
96 Foreign Policy Review

Hungary and the Israeli–Palestinian Confl ict1

Gyula Gazdik – Erzsébet N. Rózsa2

Hungary’s stance on the Israel/Palestine confl ict is very complex, and can be 
termed both as a mixture of both ‘(somewhat) pro-Israeli’ and as ‘somewhat 
pro-Palestinian’, depending on the social context of the people interviewed. 

A clear distinction between the elites and the public, as well as among the diff erent 
groups of the public is necessary. The diff erentiation (or the lack thereof) of ‘what 
is Jewish’ and ‘what is Israeli’ further complicates the issue. The Foreign Ministry, 
nevertheless, takes pride in a ‘balanced’ foreign policy in the Israeli/Palestinian confl ict 
with balancing between Hungary’s good relations to both confl icting parties. It remains 
to be seen what impact the recently launched ‘opening to the East’ policy of the present 
government will have, although no major shift s are expected.

The (somewhat) Pro-Israeli Dimension

The (somewhat) pro-Israeli dimension of Hungary’s sympathies are due to the presence 
of a relatively strong and lively Jewish community in Hungary (see later), the still 
vivid memories of the Holocaust, party affi  liations and foreign and security policy 
considerations.

The Holocaust is an absolute redline for most of the elites and the public in general. 
It is an especially sensitive issue for the Jewish community living in Hungary, mostly, 
but not exclusively centred in Budapest. While the historical tragedy is not questioned 
by the public, a certain ‘weariness’ among some parts of the society can be detected 
when it comes to the Holocaust. The tragedy is still used today as a point of reference, 
which may even invoke negative sentiments. The recent – after the regime 
change of 1989/1990 – politicisation of the issue in domestic political terms adds to 
the frustration among diff erent segments of the society. While during the Cold War 
religious affi  liations were ideologically suppressed, and ethnic backgrounds were not 
kept note of in the name of ‘proletarian internationalism’, the fact that many among 
the ranks of the former Hungarian Workers’ Party (so thus the leader Mátyás Rákosi) 
were of Jewish origin, was noted by some. Aft er the regime change it was the liberals, 
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and especially the Alliance of Free Democrats (SzDSz), that became increasingly 
identifi ed with the Jewish community, to the extent that in 2006 when preparing for 
parliamentary elections, there was the intention among (some) in the Alliance of Young 
Democrats (Fidesz) “to take these spectacles [of being the sole representatives of the 
Jewish community against anti-Semitism] off  the SzDSz”.3 But Fidesz has had other 
reasons to come to be more pro-Israeli, namely the character of the party, which they 
term as conservative, right-to-centre-right.

Still, over time and changes of government, nuances can be detected to the eff ect 
that while during the three terms in offi  ce of the Socialist-Liberal coalition government 
the offi  cial foreign policy was pro-Israeli, under the present Fidesz-led government it 
could be termed as ‘cautiously pro-Israeli’. The reason for that should not necessarily be 
looked for in the domestic context, but rather in the international developments.

At the other end of the spectrum, one of the parties in Parliament, Jobbik,4 is 
considered to be a far-right, nationalistic party, the members of which oft en get involved 
in cases which are usually termed anti-Semitic,5 even if the party’s leaders claim not to 
be anti-Semitic. Here, the meaning of ‘anti-Semitism’ is debated.

Some groups tend to be pro-Israeli on the basis of their Christian religious faith, 
as for example the members of the Faith Church. And there is a group of dedicated 
people, who come to the usually unquestioned support for Israel on the basis of the 
trans-Atlantic commitments.

In spite of these considerations, it should be stated that there is a political consensus 
among most of the political elites with regard to the offi  cial policy of Hungary towards 
Israel, which is consequently a pro-Israeli stance, and there is a quite substantial, mostly 
emotionally motivated public support.

The somewhat Pro-Palestinian Dimension

The somewhat pro-Palestinian stance by the public and to some extent by the political 
elites as well has also historical and social roots, with the element of social injustice 
present, although to a lesser extent than in the case of Israel.

