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Relations between Hungary and the neighbouring countries are less than cordial. 
A minor consolation is that its neighbours also generally dislike each other.

Until 1918, these nations were not even Hungary’s neighbours – or, if they 
were, then they had their own state, but were also living in Hungary. Indeed, Germans, 
Poles, Romanians, Italians and Serbs were living in Hungary, while also having their 
own states. (One should note that this had not always been the case.) These people 
were (also) inhabitants of Hungary. For a long period – that is, during the centuries 
of feudalism – they were happy to be living in Hungary, to the extent that this was 
possible under their living circumstances.

They too were “Hungarians”, because they were inhabitants of Hungary. But then 
the feudal world was swept away by the rising tide of social development; there was 
no room for nascent capitalist development. Meanwhile, social development gave rise 
to a national intelligentsia, a national bourgeoisie, and a national sense of identity. Was it 
really inevitable that Hungary’s nationalities (its current neighbours) should fail to fi nd 
their place in the old Hungary with its claim to the entire Carpathian basin?

Over the years, this question has been much debated. Even today it is a source of 
controversy – and this is unlikely to change in the future. Hungarians may argue that 
the country’s nationalities were given the opportunity to feel at home. Yet geopolitics 
and the nature of the modern national idea (nationalism) suggest the opposite was true. 
Indeed, the geopolitical reality is that most of the non-ethnic Hungarian population 
belonged to, and identifi ed with, the Slavic or Germanic language groups. In terms 
of such bonds, the Romanians – a nevertheless signifi cant part of the non-ethnic 
Hungarian population – were the only exception.

To a lesser or greater extent, all these groups set out on the path towards dissimilation, 
disruption and separation. The process was almost inevitable, given the logic of 
nationalism.
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The ethnic Germans were the least disruptive element in the empire, but even in 
their case one can hardly speak – aft er a sober consideration of the facts – of a cohesive 
force. This is hardly unsurprising, if we consider that a decisive majority of the third 
Hungarian generation of the Dualist era (i.e., the generation that experienced what was, 
for Hungarians, the most advantageous variant of the Habsburg Empire) was also 
seeking a transformation in the structure of the Dual Monarchy or even its destruction.

We need “only” add that those seeking a restructuring of the Dual Monarchy were 
also – in eff ect – undermining St. Stephen’s empire, a fact that the vast majority of 
people failed to understand at the time and which even now is still disputed by some.

Those who understood the need for cohesion were in the minority; this includes 
Count István Tisza, who, at the young age of 15, had the following clear insight:

… I would much prefer for Hungary, as a separate constitutional kingdom and 
having abandoned its great power pretensions, to work on fulfi lling its own 
interests, but under the present international circumstances everyone must see 
that the Hungarian nation, faced with Slavism, can only survive as one half of the 
Austro-Hungarian Monarchy…1

*

Who were these “Germans”? First, they were the German Austrians living in the 
Austrian half of the Dual Monarchy. Second, they were the ethnic German subjects 
of the Kingdom of Hungary – around two million people at the turn of the century.2 
The latt er formed a diverse group. While the Transylvanian Saxons generally had a 
strong separate national identity and bore grievances (some real and some perceived) 
against the Hungarians, most of the Germans in Hungary had a Hungarian German 
(ungarndeutsch) identity. This was especially true of those that continued to practice 
their ancient occupations in agriculture or as craft smen. Those, however, who att ended 
college or university tended to assimilate into the Hungarian national group. The life 
stories of two intellectuals epitomise the challenges of remaining true to the ethnic 
German identity. The two men took very diff erent paths. The fi rst is Jakab Bleyer (1874–
1933) and the second Gusztáv Gratz (1875–1946).

