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GEZA f e j a

In Paris there was published quite recently a work on 
Hungary by an unknown author entitled “ Un etat dans 
I’espace vital: Le Pangermanisme a la conquete de la 

Hongrie” . I feel that I am qualified to give Western public 
opinion my views about this book. I "have always — quite 
irrespectively of European events — advocated Hungary 
being independent and self-reliant. I have at all times been 
conscious of the ancient and unbreakable ties binding the 
Hungarians, not only to Latin culture, but to “Latinity” in 
the old-world, classical meaning of the term, — Latin having 
indeed been for centuries the second language of our coun
try. 1 have always been — and still am —  in favour of 
popular democracy, not only in Hungary herself, seeing that 
to my mind popular democracy is destined to be the future 
form of life in Eastern Central Europe generally. In my 
humble opinion the tranquillity, peace and productive order 
of this region of the world must be founded upon a union 
of peasant democracies. Only the popular democracy of the 
various peoples of Eastern Central Europe will be able to 
bring into being the common experiences and elements of 
unity indispensable to an honourable adjustment and last
ing equipoise of the relations between the nations. My 
opinion on this point is not likely to differ from that of any 
Westerner who thinks seriously and has the future at heart. 
For that reason I feel it peculiarly incumbent upon me to 
rectify the undoubted, deliberate misrepresentations of the 
book in question and to reveal the truth about my country, 
Hungary.

The book in question deals with my works, though more 
particularly with the works of some of my contemporaries 
and fellow-writers (Gyula Illyes, Zoltan Szabo, etc.), refers
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to them, cites data from them, but at the same time disguises 
the historical relevance of the books and data in question. 
The author takes data at random, — data that are elements 
in one and the same broadhorizoned outlook — , this 
haphazard selection making those data calculated to falsify 
the full significance of our works. I must protest against this 
procedure, for we have all alike —  I myself and my contem
poraries and literary presdecessors too — written down our 
experiences without reserve; so no one is entitled to make 
an improved edition of those experiences merely to serve 
his own interests, —  interests which cannot under any cir
cumstances be identified with those of my people and my 
country.

During recent decades “ refugees” have on many occa
sions made their way West from Hungary. In most cases 
the reason for their going was that they had come into 
conflict with the public opinion of the nation and were too 
weak to take the field openly against public opinion in 
defence of the supposed justice of their cause. And indeed 
these men should not be called “ refugees”  at all, but rather 
“ deserters” . The men leaving Hungary during the last year 
have for the most part gone of their own accord, because 
they were not inclined to face the trials of what to them 
seemed a rather hopeless period. By their action they dis~ 
honoured their own cause —  deserting the supposititious 
truths they had proclaimed; for there can rarely be any 
Respect for or love of truth without sacrifice. If I am not 
prepared to make sacrifices on its behalf, I am unworthy 
to be the advocate of truth and justice. The Hungarian 
“ refugees” are not by any means recruited from among the 
Hungarian intellectual elite — or indeed from among the 
more distunguished representatives of Hungarian intellectual 
life. It is therefore quite comprehensible that it is no use 
our endeavouring to trace in their statements made in the 
West any tokens of the fanaticism of a love of justice; what 
we find there is rather the vindictiveness of the weaker man 
due to the failure of his career. We who have remained at 
home, have struggled and are still struggling, have under
taken and are still undertaking, and see that our honest 
perseverance is bearing its fruit, look with a natural contempt
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upon those who have escaped in order to be able to show 
“courage". I believe Western public opinion will understand 
our attitude and will with the full force of its high moral 
judgment endorse our action.

/  would earnestly beg Western public opinion to draw 
from pure and genuine sources when it is in need of infor
mation about Hungary. My request is, I believe, fully 
justified, because Hungary has always followed this course 
when it was a question of the West. Almost all Hungary's 
greatest sons have made pilgrimages to the West; her 
writers have regarded it almost as a duty to translate into 
Hungarian the outstanding products of Western literature. 
The intellectual and moral West — the West that has created 
human culture and human civilisation — has always had its 
eminent intellectual followers in Hungary. We would there
fore request that the West should also refrain from taking 
data and knowledge respecting Hungary from suspicious 
sourses such as it refuses to allow to spring in its own soil 
— such as indeed in critical periods it very quickly finds 
means to silence.