Up to the beginning of the Cold War Hungary and the Hungarian society had 
practically no Arab ‘experience’, and the knowledge of the Middle East and Islam 
was absolutely Turkish-based. With Hungarian foreign policy being mostly directed 
from Moscow, the relations to the ‘brotherly Socialist Arab countries’ and the relevant 
political agenda appeared in the everyday lives of Hungarians. On the one hand, this 
was due to the highly politicised context of the Cold War, on the other, to the technical 
developments, especially the rapid spread of televisions. The Palestinian issue was on 
the top of the agenda and it was widely covered and discussed in political gatherings, 
in the press and on the state television.6
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In the framework of such political commitment, Palestinian students not only came 
to study in Hungary (a practice widely held in the other socialist countries as well), but 
many of them sett led down in Hungary and have become accepted members of the 
local society. Their usually belonging to the intelligentsia (doctors, engineers, etc) made 
this easier.

To a certain extent, the injustices to the Palestinians presented in the media is still 
well remembered by the elder layers of the society. Although the issue of the Palestinian 
statehood, the intifadas and the controversies with Israel are covered by the present 
media selectively, i.e. “when something is happening”, some (maybe even an increasing 
number) are becoming increasingly aware of the unjust aspects of Israel’s present 
policies towards the Palestinians, and peace and the opportunity of a Palestinian 
statehood quietly slipping away.

Hungary’s Stance on the Confl ict: Sympathies and Actors 

In summary, among the possible explanations to the sympathies the strongest would 
be the ‘sympathy for historical injustice’, and although this would be most relevant 
towards the Jewish community (not always identifi ed with Israel), it is also clearly 
present towards the Palestinians. This is based on (in the case of Israel) a sense of 
specifi ed national guilt/responsibility, clearly and fi rmly shared by the elites, and also 
by the public at large, although sometimes a kind of ‘weariness’ can be detected. This 
is supported by the infl uence of domestic constituencies and the perceived national 
interests. (see above) The infl uence of the EU and of Washington cannot be detected 
directly, however, it is relevant if and when there is an EU joint position, or indirectly in 
the trans-Atlantic commitment of the elites (less of the society).

The judgement of which side is more to blame for the current impasse does not 
feature, since it is not the impasse that is on the agenda, but rather the question of who 
is right. In spite of this some of the media, usually the openly pro-Israeli channels, still 
mention this, but there it is the Palestinians who are blamed.

The three most infl uential actors in the determination of Hungary’s position of 
the Israel/Palestine confl ict is the political elite, including the foreign policy decision-
making offi  cials, the Jewish community in Hungary and the weak, but still present 
political tradition of backing the Palestinian cause (see above).

It should be noted that the Israel/Palestine confl ict appears on the agenda fi rst and 
foremost in the context of the domestic political debates, and this is where the Jewish 
community has the most power to infl uence. Yet, it should be noted that the forces in 
government since the regime change, have usually been Israel-friendly, even if there 
are some among the political elites who criticise Israel.
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Therefore, but also on the society’s level the biggest question is if criticising Israel 
means anti-Semitism, or if such criticisms can be separated from those remarks, biases 
etc. that are raised by marginal, but sometimes very vocal groups in the context of the 
Jewish community and/or Israel. The debate is far from coming to an end soon.

The Israeli/Palestinian Peace Process and International Action

With regard to the question of how much importance Hungary att aches to the 
continued active pursuit of an Israeli/Palestinian peace, a clear distinction should be 
made between the elites and the public. The elites still consider it very important and 
in the offi  cial opinion there is only one option, namely peace and the two-State solution, 
which is supported and should be pursued by all means. Yet, the public is much more 
sceptical about it.

There is not much diff erence between the national and the EU eff orts, in the sense 
that offi  cial Hungarian foreign policy is fi rst and foremost looking at the EU for the 
guiding principle and if there is a common position, Hungary is gladly accepting it. 
In 2011, when Mahmoud Abbas presented the case of Palestinian statehood at the UN 
General Assembly, Hungarian diplomats were very active in trying to bring together 
a common EU position. Although this att empt failed and the statement given by Lady 
Ashton did not take sides, Hungary was eagerly following the not-taking-position 
policy,7 as it did in 2012 as well, when in the General Assembly it abstained from voting.8 
It should be noted, however, that in 2011 the UNESCO General Conference was headed 
by a Hungarian diplomat, Katalin Bogyay, who was criticised for the UNESCO vote of 
accepting Palestine as a member state, in spite of the fact that Hungary abstained from 
voting there, too.9

The sticking to the offi  cial position (and belief) that progress can be made is much 
more defi ned by the above analysed context and the motivating factors of the Hungarian 
position than any realistic optimism or even the belief to be seen to try. The recent 
‘opening to the East’ policy is not expected to induce any change in the Hungarian role 
or new activism in e.g. mediating.