Bleyer taught at the Faculty of German Studies of the University of Budapest. In 
1919–1920, he served as the minister for minority aff airs in the Hungarian government. 
He accepted the post because he was hopeful for a new Hungary – a country in 
which ethnic Germans would be accepted as Hungarians. It was a fl eeting hope. 
The professor-politician became increasingly pessimistic. He was soon doubtful that 
the dismembered Hungary could ever become a homeland to ethnic Germans who 
wished to foster their language and culture. He witnessed the draft ing and adoption 
of exemplary minority legislation by Trianon Hungary’s leaders – Count Pál Teleki 
and Count István Bethlen – and their open-minded staff .3 Yet he also warned that the 
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local representatives of the Hungarian state were failing, at every step, to enforce these 
decrees and regulations.

Thus Jakab Bleyer appealed to the Reich, which, during its democratic era, assisted 
ethnic Germans abroad in supporting the search for national roots and in encouraging 
people to take the path to dissimilation. It does not take much imagination to see that 
Hitler’s regime, while temporarily concealing its intentions for foreign policy reasons, 
not only continued along this path, but also viewed those who had swapped homelands 
as the sentinels of the Nazi world.

Jakab Bleyer died in December 1933. Six months before his premature death, 
Hungarian nationalist students in Budapest noisily protested his policies. Yet, in 
August, Prime Minister Gyula Gömbös reminded him in person of his duty to his 
country, to Hungary.4

As a die-hard liberal, Gusztáv Gratz, who came from the Szepes (Zips) region, 
was one of the founders of the magazine Huszadik Század [Twentieth Century] and 
of the Sociological Society. A decade and a half later, he became fi nance minister in 
the Esterházy government. He also served as Hungary’s ambassador to Austria. 
However, in anticipation of a future that included some kind of supranational entity, 
he actively promoted Charles IV’s att empts to return to the throne. For this reason, 
under the Bethlen government, he was briefl y imprisoned. He still had ambitions 
in public life, and in 1924 he became the head of the nascent Volksbildungsverein, an 
organisation promoting the cultural development of Germans in Hungary. The Verein 
was inspired by the unrealistic hope that Hungarian and German nationalism could be 
reconciled. Meanwhile, standard Hungarian public opinion had no confi dence in the 
New Hungary. For their part, the most outspoken representatives of the ethnic German 
community expressed litt le faith in the future of a German-Hungarian identity.

The vicious circle led, in 1938, to the establishment of the Volksbund. In the wake 
of the German-backed First Vienna Award, this organization boasted ten times more 
members than the Loyalty Movement – which had sought to strengthen the bonds of 
ethnic Germans with the Hungarian nation.

The subsequent reckoning (retribution) was so awful that, aft er the expulsions and 
resett lement of 1946–1947, Hungary’s German community was only a shadow of its 
former self. A major defi ciency in Hungarian national character, despite other strengths, 
is an unwillingness to face up to its own weaknesses. This defi ciency explains why the 
so-called Potsdam legend remains popular even today. Those repeating the myth claim 
that Hungarians played no active role in the expulsion of the ethnic Germans. They 
argue that the responsibility for these events lies exclusively with the Great Powers.5

In view of the diminished size and infl uence of Hungary’s ethnic Germany 
community, it is delusional to argue – as some do with great fervour – that ethnic 
Germans could serve as a bridge between the Hungarian and German peoples.
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*

In terms of the Hungarian nation’s relations with its neighbours, the issue lost much 
of its signifi cance because, over time, the identity of Hungary’s important neighbour to 
the west switched from German to Austrian.

Perhaps it is not entirely superfl uous to mention that the offi  cial name of the 
state established in 1918 to the west of Hungary and on the ruins of the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy, was not Austria but the Republic of German-Austria (Republik 
Deutschösterreich). This name indicated that the inhabitants of the nascent state did 
not see much hope for the future as an independent country. They had more confi dence 
in unifi cation with Germany, which – so they thought – was hindered “merely” by a 
temporary obstacle put in place by the victorious powers. In the 1920s, the Anschluss 
idea was thus supported both by Social Democrats and by Austria’s bourgeois parties. 
In 1938, however, these same forces opposed the Anschluss, albeit rather feebly. Those 
who have doubts in this latt er regard should view the photographs of Adolf Hitler’s 
triumphal visit to Vienna on 14 March 1938.