The book under review deals with Hungarian inde
pendence; and it keeps continually echoing the charge that 
Hungarian society does not do enough to preserve its inde
pendence. Hungarian history proves that our people have 
at all times bled and been decimated in a struggle for inde
pendence; and Hungarian society — without distinction of 
classes — has never acknowledged any human value as 
higher than the independence of the nation and of the 
individual. In this struggle — in this series of struggles — 
Hungary has on very many occasions looked to the West for 
support. In the seventeenth century Nicholas Zrinyi, the 
poet and military leader, sought the alliance of France. 
Francis Rakoczi /., the Hungarian Prince who put himself 
at the head of the Hungarian "kuruc" ("Crusader") insur
gents fighting for the independence of their country, carried 
on the venturesome fight he had undertaken as the ally of 
France. The leaders of the Hungarian War of Independence 
of 1848—49 who were driven to flee the country appealed 
to the support of France, Britain and Italy in their endeavour 
to indicate the independence of their Hungarian fatherland.
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These “ refugees" did indeed represent the public opinion of 
the elite of the nation; but at the same time they were the 
last company of exiles from their native land of which the 
Hungarian nation is able to think feelings of gratitude and 
sympathy.

To me it seems inopportune to adduce detailed historical 
data. But the fact must be pointed out that the “ refugees" 
leaving Hungary after the Hungarian War of Independence 
of 1848—49 — who had desired to introduce Western de
mocracy into Hungary and after dethroning the House of 
Habsburg to achieve the absolute independence of their 
country — entertained also schemes for the re-adjustment 
of Eastern Central Europe. Louis Kossuth, who had previously 
been Governor of Hungary, and his representatives carried 
on negotiations with representatives of the Rumanians and 
Servians, their object being to bring into being a sincere 
federation of the Danubian peoples to replace the Habsburg 
Monarchy, of the inevitable dissolution of which they were 
convinced. The Habsburg Monarchy was still however 
strong; and, though they clutched at every European ideal 
and change, the Hungarian refugees proved unable to set in 
motion European forces capable of breaking up the Habs
burg Monarchy into its elements in time and creating among 
those elements a human order of a juster and more tolerable 
character.

It is not our fault that the struggle for independence 
carried on in the middle of last century against overwhel
mingly superior Austro-Russian forces and two decades 
of vindictive cruelty and a regime of terror were followed by 
a compromise with the Habsburgs — by our throwing in our 
destiny with that of the Monarchy as an independent and 
autonomous partner. This action was taken by us at a time 
when it had become manifest that the European constella
tion was anything but favourable to the cause of Hungarian 
independence. Of course we proved unable subsequently to 
solve the questions of decisive importance for us to the 
extent to which we could have solved them had we remained 
independent. After the overthrow of the movement the 
leaders of our struggle for independence of 1848— 49 obtained 
the greatest popularity in foreign countries too — a
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popularity due, not merely to the tragic character of their 
lot, but also to their sublime spirit and world of ideas. 
During the closing months of the struggle for independence 
these statesmen had concluded an honest agreement with the 
non-Magyar nationalities living within the territory of Hun
gary, thereby laying the foundations of the re-adjustment of 
the Danube Basin. Apart from defending the national cause 
these statesmen laid the foundations of Hungarian democracy 
by liberating the serfs (peasants). The work begun by them 
could not be continued after the overthrow of the Hunga
rian struggle for independence. Older Austria — the 
Austria of the Habsburgs —  at all periods ruled on the basis 
of the principle “ divide et impera” , always using the various 
“ nationalities” as foils to one another. But this Austria 
pursued the policy of “divide et impera” also in the internal 
affairs of Hungary, consistently refusing to solve the social 
questions and merely playing the discontent of one class of 
society off against another class; the primary object in view 
being to weaken the Hungarian national element by broach
ing the social questions. Austrian imperialism persisted also 
in continuously throwing obstacles in the way of the develop
ment of Hungarian industrial life, thereby preserving in 
Hungary out-of-date feudal forms and frustrating any rapid 
development of popular democracy.