Closely linked to the above, the offi  cial position is that an agreed two-State solution 
is still within grasp, if concerted eff ort and political will is there. While the chances are 
diminishing, it is still an achievable project. Yet, the only realistic way is if the United 
States takes on the lead. However, an enhanced EU role, especially of some EU member 
states, in mediating would not only be welcome, but also very useful.

The December 2009 and the May 2012 European Council conclusions on the Israel/
Palestine confl ict went down unnoticed in Hungary, with no offi  cial reaction to either. 
Since both expressed tough criticism and concern also in connection with Israel’s 
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policies, there was no reaction from Hungarian offi  cial sources. It seems that in order 
to avoid contradictions between Hungary’s EU membership and commitments on the 
one hand, and the (somewhat) pro-Israeli stance of the political elites, ‘problematic’ 
cases are screened and kept silent on. The December 2012 meeting of the Foreign 
Ministers, mentioned above, signals a slight change in the sense that on that there is 
a statement on the website of the Foreign Ministry.10

Taking into consideration the recent developments in the Israel/Palestine confl ict 
and its perception globally (e.g. the new Palestinian status in the UN General Assembly 
and the vetoed UN Security Council Resolution on the Israeli sett lements), as well as 
the December 2012 document issued by the EU Foreign Ministers, it seems highly 
unlikely that in the near future the EU would pursue a joint action to pressure either the 
Palestinians or Israel. The humanitarian situation in Palestine does not make it possible 
to cut off  fi nancial aid, as well as it is unlikely that the EU/Israel Association Agreement 
could be restricted with the joint approval of all the 27 member states. While certain 
limited boycott  against Israeli sett lement is not inconceivable, in our assessment these 
could only be measures that do not have a big impact on Israel, although they could 
be perceived positively among the Arab states and public. Yet, we do not think that 
realistically a meaningful joint action could be expected.

Even hypothetically, Hungary most probably would not be prepared to join either 
action mentioned in the questionnaire. There has been no interest so far either in steps 
to distinguish imports originating in sett lements, although the media did mention 
such an initiative in Great Britain.

Consequently, the campaign for BDS (Boycott , Divest, Sanction) has had no impact 
whatsoever. In fact, the movement has not been mentioned in the press and media, 
apart from certain, usually far-right related websites.

Hungary’s Bilateral Relations with Israel

Hungary has had a very complex and comprehensive set of bilateral relationships 
with Israel, ever since its establishment. Hungary acknowledged the State of Israel in 
1948, but in 1967 it severed the diplomatic relations due to the Six-Day-War. Diplomatic 
relations were re-established in 1989, and the 20th anniversary was duly celebrated.11

The two countries have bilateral agreements over a wide range of issues, including 
tourism (1988), medical and healthcare (1989), air traffi  c (1989), veterinary cooperation 
(1989), cultural, academic and higher education (1990), protection of investments (1991), 
the avoiding of dual taxation (1991), technical issues (1997), cooperation on criminal 
and terrorist issues (1997), economic cooperation (2006) and industrial research and 
development (2009).
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Hungarian politicians have usually been very active in their Israeli contacts. In 
2011–2012, there have been several meetings at the highest level, including the visit by 
Hungarian President János Áder to Israel (July 2012) and Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s 
meeting with Israeli Deputy Prime Minister Dan Meridor (February 2011). Foreign 
Minister János Martonyi also met with Dan Meridor (February 2011). [In March 2011, 
Martonyi also met Mahmoud Abbas.] Secretary of State Zsolt Németh met Deputy 
Foreign Minister Daniel Ayalon in August 2011, and Deputy Secretary of State for 
Global Aff airs János Hóvári paid an offi  cial visit to Israel in March 2012.

