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Obituary

Mark Pittaway 
1971-2010

Mark Pittaway, a native o f Wakefield, England, was one of the best his
torians of 20th century Hungary o f the generation that began to work after 
1989. He died at the young age of 39. His studies dealing with the complexi
ties of Hungarian society under Communist rule —  one which went beyond 
the simplistic approaches provided by “totalitarianism” — coupled with his 
work on the Burgenland, especially his recent research on the history of Natio
nal Socialism there, greatly increased our knowledge o f the second part o f the 
20th century in Central Europe. Mark was also a great teacher, a thoughtful 
advisor, a brilliant organizer and an energetic contributor to the ongoing 
cultural and political discourse on Hungary. The shocking news of his un
timely death came as a blow to a community o f scholars and friends in Hun
gary, England, the United States, Canada, Germany, Austria, and other parts 
of the world. With so many o f his colleagues and friends looking forward to 
hearing more about his newest research, and to discussing recent academic and 
political developments, his death overshadowed the 2010 National Convention 
of the Association for Slavic, East European, and Eurasian Studies (formerly 
the American Association for the Advancement o f Slavic Studies) in Los 
Angeles. His generous spirit and thoughtful insights on a wide range of topics 
were definitely missed.

It might be that Mark's inclination for topics like the one chosen for 
his dissertation which focused on the conflicts between factory workers and 
the state in socialist Hungary had to do with his early experiences of the sharp 
class conflicts during the Thatcher years o f the 1980s, especially in his native 
Yorkshire. But it would be an unfair and simplistic reduction o f the immense
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curiosity he showed for all kinds of topics in history, culture, society, and 
sports (not only for Leeds United!), if  we would consider this his main source 
of motivation and interest. Mark wanted to understand the complexities of the 
relationship between the powerful and the powerless. The Hungarian working 
class of the 1950s and 1960s was a particularly interesting example because it 
was oppressed by people who claimed to represent the workers' state. His 
doctoral dissertation, soon be published by the Pittsburgh University Press 
under the title The Workers' State: Industrial Labour and the Making o f  
Socialist Hungary, 1944-1958, also demonstrates how the communist party 
and state depended on the good-will of the workers, findings that are similar to 
research that has been done on East Germany and Poland. But what makes 
Mark’s work especially noteworthy is that it didn't conceal the inconsistencies 
and inner conflicts of the working class, like, for example, the problem that 
male workers had with accepting new roles for female workers in the factory. 
His openness to cultural approaches to history, and his ability to relate these 
new insights to political and social history, is what makes his work, and in 
particular his book Eastern Europe 1939-2000 (Arnold 2004), extremely 
valuable.

Next to his eye for the often-neglected struggles of ordinary people, 
his studies also made use of numerous local archives and collections that he 
often discovered. Mark had a rare ability to find materials in remote places. 
Like a gold miner who was also a goldsmith, Mark created precious things. 
This was particularly true of his last research project, which focused on 
National Socialism in the Burgenland province of occupied Austria. By using 
source materials untouched before, he explained to a spellbound audience at 
the AAASS conference in Boston in 2009 how the ethnic cleansing of Croats 
and Magyars was initiated by the local elites who resumed the struggles that 
their forefathers had fought for German cultural dominance in the region. This 
ground-breaking study on Nazism in Austria after the Anschluss was part of a 
larger, even more fascinating project that Mark was working on when he died. 
He had planned to study how changing patterns of governance-influenced 
cultural and political identities in the Austrian and Hungarian borderlands 
between 1938 and 1960. This project included local studies on both the Nazi 
movement and the Stalinist dictatorship, illustrating how their respective 
impact on the border region led to the strict division by the Iron Curtain. It is a 
tragedy that we will never know what he would have discovered about one of 
the most complex borderland regions in Europe.

Though short, Mark’s academic career was impressive. After his 
undergraduate studies at the University of Warwick, Mark finished his PhD at
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the University of Liverpool in 1998. He worked at Edge Hill College of 
Higher Education —  now Edge Hill University, before moving to the Open 
University in 1999 as Lecturer in European Studies in the Department of 
History, becoming Senior Lecturer in 2005. Between 2005 and 2007 Mark 
served as Associate Dean for Learning and Teaching in the Faculty of Arts. He 
won the article prize of the American Association for the Study of Hungarian 
History in 1999, was a Visiting Fellow at the National Centre for Research on 
Europe at the University o f Canterbury, Christchurch, New Zealand (2004) 
and spoke at numerous events and conferences in Hungary, England, and 
Canada during the fiftieth anniversary of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution in 
the autumn o f2006. His article: “The Revolution and Industrial Workers: The 
Disintegration and Reconstruction of Socialism, 1953-1958,” appeared in 
volume 34 (2007) of our journal, a special volume entitled 1956 in Hungary.
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