The representatives of Hungarian progress indeed left 
no stone unturned — attempting even to establish connections 
with the non-Magyar nationalities and the peoples living 
round Hungary. But in these endeavours they found them
selves confronted with a gigantic obstacle — the divergent 
character of the historical development of these peoples. The 
first King of the Hungarian State already warned his nation 
that this territory was inhabited by peoples of divers races 
and tongues with which that nation would have to establish 
a human understanding. We see, then, that at its very birth 
the Hungarian State was a political organisation with fede
rative leanings; and, so long as our independence remained 
a fact —  until the Habsburg Empire made us feel the weight 
of its retrograde influence —  we never had any trouble with 
the “nationalities" or with the peoples living round us; 
indeed, reciprocal intellectual, political and economic con
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nections developed between us on a very considerable scale 
and of a very beneficial character. This historical tradition 
the Hungarian people has uninterruptedly preserved in the 
persons of its most eminent sons and in its folk-soul. The 
peoples living round us, however, which organised their 
independent national States far later than the Hungarian 
people, did not possess the advantages of the thorough his
torical school through which we had passed. This is not 
meant as a disparagement, but is merely the determination 
of the periods of development. At the end of the nineteenth 
and the beginning of the twentieth century these peoples 
were swept into the stream of a highly intensive chauvinism 
which in places was of a most biassed character. This 
chauvinism did not originate from the popular classes, but 
from the leading classes which, having only just risen to 
power, for that very reason indulged in excess, and were 
still too young to be able to afford to replace the principle 
of chauvinistic imperialism by the principle of human co
operation. These leading classes refused to hear of any 
human conciliation or of the co-operation of nations, on the 
contrary interpreting national self-interest in a spirit of 
extremism absolutely untenable in a region the population 
of which is racially and linguistically so diverse and so 
mixed.

Whereas the champions of Hungarian progress dreamed 
of the conciliation of the Danubian peoples and of their 
creative co-operation, endeavouring to build up the future 
upon the foundations of human agreement and co-operation, 
of a reconciliation of nationality principles and of federa
tion, the younger national States and the "nationalities” 
continuously subjected by the Habsburgs to disquieting 
agitation cherished schemes of an unconditional racial impe
rialism and an intolerant chauvinism. From the European 
point of view the question at issue was therefore whether 
their schemes would succeed, in which case the chauvinistic 
and imperialistic principles of less developed national States 
would gain the upper hand of the more ancient Hungarian 
State which could boast of a profounder experience and was 
at bottom federative in its organisation. Matters were brought 
to a decision in 1918, when the Hungarian people too was
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liberated from the often fatal grasp of the Habsburg Empire 
and might well have asserted its real historical traditions. A 
nation started on its way to shake off the fetters of foreign 
influence which had paralysed its movements for centuries 
and to delete from its memory the records of that past; but 
events paralysed its development and reduced its country 
to a sorry trunk without limbs.

The Hungary thus dismembered was faced with problems 
of enormous gravity. Let us set these problems in order: —

1. The complete organisation of the new independent 
national State. This has been brought to a successful 
conclusion.

2. The preservation —  despite its dismemberment — 
of its original federative spirit and the Danubian mission 
devolving upon it in consequence —  i. e. the maintenance of 
the national and individual consciousness in face of the 
dangers of degradation into a tribal status. The work to be 
done in this field too has been effected.

3. An unceasing struggle for the protection of the most 
important vital interests of the millions of our racial kin 
(Magyars) wrested from us. This struggle too has been 
carried on without a break.

4. A rapprochement with the other peoples of Eastern 
Central Europe on the basis of our ancient federative spirit. 
Except where confronted with unsurmountable obstacles, we 
have done yeoman work in this field too. Sufficient proof of 
this fact is afforded, by our connections in recent years with 
Poland and the present relations between Yugoslavia and 
Hungary.