Israel is the 8th among Hungary’s export destinations, where the main export items 
are chemical, pharmaceutical and electronic materials, equipment and knowhow 
(TEVA, NOKIA, GE, Suzuki12) on the one hand, and agricultural products (wheat and 
other crops) and livestock on the other.

The Israeli embassy in Budapest is among the most active representations 
conducting a wide range of contacts over many fi elds, including cultural activities. 
Most of the ambassadors appointed to Budapest were Hungarian-speaking or at least 
with some knowledge of the language and the culture. They have regularly brought 
lecturers and artists from Israel to Hungary, and even organised a course of Israeli 
studies at the Corvinus University of Budapest during the academic year of 2011–
2012. The events organised by them are much visited and well thought of by most of 
the elites and the public.

The basis of this diverse relationship is unquestionably is the Hungarian Jewish 
community, many members of which have a dual – Hungarian–Israeli – citizenship. 
This is complemented by those living in Israel, but visiting Hungary regularly. The 
former’s number is estimated to be exceeding 120,00013 (in some estimates 170,000), 
while the latt er’s at 200,000.14 The direct connection is realised by daily fl ights between 
Budapest and Tel Aviv operated by El-Al, and formerly also by MALÉV Hungarian 
Airlines.15

At the background of the relationship the shadow of the tragedy of the Holocaust, in 
which more than half-a-million Hungarian Jews (approx. two-thirds of the Hungarian 
Jewish community) lost their lives, is constantly remembered. The present government, 
in its former government period (1998–2002) made 16 April the Day of Commemoration 
of the Holocaust Victims.
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Hungary’s Bilateral Relations with the Palestinians

Hungary’s position on the recognition of Palestine is a complex issue, with historical 
roots in the Cold War era, in spite of the fact that a Palestinian embassy has been 
operating in Budapest since 1989. The Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) 
was acknowledged as the sole representative of the Palestinian people fi rst by the 
League of Arab States, then by the United Nations Organization. The PLO opened its 
representation in Budapest in 1975, which received a diplomatic status in 1982. When the 
PLO declared the ‘State of Palestine’ in 1988, more than a hundred states acknowledged 
either its statehood, or the declaration of its statehood. The latt er was acknowledged 
by the Soviet Union and this special diplomatic formula was taken over by some of its 
allies, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Bulgaria and Hungary without any explanation. When 
in March 1989, PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat visited Hungary, it was on the basis of this 
diplomatic formula that Hungary agreed to raise the level of the Palestinian diplomatic 
mission onto the level of an embassy, under the title of the Embassy of the State of 
Palestine.

Hungary opened its representative offi  ce in Ramallah in August 2000, which is led 
by an extraordinary and plenipotentiary ambassador, delegated to the Palestinian 
National Authority. (It should be noted that according to the Oslo Agreement the 
PNA is not allowed to have diplomatic missions, only economic and/or cultural 
representations.) Hungary was the fi rst country which opened an honorary consulate 
in Bethlehem.16

The distinction, however, is not made on the Foreign Ministry’s website, where the 
continuity of the Palestinian representation – whether deliberately or not – seems to 
overrule the diff erentiation between the Palestinian Liberation Organization and 
the Palestinian National Authority: on the website of the Foreign Ministry, the 
Palestinian National Authority is represented in Hungary by an ‘extraordinary and 
plenipotentiary ambassador’ and an ‘embassy’.17

While there have been some high level meetings, the most important one was the 
meeting of President Pál Schmitt  with Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, who 
paid a brief visit to Hungary (March 2011).18

Having no necessity to vote in the UN in 2011 and having abstained at the UNESCO 
vote, it did not come as a surprise that Hungary abstained from voting in the UN General 
Assembly in 2012, in spite of the fact that with the EU member states voting diff erent 
ways, Hungary had the option to vote free of any external commitments. Hungary’s 
intention, yet again, was to try to bring together a joint stance of the 27 EU member states, 
which did not seem improbable at some point, but it had not materialised.19 By sticking 
to the support for the two-State solution and through negotiations only, Hungary de 
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facto accepts the Israeli position,20 in spite the fact that a rapidly increasing number of 
international actors warn of the dramatic change of the realities on the ground and 
call for a new paradigm to the solution of the confl ict. This conveniently fi ts the EU 
framework as refl ected in the EU document criticising both the Israeli sett lement policy 
and the harsh Hamas statements, accepted at the meeting of the EU Foreign Ministers 
on 11 December 2012,21 on the one hand, and is also in line with the above detailed 
‘traditional, balanced’ Hungarian stance on the Israel/Palestine confl ict.

