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National Interest in Hungarian Foreign Policy in 
the Twentieth Century
Pál Pritz

By way of introduction, it is necessary to defi ne the nation. While many scholars have 
tackled this issue, a consensus has not been reached. In my view, which is shared 
by many others, the nation is a historical category whose content is determined to 

a large extent by those exercising power. This off ers an insight into the many tragicomic 
stories about “treason”, where former leaders are branded (by legislation too) as traitors, 
only to be described as great sons of the nation as times change and laws are rewritt en. 
Accordingly, we need to take a long-term view (the hundred years under inquiry here 
meets this requirement) if we want to clearly understand how much of the national 
interest so loudly proclaimed by the various governments in power, proved truly to be 
in the national interest, that is, something that measurably improved the destiny of the 
larger community (=nation).

Since in our part of the world, accusations of treason are far from being a sad requisite 
of the past, I should mention at the outset that – apart from the criminal cases1 – there 
have been, and are, no traitors. The question is “simply” this: Did/do the actions of the 
person in question serve the national interest?2

The foreign policy of a country or an empire is strong when it is backed by a vibrant 
national idea or, if you like, is driven by a strong nationalism. Thus, I agree with those 
who say that nationalism is far from being inherently or necessarily evil, even while 
I know that nationalism can give rise to many injustices and grave suff ering.

*

Before the emergence of the modern nation-state, dynasticism was the driving force 
of foreign policy. This is particularly relevant to our topic because Hungary’s heads of 
state were, until 1918, Habsburg rulers (Franz Joseph I and then Charles IV).

The 1867 Compromise continues to be surrounded by controversy, but most 
mainstream historians believe – as Domokos Kosáry stated with typical conciseness – 
that the Compromise raised Hungary, aft er the defeat of 1849, to the status of co-nation, 
benefi ting it to the greatest possible degree, so that it could draw closer to the happy 
Occident.
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For this reason, foreign policy at the time tended to be focussed upon the realisation 
of the national interest. Count Gyula Andrássy (Sr.) managed to persuade the Austrians 
that the number of Hungarian offi  cials within the common foreign service should 
be proportional to Hungary’s contribution to the execution of common aff airs, that 
is, the “quota”. Although this proportional fi gure was never reached, the number of 
Hungarians in the foreign service did increase substantially over time.

Clearly, in terms of the making of policy/foreign policy and the realisation of the 
defi ned objectives, the signifi cance of the apparatus must always be considered.

In terms of the national interest this foreign policy was successful in 1868 too, when it 
prevented the Dualist structure from being reshaped into Trialism. In the relationship 
with Russia and in the Balkans, Hungarian interests were met as far as was realistically 
possible.

The Austro-Hungarian Empire was inhabited by 11 nations and peoples, whose 
interests were so disparate that even though Vienna–Budapest represented the head 
of a great power, the foreign policy dynamic did not result in colonies and had no 
maritime power or, importantly, infl uence overseas. Yet at the time the ability to project 
power overseas was a concomitant of being a great power. While the Dynasty sought a 
more dynamic foreign policy, its eff ectiveness was bound to be limited, in view of the 
structural roots outlined above.

The Empire’s foreign policy (and with it the realisation of Hungarian interests) was 
further weakened by the fact that foreign policy thinking in Hungary was still pervaded 
by “kuruc” (anti-Habsburg) rather than “labanc” (pro-Habsburg) ideas – even aft er Ferenc 
Deák, Gyula Andrássy and other men of their generation successfully established the 
Compromise structures. By the turn of the century, most policy thinkers in Hungary 
(in an irony of history, and having been buoyed by Hungarian successes) were not only 
inatt entive to the forces rumbling in the depths that were preparing to destroy these 
very structures, but were themselves devising strategies for the achievement of full 
national independence.

It was in these years of increasing economic power that the Hungarian Parliament 
building, a Gothic Revival palace on the banks of the Danube, was built. It was a few 
inches shorter – but only to display a “fi tt ing modesty” – than the Palace of Westminster, 
which served as its model and source of inspiration. The symbolic message was that 
it was merely a consequence of Hungary’s misfortunes that Hungarians had fallen so 
far behind the English during the preceding centuries: at some point in time, the two 
nations had been head to head, as evidenced by the Golden Bull of 1222, which the 
famous Magna Carta had preceded by just seven years.
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It was during these years that the Royal Palace in Buda was doubled in size, which 
(how unfortunate!) a ruler only rarely inhabited, but this “handicap” might have been 
successfully overcome if the victory of the constitutional opposition [közjogi ellenzék] in 
the 1905 elections had been sustained.

As we know, this is not what happened.

*

In 1914 there was certainly no national interest in playing a role in the outbreak of a 
world war, and yet even a robust statesman such as István Tisza was unable to avert 
this. Much has been writt en about the issue, and the sea of words could grow so large 
because the polemics were barely greater than the dialogue of those who had no desire 
to listen, who tendentiously treated the facts or who consciously/unconsciously denied 
the important connections.