5. The solution of social questions and the creation of 
a popular democracy. We have done much in this field too, 
— having put into force two agrarian reform bills and 
numerous social and public hygiene measures, completely 
solved the questions affecting our industrial workers and 
continued intensively the work of solving the questions af
fecting the agricultural labourers. The intellectual world and 
Hungarian literature have for years been struggling coura
geously to further a satisfaction of the social claims of the 
people, public opinion also declaring more and more in 
favour of that policy.
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5. An unceasing struggle against foreign influences and 
against the attempts of determined small internal groups 
aiming at dictatorial power or at least at causing internal 
disorder. It will be the work of the future to ascertain the 
circumstances under which and the degree to which we have 
succeeded in meeting this problem, which we have faced 
with the utmost resolution, without however having had re
course to illegal means or to measures that might be dubbed 
barbarous.

7. There is in process of development a young Hunga
rian intellectual elite anxious to solve our destiny in con
junction with the solution of the destinies of the other peo
ples of Eastern Central Europe — a generation, therefore, 
which betrays a manifestation of the federative instinct 
combined with an up-to-date force and sense of realities. 
This body of men are fully aware that, when the popular 
advance to the vanguard ensues in these centuries, the work
ing masses obtaining a share in the work of directing life in 
every State, this federative instinct and the idea of human 
co-operatoon must gain the upper hand in the whole of 
Eastern Central Europe. We are happy and reassured to be 
able to admit that similar ideas have come to the forefront 
in present-day Yugoslavia too.

We have done all this without having in any way 
prejudiced our Hungarian character. We have not abandoned 
our legitimate national demands and shall not abandon those 
demands in the future either. But these demands in their 
present form are interwoven with the federative concept and 
with the idea of human co-operation, being indeed evidence 
in support of the latter. For, were we rashly to abandon our 
legitimate national demands, would European public opinion 
be entitled to rely upon us to hold our ground or to fulfil 
our historical mission? The honest satisfaction of legitimate 
national demands is a sine qua non of federation and 
extensive human co-operation, such satisfaction involving the 
removal of the thorn of national antagonism. This is clearly 
realised today, I believe, by Western public opinion too.

The men who today figure as "refugees” take a delight 
in bringing another charge against us — that based upon
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the two Jewish Laws recently put into force. They declare 
that there was no Jewish question in Hungary, and that the 
putting into force of these two laws was due solely and 
exclusively to outside influence. No judgment can be passed 
on this question without a knowledge of the peculiar condi
tions prevailing in Hungary, this question being quite dif
ferent in character in Hungary from what it is in the West. 
Between 1910 and 1920 there was a Radical “bourgeois" 
movement in Hungary the intellectual leader of which was 
Oscar Jaszi, a man of Jewish extraction who after the Great 
War filled the office of Minister for Nationalities in the revo
lutionary Government of Michael Karolyi and subsequently 
emigrated to America. This radical group founded the Ra
dical Party, organising a separate association — the 
Sociological Society —  for the cultivation of sociology. In 
their discussions and publications these men, besides dealing 
in theory, followed closely every Hungarian question of 
material importance — inter alia, also the Jewish question. 
They asked all the prominent persons in Hungarian public 
life what their opinion of the Jewish question was, and then 
— in a voluminous publication — collected these opinions 
and made them public. On this occasion declarations were 
naturally made also by the leaders of the Radical Party and 
movement who were of Jewish extraction; among others by 
Oscar Jaszi and Ervin Szabo, a gifted and highly cultivated 
man of Jewish origin who played a leading role in the intel
lectual direction of the Social Democrat movement. In their 
declarations these men all stressed that there was a Jewish 
question and that this question needed solution. Baron Louis 
Hatvany, a member of the Hungarian “ sugar dynasty" who 
went voluntarily into exile after the revolution and has 
just taken the same course again, — also of Jewish extrac
tion — , emphasised in the same publication that the Jews 
should without delay divest themselves of their Judaism. 
These declarations betray the fact that in Hungary there was 
some hitch in respect of the assimilation and social develop
ment of the Jews. This fact was admitted by the best intel
lectual representatives of the Jews themselves.

