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Symposium: 
Minorities and Minority Affairs 

in Hungary, 1935-1980 

Introduction 

N.F. Dreisziger 

The question of minorities and minority affairs is usually 
associated with pre-1919 Hungary. There is some justification 
for this assumption. The minority problems of the old, "historic" 
Hungary dwarfed those of post-World War I "rump" Hungary in 
scope if not always in intensity. This fact is illustrated by statistics 
on national minorities in Hungary before and after that country's 
dramatic transformation in the wake of the First World War. 
From a country in which the dominant nationality barely made 
up the majority, post-war Hungary became one in which 
Hungarians comprised 90 percent of the population. 1 At first 
glance then, it might seem that the post-war peace settlement 
just about "solved" Hungary's nationality problem. On closer 
scrutiny, however, it becomes evident that this is not what 
happened. First of all, while the Treaty of Trianon detached 
from Hungary virtually all territories inhabited by such groups as 
the Slovaks, Rumanians and Croats, it also incorporated large 
regions inhabited by Hungarians into the successor states of 
Czechoslovakia, Rumania and Yugoslavia. As far as Hungary 
was concerned then, the treaty merely replaced a minority 
problem in the country with the problem of Hungarian irredenta 
in the neighboring states; in effect the Treaty of Trianon 
transferred the issue of national minorities from one country to 
three others.2 

The post-war peace settlement failed to solve Hungary's 
nationality problem in another respect also. It left in that 
country enough minorities to plant the seeds of future trouble, 
especially under the unusual circumstances that were imposed on 
Hungary as a result of the rise of the Third Reich. The three 
papers that follow examine aspects of Hungary's minority politics 



and policies in the context of the coming (and departure) of the 
"Hitler era" in Central European history. 

The largest national minority left in Hungary after the Treaty 
of Trianon was the German. People of German background 
made up 6.8 percent of the country's population in 1920.3 Under 
ordinary circumstances a minority of this size did not in those 
days pose serious problems for a country. But for a number of 
extraordinary reasons the German minority of Hungary did. 
First of all, most of Hungary's Germans, or Swabians as they were 
somewhat inaccurately called,4 lived in so-called ethnic enclaves. 
Some of these German-populated regions, as Professor Spira 
points out in his study, were in strategically important locations 
either close to Hungary's borders, or near Budapest, the capital. 
The German minority issue in Hungary also assumed unusual 
significance when Hitler began his programme of expanding 
German power in East Central Europe. One of the by-products 
of this process was the radicalization of a sizable portion of 
Hungary's Swabian minority. This development further 
complicated the affairs of a nation already under a great deal of 
stress caused by internal political developments —such as the rise 
of right-wing movements—and international tension. 

The expansion of Nazi German influence in East Central 
Europe, and eventually the imposition of German rule over this 
entire region during the Second World War, caused another 
minority issue to surface in Hungary. This was the question of 
the country's Jewry. Undoubtedly, the "Jewish problem" in 
Hungary on the eve and during the Second World War owed its 
existence mainly to external factors, the foremost being Adolf 
Hitler's plans for the Jews of Europe. But the issue had a 
Hungarian side to it as well, as a peculiar brand of anti-semitism 
did exist in contemporary Hungary. Several factors can be 
singled out as being the roots of these sentiments. One was the 
massive growth of country's Jewish population in the preceding 
decades. From a quarter million in the early 1840s, Hungary's 
Jewish group more than doubled by 1870; thereafter it grew by 
about 100,000 persons almost every decade. On the eve of World 
War I.Jews made up 5 percent of the country's population —23.5 
percent of that in Budapest .5 Much of this growth was the result 
of the immigration of Jews from the Habsburg Empire's Polish 
provinces. Obviously, such influx could not be integrated into 
national life in a short time and without some difficulties. But 



there were further complicating factors. One of these was the 
predominance Jews had gained by the early decades of the 
twentieth century in Hungary's business life, in her professions 
and, especially, within the Hungarian intelligentsia. As a result, 
the Jews became an easily identifiable, "high profile" minority. 
They composed much of the country's middle class, indeed, as 
some observers say, they were the "only bourgeoisie" and, 
consequently, it was easy to identify them with the "negative side 
of middle class cul ture."6 In Hungarian popular myth, the Jew 
was often the capitalist, the "usurer," or paradoxically, the 
radical intellectual ready to destroy the established political and 
social order. Hostile feelings against members of this group were 
easily aroused, even though many Jews had given enthusiastic 
demonstrations of their loyalty to Hungary and her national 
values and traditions. 

Anti-semitic tendencies in Hungary were translated into 
legislative measures in 1938-1941, during the years when Nazi 
influence made the greatest inroads in the country and when the 
Nazi example in international politics made the greatest 
impression on public opinion in Hungary. Interestingly enough 
the years 1942 and 1943 saw a relative relaxation in official 
anti-semitism, a fact which no doubt contributed to Hitler's 
eventual decision to occupy Hungary and impose stringent 
conditions on her. One of these conditions was the solution of the 
Jewish question according to the requirements of Nazi ideology. 
As Professor Laszlo explains in his article, soon after the country's 
occupation by the Wehrmacht in March of 1944, the deportation 
of the Jews to concentration camps outside the country was 
started. But the ghastly undertaking was not carried to its 
ultimate conclusion: the liquidation of the entire Hungarian 
Jewry. At a propitious moment—after the Allied landings in 
Normandy when Hitler could not spare additional divisions to 
enforce his will in Hungary—the deportations were halted on 
orders from Regent Miklos Horthy, and a large group of Jews, 
those of Budapest, were saved from certain extermination. That 
this was done was in no small measure the work of Hungary's 
Churches. 

After World War II Hungary became an even more 
homogeneous state than she had been earlier. Yet numerous 
problems remained in the realm of dealing with minorities and 
formulating minority policies. The first of these was the question 



of the country's German minority. This issue was "solved" in the 
draconian way so familiar of the 1940s: most Germans were 
expelled from the country. The second major problem was the 
question of the formulation of a nationality policy that reflected 
the country's socialist transformation. The third problem was a 
more complex one: it concerned the adoptation in Hungary of a 
minority policy that was to serve the interests of not only the 
country's nationalities, but also as much as possible, those of the 
Hungarian minorities in neighboring socialist states. 

The three papers that follow this introduction each deal with 
some aspects of Hungary's minority problems at one time or 
another in the four and a half decades after 1935. Professor 
Spira's article examines the process of the radicalization of 
elements of Hungary's German minority on the eve of World War 
II. In the next study Professor Laszlo looks at the role that 
Hungary's Churches played in the stopping of the deportation of 
Jews to Nazi death camps. In the last paper Dr. Vago surveys the 
evolution of Hungary's minority policies after 1945 partly in the 
context of the three problems referred to in the foregoing 
paragraph. 7 Each of these three articles contributes to the 
knowledge of a particular phase and aspect of the minority 
issue in modern Hungary. Though there are no overt 
interrelationships among them, grouped together in a 
mini-collection, they also help in the understanding of the larger 
question of minority affairs in a country passing through an age 
of national and international turmoil. 

NOTES 

1. Andrew C. Janos, The Politics of Backwardness in Hungary, 1825-1945 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1982): 205. 
2. On this see Steven B. Vardy, "The Impact of Trianon upon Hungary and the 
Hungarian Mind: The Nature of Interwar Hungar ian Irredentism," in N.F. Dreisziger, 
ed., Hungary and the Second World War (Toronto: Hungarian Studies Review, 1983) : 
21-5. This study is part of a special volume of the Hungarian Studies Review, Vol. X 
(1983). Also, Thomas L. Sakmyster, Hungary, the Great Powers, and the Danubian 
Crisis, 1936-1939 (Athens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 1980, Chapter 1. 
3. Janos, p.205. The proportion of minorities in "rump" Hungary declined gradually as 
the years passed. By 1930, Hungarians made u p 93 percent of the total population: the 
remainder consisted of Germans and miniscule groups of Slovaks, Rumanians and Croats. 
Jews were not considered a national minority. 
4. Some of Hungary's Germans were not of "Swahian" background but hailed from 
Saxony, Austria, or f rom the Zipser-German districts of Upper Hungary, or from the 
Saxon counties of Transylvania. 
5. Ibid, p.113, and also, pp.79-83. 
6. N.M. Nagy-Talavera, The Green Shirts and the Others-, A History of Fascism in 
Hungary and Rumania (Stanford, California: Hoover, 1976): 41. For a classic analysis of 



the Jewish problem in Hungary see George Barany, "Magyar Jew or Jewish Magyar," 
Canadian-American Slavic Studies, VII, 1 (Spring 1974): 1-44. 
7. As English is not the language of Dr. Vago's usual academic environment , his paper 
was more extensively edited f rom the point of style and presentation than the other essays 
in this volume. 
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The Radicalization 
of Hungary's Swabian Minority after 1935 

Thomas Spira 

After World War I, the victorious Allies redrew the national 
boundaries of the defeated Central Powers, partly in order to 
liberate their various ethnic minorities. The Paris Peace treaties 
might have redressed a few of these peoples' plight, but tensions 
between some of the East Central European states and their 
German-speaking minorities soon poisoned the international 
atmosphere and opened the door to German penetration of the 
region. The literature concerning these intra-national 
controversies is vast. Trianon Hungary's German minority, the 
so-called Swabians, has received fairly extensive coverage by 
Hungarian, Austrian, German and North American area 
specialists.1 In spite of this, with the exception of Lorant 
Tilkovszky, no scholar has investigated in depth the 
radicalization of Hungary's Swabian minority, a process that 
began shortly after Hitler's Machtergreifung in Germany. 

This study explains how the Volksdeutsche Kameradschaft 
(VK), the pro-Nazi wing of Hungary's Swabian movement, 
endeavoured to wrest concessions from the Hungarian 
government after 1935. 2 It concentrates on the year 1938, a 
crucial watershed not only for Hungary, but for the entire 
Danubian area. The Third Reich achieved hegemony in Central 
Europe that year. Austria was incorporated into Germany in 
March, and Czechoslovakia's Sudetenland followed in October. 
For the first time, Hungary and Germany shared a common 
frontier in what had once been Austria before the Anschluss. 
Now, Hungary risked being isolated from Poland and Italy by 
further German advances in Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. 
The Magyars were alarmed lest these external perils be 
exacerbated by internal difficulties. The government and public 
feared that Nazi propaganda would seduce the Swabians, 
especially those residing in Hungary's western counties adjoining 
former Austrian territory. 



During the early postwar years, the few Swabian volkisch 
(nationally conscious) radicals had been harmlessly dispersed 
in the government-sponsored Ungarlandisch-Deutscher 
Volksbildungsverein (UDV), the only Swabian cultural 
organization tolerated in Trianon Hungary. When the dissidents 
within the UDV, mainly young intellectuals, seceded from the 
parent organization in 1935, they still lacked mass support. But 
by 1938, the VK had begun to attract devoted followers from 
among a growing number of disaffected Swabians stimulated by 
Germany's successes. The Deutscher Volksbote (DV), the VK's 
official monthly publication, served as an efficient propaganda 
tool by combining thinly disguised National Socialist docrinal 
appeals with protestations of Hungarian patriotism. 3 The DV's 
editorials and articles were couched in eloquent but simple prose, 
so that the average Swabian peasant or worker might readily 
comprehend the essence of their volkisch messages. The DV's 
1938 issues are particularly pertinent. They clarify how the VK's 
radical leaders sought to secure a special position in Hungary for 
their co-ethnics by exploiting Swabian desires for local autonomy 
and indigenous educational facilities. 