István Tisza knew there could be no positive outcome to the war even if the status 
quo was maintained: if the war were won, the Germans would have a determining 
say; if it were lost, the Entente would give a free run to the nationalities’ ambitions for 
independence.

The situation was such that this fate could not be evaded.3
There is no space to expound on the topic. It suffi  ces to note that when, on 3 November 

1918, General Viktor Weber signed, on behalf of an already non-existent Empire, the 
armistice agreement in Padua, both the national issue and the social issue were on the 
agenda in the Danube basin. Thus the social revolutions were victorious. The tragedy of 
the Hungarian nation was that the bourgeois and democratic Autumn Rose Revolution, 
symbolised by the name of Mihály Károlyi, failed both to defend historical Hungary 
and to realise its own social programme – the creation of a bourgeois and democratic 
Hungary. (Since ideas to the contrary emerged aft er the political changes of 1989/90, it 
should be noted here that these goals were simply unatt ainable at the time.)

Mihály Károlyi is most oft en criticised for naivety with regard to the real intentions 
of the victorious powers and for failing to take prompt steps to defend the country’s 
borders. As regards the former, I too believe that Károlyi made a grave mistake, but as 
far as the latt er is concerned we can only reprove him if we brush aside the terms of 
the military covenant signed in Belgrade on 13 November 1918, a momentary success 
that was only torn apart by the logic of the interests of the victorious powers. Anyone 
that criticises Károlyi for failing to ensure the country’s armed defence ignores the fact 
that the soldiers had already suff ered more than they could bear; at most, the defence 
of the homeland was important to them, but they were more interested in securing an 
improvement in their own lives than in worrying about the fate of distant corners of 
the country.
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To recap: Mihály Károlyi did not have the means to defend historical Hungary, but 
his particular political weakness – although here too, strong trends were operating 
against his will – was that in this mercilessly diffi  cult situation, in which the Entente 
manoeuvred by submitt ing the Vix Note, he failed to appraise the domestic political 
situation and truly believed that if he transferred power to the Social Democrats he 
could retain power as head of state.

*

In his memoirs, György Barcza, a notable Hungarian diplomat in the interwar period 
and Hungarian ambassador to London between 1938 and 1941, questioned the national 
character of Mihály Károlyi’s revolution (thereby expressing a view shared by many of 
his contemporaries). In Barcza’s opinion the revolution did not promote the national 
interest.4 In fact, however, the Hungarian bourgeois democratic revolution of the 
autumn of 1918 rested, in every respect, on national foundations. Although a people’s 
republic was declared on 16 November, nevertheless it was a national rather than a 
popular revolution. And it was national in the true sense of the word based on historical 
facts, which also means that because of the drawn-out process of becoming a nation a 
yawning chasm had emerged between the people and the nation.5

György Barcza is wrong when he writes that this revolution was a bloodless one. 
Despite the lack of exhaustive research and the resultant absence of precise fi gures, 
there are many indications that large amounts of blood were spilt not only at the time 
of the Republic of the Councils and the subsequent counter-revolution but also during 
the Autumn Rose Revolution.6 This is because the primary task of Mihály Károlyi’s 
bourgeois democratic revolution was to bridle the bloody emotions accumulated in the 
course of four years of total war, a war that had been completely pointless in terms of 
the individual lives and interests of the great masses. Thus Countess Ilona Batt hyány 
and her supporters were correct to adopt the following slogan in early November 1918: 
“Strengthen Mihály, because Bolshevism will come aft er it.” And Mihály Károlyi acted 
in line with this.7 Given the public mood at the time, the lives of many aristocrats were 
at risk. Even Count István Bethlen had to fl ee his estate in Sámsond (Transylvania) and 
seek refuge with his family in a nearby reed-marsh before escaping to Marosvásárhely 
under the cover of darkness. István Bethlen was aware, however, that the “problem” 
was not Mihály Károlyi’s revolution but the fact that people wanted to hack him to 
pieces.

If this had not been the case, he would have fl ed abroad. As it was, however, he chose 
to go to the revolutionary capital, where he was safe and where, for a time, he even 
sought a political dialogue with Mihály Károlyi.8
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When the government, using the power of the state, imposed bloody martial law to 
restore order and pacify the country’s towns and villages, it politicised to a signifi cant 
extent on national foundations. And it was resting on the old national foundations 
when, for emotional and tactical reasons, it proved incapable of breaking free from the 
ideal of St. Stephen’s Hungary.