For centuries there was a constant influx of Jews into
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Hungary — principally from the direction of Poland and 
Galicia, a province belonging to the Austro— Hungarian 
Monarchy. In the second half of last century this influx — 
which at first had been of a sporadic character — assumed 
ever-increasing dimensions. In 1849 our struggle for inde
pendence was choked in blood. Between 1849 and 1867 we 
lived in a state of complete suppression; the Austrian Govern
ment ruled the country, filling the public offices with foreign 
officials — Austrians and Czechs. During this period the 
real Hungarians were driven to live in the country. In 1867 
we made a Compromise, but the foreign bureaucracy was 
left almost to a man in Hungary, seeing that the Hungarians, 
who had so far been subjected to oppression and driven to 
live in the country, were not able at once to replace the 
foreign officials. The Compromise was only a half-solution; 
it did not restore the whole of our independence, the political 
entourage of the sovereign still continuing to regard the 
Hungarians as unreliable, rebellious elements. From Vienna 
—  the Capital of the Monarchy — a powerful tendency 
swept over Hungary —  a tendency which strained every 
nerve to ensure that the real Hungarians should receive as 
few places as possible in the offices and economic positions 
of decisive importance, leaving no stone unturned to push 
foreigners. And the majority of the Hungarian people disap
proved of the Compromise, remaining true adherents of the 
exiled Kossuth; and as a consequence the Hungarian 
Governments which represented the ideas of the Compro
mise found themselves in constant political conflict with the 
pure Hungarian districts and with the popular masses. The 
half-solution represented by the Compromise had destructive 
effects.

It was then that capitalism developed in Hungary. 
Austrian and Jewish capital flowed into the country; and 
this capital employed the Jews and the foreign elements of 
the bourgeoisie in the initial work of adjusting its own 
administrative and controlling organisation. The Hungarian 
(Magyar) race — and in particular the peasantry — 
continued to live amid uncongenial economic conditions; 
while the Jewish immigrants rose suddenly to a high level
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of wellbeing. Assimilation can only be effected from below, 
in the working classes. The Jewish immigrants, however, 
developed socially by leaps and bounds, assimilating not 
downwards, but upwards. They served the Habsburgs, the 
feudal elements and all the powerful factors of public life, 
endeavouring in return to obtain an increasing number of 
economic monopolies. The sons of Jewish immigrants 
purchased Hungarian baronies, —  those who had to content 
themselves with lesser roles bought patents of nobility — 
from the Habsburgs, and strained every nerve to obtain an 
entree into the ruling classes. A  few eminent Jews observed 
this process, and raised voices of warning; but they were 
excommunicated by the Jewish „arrives", who in case of 
need actually persecuted them.

The Western nations have for centuries past been 
absorbing their Jews; for they have from the very outset 
been able to live an independent national life and have by 
means of their decided national attitude been enabled 
involuntarily and naturally to absorb the Jews living among 
them. They have therefore no Jewish question. Our Jews, 
however, after having occupied the leading positions in our 
economic life already in the days of the Habsburgs, never 
became absorbed intellectually in the Hungarian people, 
but began a "race-defence” policy of their own, admitting 
to places in the banks and other economic institutions almost 
exclusively persons of Jewish extraction. They lapsed into 
an excessive "power policy" — their aspirations provoking 
an ever-increasing antipathy on the part of the Hungarian 
bourgeoisie owing to the Jews having shown that they had 
exploited Hungarian liberalism for purposes favourable to 
the interests of their own race.