These tensions affl  icted Austrian domestic politics until the outbreak of civil war in 
June 1934, but the process led ultimately – aft er ten years of limited sovereignty post-
1945 and aft er a coming to terms with the chillingly brutal wartime role of Austrian 
citizens – to the birth of a democratic Austrian national identity in 1955, which has gone 
from strength to strength ever since.

*

Hungary thus has a neighbour to the west with whom its relations have undergone a 
fundamental change. There is no space here to discuss this in detail; it suffi  ces to note 
the divergent economic and social development of the two countries. In the Dualist era, 
Hungary had begun to catch up with Austria in social and economic terms and 
– contrary to what is oft en claimed – this process was continued in the interwar period. 
Since 1945, however, the economic and social divergence between the two countries has 
increased continuously.6 This divergence has not undermined relations with Austria; 
on the contrary, Austria has tended to serve as a source of inspiration for Hungarians.

Despite the 1955 declaration of perpetual neutrality, Austria succeeded in becoming a 
part of the economically and politically more advanced West. At the same time, Vienna 
was sidelined in European politics and in the aff airs of the German-speaking peoples.
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*

The nationalism of St. Stephen’s empire was Janus-faced. Towards Vienna, it tended to 
be recriminatory and to display the features of a cultural nation. It criticised the absence 
of full national independence, while failing to acknowledge that federal structures 
inevitably place limits on sovereignty. On the other hand, in domestic aff airs, it made 
full use of its broad options, initiating discussions with the nationalities on the basis 
of the idea of the state-nation. This meant, at the level of the individual, the granting 
of rights to the nationalities that were more comprehensive than those subsequently 
granted to the Hungarian minorities aft er World War I. However, no one can deny that 
the Hungarian political nation was the only national entity to be recognised within the 
boundaries of the empire. It is possible to criticise this position, but it would be a mistake 
to ignore the fact that, when the Hungarian revolution and war of independence in 
1848–49 was raging, the country’s nationalities tended to support the ambitions of the 
Habsburg dynasty. And although they ultimately received – and this too borders on a 
cliché – their just deserts, in the same way that Hungary was also punished, they failed 
to strike a consensus with the Hungarians, who achieved hegemony aft er 1867.

Under communism, historians tended to argue that Hungary’s Nationalities Act 
of 1868 had been a forward-looking piece of legislation, but one that had never been 
properly implemented by the bodies of the Hungarian state. Less mention was made, 
however, of the fact that most ethnic leaders – among them the leaders of the Romanian 
community,7 which made up as much as 16-17 percent of the population – contested the 
legislation, which they regarded as defi cient.

Still, it is worth reminding ourselves that contemporary pan-Slavism was Austro-
Slavic. This meant that even aft er the Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867, the 
pan-Slavists still hoped to achieve a reform of the Habsburgs’ empire. Aft er the failure 
of the 1868 att empt to reorganise the Empire on a trialist basis, they were naturally 
discouraged, but their hopes were not completely dispelled. Tellingly, L’udovít Štúr, 
who had played such an important role in the national awakening of the Slovaks 
and who had fought so hard in the 1840s against the idea that Slovaks were Czechs, 
abandoned (with disappointment) the Slovak national program during the era of 
absolutism, believing that the future lay in the creation of a unifi ed Slavic language 
culture (naturally, within the Habsburg Empire).

Even the name of the heir to the throne (i.e., Franz Ferdinand) was a promising 
sign, the supporters of pan-Slavism argued. The ideas formulated by Eduard Beneš 
at the time serve as evidence for this. In 1908, Beneš published his doctoral thesis in 
Paris, having defended it shortly before. Beneš envisaged a restructuring of the empire 
based on seven or eight federative parts. It was the turmoil and reversals of World 
War I, however, that led this energetic and tactical statesman to lend his support to the 
dissolution of the Monarchy. The change in direction would soon prove fruitful.