A historical survey of the Swabians' position in Hungary 
explains some of the VK's reasons for demanding change.4 

Prewar Hungary's German population of nearly two million out 
of eighteen million inhabitants had been vastly reduced as a 
result of the country's dismemberment.5 On June 4, 1920, the 
Treaty of Trianon ratified most of the post-war territorial 
changes. Hungary's population shrank by about two-thirds, and 
her territory by nearly three-quarters. This treaty also dictated 
several measures, including an array of regulations for the 
treatment of Hungary's remaining ethnic minorities. 
Post-Trianon Hungary's population of about eight-and-a-half 
million included a few scattered Rumanians, Slovaks, and Serbs. 
But the German minority was fairly numerous and influential. 
In 1930, the number of Hungarian citizens claiming to be 
German approached a half million, or nearly 6 percent of 
Hungary's total population. Only about 100,000 of them were 
scattered throughout Trianon Hungary. The remainder resided 
in strategic regions near Yugoslavia; around Budapest not far 
from the Czechoslovak frontier; and in the counties adjoining 
Austria.6 

At war's end, Hungary's rulers enjoyed what they perceived to 



be an unprecedented advantage. For many centuries, Hungary 
had been a multinational country; now, she had become a 
Magyar state, with the major exception of the Swabians. Postwar 
leaders wanted Magyars to be the dominant nationality. 
Non-Magyars could use their mother tongue, maintain their 
cultural heritage, and attend ethnic elementary schools in 
localities having sizeable minority populations, if they desired. 
However, if non-Magyars wished to succeed in professional 
careers or ascend the social ladder, they had to learn Magyar, 
and adopt Magyar cultural norms.7 

Hungary's plans for a homogeneous Magyar nation-state 
clashed with growing Swabian autonomist aspirations. Before 
the war, the Swabians had been patriotic Hungarians, despite 
assimilationist practices that eroded their intelligentsia and thus 
imperilled their long-term ethnic survival. During the war, their 
leader, Professor Jakob Bleyer, conceded that the Hungarian 
state had every right to Magyarize the Swabian intelligentsia. It 
was, he believed, a normal part of urbanization and 
modernization through the natural process of acculturation. 
Swabian rural culture would survive these losses, but only if the 
German ethnic village school system remained vigorous.8 

Shortly after the war, Bleyer changed his view about the 
passive role of Swabians in Hungarian society. As Minister of 
Education in postwar Hungary's first conservative government, 
Bleyer declared that the Swabians would have to be integrated 
into the Hungarian state system, although they would retain their 
linguistic and ethnic identity. German instruction in the nation's 
Swabian elementary schools and effective cultural programming 
directed mainly at Swabian rural communities, he thought, 
would ensure Swabian ethnic survival.9 Until his death in 
December 1933, Bleyer campaigned ceaselessly to preserve and 
improve German-language elementary village schools, and for 
the right of Swabian cultural associations to function 
undisturbed. But Hungary's rural intelligentsia, especially the 
Magyarized Swabian village teachers and clergymen, thwarted 
Swabian desires for adequate German instruction. The UDV 
functioned under strict government surveillance and supervision. 
Its range and types of operations were so severely curtailed that its 
social and cultural functions failed to satisfy Swabian aspirations. 

In June 1935, a simmering controversy involving Swabian 
moderates led by Gustav Gratz, Bleyer's successor as head of the 



UDV, and Swabian radicals directed by the UDV general 
secretary Franz Basch, erupted in a bitter confrontation. The 
Hungarian authorities had indicted Basch for having publicly 
defamed the Magyar nation. Basch was charged with treason, 
tried, convicted, and sentenced to a long jail term. Gratz 
immediately ordered Basch's resignation from his UDV post. 
When Basch refused, Gratz replaced him. Basch and his 
followers therupon bolted, formed the VK, a rival organization, 
and began publicizing their views in the DV. This schism 
involving pro-government Swabian moderates under Gratz and 
the Nazi-oriented volkisch radicals under Basch was now 
complete and irreversible.10 

The secessionists faced a number of difficult tasks. They had 
to persuade Swabians that the VK merited their support. This 
they did by enunciating various programmes designed to improve 
the economic, political, and cultural conditions of Swabian 
society without offending or frightening the Magyar public and 
the government. But by 1938 the Reich was much stronger than 
it had been in 1935. Almost simultaneously with the Austrian 
Anschluss, the VK escalated its demands on the Hungarian 
government. The radicals desired a better deal in the Swabian 
minority school system and special constitutional status for the 
Swabian minority. 

In the VK's view, a thorough reform of Hungary's minority 
school system was long overdue. In the late 19th century, the 
German schools had prospered; but a number of ordinances 
deprived German-speaking students of all but elementary 
schools. Shortly after the war, even these institutions came close 
to extinction. A school law in 1923 created three types of 
minority institutions: Type A schools, or pure minority 
institutions, where Magyar was taught only as a subject; Type B 
schools, or mixed minority-Magyar institutions; and Type C 
schools, or Magyar institutions where German was taught only as 
a subject. In each community, parents and school boards 
decided which type of instruction would prevail. Only state-run 
institutions had to obey the law, but 86 percent of the Swabian 
schools were confessional. These were almost totally dominated 
by Magyar or Magyarized clergymen, and consequently Swabian 
parents desiring German education for their offspring in 
church-run schools rarely made headway.11 Most Swabian 
parents had no choice but to send their children to 



better-endowed and more adequately equipped Magyar 
institutions. Consequently, Bleyer and other Swabian leaders 
kept complaining to the government that the new regulation had 
failed to improve Swabian minority education. 

Responding to mounting complaints, the government released 
a new school law in 1935 which abolished all but Type B 
institutions. By September 1, 1938, all Swabian children would 
have to choose either Type B schools, if their parents or local 
school bqards desired them, or Magyar establishments. The new 
regulation failed to stem the tide of complaints by the radicals. 
Pedagogically, the DV considered Hungarian minority education 
absurd.12 Type B institutions were not minority schools at all; 
rather, the government's instruments for assimilating Swabian 
children.13 They were not staffed with competent German 
pedagogues, but by Magyar teachers with only a smattering of 
German. Teachers desiring minority education in the rural 
elementary schools faced retaliation by local functionaries, and 
risked obstructionism whenever they ordered German texts.14 

From the volkisch perspective, bilingual minority schools violated 
the spirit of Volkstum. Georg Goldschmidt, editor of the DV, 
explained that bilingual schools were not truly German schools, 
even when they were taught by qualified non-German 
teachers.15 It was insufficient, in his view, merely to instruct 
children in the various disciplines; they had to be taught in 
perfect German and indoctrinated in the volkisch context. 
Swabian pupils would have to be acculturated in the German 
spirit, taught Magyar only as a subject, but at the same time 
encouraged to be Hungarian patriots.1 6 

The DV publicized many complaints lodged by distraught 
parents against alleged abuses in the minority school system, and 
it offered several short and long-range remedies. The paper 
complained that the minority school system was dominated by 
Magyarized Swabian teachers, clergymen, and administrators 
who disdained German educational standards. It cited Somogy 
County, where German instruction had been banned by local 
officials since before the war in defiance of parental protests. In 
some localities, Swabian pupils were being punished for chatting 
in German after school hours. In more than one community, 
school prayers and other religious services had to be conducted in 
Magyar.17 

The VK survey of several Swabian and mixed villages disclosed 



a pattern of alleged violations. In nearly all instances the clerical 
teaching staff refused to permit German instruction of any type. 
These instructors either disregarded parental groups' decisions in 
favour of minority language instruction, or they sought to 
persuade parents to abolish German classes in favour of Magyar 
schools. In some localities, Magyarized clergymen or school 
authorities forbade parental groups to assemble; in others they 
tried to intimidate them. Allegedly, the gendarmerie was 
occasionally summoned to frighten the simple Swabian peasant 
folk. In some areas, parents were threatened with economic and 
other forms of discrimination.18 In most villages, efforts to 
introduce the government's bilingual instruction plan were either 
defeated or indefinitely delayed.19 Consequently, the villagers 
had to accept pure Magyar educational facilities for their 
children. 

Zealous Magyar and Magyarized officials viewed the German 
educational system as a potential conduit for the dissemination of 
Pan-German and National Socialist propaganda among Swabian 
youth. In their own minds, sabotaging German instruction in the 
nation's schools served lofty patriotic purposes and thus made a 
lot of sense. Of course, the VK judged these practices from 
entirely different perspectives. In February 1938 Goldschmidt 
complained that the problems plaguing the German school 
system had intensified. The 1935 school law had aroused 
Swabian hopes and expectation which had been totally dashed 
thus far. All Swabian attempts to have school violations 
redressed had been thwarted by hostile administrators, who 
cleverly manipulated the system in defiance of the laws. Local 
functionaries laboured tirelessly to block parental requests for 
bilingual schools. If parental groups refused to cooperate, these 
officials would address the local school board, and badger its 
members until they agreed to establish pure Magyar institutions 
in the district. Indeed, after December 15, 1937, these pressure 
tactics bore their frui t . By virtue of a new decree, the nearly 400 
minority schools situated in Swabian and mixed-language 
districts had to choose pure Magyar schools, unless they adopted 
bilingual instruction.20 Once they had chosen Magyar 
educational facilities for their children, the parents could not 
change their minds. 

