, and newsreel
reports, demonstrate that many women did join the Turul Association,
especially in the second half of the 1930s.7

This paper attempts to examine this paradox by approaching its
topic from two points of view. It will first present the development of
Turul and its “masculine” ideology as it is essential for understanding the
views officially represented by the Association in relation to the gender
question. Then, the paper will examine the ways in which women partici-
pated in Turul’s activities. This approach aims to reveal an interesting
aspect in the history of Hungarian right-wing radicalism and university
movements in the interwar period.

The Turul Association’s Development and Main Features

The origins and ideology of Hungarian right-wing radical youth move-
ments can be traced back to the distressed conditions that followed the
Great War (World War I). The intellectual youth and vast number of the so
called “student-soldiers” returning from the trenches witnessed the defeat
and collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and the imminent loss of
territories constituting a major part of the “historical” greater Hungary. In
addition, owing to the dire social and economic conditions, the returning
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demobilized soldiers could not continue their studies at universities, nor
were they able to find employment. The Hungarian Soviet Republic
between March and August 1919 further strengthened the animosity of
right-leaning university students and intellectual youths towards leftist
movements and Communism. In 1919-1920, these political and social
circumstances crystallized the right-wing radical orientation of this genera-
tion. The massive protest against the Trianon Treaty, their view of the
“Jewish question,” and a general anti-communist position thus became a
cohesive force among these youths.8 It is necessary to mention that the
post-war strengthening of right-wing radicalism was not only a Hungarian
phenomenon. At the end of the 1910s and the beginning of the 1920s,
radical paramilitary, right-wing organizations were formed in many Euro-
pean countries, including the defeated Germany as well as a victor power,
Italy. This phenomenon was partly caused by the effect of the Great War
and the Versailles peace treaties. Their influence was felt not only among
the young intelligentsia, but in society at large. Eventually, this came to be
seen as a symptom of the crisis of liberal modernity which led to the
development of fascist movements and right-wing university organizations
across Europe. For example, the French Jeunesses Patriotes, the Spanish
Sindicato Español Universitario, the Romanian Asociaţia Studenţilor
Creştini, the Italian Gruppi Universitari Fascisti. These political parties
and associations all represented a radically conservative view on gender
hierarchy and they all refused liberal women’s emancipation and femi-
nism; their radical rejection of modernity was closely related to their “nati-
onalist masculinity.”9

After the collapse of the Hungarian Soviet Republic in August
1919, new student associations were established at universities throughout
the country. The first among them, the Turul Association (Turul Szövetség)
was brought into existence in August 1919. The rapid development of
Turul was mainly due to the vacuum that arose in the social and associ-
ational life of the youths. Leftist or liberal university organizations such as
the Galileo Circle, were banned after the revolutions, while old-style,
traditional student societies such as the University Circles (Egyetemi
Körök) were unable to represent the spirit of the emerging new era, as well
as the interests and views of radical, right-wing students.10 The growth and
expansion of Turul further accelerated after 1928, when the government of
Count István Bethlen modified the anti-Semitic Act, the so-called “numer-
us clausus.”11 Already in the next year, the association counted nearly
9,000 members among university students and 48 branches throughout the
country.12 The membership and the number of branches continued to rise



Róbert Kerepeszki64

throughout the 1930s as well. In addition to regular university students
(named daru for freshman or levente for higher level students) and the
above-mentioned graduates (dominus), many external supporters of the
organization, called patronus according to the Turul terminology, became
honorary members of the Turul. These included well-known politicians,
for example, the future Prime Minister Gyula Gömbös as well as univer-
sity professors, and their formal participation legitimized the association’s
activity to a great extent.13

Turul was officially considered to be politically neutral, but had an
important position among the youth movements (such as the Boy Scouts
and the Hungarian Levente movement) because of its ideology, the so-
called Christian-national spirit, and the many personal relationships it
shared with the establishment. The association also had close ties to some
of the infamous militant Hungarian right-wing organizations of this period,
including the Hungarian National Defense Association (Magyar Országos
Véderő Egyesület, MOVE), the Association of Awakening Hungarians
(Ébredő Magyarok Egyesülete, ÉME), the National Association of Hunga-
rian Women, (Magyar Asszonyok Nemzeti Szövetsége, MANSz), as well as
the Federation of Social Associations (Társadalmi Egyesületek Szövetsége,
TESz).14