FPR_3_fejezetek.indd   26FPR_3_fejezetek.indd   26 2013.08.04.   14:05:312013.08.04.   14:05:31



2013 27

Hungary’s Neighbors in the 20th Century

*

The great dividing line was 1918 or, more exactly, the autumn of 1918. Aft er the collapse 
of the Bulgarian front, the empire’s fate was sealed. The Italian front also yielded, and 
Hungarian troops came streaming home. They had no desire to take up position on 
the borders of the Hungarian empire in preparation for further batt les. Returning to 
Hungary, they sought merely to bring order to their disrupted lives. Contrary to past 
and present misconceptions, these soldiers did not know or want to know that their 
arrival home accelerated the process of the fall and fi nal collapse of St. Stephen’s empire.

Why should they have known this? What they did know was that they had suff ered 
enough. They had had enough of suff ering, of freezing, of spending dreadfully cold 
nights hunting for lice and bedbugs. And they had had enough of waiting for something 
to happen aft er weeks and months of nothing happening – something that would mean 
they could start their machine guns and hear the unbearable sound of the cannons 
fi ring in the fi nal struggle for survival.

They wanted to come home, to their wives, children and families.
All this – if not in the consciousness of the individual, then certainly at the level 

of Hungarian society – was largely forgott en aft er the autumn of 1919. Subsequently, 
many kept on repeating the lie that a hapless bourgeois democratic revolution, with 
the hapless and “shift less” fi gure of Mihály Károlyi at its head, squandered Hungary’s 
future and allowed the country, unmatched in beauty and resources, to go to ruin.

This was the story until 1945. And in the second global confl agration, the Hungarians 
found themselves once again on the German side. As a corollary of this, their inevitable 
losses were huge. Although losses measurable with those of Trianon could not be 
sustained, nevertheless the losses were suffi  ciently grave to leave the elite of the 
new Hungary struggling to address the tragic legacy. Initially, the country’s leaders 
sought hopelessly to achieve a minor adjustment to the Trianon border (particularly 
in regard to the border with Romania). Once again, they were clutching at straws and 
exhibiting wishful thinking. They failed to see that they were caught in a trap. They kept 
on repeating the entirely illogical argument that the Romanians were far more tainted 
by their engagement alongside the Germans.

Of course, they should have known that such factors do not determine the course 
of history. The truly signifi cant factor was that Hungary, a defeated country, had 
fought at Hitler’s side and was now occupied by the Red Army – and not by the British. 
Hungary’s falling permanently under Moscow’s hegemony was due to this fact (rather 
than to the 1943 Tehran Summit). And Soviet hegemony, by its very nature, ruled out an 
intervention by American or British forces. Yet, in Hungary, some people still refused to 
acknowledge this. Rather, they waited once again for a miracle.
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Stalin fi rmly insisted that Romania should surrender Bessarabia to the Soviet Union. 
At the same time, with a view to salvaging Soviet–Romanian relations, he also ensured 
that Romania was “compensated” by means of a restoration of the Trianon borders. As 
the Romanians sought their revenge for wartime grievances, the defenceless Hungarian 
community in Transylvania was rescued from further murderous atrocities by the 
introduction of a Soviet military administration. Yet, only in the rhetoric of communist 
propaganda was the Soviet Union a great friend to the Hungarian people.

Soviet foreign policy documents off er a more accurate impression of its true position 
on Hungary.