The central government kept insisting that minority education 
would survive in the spirit of the 1935 school law; but the 



December 1937 ordinance encouraged officials far removed from 
the government's scrutiny to thwart Swabian parental desires for 
minority schools in favour of Magyar institutions.21 In the 
October 1938 issue of the DV, a prominent Swabian complained 
that the September 1, 1938 deadline for the 1935 school law had 
come and gone, but that effective bilingual education was still no 
closer than before.22 A few months earlier, Goldschmidt had 
suggested safeguards to ensure the unhindered functioning of 
bilingual instruction. According to a clause in the school law, if 
at least forty parents in each locality submitted a written petition 
demanding minority education for their offspring, then the 
school authorities had to comply. Under this system, the 
government claimed, hostile officials would be unable to 

23 
outmanoeuvre parental groups. Goldschmidt suggested, 
therefore, that only written parental appeals be accepted by 
responsible officials.24 

Around the middle of 1938, the DV's campaign to combat 
minority school violations reached a new stage. Previously, the 
VK had grudgingly supported the 1935 school law, which it now 
wished to discredit by disparaging the concept of bilingual 
education. The VK sought an entirely new approach to German 
minority instruction. This sudden transformation coincided with 
the Austrian Anschluss. The Swabian radicals were emboldened 
by the Third Reich's appearance on Hungary's western border, 
and by the growing National Socialist influence among the 
region's sizeable Swabian population. In February, the DV had 
still vigorously promoted bilingual education. It had dispatched 
numerous agents bearing printed petition sheets to Swabian and 
mixed-language villages, in hopes of encouraging parents to seek 
bilingual education for their children. At that time, 
Goldschmidt had labelled anyone obstructing this campaign "not 
only an opponent and an enemy, but an irresponsible 
scoundrel."2 5 

By May, however, Goldschmidt had changed his mind. He 
condemned the government for having failed to promote the 
1935 school law properly. In the same breath he repudiated the 
act, because its terms allegedly violated Hungarian law, and 
because parental groups would never be able to secure its 
implementation. The minority school dilemma would fester, in 
his view, until Swabians could send their children to German 
schools. Goldschmidt solemnly pledged to persevere until this 
objective was attained.26 



In July 1938, the DV moderated its stand on education, but not 
because it experienced a change of heart. Minister of Education 
Count Pal Teleki had delivered a stern warning to Swabians 
regarding minority instruction. The government would 
encourage their legitimate cultural and ethnic peculiarities, 
Teleki promised, but the authorities would resist any schemes 
devised under the guise of defending minority rights, if the 
government considered them harmful . Wherever non-Magyars 
desired to establish minority institutions in the spirit of the 1935 
school law, they could do so, but only if the government 
approved. In Swabian regions with Magyar minorities, Magyar 
institutions would have to be established to serve magyar pupils. 
Teleki believed that Swabian educational aspirations would now 
be satisfied, and the government expected all further agitation to 
cease. Goldschmidt accepted Teleki's plan, but only if Magyar 
children attended Magyar schools, and Swabian children 
enrolled exclusively in Swabian institutions. In the past, pressure 
had been brought to bear on Swabian children to attend Magyar 
schools. This would no longer be tolerated. Goldschmidt urged 
a gentlemen's agreement, whereby assimilation of either 
nationality would be legally forbidden. He also suggested that in 
the bilingual schools, German subjects be taught exclusively by 
German teachers in the volkisch spirit.27 

In early November 1938, the Third Reich's influence in 
Hungary increased. That month the First Vienna Award 
restored large stretches of Czechoslovak soil with about 
one-million jubilant Magyars to Hungary. At the same time, the 
DV began to get more critical.28 Heinrich Miihl wrote that as 
far back as 1923 the Swabians had doubted whether Hungary's 
minority school laws would ever be effective. In his view, the 
Magyars had never taken minority institutions seriously, and only 
used them to assimilate Swabian youth, rather than to create 
unilingual German institutions. In order to remedy this injustice, 
the government would have to consent to Swabian school 
autonomy. The ethnic community would serve as a corporate 
structure, and the VK would lead it. He warned the Magyars 
that not only individual German rights, but the demands of the 
Swabian Volksgemeinschaft would have to be honoured.29 

The VK's idea of what constituted a nation differed from the 
Magyars' understanding of that term. The VK adopted Hitler's 
definition, which the DV sloganized in its February 1938 issue: 



"We are all sons of the German Volk, no mat ter where our cradle 
rocked."3 0 To the Swabians, nation and state were two distinct 
concepts. A person's membership in the nation hinged 
exclusively on his birth, whereas his affiliation with the state was 
a matter of personal choice. Nationality was thus an exclusive 
corporation created by God. It consisted of individuals linked by 
language, race, culture, and shared historical experiences.31 

The Magyars believed in assimilating alien peoples in the Magyar 
cultural and linguistic stream. To be a Magyar was a voluntary 
act of accepting Magyar cultural and political norms. To a 
Magyar, nation and state were synonymous and overlapping 
concepts. 

The VK recognized that an unbridgeable gulf separated the 
volksbewusst Swabians from the assimilationist and pragmatic 
Magyar majority. The DV identified and clarified some of these 
seemingly irreconcilable differences. Its writers tried to convince 
the Hungarian public that, far from menacing Magyar values in 
Hungary, the Swabians would become the Magyars' best friends 
once they were appeased. Agidius Faulstich, a VK leader, 
considered it a "ticklish contemporary problem" to create the 
type of relationship between an ethnic minority and its 
motherland that would not be misconstrued as an unwelcome or 
disturbing intrusion by the host country.3 3 In the current 
situation, the DV believed that responsibility for peaceful 
coexistence rested on Magyar shoulders. T h e Swabians had 
neither the wish not the strength to destroy the Magyars' 
dominance in Hungary. But the Magyars' belief in assimilation 
raised the spectre of extinction in the eyes of the Swabians, and 
contributed to the bitterness of their rhetoric. T h e Swabians had 
to convince the Magyar public that as much as they desired 
bilingual education, and welcomed economic opportunities and 
personal advancement in Hungarian society, they wished to 
preserve their German Volkstum even more. 3 4 Also that all the 
other problems besetting Swabian society would have to be 
remedied within an autonomous ethnic framework.3 5 

After the Anschluss, Franz Basch appealed to the Magyar 
middle classes to forsake their "pathological fear of 
Pan-Germanism, National Socialism, or just united German 
power." The Magyars must recognize that the assimilationist era 
was over. The Swabians were caught up in the same process of 
nationalist enthusiasm as Germans everywhere. Basch attempted 



to placate the Magyar middle classes: they ought to be of good 
cheer, because Swabian beliefs did not violate the spirit of the 
Hungarian constitution, and whatever the Swabians demanded, 
harmonized with Hungarian laws. Swabians would remain 
Hungarian patriots, but simultaneously venerate the German 
Volk,36 

These protestations of devotion to Hungary coincided with the 
negotiations involving attempts by the VK to persuade the 
government to grant the Swabian ethnic group official legal 
status. According to the DV, the government rejected such a 
proposal, but conceded that the VK demonstrated "good will." 
The DV cautioned, however, that Hungary could not 
permanently veto Swabian requests to regulate their own 
affairs.37 A people thwarted for too long might easily become 
radicalized. 38 The July issue prominently featured Bela Imredy's 
June 2nd speech, in which the Prime Minister pledged to fulfill 
Swabian demands. He accused local officials who were para-
lizing the minority laws as having "regressive minds." 39 

For months, the VK prepared the public for a comprehensive 
view of its programme. T h e July issue of the DV emerged with a 
tentative listing of Swabian demands. These included the right 
to choose a Swabian leader; the resolution of the school problem; 
freedom to organize a political party; and "permission to live 
according to the laws of the state and the eternal laws of 
nature."4 0 In August, Goldschmidt presented a detailed, 
definitive eight-point programme.4 1 The Swabian ethnic 
community would have to be recognized as a corporate structure, 
and the school problem would have to be solved in the spirit of 
the 1868 nationality law. According to Goldschmidt's erroneous 
interpretation of this legislation, bilingual schools would be 
gradually transformed into German institutions, German 
teachers and texts would be made available, and all types of 
German schools would be created except universities. Swabians 
would be able to publish newspapers and magazines, establish 
autonomous clubs and associations, launch financial drives, 
conduct church services exclusively in German, and organize 
their own political party. This programme, which Goldschmidt 
labelled as the VK's maximum demands, was rejected by the 
government.42 Goldschmidt complained that, in the long run, 
the government's rejection was unacceptable. After all —he 
argued—the Magyars demanded similar rights for their own 



compatriots in the Successor States.43 Hungary could not expect 
the Czechs, Rumanians, and Yugoslavs to treat their Magyar 
minorities properly, if the Magyars of Hungary "abused" their 
own ethnic groups. Moreover, Hungary would never be able to 
fulfill her vaunted leadership in the Danube Basin unless she 
succeeded in organizing the region's varied nationalities in a 
Hungarian empire that would grant ethnic autonomy to all 
non-Magyars. 44 

On November 26, 1938, the radical Swabians gained a 
temporary victory. The Volksbund der Deutschen in Ungarn 
(VDU), a new organization created in competition with the UDV, 
with Franz Basch as its leader, launched Hungary's volkisch 
Swabians on the road to exclusive control of the German 
minority. The VK's 1938 triumph was short-lived. Popular 
protest forced Prime Minister Imredy to shelve the agreement. 
The VK temporarily muted its attack on the Hungarian 
government, on direct orders from Berlin. The Third Reich 
wished to avoid antagonizing Hungary at a time when her 
support would be needed on the eve of the planned attack on 
Poland. 45 

Two years later, however, the Swabians reached their goal. On 
August 30, 1940, Hungary granted privileged status to the 
Hungarian Volksdeutsche, on the same day the 
German-sponsored Second Vienna Award was announced. 
German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop and Hungarian Foreign 
Minister Csaky signed an agreement that established the 
Volksbund as the Hungarian German minority's exclusive legal 
representative. Having gained the status of a corporate body, the 
Swabian Volksgruppe now functioned virtually as a state within a 
state, and could legally engage as an equal in every type of 
political economic, cultural and educational activity.46 

It would be tempting to ascribe the VK's short-lived victory in 
1938 to the persistence and perspicacity of the volkisch Swabian 
leaders. In fact, the VK's unswerving determination on behalf of 
Volkstum, and its leaders' unbending views on the nature of 
nationality, frightened Hungary's public and government. In a 
flash of common-sense insight, the DV observed early in 1938 
that, if an ethnic group desired to overthrow the Staatsvolk (the 
dominant nationality), or if the latter insisted on assimilating the 
former, a struggle was certain to ensue.47 VK protestations of 
loyalty to Hungary notwithstanding, most Magyars remained 



convinced that the Swabians in fact favoured the German Volk 
over the Hungarian nation-state. Conversely, most Swabians 
(and not only the radicals) were equally certain that Hungary 
expected every non-Magyar citizen to become fully assimilated. 
Only Germany's mediation between the two ideologically 
incompatible groups and their irreconcilable national objectives 
was able to defuse the controversies dividing Lhem, albeit only 
temporarily. Thus , Swabian autonomy, achieved in August of 
1940, was not a bona fide settlement of Magyar-Swabian 
differences, but a Diktat imposed on Hungary by the Third Reich 
for favours rendered. 

The Swabian-Magyar controversy suggests that it may be 
impossible to settle differences definitively and equitably when 
fundamentally antagonistic creeds are involved. Hungary's 
Magyars embraced the nation-state principle, whereas the 
Swabian radicals subscribed to a volkisch philosophy. A 
compromise was out of the question, as the Swabian moderates 
discovered. Before Hitler's rise to power, a Hungarian citizen of 
German descent could simultaneously honour the German 
cultural nation and the Hungarian political nation-state; 
National Socialism, however, demanded single-minded devotion 
of all Germans to both the cultural and the political nation. 