An important feature of Turul’s membership was that first-year
students enrolling at any university were advised to apply into its ranks,
especially if they came from less wealthy families. When joining an
association or political party, a new member identifies himself or herself
with the governing ideology and social and political views of the organi-
zation. However, it is rather difficult to observe this in the case of the
Turul Association. In accordance with the rules of Turul, the association
often provided its members in need with financial aid or a loan, and the
association leadership helped them to obtain scholarships and accom-
modation in student residences. It is not surprising that many students who
did not sympathize with right-wing ideas became Turul members, and the
minutes of meetings of local branches indeed revealed political-ideological
debates and conflicts among the members.15

By the end of the 1930s Turul had more than hundred branches
throughout the country (112 in 1938, and 165 five years later).16 The local
branches were divided into ten regional chapters, with headquarters in the
largest cities of Hungary, among them Debrecen, Pécs, Szeged, Miskolc,
in addition to Budapest. Nevertheless, there were many disputes between
these regional chapters and Turul’s national headquarters in Budapest;
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these disputes concerned socio-political issues and internal affairs, such as
the election of national leaders.17

Because of the many disputes and differences of opinion, it can be
stated that the association had never been consistent in its program. This
inconsistency was also reflected in generational issues and conflicts. In the
1920s, the mentality of Turul’s membership was quite different from that
of members joining the organization in the next decade. The association’s
founders and initial members were radicalized mainly by the defeat in the
war and the shock caused by the Trianon Peace Treaty. For the following
generation of Turul members, these determining experiences were ampli-
fied or modified by increasing economic problems associated with the
Great Depression. Previous studies have demonstrated that the distress
caused by the Trianon Treaty and expressed in revisionism was artificially
generated and maintained in the collective national consciousness by the
ruling political elite.18 Consequently, the younger members were
discontented with the inefficiency and inactivity of their association, as
well as with the political system and the establishment in general. They
demanded radical changes, among others, in the Turul leadership and
demonstrated signs of orientation toward even more extremist political
movements.19 This is an important point to emphasize in our context, as
most of the female members joined the association during the 1930s.
However, before examining the role of women in the Turul Association, as
well as the association’s view of the gender question and women’s eman-
cipation, it is necessary to give an overview of the “masculine” features in
Turul’s ideology and activities.

Masculinity in Turul: “Racial Defense,” Nationalism, and
Militarism

The ideology of Turul consisted of many components. The most signifi-
cant part was the anti-Semitism and the so-called “racial preservation” or
“racial defense.” While these ideas were grounded in the popular con-
temporary notion that Jews were responsible for the Hungarian Soviet
Republic and the Trianon Treaty, they also had roots in the pre-war
period.20 In addition, an anti-royalist attitude also played an important role
in shaping Turul’s ideology. In the view of Turul’s leaders, the liberalism
of the Habsburg era was greatly responsible for encouraging the assimi-
lation of Jewry and for expanding Jewish influence into Hungarian public
life, at the expense of the “Christian” middle class.21
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Student activism and demonstrations can be considered to be
among the most significant expressions of Turul’s anti-Semitism that
materialized in similar types of incidents at nearly every Hungarian univer-
sity town: Budapest, Debrecen, Pécs, and Szeged. At the beginning of the
academic years, “Turulist” students would prevent Jewish students from
entering the university building or classrooms. They also organized de-
monstrations in the street, and held assemblies where they called for
further anti-Semitic restrictions, even a numerus nullus, a total ban of the
admission of Jewish students. By the end of the 1930s, they also demanded
the marking of their Jewish classmates with the yellow star.22 On the
occasion of such incidents, Jewish students were attacked and beaten, yet
Turul members took precautions when organizing the attacks: they were
careful to go to a faculty different from their own: for example, Turulist
law students “visited” the Faculty of Arts and they attacked the Jewish
students there, who would not know and thus be unable to identify them.
For their contemporaries, perhaps the most repulsive and shocking feature
of these attacks was that female Jewish students were occasionally
assaulted alongside their male colleagues, in acts of violence against the
female body previously unprecedented and unaccepted in any social
setting. These events show the disappearing ideals of chivalry and the
emergence of masculine violence in the self-definition of Turul. It is im-
portant to point out that in the post-war period, anti-Semitic student
demonstrations and atrocities at universities were not limited to Hungary.
The contemporary press reported widely about such atrocities almost every
month in other European countries, such as Poland and Romania.23