*

All of this must be said, because those who think that the Republic of Councils (with 
its temporarily successful military campaign in the north) did more for the integrity 
of the country than the Autumn Rose Revolution are wrongly interpreting the past. 
Naturally, I have no intention of diminishing the value of the military campaign, but 
to be faithful to history one must remember that Béla Kun and his supporters were 
envisaging a world revolution, while the Entente (from the perspective of hindsight, 
Georges Clemenceau’s false promises/pledges cannot conceal this) was not only 
unwilling to make concessions to the new regime but also at this time changed its view 
regarding Western Hungary to the detriment of Hungary, voting in Paris for the region 
to be ceded to Austria as a means of pre-empting a copycat Soviet revolution in Austria.

*

The objective analyst can hardly deny that the Entente contributed decisively to 
the formation of a counter-revolutionary regime in Hungary aft er the collapse of 
Bolshevism and that a role was also played by the Romanian troops that entered the 
Hungarian capital in August. For social democracy, which had returned to its original 
programme, the national interest was the realisation of a bourgeois democratic system 
with the help of the Entente. Meanwhile Miklós Horthy and his supporters, who were 
becoming increasingly dominant within the counter-revolutionary camp, saw in a 
strongly anti-liberal and authoritarian system the embodiment of the national interest. 
Notwithstanding their very diff erent visions of the future, representatives of both 
camps considered it to be self-evident that their dispute (which was, if you like, not one 
among themselves or within the bounds of the national framework) should be presided 
over by the Entente.

And the man playing the role of referee, Sir George Clerk – although, in terms of his 
own worldview and that of his commissioners, he would have been just as inclined 
to realise the ideas of Ernő Garami and his supporters – had no choice but to shape a 
compromise between the two parties whereby each of them had to make concessions. 
This was what led to the limited parliamentary system whose detailed framework was 
then developed by István Bethlen himself. (The nature of the Horthy regime remains 
controversial even today: some claim that it was an abominable dictatorship while 
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others view it as a functioning parliamentary system resembling the western model.) 
Aft er Bethlen’s fall from power in 1931, it was this system that was largely preserved 
(with signifi cant distortions) until Nazi Germany’s occupation of the country in March 
1944.

*

Those at the head of the regime thought that the national interest would be served if they 
refused to concede on the matt er of the restoration of historical Hungary. Meanwhile 
the Social Democrats, who remained a rather insignifi cant and weakening force, as well 
as the even weaker bourgeois democratic parties, supported ethnic revision. All of these 
latt er forces were oft en accused – both explicitly and implicitly – of being insuffi  ciently 
nationalist, and yet there is no doubt that the national interest (would have) called for 
the realisation of such a program, as the ambitious programme of the government was 
never realistic when it came to the essentials.

It was not realistic even when, between 1938 and 1941, spectacular revisionist 
successes were made and the country doubled its territory – in comparison with the 
situation in 1920. The programme was not realistic because it always lacked its own 
power; thus, territorial expansion was achieved thanks to the “generosity” of a great 
power. Yet in history (as we know and should/could have known) there is no such thing 
as a free lunch; there is always a price to pay. The Hungarian nation paid for all this 
with its awful defeat in World War II. Moreover, the noisy propaganda deformed even 
further the nation’s foreign policy awareness – which had not been faultless even prior 
to the crisis.

The regime then committ ed its greatest transgression when, in June 1941, it att acked 
the Soviet Union. Although this topic too has been addressed at length by historians 
and continues to be debated, from a distance of several decades it is not diffi  cult to 
see that this fatal step should not have been taken at that time and in this manner. We 
do not want to mislead: in the geopolitical situation and with Hungary’s obligations 
to Berlin and a society that was drift ing steadily to the far right, it would have been 
impossible to avoid being swept into the war. Nevertheless, in June 1941, the pressure 
was not “direct” but “only” atmospheric – as even László Bárdossy admitt ed in 1945.

*

The leaders of the new, post-1945 (year zero) Hungary were right to acknowledge: a 
repeat of Trianon (in its main features) was unavoidable. It is another matt er that, as 
the illusions switched from one side of politics to the other, many on the left  wing 
seriously believed that Moscow would be an eff ective assistant to Hungarian national 
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interests, even while the Kremlin was more inclined to punish Hungary. Similarly, 
supporters of the bourgeois world order nurtured false hopes when they saw in the 
western democracies a potential source of support for Hungarian interests, even while 
such interests (before the Cold War but also during and aft er it) were almost completely 
without weight when confronted with the premises of a bipolar world.

Meanwhile, broad swathes of Hungarian domestic opinion continued to believe 
that the Western powers had, so to speak, “sold out” the country to the Russians at 
Yalta. This idea is pervaded by a strong emotional element – which is never advisable 
when someone is trying honestly to fi nd his way. Indeed, the emphasis on Yalta was 
mistaken, because the real decision had been taken as early as the Teheran Conference 
of November 1943. (Having given up on their plan for marine landings in the Balkans, 
the British had no real means of infl uencing aff airs in the Central European region.) 
Nevertheless those deprecated by the policy-makers were actually closer to the hard 
truth than those living with the above illusions.