By insisting that even expatriate Germans be bound by these 
volkisch rules, the Third Reich forfeited its enviable position as 
an honest broker in all controversies in which other East Central 
European countries became embroiled in disputes with their 
indigenous German populations. Even at best, the involvement 
of a powerful third party in an intra-national dispute is bound to 
inhibit a lasting settlement. It not only tends to eliminate the 
possibility of a just resolution, but the imposition of a forced or a 
simplistic solution for complex issues also tends to aggravate the 
original grievances. Resentments then smoulder over the years, 
only to confront future generations with an intensified crisis. As 
the postwar expulsion of a large proportion of Hungary's 
German-speaking population on charges of treason attests, the 
docrinaire Nazi-imposed solution to the Swabian problem could 
not last. 
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The Role of the Christian Churches 
in the Rescue of the Budapest Jews* 

Leslie Laszlo 

With the German occupation of Hungary on March 19, 1944, the 
sovereignty of Hungary was de facto terminated. The Gestapo 
launched a manhunt against the anti-German personages of 
Hungarian public life and cast those who did not succeed in 
concealing themselves into prison. Prime Minister Miklos Kallay 
found temporary refuge at the Turkish Embassy.1 Regent Miklos 
Horthy at first thought of abdicating, but his fear that he would 
thereby be giving the Germans a free hand to subjugate the 
country completely and put the Arrow Cross Party into power 
caused him to remain.2 In this way he actually succeeded in 
preventing the implementation of the Germans' plan for 
Operation Margarethe II. Had this plan been carried out a 
considerable part of the country would have been given as booty 
to the Rumanians, Slovaks and Croatians, while the remaining 
part would have been subjected, as hostile territory, to a German 
military dictatorship. Horthy also succeeded, when the new 
government was formed, in preventing the coming to power of 
the Arrow Cross Party. It was primarily due to his tenacious 
rear-guard struggle that a few of the more moderate members of 
the old establishment received a place in the extreme right wing 

*A summary of this paper was presented to the meeting 
of the Central and East European Studies Association of Canada 
in Montreal, June 4-5, 1980. Particular importance and actuality 
is lent to this study by the recent publication of Randolph L. 
Braham, The Politics of Genocide-, The Holocaust in Hungary, 2 
vols. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981). In this 
massive work, which was intended to become and to remain 
the most authoritative documentation on this subject, in the 
chapter on "The Attitude and Reactions of the Christian 
Churches" (v. II, pp. 1027-56), Braham completely ignores the 
Churches' role in the rescue of Jews and accuses them of silent 
complicity in the genocide. 



government demanded by the Germans, and that the 
administration also remained for the time being in the hands of 
the old civil servants.3 Nevertheless, it was clear that it was no 
longer possible to blindfold the Germans by means of apparent 
concessions. 

Hitler insisted that the new government break completely with 
the "seesaw politics" of Kallay and demonstrate its loyalty to its 
powerful ally by absolute submission to German interests — which 
was to include the "solution" on the German model of the Jewish 
question. Horthy did not wish to accept the responsibility for the 
forcible actions that could be foreseen and therefore withdrew 
into almost complete passivity after the appointment of the 
Sztojay government. He no longer participated in the meetings 
of the Council of Ministers, he no longer chose to exercise his 
customary right of preliminary sanction of legislative acts and 
orders in council, and did not receive visitors. Horthy attempted 
in this way to make it known to the world, and especially to the 
Germans, that he regarded himself a prisoner.4 Moreover, the 
German military honour guard kept watch over the entrance of 
the Royal Palace in which the Regent's offices and living quarters 
were located, thereby giving visible evidence to everyone that the 
head of the Hungarian state stood under the surveillance of 
foreign soldiers. It was only at the end of June that Horthy 
emerged from this inactive seclusion, when the cries for help from 
the persecuted Jews and the protests being raised in their behalf 
at home and abroad finally prompted him to act. 

As feared, the gravest consequence of the German occupation 
was the campaign of extermination started against the Jews of 
Hungary, who numbered some 800,000 persons. This affected 
not only the Jews, as in addition to those of the Jewish religion, 
tens of thousands of Christians were classified as "Jews." The 
inhuman cruelty culminating in mass murder was tantamount to 
an attack on justice and morality; there could be no place for 
neutrality or indifference; humankind had to protest. This duty 
fell with even greater weight on the Churches, who were called to 
be the protectors of God's laws and of Christian morality. 

The Apostolic Nuncio, Msgr. Angelo Rotta, as the 
representative of Pope Pius XII, called on Prime Minister Dome 
Sztojay immediately after the formation of the new government 
and asked moderation of him in connection with the planned 
measures against the Jews. As persecution of the Jews assumed 



ever increasing proportions during the following weeks and 
months, the Apostolic Nunciature besieged the Foreign Ministry 
and the Prime Ministry with a veritable legion of official notes 
and personal protests, but with little success. 5 

The German occupation took the leaders of the Churches by 
surprise as much as it did the ordinary citizenry, and were just as 
much at a loss as to what course of action to follow. Under the 
influence of initial outrage, the leadership of the Protestant 
Churches decided to follow a policy of passive resistance toward 
the occupying power and toward the puppet government it had 
forced upon the nation; in other words, they would avoid all 
contact with them. This decision, however, proved to be 
completely unrealistic and the policy of passivity had to be given 
up within the first few days, since such a tremendous number of 
requests for assistance descended upon the Churches that they 
were forced to intervene before the government and the 
administrative authorities on behalf of the persecuted.6 The 
representatives of the Churches had never before spent so much 
time making the rounds to various Ministries and other public 
authorities and had never submitted so many petitions and 
requests to state organs as they did in the mat ter of the "Jewish 
question" during the months of the German occupation. 

In connection with the first discriminatory directives —which 
prescribed that persons classified as Jews be marked by a yellow 
star and that they be subjected to the Hungarian Jewish Council 
which had been set up at the command of the Germans —the 
efforts of the Christian Churches were primarily directed toward 
obtaining the exemption of baptized Jews f rom these directives.7 

These measures bore toward the baptized Jews the semblance of 
their being cast out from Christianity and being forcibly returned 
to the Jewish community and were therefore especially 
humiliating. When, however, the cruel and barbarous decrees 
which followed one another in quick succession became known, 
the leaders of the Churches could not watch all this passively. 
The government in the course of a few short weeks deprived the 
nearly one million persons classified as Jews of all their rights of 
citizenship, their jobs, their property, and finally drove them out 
of their homes and confined them to ghettos, and, taking away 
their food ration coupons, doomed them to slow extinction. 
Although Church leaders continued to regard as their first duty 
the protection and rescue of their own co-religionists, the 



baptized Jews, at the same time they condemned, in the name of 
the love commanded by Christ and the demands of natural law 
and humanity, all injustice and inhumanity and asked that these 
be stopped, or at the least mitigated.8 

The position of the Church leaders was not an easy one. Prince 
Primate Seredi bitterly complained that the government 
prepared everything in secret, without informing the Prince 
Primate in advance, as was customary of laws and decrees 
affecting the Church.9 Moreover, when Seredi protested against 
measures that were already being carried out, the Prime Minister 
and his colleagues, feigning ignorance, simply denied 
everything.10 The experience of the Calvinist Bishop Laszlo 
Ravasz was similar. Bishop Ravasz, as the representative of the 
Protestant Churches, went to see Regent Horthy, a Protestant 
himself, several times on behalf of the Jews and was shocked to see 
how the Regent himself was being misled by his ministers and 
generals.11 When the Apostolic Nuncio, the Prince Primate, 
Bishop Ravasz, or others went to see the government with 
trustworthy data at hand about the Jews being forced into 
ghettos, the horrifying conditions that prevailed there, and the 
appalling cruelties of the Gestapo and the gendarmes, the 
ministers pretended never to have heard of these or claimed that 
these things were merely fabrications of enemy propaganda, 
primarily of the BBC. Later, they admitted about the 
deportations only that a few thousand Jews had gone to work in 
Germany.12 The few concessions and mitigations, obtained for 
baptized Jews by the Churches, were almost completely 
disregarded in practice by the authorities.13 In a similar 
manner, the promises of the government regarding humane 
treatment of the Jews, the termination of cruelties against them, 
and the reprisals against abuses of authority remained but empty 
words. 

In view of the duplicity of the government, there were some 
among the clergy as well as the laity who judged further 
discussions to be futile and would have preferred the Primate to 
publicly and openly denounce the government.14 Cardinal 
Seredi felt, however, that his open condemnation of the 
government —which the censorship then in effect would have 
prevented from coming to the knowledge of the public 15 — 
would not in the least have alleviated the fate of the 
persecuted, and in his eyes this alone counted.1 6 Realizing that 



because of the German occupation the Hungarian government's 
freedom of action was severely limited, the Prince Primate 
admonished those in power with great self-control and patience 
to bring about the cessation of cruelties and to treat the Jews 
humanely. He attempted in this way to obtain in the way of 
exemptions and mitigation the most that the government could 
grant under the given circumstances without incurring the wrath 
of the Germans. 

In the eyes of the Prince Primate and the Protestant 
ecclesiastical leaders, the Sztojay government still constituted the 
lesser evil compared to an Arrow Cross government completely 
under German direction. In the spring of 1944 there was no 
other alternative.17 Not every member of the Sztojay 
government agreed with such a bestial "solution" of the Jewish 
question; there could be some hope that certain changes or some 
alleviation might be obtained through the more humane 
members of the Council of Ministers. Cardinal Seredi evaluated 
the situation correctly when he distinguished three tendencies 
within the government. According to him, in addition to those 
who blindly persecuted the Jews, there were those who watched 
everything with indifference, while a third group would have 
liked to undo the whole thing, wishing that it had never 
happened.1 8 Prime Minister Dome Sztojay himself spoke up 
several times during meetings of the Council of Ministers against 
the cruelties being perpetrated and urged humane treatment.1 9 

Bela Imredy, the former Prime Minister, who entered the 
government on May 23 as Chief Minister for Economic Affairs, 
also spoke up in a similar manner.2 0 Both of them were afraid of 
the Germans however and allowed themselves to be misled with 
regard to the conditions that really existed by Minister of the 
Interior Andor Jaross and by Under-Secretaries of State Laszlo 
Endre and Laszlo Baky, the fanatical executors of the 
extermination of the Jews.21 

The most humane viewpoint within the government was 
represented by Miklos Arnothy Jungerth, State Secretary for 
Foreign Affairs. Although Sztojay had retained the portfolio for 
Foreign Affairs for himself, he had, because of the pressure of his 
duties as Prime Minister, delegated the direction of the Foreign 
Ministry to Arnothy Jungerth. The latter thus participated in the 
meetings of the Council of Ministers, where he had the 
opportunity to acquaint the ministers with the protests of foreign 



countries and urged more humane handling of the Jewish 
question, for the sake of the foreign political interests of the 
country.2 2 He thereby incurred the anger of Jaross, who 
regarded the Jews as belonging exclusively to the sphere of 
competence of the Ministry of the Interior.23 But there can be 
no doubt that acquainting the Council of Ministers with the 
gradually increasing and strengthening protests f rom abroad had 
some effect on its members. 