When, in March 1943, the British government argued that the policy of the Kállay 
government (which had preserved national independence to a greater degree than any 
other German ally in south-eastern Europe) should be acknowledged in some manner, 
Vyacheslav Molotov, the people’s commissar for foreign aff airs, rebutt ed the suggestion:

The Soviet government believes that, having regard for the armed assistance 
provided by Hungary to Germany and in view of the murders, violent acts, lootings 
and abominations undertaken in the occupied territories, the responsibility 
should be borne not only by the Hungarian government, but also to a greater or 
lesser extent by the Hungarian people.8

Then, in January 1944, Ivan Maisky, deputy commissar for foreign aff airs, stated the 
following:

The Soviet Union has no interest in the creation of a strong Hungary … the 
Soviet Union’s policy in respect of Hungary should be limited to preserving 
the Hungarian state, but, if possible, to diminishing its territory in line with the 
ethnographic principle. However, where doubts arise in the application of this 
principle, the issue should be resolved to Hungary’s detriment. The decision … 
with respect to Transylvania must be reviewed in accordance with the nationality 
principle, but this should be done to the benefi t of Romania … Hungary must be 
kept in international isolation, at least in the years following the war.9

*

Aft er 1948–1949, the Communist regime not only shrouded Trianon in darkness; it 
also sought to prove that the “second Trianon” was something diff erent from the fi rst. 
According to the rhetoric, the (claimed) similarity of the communist regimes guaranteed 
that the ethnic minorities would no longer be oppressed. In reality, this did not happen, 
albeit there were diff erences in policy. In the neighbouring countries, communist 
ideology did not amount to a break with nationalism. On the contrary, the instruments 
of internationalism were used to accelerate the assimilation of ethnic minorities.
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Aft er Bucharest and Prague assisted in consolidating the Kádár regime (in 
1956/57), the Hungarian communities in Romania and Czechoslovakia became even 
more defenceless. In 1958, János Kádár paid a visit to Romania and Ferenc Münnich 
visited Czechoslovakia. During these visits, they stated not only that Hungary had no 
territorial demands, but also that the new regime regarded minority policy – which 
they judged to be adequate – as an internal, domestic matt er. This spectacular betrayal 
of the Hungarian minorities was perceived by both Bucharest and Prague as signalling 
Hungary’s acquiescence. Accordingly, in March 1959, the Bolyai University in Cluj-
Napoca (Kolozsvár), Romania, where the language of tuition was Hungarian, was 
merged with the Romanian-language Babeş University; courses in Hungarian were 
gradually abandoned. In Czechoslovakia, the period saw the merger of Hungarian-
language and Slovak-language schools; under Czechoslovakia’s new constitution of 
1960 – which no longer recognised the collective rights of minorities but “guaranteed” 
the mother language of non-Slovak speakers as a human right – the borders of public 
administrative regions were redrawn in such a manner that those regions and districts 
with ethnic Hungarian majorities, which had been numerous, disappeared almost 
completely.

Nationalism in the neighbouring countries has oft en taken the guise of 
internationalism, most evidently in Romania:10 for instance, the year 1968 saw the 
abolition of the Hungarian Autonomous Region. Still, in response to limited but 
forceful protests from parts of the Hungarian government, the Romanian regime 
began to show an interest in the fate of the minorities and in the particular concerns 
of Transylvania’s Hungarians. A facilitating factor was that Budapest’s warning signal 
coincided with Soviet interests: on several occasions Romanian foreign policy had 
spectacularly deviated from the Soviet line (for instance, in 1967, when, in the aft ermath 
of the Arab–Israeli Six-Day-War, Romania refused to join with other communist 
countries in breaking off  relations with Israel). In 1977, János Kádár held talks with 
Nicolae Ceauşescu in Oradea and Debrecen, in the course of which the Hungarian 
leader broached the issue of the Hungarian minority in Romania, but failed to squeeze 
out any concessions. Thereaft er Kádár was unwilling to meet with the Romanian 
dictator and sought to avoid him at multilateral meetings. However, there was no let-
up: Romanian policy was directed increasingly at assimilating the ethnic Hungarians. 
Romania thus minimised opportunities for Hungarian citizens to travel to Transylvania 
and prevented ethnic Hungarians from travelling to Hungary. Rabid hostility towards 
Hungarians culminated in 1988 with the introduction of the lunatic village destruction 
program, which sought to raze 7,000 villages (out of a total of 13,000) and then resett le 
the inhabitants in urban areas – “melting pots’ – where they would have no choice but to 
abandon their ethnic identity. At this point, the protests became international in scope. 
An important milestone in Budapest was the demonstration at Heroes’ Square on June 
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27, 1988. The Grósz government permitt ed the demonstration, which was att ended by 
an estimated 40,000–50,000 people.