However, anti-Semitism was not the sole element of Turul’s ide-
ology of “racial preservation.” The association propagated the protection
of the Hungarian “race” from every alien race, especially from Jews,
Slavs, and Germans. The last is a surprising notion: while many Turul-
members were admirers of Nazi Germany or joined Hungarian National
Socialist parties, the official leadership of the organization was often pro-
nouncing against the increasing influence of the German ethnic minority
living in Hungary, which they regarded as a threat to the “Hungarian race.”
This served as an explanation for the riots Turul members staged against
ethnic German organizations, politicians, and university professors, just as
they did against Jews.24 The protection of race — an extreme version of
nationalism — can be considered as an important masculine feature,
because the protection of the homeland was traditionally the fundamental
responsibility of males.
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The other important “masculine” element of Turul ideology was
nationalism. The association’s leaders and members persistently demanded
the territorial revision of the Trianon Peace Treaty. Turul revanchism (or
“revisionism” in Hungarian) proposed the re-annexation of all lost terri-
tories, in some cases along with advancing a "Hungarian Imperial Idea.”
This expansionist ideology emerged and developed in the later decades of
the Austro-Hungarian era; its first representatives yearned for greater
power and waxed nostalgic about the return to the glory of the Árpád
dynasty or the empire of king Matthias Corvinus.25 By the 1940s, this idea
became one of the cornerstones of Turul’s ideology. According to a Turul
propaganda brochure published in 1940, one of the most important
objectives of the association was the “awakening of a Hungarian racial
consciousness”, which “prepares the realization of the Hungarian Empire
together with the upholding of Hungarian military ideals and the main-
tenance of discipline.”26

This quotation clearly reflects the most obvious masculinity
feature of the Turul ideology, namely militarism. This militaristic charac-
ter was manifested in several of Turul’s activities, and could be traced
back to the formation of the association. After the collapse of the Hunga-
rian Soviet Republic in 1919, the right-wing radical university students
formed “university battalions” whose main purpose was to maintain the
new order and “to cleanse” universities of leftist students and professors.
Armed, paramilitary groups played a significant role in the strengthening
of the counter-revolutionary, so-called “Christian-national” regime and
their representatives constituted the initial membership of Turul and its
local chapters. Later on, they provided important services for the govern-
ment, especially in October 1921, when the last Habsburg emperor and
Hungarian king, Charles IV attempted to regain the Hungarian throne for
the second time. These battalions, with a number of Turul members within
their ranks, took a prominent part in the battle of Budaörs, which ended
with the defeat of the king’s troops.27

Turul’s founders were thus “soldier-students,” and it is not sur-
prising that militarism and military attitude proved to be an important
factor both in the shaping of the association’s organizational structure and
in the development of its ideology and activities.28 Turul could also be
considered as a group of students associated for common purposes, a
fraternity, a type of organization that had otherwise no tradition in the
history of Hungarian university movements.29

In addition to Turul, there existed other student associations at
Hungarian universities. In the same year Turul was established, the stu-
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dents at the Faculty of Engineering and Technology (Műegyetem) founded
their own association, Hungaria Society (Hungária Egyesület). Shortly
after that, in 1920, the short-lived Christian-Socialist Centrum Association
(Centrum Szövetség) was called into existence. Next in line was the
Catholic and monarchist-leaning Foederatio Emericana in the next year,
and the last one was the expressly monarchist St. Stephen Fraternal
Association (Szent István Bajtársi Szövetség), formed in 1927. These
associations became the leading student organizations at Hungarian
universities, and though they shared many similar tenets in their ideolo-
gical foundation (the “Christian-national” idea, the militarist, anti-Semitic
and irredentist character), they had their own distinct main features, and
they were often hostile towards each other. Among the associations of
right-wing radical Hungarian university students, Turul enjoyed the great-
est influence and played the most significant role. Its dominance was due
to a number of factors. First of all, Turul was not restricted to a single
institution of higher education, unlike Hungária, for instance, whose mem-
bers were recruited exclusively from the engineering students of Budapest.
In addition, Turul recruited members on a non-denominational basis,
whereas Emericana was open only to Catholic students. In contrast with
certain organizations’ confessed monarchism, members of Turul were not
restricted when it came to their position on the potential return of the
Habsburgs. Besides, popular contemporary opinion held that the liberalism
of the Habsburgs was greatly responsible for the territorial losses of
Hungary after the Great War, an opinion shared by many university
students, in contrast to the Habsburg-loyalty of the St. Stephen Fraternal
Association. The significance of Turul was further increased by its great
influence on other university associations, including religious and relief
organizations, because in many cases, their leadership was in the hands of
Turul members. It follows from this that Turul was responsible for much
of the student opinion at universities and had a great influence over the life
of students at large.30