Hungary provides aid to the Palestinians through diff erent channels and in 
diff erent formats. Hungary is not a donor to the UN Relief and Work Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East or UNRWA, though it could be claimed that 
indirectly, through the European Commission, it has a minor role. Hungarian aid to 
the Palestinians is realised in the form of direct emergency aid, as e.g. 21,600 USD 
was given on the basis of emergency appeals to the West Bank and Gaza, and in the 
framework of the International Development Cooperation programs. Within this EU-
framed International Development Cooperation, the Palestinian territories are among 
the four ‘target areas’ Hungary has undertaken to support.22 In the draft  state budget 
foreseen for 2013 Hungary would spend 150 million HUF (approx. 500,000 EUR) on 
such projects.23 (A 30% increase compared to the 115.4 million HUF in 2012.24)

In 2010, beside the state-fi nanced places in the Hungarian higher education (the 
most numerous in the out-of-the-EU context), and the 27 million HUF (approx. 
90,000 EUR) contribution to the renovation of the Church of Nativity in Bethlehem, 
law-enforcement offi  cers were trained in Hungary. It is interesting to note that the 
Hungarian fi nancial support to the Palestinian embassy in Budapest was raised from 
5 million to 6 million HUF (approx. 20,000 EUR).

Hungary is abiding by the Hamas-embargo and has no offi  cial relations to the Hamas. 
There is no debate whatsoever about a possible change, either with or without the Arab 
Spring events. As long as there is no change in the EU position, no consideration of 
Hamas can be expected.

The Hungarian Stance on the Eventual Impact of the Regional 
Security Concerns on the Israeli–Palestinian Confl ict

Regarding the so-called Arab Spring, in general Hungary shared the view that “the 
democratic transition in the Arab world provides a historic opportunity that this part 
of the world start on the way to modernisation and democratisation. In that the West 
can play a very important role, fi rst of all because it could set the marks of democracy 
and market economy.”25
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Nevertheless, in Hungary usually no connection is made between the Arab 
Awakening and the Israel/Palestine confl ict, in spite the fact that at the beginning 
of the Arab Spring the Israeli opinion was widely recalled, namely that the people 
are demonstrating against their corrupt leaders and Israel was not mentioned at all, 
i.e. it is not the Israel/Palestine confl ict which is the real problem of the region. This 
argumentation held on till May 2011, when the Palestinians organised demonstrations 
to the borders of Israel, and then quietly disappeared.

With regard to the Arab Awakening (or Arab Spring as has become known in 
Hungary), there were two dimensions relevant for Hungary: on the one hand, a kind 
of ‘transition experience’ diplomacy and conferencing started in the framework of 
which Hungary was ready to share its transition experiences with the Arab countries 
in transition.26 On the other hand, the Hungarian government launched a new policy 
called the ‘opening to the East’, in the framework of which – especially economic, 
trade, training and higher education – relations to the Arab countries have been 
deliberately pursued.27

With regard to the Israeli perception of a threat from Iran and its eventual impact on 
the Israeli–Palestinian peace, in Hungary no direct connection is perceived between 
the two issues, while Hungary accepts the Israeli notion that Iran is threatening Israel. 
Hungary has no means whatsoever to infl uence the Palestinian issue becoming more of 
a priority, should the situation further deteriorate between Israel and Iran.

It should be also noted that both the Palestinian and the Iranian issue are of equally 
low importance in Hungary’s bilateral exchanges with Israel, in spite the fact that a 
series of Israeli foreign and security experts and academics have been ‘touring’ Hungary 
presenting the case of the Iranian threat.
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