*

Throughout the period, the offi  cial political rhetoric referred to the “eternal and 
unbreakable fraternal friendship” between the Hungarian and “Czechoslovak” 
peoples, between the Hungarian and Romanian peoples, and – until 1949 – between 
the Hungarian and Yugoslav peoples.

The fantasy of internationalism served as the foundation for this “eternal and 
unbreakable friendship.” Yet this internationalism was, in reality, a guise for Soviet 
imperialism. Even so, internationalism was taken so seriously that those who 
expressed doubts in, for example, the reality of the Czechoslovak nation were branded 
“reactionary” or “nationalistic.” The operators of the regimes did their utmost – in 
Hungary too – to ensure that such “retrograde” ideas be expunged from society.

Older generations today still remember the closed nature of everyday life under 
communism, where there was much rhetorical talk of friendship between the peoples, 
but where ordinary friendships could not be developed on account of the lack of travel 
opportunities. It was a signifi cant advance when, in the 1960s, Hungarian citizens 
were given an extra page in their identity cards, which allowed them to travel to 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, and East Germany.

The period also saw the publication of the so-called Panorama book series. The books 
in the series were veritable encyclopaedias in comparison to today’s travel guides with 
their many photographs. Even now, educated Hungarians oft en pack these books when 
travelling the world to see the sights. They are still horrifi ed, however, by the authors’ 
willingness to serve the cause of internationalism.

For instance, scrolling through the book on Czechoslovakia, we fi nd a long discourse 
on Slovakia, a country that did not even exist prior to 1939.

In silence we note that the book was edited by Emil Niederhauser. He was formerly a 
head researcher at the Institute of History of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences; since 
1987 he has been a correspondent member of Hungarian Academy of Sciences.

Even in the matt er of the famous Jan Comenius (alias Jan Amos Komenský, the 
“founder of modern pedagogy”) the reader is misled by the book, which claims that 
the great scientist, following the defeat of the Czech estates in 1620, fl ed from Habsburg 
arbitrary rule and “sought refuge in Slovakia.”11 Today, in a comprehensive but simple 
work on the history of the Czechs, Moravians and Slovaks, published in German, a 
Czech historian states simply that Komenský “emigrated.”12 How much more water 
needs to fl ow under the bridge (on the Moldva and Danube rivers) before readers accept 
the stark reality: Komenský simply moved from the Habsburg Empire to the largely 
independent Kingdom of Hungary?
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Probably a lot more water needs to fl ow under the bridge. This empire gives off  so 
much light (or, in the view of Hungary’s neighbours, casts so great a shadow) that to 
know the truth about the creators of the statue of St. George (the Dragon Slayer) next 
to St. Vitus cathedral, you need to be aware of the Hungarian origins of the Kolozsvári 
brothers.

*

Friendship with the Soviet people was also “unbreakable.” And just as the Czechoslovak 
nation had no wish to be born in the womb of time, so also the Soviet people tended to 
exist only at the rhetorical level. Meanwhile, however, the many nations and nationalities 
stubbornly lived out their own lives. Among them – in the territory Hungarians 
now refer to as Carpathia – we fi nd between 150,000 and 200,000 Hungarians. These 
people were living in the shadow of the “unbreakable” Hungarian–Soviet “fraternal” 
friendship. And they were doing so without any right to follow a path to an existence 
as an intellectual speaking and writing in his or her native language. They could 
live their lives as peasants in the villages, but there were no opportunities for social 
advancement.13