The military character of Turul was also supported by its core
ideology known as the “fraternal spirit” or “fraternal life.”31 Discipline
constituted a fundamental element of Turul mentality, and the associa-
tion’s leaders prescribed obligatory military training to the members as
early as the founding of the first local chapters of the association.32 In a
country that suffered military defeat in the war, this approach could also be
considered a manifestation of the popular will that accepted the aim of the
restoration of “Greater,” that is prewar Hungary, as a consensus demand.
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Another paramount objective of the Turul membership was the
education of Hungarian youth in military morale and spirit, leading to the
introduction of the “general mandatory national labour service”.33 The idea
of university labour camps and service was raised by Ödön Mikecz, later
Minister of Justice, in April 1921. Mikecz suggested that financial aid to
university students should be conditional on their participation in a univer-
sity labour battalion, providing assistance in rebuilding the country, parti-
cularly in agriculture, industry, forestation, and road construction.34 Turul
labour camps would be established only a decade and a half later of this
announcement. Their organizational structure was mainly modeled on the
German Voluntary Labour Services (Freiwilliger Arbeitsdienst) but traces
of English, Swiss, Austrian, Swedish, and Norwegian influence could also
be observed. During the second half of the 1930s, Turul member students
organized labour camps in underdeveloped and backward regions of the
country, providing assistance in public works.35 In addition, the partici-
pants of these summer camps received theoretical and practical military
(so-called “national defense”) education, which consisted of “modern
military knowledge,” military exercises, technical military training (for
example, anti-aircraft training), disciplinary exercises, as well as religious,
moral, and ideological training.36 The purpose of this complex “national
defense” education was the strengthening of the “racial (national) consci-
ousness” of the Hungarian student body. The importance of this Turul
initiative, labour service, cannot be overestimated and is demonstrated by
the fact that the government provided significant financial support for it in
the second half of 1930s, shortly after the Great Depression.37

Turul’s View of Women and the Participation of Women in the
Association

The above example clearly demonstrates that Turul was a typical “mascu-
line” organization; this makes an examination of the association’s perspec-
tive on women and the gender question all the more important. Turul
regarded the liberalism of the 19th century as anathema, for it allowed not
only the assimilation of Jews but also the emancipation of women, in-
cluding women’s university enrollment. This was an important feature of
Hungarian higher education during the years of the World War I, when
high numbers of “soldier-students” marched to the front, leaving the
admission numbers of universities to be filled by female students.38
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After the Great War, the right-wing radical intellectual youth
represented the widely shared opinion that women forcibly took professi-
onal job opportunities away from “Christian-national” men, and therefore,
they protested against women’s access to higher education. This anti-
emancipatory thinking had been further amplified by the economic strife
during the Great Depression.39 At that time, the most radical Turul mem-
bers strongly demanded the revision of the gender question and educati-
onal situation because — as it was explained in an article of the newspaper
Harc! Előre! (Fight! Forward!), representing the Turul press — if not for
women’s participation in the professions, “many men would find a job and
many families would get bread.”40 Of course, the author of this article did
not take into consideration that the dismissal of women would not solve
the unemployment problem, but would merely result in changes in its
gender ratio. While the article refers to working women in general, its re-
commendations also include women’s university enrollment and degrees.

In its views regarding women’s social role, the association re-
mained staunchly conservative in later years as well, which was pre-
sumably associated with the context of the Great Depression and the
broader contemporary neo-conservative approach to femininity. For
example, in 1931, the Turul chapter in Debrecen issued a statement against
the national beauty contests, and “proclaimed social boycott against the
young women who participated in these commercial competitions.” They
claimed that such beauty pageants went against the traditional ideal of the
woman, whose main roles were as the faithful and modest spouse and the
caring mother. According to the right-wing press of Debrecen, this action
“generated the wide approval of Debrecen’s Christian-national society,”
and it was followed by the active attention of the national public opinion.
This is very well demonstrated by the fact that many right-wing national
organizations, for example, the Association of Awakening Hungarians
(Ébredő Magyarok Egyesülete, ÉME), the National Association of Hun-
garian Women (Magyar Asszonyok Nemzeti Szövetsége, MANSz), and the
Federation of Social Associations (Társadalmi Egyesületek Szövetsége,
TESz) “took notice of the movement of the youth with the highest
approval,” and joined the boycott against “the improper beauty contests,”
as they intoned, “in the interest of the consolidation of national morals.”41

What underscored their enthusiasm was the fact that it was often young
Jewish girls who won the beauty queen titles, such as in the case of the
future, famous actress Zsazsa Gábor.42