Until 1956 – and for some time aft erwards – there was no or litt le opportunity to 
realise the national interest in relation to Moscow, as until 1953 Hungarian foreign 
policy did not exist in practice and barely did so even aft er that year.

The Hungarian Revolution of 1956 had no chance of success – contrary to all the 
mirages that are so oft en sketched. Still, the heroes of the national uprising did more 
for Hungary’s national interest than had been done for many years. Although the 
participants in the revolution were a very diverse group, nevertheless they were united 
in their rejection of dictatorship and Soviet omnipotence. And so, despite its ultimate 
failure, the war of independence was fought in the spirit of the fullest national interest 
– and it yielded results. However much we may regard the 33 years aft er the defeat 
of the revolution as a concluded era, we are still infl uenced by the antipathy that so 
many people feel for the period as well as our own deep disappointment regarding the 
post-transition period of the past twenty years, and so it is still very diffi  cult to state an 
opinion9 about these decades. The broad consensus seems to be that the legacy of 1956 
played a vital part in making János Kádár’s Hungary more liveable and in the bloodless 
nature of regime change in 1989–90.

In academic and journalistic writings and in school textbooks, it is oft en stated that 
the Kádár regime’s growing independence in domestic policy was bought at the cost of 
subverting foreign policy to Moscow’s demands. The recent publication and analysis 
of offi  cial records reminds us, however, that this picture is a schematic one in several 
respects. I myself think that here too, researchers do well to adhere to the fundamental 
methodological principle according to which nuances should not be allowed to obscure 
the basic truth: accommodation with the Soviet Union was always the decisive factor, 
owing to immeasurable diff erences of power, political and geopolitical bonds, and 
ideological mind-blocks. For instance, one can and should relate the story of the 1968 
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intervention in Czechoslovakia, recalling how this was also János Kádár’s drama, but 
this does not alter the fact that by participating in the intervention the regime damaged 
the national interest.

Today (touching upon another theme) we know much about how the communist 
party leadership oft en debated behind closed doors the measures it might take to 
embrace and support the interests of ethnic Hungarians in neighbouring countries, but 
fundamentally the regime was incapable of positioning itself on a political foundation 
of the cultural nation. In the absence of such a foundation, it was essentially unable to 
set out on the (narrow, but not impassable) road that would have led to real changes.

The political changes of 1989–90 resulted in (together with many other fundamental 
changes) a foreign policy practice that thought in terms of the wider Hungarian nation. 
Professional historians know that the basic diff erence between history and contemporary 
history is that the former relates to the concluded past, while the latt er concerns an era 
that remains open.

What constitutes contemporary history naturally changes over time, and here too 
the confusion is considerable. In my view there is no doubt that contemporary history 
means the past two decades.

Historians may have strong opinions about contemporary history, but they formulate 
such opinions in the knowledge that the likelihood of error is far greater than it is with 
regard to early periods of history.

For these reasons, I now conclude my exposition.10

Notes
1   When, for instance, the person in question sells state secrets for personal gain.
2   Of course, there are a range of possibilities, but the essence of the matt er is best described in this 

way.
3   István Tisza was murdered by vengeful soldiers in late October 1918. The last words of this deeply 

religious Calvinist statesman were: “It had to happen thus.”
4   György Barcza: Diplomata-emlékeim 1911–1945, vols. I–II. Budapest: Európa, 1994. Vol. I, p. 116.
5   Even today the people and the nation are still not one. However, a discussion of this lies outside the 

scope of the article.
6   For more details see: Tibor Hajdu: Az 1918-as magyarországi polgári demokratikus forradalom. Budapest: 

Kossuth, 1968. pp. 85–103. In a lecture given to the Hungarian Historical Society in March 2009, 
Tibor Hajdu stated the following: “The counter-revolutionary mindset that is undergoing a second 
blossoming today presents [the Republic of the Councils – P.P.] as a catastrophe and the nadir of 
Hungarian history, among other things exaggerating the number of victims of the ‘red terror’, 
whereas the fi gure was no greater than the number of victims of the White Terror or the number of 
victims during the att empts to restore order aft er the Autumn Rose revolution.” Századok Füzetek, 
Vol. 143. No. 5. (2009). p. 5.
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7   This exposes the weakness of the accusation that he sold power to Béla Kun in March 1919.
8   Ignác Romsics: Bethlen István. Politikai életrajz. Budapest: Institute for Hungarian Studies, 

1991. p. 71, pp. 72–75.
9   Of course, there is nothing to prevent accurate source publications and solid partial analyses, and 

such works contribute to subsequent summary works that will stand the test of time.
10  Edited version of a lecture given at the Hungarian Institute of International Aff airs on 27 November 

2009.
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