The Apostolic Nuncio, Msgr. Angelo Rotta, who was aware of 
Arnothy Jungerth's good will and humanity, asked for his 
assistance in supporting the protests and petitions that he 
directed to the government, and the Deputy Foreign Minister 
readily complied.24 The Nunciature also attempted to influence 
Imredy, who was known to be a devout Catholic.25 And Imredy, 
as already mentioned, spoke out against the atrocities and 
recommended moderation. Prince Primate Seredi also contacted 
Imredy, and Prime Minister Sztojay as well, and attempted to 
appeal to their humanitarian feelings. He dealt most frequently, 
however, with Istvan Antal, the Minister for Religion and 
Education, since the maintenance of contact between the 
government and the Churches was traditionally the task of the 
Minister of Cults, as the incumbent of this office was usually 
called. Antal had the reputation of being an unscrupulous 
opportunist, who promised everything to the Prince Primate, 
only to deny it all calmly later. 26 It is true that he was not one of 
those who approved without any reservations the atrocities 
perpetrated against the Jews, but he was afraid of the Germans 
and did not dare oppose Jaross.27 A more human attitude and 
greater courage was manifested by his subordinate, 
Under-Secretary of State for Cults Miklos Mester. The 
ecclesiastical leaders turned primarily to him for intervention. At 
the noted meeting of the Council of Ministers held on June 21, in 
the matter of the protests raised against the deportations, it was 
Mester who, at the request of Antal, presented the position of the 
Churches. In this connection, he not only spoke up against the 
illegal actions of the Minister of the Interior, but dared to 
recommend that Jewish affairs be taken completely out of the 
sphere of competence of the Ministry of the Interior.2 8 

The cautious course of action followed by the ecclesiastical 
leaders and their seeming silence during the initial phase of the 
persecutions appeared to many people as cold indifference, lack 



of sympathy, and even tacit consent. In order to dispel the 
doubts and misunderstandings connected with the conduct of the 
Church, Cardinal Seredi issued a pastoral letter on May 17, 1944 
in which he related the discussions he had conducted with the 
government and the results achieved thereby, which he himself 
termed "meagre." 29 Against the accusations claiming that the 
Church had done nothing for the persecuted, Cardinal Seredi 
declared: "I must state the fact openly that (it has not been the 
fault), nor the neglect of myself, nor of the Hungarian Catholic 
Episcopate, that my long and weary negotiations with the 
competent home-government authorities, especially with the 
Prime Minister, could not produce better results, since I rose in 
defense of Justice in general, and of the natural and innate, viz., 
legally acquired rights of our Catholic brethren in particular." 30 

As to why he did not raise his voice in public, the Prince Primate 
gave the following reasons: "If we kept our many and strenuous 
negotiations secret before the general public and if we did not 
publicly oppose the grievous regulations, this was done for the 
sake of our cause and in the desire not to aggravate the position of 
the Royal Hungarian Government. We did not wish to furnish 
anybody with a pretext for launching, parallel to our official 
negotiations, attacks upon our Catholic brethren —not yet 
affected by the regulations— and upon the rights and institutions 
of our Church, which might have resulted in the curtailing of its 
rights or the withdrawal of the concessions granted. We have 
neither abandoned nor betrayed the true cause or our Catholic 
brethren, but under the prevailing circumstances we could 
achieve no more."3 1 Although the pastoral letter was officially 
addressed to the bishops, the Prince Primate wished to speak to a 
wider audience, primarily to the members of the Church who 
were of Jewish descent and who were suffering persecution. "I am 
asking the members of the Most Reverend Episcopate, and 
through them also our priests that we inform the interested 
parties in an appropriate manner and way, by word of mouth. 
And let us make them, who are affected by the iniquitous orders, 
understand, that, as far as I know, no one else, excepting us, took 
interest in their protection, and if they received relief in some 
peaceful way, they must ascribe it perhaps entirely to us, their 
bishops." 32 

In the middle of May, the deportation of the provincial Jews to 
Auschwitz and the other death-camps was started. The 



government again met the protests of the Nuncio and of the 
Hungarian ecclesiastical leaders with deception, procrastination, 
evasive answers, and lies. While the ecclesiastical leaders and the 
foreign embassies were awaiting a satisfactory answer to their 
protest memoranda, the authorities under the leadership of 
Adolf Eichmann's Sonderkommando were transporting out of the 
country with incredible speed hundreds of thousands of persons 
in crowded cattle cars. As early as May 10, Cardinal Seredi in-
formed the government in a memorandum that if the atrocities 
did not cease, the Episcopate would be forced to condemn 
publicly the policy of the government. 33 

The situation in the meantime deteriorated to such extent that 
the authorities did not even honour the promises made by the 
government in regard to the spiritual care of the Christians in the 
ghettos. The Bishop of Gyor, Baron Vilmos Apor, who was 
president of the Holy Cross Society dedicated to the protection of 
baptized Jews, had especially bitter experiences. The local 
authorities prevented him from taking spiritual succour to his 
Catholic faithful suffering in the ghetto and, while the bishop was 
besieging the various governmental organs for an entry-permit 
for himself or one of his priests, the deportation of the captives of 
the ghetto of Gyor was carried out with brutal cruelty.34 At this 
point, Bishop Apor appealed to the conscience of the Prince 
Primate and urged that a collective pastoral letter be issued. It 
was not that he hoped that the government, or the Germans, 
would retreat because of the protest of the Church—the 
hopelessness of this had been explained to him by the Prince 
Primate —rather he felt that it was the duty of the Church to 
enlighten at least its Catholic faithful and to restrain them from 
complicity in the terrible crimes.35 At the same time Apostolic 
Nuncio Rotta transmitted the Pope's message to the Prince 
Primate, which stated that the time had come for him publicly to 
condemn the inhuman actions being committed and to take a 
stand on behalf of the persecuted.36 Cardinal Seredi had 
decided by this time to issue a collective pastoral letter and was 

• Q7 

working on its draft . The final text, which was drawn up 
taking into account the remarks submitted by the other 
archbishops and bishops, was signed by the Prince Primate on 
June 29, 1944.38 

In the introduction the bishops state firmly, that: "The 
Successors of the Apostles, each one a visible Head of the Church, 



and the other bishops are, by the will of God, propagators (Can. 
1327), guardians of God's moral laws both unwritten, that is to 
say "natural ," and written, that is to say "revealed," and 
especially of the Ten Commandments (Can. 3362)." The 
pastoral letter then reminds the faithful of the struggle of the 
Church throughout the centuries for the protection of the poor 
and the weak against the oppression of the powerful and 
emphasizes particularly the services of the Hungarian Catholic 
Church in the field of social reforms. It then continues: "And if 
the innate rights of Man, such as the right of life, of human 
dignity, of personal freedom, of freedom of religion, of freedom 
of work, of freedom of private ownership etc. are unjustly 
suppressed or even curtailed by individuals, by certain temporal 
institutions or even by the authorities of the State, then the 
Hungarian bishops, as is their duty, put in their protesting 
pastoral words and point out that the aforementioned rights were 
not granted by individuals, by temporal institutions or even by 
the State, but by God Himself. Thus unless a legally valid 
sentence has been passed these rights can be suppressed or 
curtailed by no one and no earthly power save only by God or by 
him, whom God has given legislative, judicial or executive 
powers. Because there is no power but that from God (Rom. 
XIII. 1). This power, however, should be executed only with 
justice, that is to say in harmony with the Divine moral laws, as 
God has given no power to anyone to infringe His own laws, such 
a procedure being contrary to His commands." 

After thus setting down the general moral norms, the bishops 
raised their voices against the inhumanities practised in the 
conduct of the war, especially against the air raids directed 
against the defenceless population. Then, turning to the 
persecution of the Jews, the letter stated: "But we must point out 
that now, during this horrible World War, when we most need 
the help of God, and when we ought to avoid carefully every word 
and every action, by which we and our country might incur the 
wrath of God, we see, with unspeakable sorrow, that a series of 
measures are adopted in Christian Hungary that are contrary to 
the laws of God. We need not enumerate these measures in detail 
before you, our dear faithful. You know them and the method of 
their execution very well indeed. These measures have curtailed, 
or even suppressed, the innate rights of certain members of our 
community, among them also of such, as confess to the same holy 



faith, and this merely because of their origin. All this has been 
effected without declaring any individual guilt on the basis of 
which a legal sentence could be passed. Only if you had to suffer 
from the same state of outlawry could you understand this 
situation." 

It should be noted that the anti-Semitic extreme right had put 
before the public the allegation that everyone who defended the 
Jews, thus Horthy, the bishops, and even the Pope himself, had 
been bribed by Jewish money. Defending themselves against the 
accusation of being "hirelings of the Jews" the bishops saw it 
necessary to declare: "We in the present time—as your God-given 
bishops were in the past and will also be in the future —are free 
from being influenced by any individual or group interests. 
However, we would be neglecting our moral and episcopal duties 
were we not to guard against justice suffering damage and 
against our Hungarian fellow-citizens and our Catholic faithful 
being wronged merely on account of their origin. For this 
purpose we have tried by oral and written negotiations to defend 
justice in general, and to take under our protection those among 
our fellow-citizens and co-religionists who have been affected by 
the latest prejudicial orders. We have requested that these orders 
be annulled or amended. 

Although we have succeeded, here and there, in securing some 
mitigation, for which we are grateful, yet we are filled by deep 
sorrow and grave anxiety as, in the course of our negotiations, we 
were unable to achieve what we most desired, namely that the 
unlawful limitations of civil rights and especially the deportations 
are stopped. However, as we relied upon the Christianity and 
humanity of the members of the Government, we had not given 
up all hope in spite of the meagre results obtained up to now. For 
this reason we issued no proclamation to you, but restrained 
ourselves, in the meantime taking all steps to achieve our 
purpose. 

We see now, however, with great consternation, that despite 
our efforts all our negotiations on the most important points have 
up to now proved almost ineffective. Therefore we solemnly 
refuse all responsibility for the consequences. By coming before 
you in the defence of Divine laws we urgently request the 
competent authorities, who should be conscious of their 
responsibility before God and history, to repudiate the 
reprehensible orders. At this time, when our nation struggles for 



its very existence, these orders not only lead to a lack of faith in 
the laws, but also destroy the unity of the nation, turn the public 
opinion of the whole Christian world against us and, above all, 
will cause God to abandon us. 

As always, we can put our trust first of all in God, and we 
therefore beg of you, our dear faithful, to pray and work with us 
for the victory of justice and of Christian charity. Take care lest 
you incur an awful responsibility before God and m a n by 
supporting and acclaiming these objectionable actions. Do not 
forget that injustice will not serve the true welfare of your 
fatherland. Pray and work for all our Hungarian fellow-citizens 
and especially for our Catholic brethren, our Catholic Church 
and our beloved Hungary." 

The pastoral letter was printed at a press in Esztergom and was 
mailed to the clergy in pastoral service with the injunction that it 
be read in all the Catholic churches of Hungary on Sunday, July 
9. 

The experiences of the Protestant Churches with the 
government were just as disillusioning as were those of the Prince 
Primate. When they received no reply to their protest against the 
deportations, which they submitted to the Prime Minister on June 
21st, 39 they also decided in favour of a public declaration of 
protest and addressed a collective pastoral letter to their faithful 
at the same time that the pastoral letter of the Catholic 
episcopate was issued. 40 They wrote: "The undersigned bishops 
of the Reformed Church in Hungary and the Evangelical Church 
in Hungary, turn to you to inform you, in the presence of God, of 
the steps they had taken, in the name of the Evangelical churches 
at the Royal government. We inform the holy congregations 
that, after several petitions made in writing and spoken word, on 
June 23rd we presented a solemn memorandum of protest and 
plea to the premier. In this memorandum we related the events, 
regrettable to the utmost, which accompanied the segregation 
and deportation of Jews of Hungary, whether Jews or Christians 
by faith. Having stated that this mode of solving the Jewish 
question violated God's eternal laws, the memorandum went on 
as follows: "God has ordained us, that we declare to this 
generation His eternal gospel, and to stand as witnesses by the 
unchangeable laws of His world order, whether or not it pleases 
men. Standing on the ground of this divine commission, humble 
and sinful men as we are, yet testifying of God's word in the 



sacred communion of faith and obedience, we condemn all 
modes of action which violate human dignity, justice and mercy 
and bring upon the head of our people the frightful judgment of 
bloodshed." 