Two years later, in 1933, the Szeged chapter of Turul launched a
national movement against the “liberal trend,” which “tried to put every-
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thing in the service of eroticism” and “infected society.” According to the
initiators of this movement, “fashion and the modern lifestyle endanger the
social esteem of women,” therefore they plan to “launch a fight and will
demand the ban of plays and films that serve eroticism.” Members of
Turul then decided to contact the leaders of social associations, and made
every effort to gain the approval and support of the Christian churches and
their press.43 In this light, it is not surprising that during the years of World
War II, particular actresses came to be regarded as the “enemy of the
nation” in the view of Turul, for example Katalin Karády, who often
played “the femme fatale” in contemporary Hungarian films. In 1943,
Turul members demonstrated against her, and demanded her banishment
from the Hungarian film industry.44

These events reflect the association's view according to which the
conservative female image was the only suitable female ideal for a
“Christian-national” Hungary. At the same time it is interesting to note that
the organization did not essentially reject the admission of women but,
rather, expected a suitably conservative mentality from them. The associa-
tion’s official position was that “the fraternal idea, the fraternal objective is
equally compulsory for young women,” but “on the other hand, it is also
clear that physical and psychological differences between the two genders
need to be taken into consideration in the assessment of women’s fraternal
life.”45 Admission to the organization was allowed only for those women
who represented “the religious, educated Hungarian woman [who] is being
proud of her home, fights assertively and represents a high moral
standard,” as it was articulated at the first assembly of Turul women in
1935.46

Unfortunately, there is no reliable data about the number and pro-
portion of women in the association, because most of Turul’s official
documents perished in World War II.47 However, available sources reveal
that there was a woman elected to be a member of Turul’s leadership at the
end of the 1930s. Her name was Anna Rigó, and she became one of the so-
called under-chiefs or deputy chiefs, (alvezér) of the Association, hinting
at the significant role of women in Turul’s life. In addition, there is also
evidence of well-known politicians’ wives becoming Turul’s honorary
supporter members (so-called patrona), as for example the wife of Mihály
Kolosváry-Borcsa, a leading right-wing politician.48

Regarding the actual activities of Turul women, there is a similar
dearth of sources. The very limited sources do indicate, however, that
following their first general assembly in 1935, women members organized
their own work camp in Kapuvár and an autumn congress in Budapest in
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the next year.49 Unfortunately, the minutes and other documents detailing
these events did not survive. Only the titles of some presentations (“The
role of woman in the family,” “The social tasks of young Hungarian girls,”
“The woman as a university graduate,” “The university graduate wife”)
and a brief extract of a memorandum to the Hungarian cabinet are known
from the daily reports of the Hungarian News Agency (MTI). The topics
of these fragmental sources give an indication of female Turul members’
nationalist stance and social views: in the memorandum, they demanded
the initiation and implementation of increased family protection measures,
for example, tax allowances for families with many children and a tax on
bachelors.50 These measures, if introduced, would have echoed similar
policies already in effect in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. The essence
of this mentality is even more obviously expressed by the words of Anna
Rigó, who declared at Turul’s annual general assembly in 1939 that “the
women in the Turul need not fight for emancipation but rather for the goal
of young Hungarian women to become better Hungarians and outstanding
Hungarian mothers who stand at the top of their vocation and who are
faithful helpers of their men.” [a Turul bajtársnőinek nem az emancipáció
érdekében kell dolgozniuk, hanem azon, hogy minél jobb és tökéletesebb
magyar anyák váljanak a magyar leányokból, akik hivatásuk magaslatán
állva, hűséges segítőtársai a férfiaknak.]51

Conclusion

There is no doubt that the main objectives and activities of the Turul
Association were intended to make young Hungarian intellectuals loyal to
the “Christian-national” Horthy regime and form their worldview through
militarist, revanchist, and racist ideas. Turul’s ideology was motivated and
shaped by young people who were not trained as political ideologists.
Rather, the social and political circumstances of Hungary, their military
service and experiences in World War I, the loss of two-thirds of their
homeland in the Trianon Treaty and their dissatisfaction with the political
leadership of their country made the youths bitter and keen on creating an
organization through which they could establish a new spirit for the
country. Turul was a student organization initially exclusively male, but
one that also accepted women from the mid-1930s onward. In addition, the
participation of women in the Turul movement demonstrates that the
mentality of women was affected by the contemporary right-wing radical
ideology as much as that of men. The Association’s “masculinity” deeply
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influenced the attitude of women as well. The intention of this study was
to open new avenues for research into the little-explored notions and
practices of gender, race, militarism, and youth culture on all society levels
within right-wing nationalist groups in interwar Hungary.
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