*

This story, a discussion of sorrowful historical realities, could go on for ever. Clearly, 
this is impossible – and not only because of lack of space. In view of the historical 
changes of recent decades, it is worth moving towards a conclusion (for we are now 
in today’s world, and the historian should talk as litt le as possible about such things). 
On 1 January 2004, Hungary and its northern neighbours (Slovakia and the Czech 
Republic) became full members of the European Union, which had been founded in 
1992. Romania, meanwhile, was granted full membership in 2007. Hungary’s southern 
neighbours – currently in the EU’s “antechamber” – are now more positively inclined 
towards the country, having forgott en the shadows of the past. There is no reason 
for surprise at this favourable reversal, for Hungary now has a vote on their future 
happiness and prosperity.

For some time now, travelling to Romania as a Hungarian citizen has been a more 
pleasant experience than it was in earlier years. Indeed, gone are the times when 
Hungarian citizens seeking out fellow Hungarians in Romania were banned by the 
Securitate from staying in private homes (unless they happened to have close relatives 
in Transylvania). True, the organisers of the 7th International Hungarology Conference, 
held in Cluj-Napoca in 2011, advised conference participants to refrain from speaking 
Hungarian to strangers. Even so, the town’s inhabitants – and especially the waiters 
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and waitresses in the cafés and restaurants – received the conference participants with 
kindness.

We still do not know when the Slovak state will call an end to the torture of 
Hedvig Malina, which has been ongoing since August 2006. Yet there are a number of 
encouraging signs that Hungary’s northern neighbour – a member of the euro zone – is 
aware that one element in its harmonious relationship with the European Union is the 
prospect of improved Hungarian–Slovak relations in the future.

And although the Czechoslovak dream was dashed, denying the Czechs of the joy of 
a common border with Hungary, perhaps the time is not so distant when they recognise 
that Hungarians on coach tours in Prague should not be off ered the opportunity for 
guidance in Hungarian as the last of twenty-fi ve language options. Sometimes, one 
may question whether their king in 1335 and their president in 1991 really did endorse, 
at Visegrád, a plan to cooperate with the Hungarians and the Poles – a noble and thus 
mutually advantageous plan.

*

Summa summarum: Hungarians fought alongside their neighbours on more than a few 
occasions in the centuries of feudalism, and yet in the period of the advance of the 
nation state, relations between the various countries became strained. Although history 
writing in the various countries presents what is the same history as largely a dialogue 
of the deaf, there can be no doubt that in this region the Hungarians were the fi rst to 
set out on the path to nationhood. And while it is unwise to relativise the signifi cance 
of the defeat at Mohács, it is a fact that the sacrifi ces made in an eff ort to preserve 
the nation’s autonomy within the Habsburg Empire were, ultimately, successful. The 
Austro-Hungarian Monarchy established by the Compromise of 1867 resulted in co-
national status for the Hungarian people. This implies (however much it is disputed) 
that Hungarian nationalism was a defensive nationalism, for its principal purpose was 
to defend this advantageous and benefi cial status (even if some on the Hungarian side 
did not have such a positive view).

Although in this varied region of Europe the forces of nationalism will continue 
to make their voices heard, negatively impacting both domestic politics and 
neighbourhood policy, nevertheless there are now (and have been for some time) 
favourable conditions for supranational ambitions. These conditions may pave the way 
for a federation – a federation with ideological roots that go back a long way: the names 
of Ignác Martinovics, Miklós Wesselényi, Lajos Kossuth, Oszkár Jászi, László Ott lik 
and Aladár Szegedy-Maszák could be mentioned.

These plans – for a great variety of reasons – have failed time and again. Of course, 
the historian knows that “reason” and logic have always been given a minor role in 
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historical development. Interests, emotions, passions and prejudices have tended to be 
the factors determining the course of events. Reason and cooperation usually come to 
the fore at times when the rubble must be cleared. Perhaps this will happen once again: 
our descendants may live to see how Europe’s peoples became colonies of countries 
that were once colonised themselves by some European nations.

Yet even the most pessimistic observer may agree that such a course is far from 
inevitable.
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