At the same time, we earnestly besought the Royal government 
to put an end to the cruelties, condemned by members of the 
government themselves as well, and enforce the formal 
pronouncements protesting, on the one hand, against the 
assumption that the extermination of the Jews was a reality, and 
containing instructions, on the other hand, for the humane 
administration of the rules and regulations pertaining to the 
Jews. 

We have to note that these pleas of ours led to no results. 
As bishops of the two Evangelical Churches, we feel it to be our 

duty to inform of these our brethren, all the members of our 
Churches, and the whole community of Christ's Church. We call 
the congregations to penitence, and the whole of the Magyar 
people to humble themselves under the weight of the mighty 
hand of God, whose mercies and saving grace we invoke upon our 
Hungarian nat ion." 

Copies of this pastoral letter, put in envelopes and addressed to 
2,000 Protestant ministers, were ready to be mailed, 
accompanied by instructions that they be read to all Protestant 
congregations on the following Sunday, July 9, at the same time 
that the pastoral letter of the Catholic bishops was to be made 
public, when the news arrived that the pastoral letter issued by 
the Prince Primate had been held back by the government at the 
post office. 

Prime Minister Sztojay, for whom the ever more forceful 
protests from abroad could not have been very pleasant either, 
wanted by all means to prevent that the protest of the Christian 
Churches should come to the knowledge of the public and should 
thus create in the population a sentiment opposed to the 
government. When, after the deportations had been started, 
Cardinal Seredi kept coming forward ever more forcefully and 
with greater urgency against the atrocities, the Prime Minister 
sent to him his personal delegates in close succession; thus he sent 
Istvan Antal, Minister of Cults and of Justice; Lajos Huszovszky, 
Under-Secretary of State in the Ministry of the Interior; and the 
former Prime Minister Bela Imredy, then Minister for Economic 



Cooperation. The task of all these emissaries was to reassure the 
well-meaning prelate, to explain away and white-wash the 
actions of the government and of the authorities, and to put him 
off with promises, until such time as the "Jewish affair" had been 
completely settled, that is until every last Jew had been deported 
from the country.41 Cardinal Seredi, however, saw through the 
game of the government, since reliable information coming to 
him from all parts of the country showed clearly that the 
representatives of the government were lying and wanted to dupe 
him. The Prince Primate was fighting with straightforward 
weapons, and, as we have recounted above, he decided to issue 
the pastoral letter only when he was forced to conclude with 
finality that it was futile to carry on honest discussions with 
dishonest partners.4 2 

Upon learning of the contents of the collective pastoral letter of 
the Catholic bishops, the government sent a telegram to the post 
office in Esztergom forbidding the forwarding of the pastoral 
letter.43 It was clear, however, that they could not prevent the 
Prince Primate and the bishops, who were firmly resolved to take 
the final step, from bringing the situation to the attention of the 
faithful by one means or another and from raising their voice of 
protest openly and in public. The meeting of the Council of 
Ministers called to deal with this matter agreed that a public 
protest by the Churches must be averted at any price, even if this 
should require serious concessions on the part of the 
government.44 Minister of Cults —Istvan Antal was again 
assigned to conduct the discussions with the Prince Primate. 
Cardinal Seredi received Antal coolly, protested against the 
seizure of the pastoral letter, and declared that he was willing to 
revoke the pastoral letter only if the government promised in an 
official letter to rectify the deprivation of rights that had 
occurred and if the atrocities were immediately stopped and the 
deportations discontinued. The Prince Primate also demanded 
that the Christians be permitted to leave the ghettos, that those 
who had been deported abroad be brought home, and that he be 
allowed to inform the fai thful that the bishops were conducting 
discussions with the government over the Jewish question and that 
they had already achieved some results. Antal, as was his wont, 
promised everything.45 

In the meantime, the office of the Prince Primate had found a 
way of forwarding the pastoral letter to the parish priests through 



private channels. This did not remain hidden from the 
government, and therefore literally in the last hour, on Saturday, 
July 8th, which was the day before the Sunday that had been 
appointed for the reading of the pastoral letter, Prime Minister 
Dome Sztojay called personally on the Prince Primate, who by 
this time was seriously ill, at the latter's summer house in Gerecse. 
The Prime Minister was accompanied by the Ministers Istvan 
Antal, Bela Imredy and Antal Kunder. Cardinal Seredi received 
them in the company of Archbishop Jozsef Grosz of Kalocsa, 
Archbishop Gyula Czapik of Eger, Baron Vilmos Apor, Bishop of 
Gyor and Janos Drahos, Vicar Capitular of Esztergom 46 Sztojay 
first of all presented to the Prince Primate the official letter 
which he had requested. This letter contained the government's 
promise that it would investigate the atrocities, would severely 
punish those who had perpetrated them, and would take care 
that similar instances should not occur in the future. The letter 
further announced the establishment of "The Association of 
Hungarian Christians of Jewish Descent," which was to handle 
the affairs of Jews who belonged to one of the Christian 
denominations, independent of the Association of Hungarian 
Jews. The most important point contained in the letter was 
without doubt that in which the government declared that the 
deportation abroad of the Jews of Budapest would be 
immediately discontinued until further notice, and if later their 
deportation would nevertheless be resumed, the Christian Jews 
would still remain in the country. 47 

Although Sztojay's letter contained concrete concessions and, 
especially, held out hope for the rescue of the 250,000 Jews of 
Budapest, the Prince Primate found it to be insufficient. For the 
government did not make a definite promise that the 
deportations would be completely stopped —even in connection 
with the Jews of Budapest the letter merely indicated a pause in 
their deportation — nor did it hold out a prospect for the return of 
those, among them Christians, already deported. In addition, 
the Prince Primate had also specified that in case of the 
revocation of the pastoral letter he be allowed to inform the 
faithful of the discussions he had conducted up to that time with 
the government. Antal "did not remember" this stipulation. 
Cardinal Seredi was extremely indignant over the duplicity of the 
Minister of Cults and he hastened to declare that the bishops 
could forego the public reading of the pastoral letter solely upon 



the condition that they be allowed to inform the fai thful in some 
manner that they had not conducted themselves passively with 
regard to these grave questions but had for months carried on 
discussions with the government and that they were continuing 
these discussions. At this, Sztojay retired with his fellow Ministers 
for a private consultation. When they returned, the Prime 
Minister assured the Prince Primate that the government would 
faithfully execute the points mentioned in the letter, including 
the suspension of the deportation of the Jews of Budapest, and 
acceded, in addition, to the Prince Primate's wish regarding the 
notification of the faithful. The bishops, realizing that they 
could achieve no more — the deportation of provincial Jews had 
already been carried out and the Hungarian government could 
not, even if it had wished, regain those still alive f rom the hands 
of the Germans—agreed to call off for the time being the public 
reading of their pastoral letter.48 Tha t same evening, and again 
on the next day, that is on the morning of July 9, the following 
notification was broadcast on Hungarian radio: "Jusztinian 
Cardinal Seredi, Prince Primate of Hungary, wishes to inform all 
Catholic parish offices of the country that the collective pastoral 
letter of the Episcopate entitled "The Successors of the Apostles" 
and dated the 29th of the month past is intended for the 
information of the Most Reverend clergy and is not to be read out 
to the fai thful ." 4 9 On the next Sunday, the following 
announcement was read from the pulpits of all Catholic 
churches: "Jusztinian Cardinal Seredi, Prince Primate of 
Hungary, in his own name and in the name of Their Excellencies, 
the Hungarian Consistory of Bishops, informs the Catholic 
faithful that he has repeatedly intervened with the Royal 
Hungarian Government in the matter of the decrees affecting the 
Jews, especially the baptized Jews, and is continuing his 
negotiations in this direction." 50 

In the meantime, the government requested that Protestant 
ecclesiastical leaders also postpone the public reading of their 
pastoral letter and confer urgently with the government. The 
Protestant leaders, informed of the discussions being conducted 
at the Prince Primate's summer residence, agreed. Minister of 
Cults Istvan Antal, accompanied by Under-Secretary of State 
Miklos Mester, met the Protestant ecclesiastical leaders on July 
11, at the residence in Leanyfalu of Bishop Laszlo Ravasz, who at 
that time was confined to his sick-bed. From the Calvinist side 



there were present, in addition to Bishop Ravasz, Bishop Imre 
Revesz and the clergyman Albert Bereczky, while the Lutheran 
Church was represented by Bishop Bela Kapi and the clergyman 
Szabolcs Lorinczy. Antal first of all informed them of the 
agreement reached with the Catholic bishops and declared that 
the Prime Minister was willing to repeat in a letter addressed to 
Bishop Ravasz the promises he had made to the Prince Primate, 
if they also would be willing to forego a public protest. On the 
other hand, if the Churches insisted on reading out the pastoral 
letter, then: "the government must decide for itself whether it 
accept an open war with the Churches (according to German 
phraseology "the breaking down of the churches"), or it resign, 
paving thereby the way for the coming into power of the 
Arrow-cross Party (Nazi Party), whose coming into power, 
Hungary being under German occupation, might be taken for 
granted." 5 1 The life of the Jews of Budapest, some 
quarter-million people, was at stake. Therefore, the Protestant 
Churches also agreed to give up their plan of public protest, 
stipulating only that, like the Catholic episcopate, they also be 
allowed to inform their faithful of the efforts they had made and 
were continuing to make. As the Ministerial Council which met 
the next morning consented to this, the following message was 
read out in the Protestant churches on Sunday, July 16: "The 
bishops of the Reformed Church of Hungary and the Evangelical 
Church of Hungary wish to inform the congregations that in 
connection with the Jewish question, and particularly in the case 
of the baptized Jews, they have repeatedly made steps at the 
respective government officials and will continue to do so in this 
direction." 52 

By this time, neither Apostolic Nuncio Angelo Rotta, whom 
Prime Minister Sztojay hastened to inform of the agreement 
concluded with the Churches,53 nor the bishops could any longer 
believe in the sincerity of the government's promises.54 

Therefore, when it became clear that the deportations had 
indeed stopped, the relief they felt must have been great. Other 
factors doubtless had a great deal to do with this namely, the 
protests of foreign governments, primarily of neutral states such 
as Switzerland and Sweden, the threats of the Allied Powers, and 
the telegrams that Pope Pius XII and Gustav V, King of Sweden, 
sent to Regent Horthy. Horthy, who by this time had had all that 
he could stand of the bullying and excesses of the Germans and 



the Hungarian extreme right, was emboldened by the defeats the 
Germans had suffered at the front, and, without caring about 
Hitler's anger, gave a definite order to stop the deportations. 
Horthy had already expressed this intention at the Crown Council 
held on June 26, but the deportation of provincial Jews had 
continued.35 The last train left Hungary on July 8, the same 
day, that is, when Sztojay with his fellow Ministers had gone to 
see the Prince Primate. It is also a fact that the first official 
statement set down in writing to the effect that the deportation of 
the Jews of Budapest would not take place, which was scheduled 
to begin two days later, on July 10, was made in the letter 
extracted from the Prime Minister by the Prince Primate and 
constituted an integral par t of the "agreement" with the 
Churches. 