The Jewish question had come to a head; that is why 
it had to be solved. The Hungarian Jewish Laws have not 
deprived a single Jew of his country, their object being 
merely to provide for the restoration of the equilibrium in 
respect of the distribution of national wealth. The Jews have 
to undertake a larger share of the labour of productive work 
in place of mere speculation and brokerage work and are 
required to identify themselves with the historical attitude
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of the Hungarian people. This is what we require. For we 
have never been the devotees of the racial idea; we have 
not believed —  and we do not believe —  in the blood myth 
or in the other new-fangled mythological inventions; by 
“ race” and nation we mean historical attitude. In Hungary 
the Jews have remained a self-contained and compact se
parate group in the body of the nation simply because they 
have not become assimilated from below and have failed 
to mingle with the working masses; and in consequence they 
have formed an economic and an intellectual ghetto. They 
must escape from this ghetto and begin their lives afresh from 
below; they must identify themselves intellectually with the 
Hungarian people and adopt the attitude of that people. 
This means that the Jews will have to become democratised, 
abandoning their habit of trying to find easy work in every 
field and of endeavouring to monopolise certain branches of 
the economic life, and trying to mingle with the whole work
ing class of society. So far the Jews have carried to excess 
their tribal unity, having preserved and cultivated their 
separate tribal soul as a holy relic sufficient in itself. (In 
the West there is already no trace of anything of the kind; 
Western life has long absorbed the tribal restrictions of the 
Jews and their spiritual barriers: but in the East, that is 
how things stand with our Eastern Jews). There must be 
an end of this; the Jews must become more Hungarian and 
more European too. The Jews must not take the Jewish 
Laws tragically, rather regarding them as fingerposts of 
Fate; they now have an opportunity to prove that they be
long to the Hungarian community and are ready to 
undertake the work of becoming assimilated from below and 
to become absorbed in the life of the working classes of 
society as a whole.

Many people make capital against us out of the fact 
that today in Hungary there are certain groups which keep 
stressing the racial idea. This again is nothing mystical, 
merely a human idea interpreted in its widest sense. The 
real, genuine Hungarian (Magyar) race is the peasantry. 
The whole younger generation of intellectuals and literary 
men, as well as every single Hungarian political party, are

16



HUNGARY AND EAST CENTRAL EUROPE

today working with the object of enabling the genuinely 
Hungarian (true-born Magyar) peasantry to make headway 
in every field of life and to obtain suitable roles. This is not 
merely a racial movement or a social endeavour. The Hun
garian peasants desire a popular democracy; they are 
unswervingly attached to self-government; they have always 
shown understanding towards the sons of other races and 
other nations; and their strongest bent is that towards co
operation. They possess a highly-developed individuality; 
but their economic organisations based on voluntary associa
tion are a great success. They have always clung resolutely 
to the ideas of free life and Hungarian independence, — 
even when those ideas have been abandoned by the sons of 
higher social classes. The Hungarian peasants are the finest 
representatives of the great historical virtues of the Hunga
rian people; and these virtues are not racial specialities, but 
profoundly human virtues. The advance of the Hungarian 
race — of the Hungarian peasantry — is a sine qua non of 
the further development of Hungary’s position in Europe.

Our development has been an arduous one, for after 
1526 we were always haunted by the incubus of foreign 
oppression in the shape of the Habsburg Empire. And ever 
since that date too we have had to struggle continuously and 
at the cost of enormous sacrifices of human life to maintain 
our national independence and the original historical inten
tions guiding us in the undertaking of our European mis
sion. This inner force, this historical persistence, is a reality 
— is indeed the true reality. Events must have convinced 
the West of the need of building up the life of Eastern 
Central Europe upon realities. The greatest realities in the 
life of the peoples are the capacity to organise and maintain 
a State and the unselfish defence of historical aims. A White 
Mountain battle and the momentary appearance of superior 
odds proved sufficient to plunge the Czechs into centuries 
of slavery and to prevent them from rising again by their 
own efforts. And what happened in the past has happened 
in the present too. The Czechs never owed their independence 
to their own vitality or to their historical fitness, but to the 
smiling support of the European constellation of the moment.
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We Hungarians have always been a State-building people. 
Our State and our constitution is the most ancient in this 
region of the world. No historical whirlwind has ever proved 
able to sweep away our constitutional sentiments or our 
sense of independence. Our federative leanings were 
expressed already by our first king, St. Stephen. From the 
very outset we have been intellectually wedded to Latin 
culture; and we are a people of Latin leanings in the intel
lectual field. These are historical realities upon which the 
whole of Europe must build and which deserve a better fate 
than to be presented before the great culture of the West 
as shown in the distorting mirror of deserters.
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