This paper does not claim that credit for the rescue of the 
majority of the Jews of Budapest can be ascribed solely to the 
Prince Primate and to the efforts of the Christian Churches of 
Hungary. Regent Horthy himself cites the intervention of the 
Pope, the King of Sweden and the King of England as 
inducement to make his decision.56 On the other hand, it seems 
incorrect to belittle the role of the Christian Churches of 
Hungary.37 That the Sztojay government did indeed care about 
the position taken by the Churches is proven precisely by the 
government's conduct, as outlined above, in connection with the 
pastoral letters. In his letter to the Apostolic Nuncio, the Prime 
Minister definitely stated that the deportations were stopped at 
the request of the Church.58 Whatever the exact situation may 
have been, an examination of the events clearly demonstrates 
that the Churches deserve a great deal of credit for the stopping 
of the deportations and thus for the rescue of the Jews of 
Budapest. As chief witness for the atti tude of the Christian 
Churches and the conduct of the clergy during the terrible weeks 
of the deportations, Laszlo Endre, the ringleader of the 
persecution of the Jews in Hungary, is cited below. In his report 
to the Council of Ministers, he said: "We have to state, openly, 
that as far as aid to Jews is concerned, the priests and clergymen 
of all ranks of the Christian Churches unfortunately stand in the 
first row. Protection and intervention has never been on so high a 
scale as to-day. The assistance rendered the Jews by Christian 
priests and clergymen goes under the name of Christian and 
neighbourly charity."5 9 
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Nationality Policies 
in Contemporary Hungary 
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Hungarians constitute the largest ethnic minority in Europe: as 
many as 3,200,000 to 3,600,000 of them live outside of Hungary 
in socialist countries bordering the country. At the same time, 
Hungary has all but lost her multi-national character and has 
become an almost homogeneous state, with only about 450,000 
people belonging to the national minorities, a mere four percent 
of the population.1 

Hungary's present regime attaches great importance to 
pursuing a positive and tolerant policy toward the country's 
national minorities. The shaping of this policy has been 
influenced by the existence of large Hungarian populations in 
Czechoslovakia, Romania and Yugoslavia. To put it in another 
way, the emergence of a tolerant policy toward the nationalities 
in Hungary can be linked to Hungary's awakened interest in the 
fate of Hungarians living in the neighbouring countries. 
Furthermore, the Hungarian regime's emphasis on the role of the 
nationalities as "connecting bridges" to the neighbouring states 
points to a certain degree of linkage—a very delicate and 
complex issue —that Hungary's officialdom draws between the 
fate of the nationalities in Hungary and that of the Hungarians 
living on the other side of the country's borders. The aim of this 
paper is to survey the emergence of the present Hungarian 
nationality policy and to outline the main external and internal 
factors that have influenced it. 

The Shaping of Hungary's Nationality Policy, 1945-1968 

During recent years the Hungarian mass media has tried to 
explain the apparent difference between the number of the 
national minorities as presented in the censuses versus a much 
higher official estimate of those numbers. T h e answer, as 
presented in a candid expose in the popular foreign affairs weekly 



Magyarorszag (Hungary) lies in the reluctance of the minorities 
to declare themselves openly, as each nationality "had a cross to 
bear." 2 Indeed, the postwar Hungarian regime and the 
Communist Party struggling for power had to contend with 
several issues on the nationality question, issues which in the view 
of the present-day Hungarian media, left their mark on the 
nationalities. The Germans were expelled, the Slovaks became 
the victims of the turbulent Hungarian-Slovak relationship in 
wake of the Slovak treatment of the Hungarians. After 1948, the 
South-Slavs in Hungary were affected by the worsening of the 
relations between Hungary and Yugoslavia. Whether the 
reluctance of the minorities to declare themselves as such was due 
to objective or subjective factors, this trend is evident today too, 
and worries the Hungarian policymakers who are interested in 
proving to the outside world that Hungary's minorities are 
growing and developing rather than diminishing in numbers. 

For Hungary's postwar regime, each of the country's 
nationalities presented a unique problem. While the expulsion of 
some 170,000 Germans was not considered a difficult issue as 
there was almost a national consensus about doing so, the policy 
towards the remaining Germans and their inter-relationship with 
the Hungarian environment did pose difficult problems which 
were not solved until the late 1950s. A more important issue was 
that of the Slovaks in Hungary. Under the population exchange 
agreement of 1946 between Hungary and Czechoslovakia, 73,000 
Slovaks left Hungary between 1946-48,3 while about 100,000 
Hungarians left Slovakia. The virulent anti-Hungarian policy 
pursued by the Slovak Communists under the leadership of 
Gustav Hugak resulted in anti-Slovak feelings in Hungary and put 
the Hungarian Communists in a difficult position. Problems 
arising f rom the resettlement of the Hungarians f rom Slovakia 
and Slovakia's image in Hungarian public opinion did not make 
for the untroubled cultural development of Slovaks in Hungary, 
in spite of repeated official assurances. Policy toward the 
Romanian minority was apparently not influenced by bad 
relations between Hungary and Romania over the future of 
Transylvania, settled in Romania's favour at the Paris Peace 
Conference in 1946. In a period in which the Hungarian 
Communists, for tactical reasons, appeared as the defenders of 
national interests, great interest was manifested in the fate of the 
Hungarians in Romania, but no attempt was made to link them 



with the small Romanian minority in Hungary. Such was the 
tone of Tarsadalmi Szemle, the Communist Party's theoretical 
journal: "It's the firm attitude of the Hungarian democracy that 
the country's Slav and Romanian nationalities will receive 
support for their national development and cultural needs, 
without taking into consideration the fate of the Hungarians in 
the neighbouring states."4 It should be emphasised that one of 
the distinctive features in the fate of the Romanian minority in 
Hungary was that Romania had not shown any interest in them. 
The situation of the South-Slavs in Hungary up to the Stalin-Tito 
split was favourable, just as Hungary generally approved of 
Yugoslavia's policy toward the Hungarians in Vojvodina and 
other areas.5 The Jewish problem in postwar Hungary—outside 
the scope of the present study—posed a different issue to the 
Communists as it had no direct relevance to relations with 
neighbouring countries, nor could the regime's Jewish policy have 
any effect on the Hungarians living elsewhere. The Jewish 
question was treated as a special one, and the evolving attitudes 
favouring Jewish assimilation were in contrast to the regime's 
overall national policy. 6 

By the end of the war, the Hungarian Communists were well 
aware of the imminent changes in Hungary's borders as reflected 
in the emphasis on the demise of "Hungarian supremacy" in the 
program of the Hungarian CP issued in Szeged in November 30, 
1944.7 There is no evidence of long-range policy formulation on 
the nationality issue by the Hungarian Communists during their 
struggle for power. The Party concentrated on spreading its 
influence over areas inhabited by the national minorities, coping 
with such issues as friction between Hungarians and Slovaks. The 
first systematic outline of the new regime's nationality policy was 
published in the program of the Hungarian Workers' Party 
following the fusion between the Communists and what remained 
of the Social Democrats. The program not only assured the 
nationalities living in Hungary of equal rights and promotion of 
their "progressive culture" but also of the Party's support for 
"cultural exchange and free contacts with their mother-tongue 
nations in the neighbouring countries."8 It was a period of many 
illusions, as remarked by Hungary's Foreign Minister Frigyes Puja 
in his memoirs on his activities in Battonya County in 1945: "At 
the time we still believed naively that national frontiers will be 
unimportant in the future ." 9 The Party program on the 



nationalities' free contacts was never implemented as relations 
with Czechoslovakia remained strained even af ter the 1948 
February coup, they deteriorated with Yugoslavia after June 
1948, and the Hungarian minority in Romania was rapidly cut 
off from any contacts with Hungary, just as there were no 
contacts between the Romanians in Hungary and Romania. 

The influence of inter-state relations on nationalities and 
national policy is clearly illustrated by the fluctuations in the 
regime's policy toward the South Slavs and their attitudes to the 
regime. Following the Cominform break with Yugoslavia, the 
South Slavs were treated with "lack of confidence and 
discrimination,"10 and their fate was linked to the state of 
relations between Hungary and Yugoslavia. After the 1955 
"thaw" with Yugoslavia, Hungarian authorities ceased to 
consider South Slavs as potential "Titoists" and it seemed that a 
new era of Hungarian-South Slav relations would evolve. 
However, the South Slavs, in the light of their 1948-1955 
experience, developed a sensitivity to any changes in 
Hungarian-Yugoslav relations. Their apprehensions increased 
during 1957-8 when Hungarian-Yugoslav relations once again 
became strained due to the Moscow led criticism of Yugoslavia's 
"revisionist" line. A major document dealing with the national 
question, the October 1958 Resolution of the Politburo of the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers' Party (HSWP), called the local 
Party organs' attention to fears among the South Slavs that the 
restrictive measures applied after 1948 would be renewed as a 
result of the tension between the HSWP and the League of 
Yugoslav Communists. The HSWP's efforts to assuage the South 
Slavs had positive results; according to Hungarian sources, they 
were convinced that "the ideological differences concerning the 
Programme of the LYC would not lead to the repeating of the 
restrictive measures ten years before following the decision of the 
Information Bureau." 1 1 

Until the mid-fifties, the Germans —the largest ethnic minority 
in Hungary—were not even mentioned as one of the country's 
nationalities. Their specific economic, social and cultural needs 
were not considered. Naturally, under such conditions there was 
a strong tendency toward assimilation as a means of escaping the 
negative image of a German living in Hungary, an image 
reinforced by the Party's policy of collective punishment of the 
German nationality in the immediate postwar years.12 By the 



mid-fifties a gradual change became evident. There was an 
improvement of the educational facilities available to Germans 
and, in 1954, the first issue of Freies Leben was published. The 
regime criticized its own German policy in the May 1956 policy 
statement on the nationality question of the Hungarian Workers 
Party's Central Committee. The document acknowledged that 
during the period when measures were taken against former 
members of the SS, Volksbund and other Nazi organizations, 
people who should not have been punished as such were included 
in the expulsions and affected by the restrictive measures.13 The 
building of confidence between the Germans and the regime was 
a slow process which until at least 1958 did not yield positive 
results, from the Hungarian official viewpoint. The 1958 
Politburo decision on the national question mentioned friction 
between the Germans and the Hungarians resettled in their areas 
following their expulsion from Slovakia.14 T h e document also 
mentioned results of "enemy propaganda" among the Germans 
following exchanges of letters with relatives living in the German 
Federal Republic, and the reluctance of many Germans to 
subscribe to the weekly Neue Zeitung for fear that by reading in 
German, even a paper issued by the regime, they would be 
accused of nationalism.15 The conclusion to be drawn from 
Hungarian sources on the German issue is that the regime's 
anti-German policy in the first years had such a strong impact 
upon the feelings of the Germans that when the policy was 
changed and they were encouraged to assert national identity, 
the new line was received with hesitation and disbelief. 

Following the East European pattern, in Hungary too 
"democratic associations" of the nationalities were formed. 
Actually these were Communist front organizations from the time 
of their establishment. In 1945 the Anti-Fascist Front of 
Hungarian Slavs was formed, subdivided later into the 
Democratic Association of South Slavs and the Democratic 
Association of the Slovaks. The Slav nationalities were given 5 
seats in the 1947 elections, all of them on the Communist and 
front organizations' lists. The association of the South Slavs was 
recruited after 1948 into anti-Titoist activity.16 The Association 
had the definite task of acting as the Communist Party's 
watchdog against any "nationalist" deviation among the South 
Slavs. The Slovak Association was involved in the process of 
population exchange with Slovakia and after its completion it was 



drafted for local activities aimed at reducing tension between the 
Hungarians and Slovaks. The Democratic Association of 
Romanians formed in 1949 became a smooth running 
organization due to the small number of Romanians living in 
Hungary and it was not involved in any inter-state problems 
between the two states. T h e German minority's organization was 
founded only in 1955, and labelled in the beginning as the 
"Cultural Association of German Workers in Hungary " in order 
to emphasize the strictly cultural character of the German 
minority's activities. 

If the nationality organizations' task was that of involving the 
nationalities in the building of the new socialist society, it was not 
achieved as the non-policy of the regime on the national question 
was reflected in the activities of the associations. Hungarian 
sources relate the loss of the mass character of the nationality 
organization in the early fifties.17 During the era of the "New 
Course," new vitality was injected into the nationality 
organizations, and in June 1956, the Party's Central Committee 
published its first statement for many years on the nationality 
question. The document pointed to "shortcomings" and 
"mistakes" in the nationality policy, such as the influence of the 
rift with Yugoslavia on the regime's att i tude to the South Slavs.18 

The events of October 1956 left their mark more on 
Hungarians in the neighbouring states than on the nationalities 
in Hungary. There are no reports of specific revolutionary 
activity among the national minorities in Hungary. Following 
the crushing of the Revolution, along with the reorganization of 
the Party, the minority organizations were purged of alleged 
non-loyal elements and reactivated in the consolidation of the 
Kadar regime. The first post-October Party document on the 
national question was the one issued in October 1958. It outlined 
in dearer terms than previously the tasks of the nationality 
organizations which were defined as "allied bodies" to the 
Patriotic People's Front, and since then the secretaries of these 
organizations serve as members of the Council of the PPF. 
Another landmark in the institutional development of the 
nationality organizations was the decision taken in 1960 that 
every four years congresses of the leading nationality bodies 
should take place. Since then, the congresses have become the 
main forum for the presentation of the regime's nationality 
policy. By the mid-sixties, the Kadar regime had completed the 



reorganization of the nationality organizations and manifested a 
growing interest in the development of the national minorities in 
Hungary. The ground was ripe for the linking of the national 
question to the country's foreign policies. 

Hungarian Nationality Policy Since 1968—Internal and External 
Factors 

Since 1968 it has become evident that as far as the national 
question is concerned Hungary regards the issue of the 
Hungarians in the neighbouring countries as an important 
one, a fact which has complicated Hungary's relations with her 
neighbours to a certain extent.19 The legitimacy of the Kadar 
regime partially rests on the degree of interest that it shows in the 
fate of the Hungarians in the Danube basin. On this issue the 
regime correctly interpreted the sentiments of wide segments of 
Hungarian society which showed despair in face of the treatment 
of over three million Hungarians living in neighbouring 
countries. 20 The concern demonstrated in official circles since 
the late sixties about the fate of Hungarians abroad became one 
of the facets of what in the West is defined as "official 
nationalism of the regime."2 1 The delicate modus vivendi 
reached between the Kadar regime and what seem considerable 
parts of Hungarian society is based among other things on the 
government's continuing interest in the fate of Hungarians 
abroad, especially in neighbouring socialist states. In turn, the 
positive policy toward the minorities in Hungary is aimed at 
securing the same conditions for Hungarians in the neighbouring 
states, thus strengthening the regime's legitimacy. 

The new tone emerged in the spring of 1968, when, following 
the example of the political leadership, the Hungarian Writers' 
Union discussed the relation between Hungarian culture in 
Hungary and in the neighbouring countries, and stated that the 
Hungarian writers have the responsibility for Hungarian 
literature both at home and in the neighbouring socialist 
states.22 Such a statement, well covered by the media, was issued 
at a time of intensive debates in Hungary on the role of 
nationalism and socialist patriotism, a debate which consolidated 
the official line on these issues.23 The decision of the Hungarian 
Writers' Union sparked off a debate with Romania, which 
rejected the Hungarian line. Gazeta Literara, the weekly of the 



Romanian Writers' Union, described the resolutions of their 
Hungarian counterparts as a "violation of those tenets which 
should govern the relations between friendly and fraternal 
states.. . ."2 4 Hungary did not intend to interfere in the 
nationality policy of neighbouring states, as the Romanian 
criticism suggested, but the issue of linking the nationality 
policies of the countries involved has been raised several times in 
various forms. One of the documented Hungarian official 
reflections on this issue was made at a session held at the Institute 
of Social Sciences of the HSWP, between July-December 1967. 23 

The participants, high Party functionaries and leading 
representatives of the four major national minorities, analysed 
the negative aspects of pursuing an open policy that links the 
nationality policy of Hungary to that of the fate of the 
Hungarians abroad. Since that time Hungary's policy has been 
to formulate a line which officially denies any linkage, but which 
strives to set Hungary as an example for a positive nationality 
policy to be followed by other states. Kadar expounded this 
policy in explicit terms at the Xl l th Party Congress when he 
stated that " . . . in Hungary, people of various nationalities live, 
work and prosper together, enjoying full rights as citizens of our 
state, in accordance with the principles of Lenin's nationality 
policy, our laws and Constitution. We wish the same for 
Hungarians living beyond our frontiers."2 6 

In at least one case Hungary encountered a "reverse linkage." 
During the Czechoslovak reform era, the Hungarian minority in 
Slovakia raised demands for more autonomy, a call which was 
answered by the Slovak press with items on the "fate of the 
forgotten Slovaks in Hungary ." 2 7 There is no evidence as to 
Budapest's involvement in the demands of the Slovak Hungarians 
and while Hungary had no reasons to discriminate against the 
Slovaks in Hungary, she strongly rejected any attempt to create a 
"linkage" between the treatment of the two nationalities, that of 
the Hungarians in Slovakia and the Slovaks in Hungary. 

The question of assimilation among the nationalities in 
Hungary features prominently in the nationality policy of the 
regime. There are several factors which contribute to a process of 
assimilation. Mostly, the nationalities in Hungary do not live in 
close communities but are dispersed over wide areas, or live in 
villages with a majority of ethnic Hungarians.2 8 Migration to the 
cities and industrial growth have also contributed to this process. 



Direct pressure upon a nationality group, such as the regime's 
German policy in the first decade after the war, as mentioned, 
had contributed to the assimilation of the Germans. Official 
references to the issue of assimilation reflect the regime's worry. 
Summing up the policy on this issue the weekly Magyarorszag 
wrote: 

Natural assimilation cannot be prevented but it should 
not be sped up. Nevertheless, even this principle, 
if applied in the full sense of the word, would endanger 
the existence of the nationalities. Something has to 
be set against the grinding mill of natural assimilation 
to enable the small number of ethnic minorities to 
preserve themselves.29 

The Hungarian policy of encouraging the national minorities to 
assert their identity could be hindered by the process of 
spontaneous assimilation. It could be assumed that by 
positioning herself against assimilation among the nationalities in 
Hungary, the regime reflects a certain apprehension that the 
Hungarians elsewhere face the same process. Hungary openly 
condemned assimilatory pressures to which Hungarians in the 
neighbouring countries have been exposed to during the last few 
years. Such was the tone of a review in Valosag of a book on the 
Hungarian minority in Yugoslavia. The reviewer referred to the 
"...definite assimilationist policy (towards the Hungarians) in 
some socialist countries since the 1950s, the gradual withdrawal 
of their minority rights, the closure of (their) schools and 
universities. There is no doubt that such tendencies are against 
human rights and opposed to socialism."30 In the same review 
the author, Miklos Tomka, praised Yugoslavia's nationality 
policy even though statistics do show a strong assimilationist 
trend among the Hungarians of Yugoslavia. 31 However, this 
trend in Yugoslavia is more the result of natural assimilation than 
one of pressure applied by the regime. From Hungarian sources 
it is clear that while Hungary pursues an anti-assimilationist 
policy, the Hungarian minority in Romania, Czechoslovakia and 
to a certain extent in Yugoslavia is exposed to assimilationist 
pressures. 

The educational-cultural encouragement of the minorities in 
Hungary is an integral part of the policy to help the nationalities 
to maintain their special cultural status. Currently, four main 
nationality papers serve an expanding readership in Hungary: 
the Serbo-Croatian Narodne Novine, the German Neue Zeitung, 



the Slovak Ludova Noviny, and the Romanian Foaia Noastra. 
These papers "play an important part in providing information 
and helping to mould minds, giving a comprehensive picture of 
the political, economic and social life of the respective national 
minority."3 2 These papers are weekly, the Romanian Foaia 
Noastra was bi-weekly until a few years ago when its publication 
was expanded. Radio broadcasts from regional studios as well as 
over the central network in the nationality languages, and local 
T V broadcasts are yet fur ther signs of the regime's interest to 
foster the language and culture of the nationalities. Relative to 
the size of the minority population, the Hungarian minority 
programs are far better than those available to the Hungarian 
minority in Romania or Czechoslovakia. 

The regime's view is that the "proper teaching of the native 
tongue is one of the preconditions for the existence of 
minorities."33 Accordingly, since the beginning of the sixties, the 
national minority organizations have been calling upon their 
members to send their children to the kindergartens and schools 
of the minorities. Hungarian statistics show a rapid increase in 
the number of pupils in all levels of minority education between 
primary education and high school.34 Although bilingual 
education is widespread as a result of language difficulties among 
the young generation, and in many educational establishments 
bilingual education was the only way to enroll pupils, this has not 
diminished the overall trend of gradual growth in the minorities' 
educational network. Parallel to the development of the minority 
school system, Hungary expanded the training programs for 
teachers belonging to the various national groups, including their 
training in the neighbouring states. The policy of promoting the 
educational development of the minorities encountered many 
problems. One of these was the reluctance of a "considerable 
number of teachers" of minority origin to return to their native 
villages. ^ T h e educational network is complemented by a wide 
variety of cultural activities, such as the development of the 
minority library system, lectures, folk music and dance 
festivals. 

The Hungarian View on the External Role of the Minorities 

Hungary pursues a policy of open contacts between the 
nationalities in Hungary and their "mother-tongue" countries 



and attributes a special role to the minorities in the country's 
external relations, especially with the neighbouring states. 
Hungary acknowledges that the "national groups in Hungary 
constitute a fragment of some large nation from a linguistic and 
an ethnic standpoint" and that in the relations of Hungarian 
minorities with their linguistic kin beyond the borders they have 
to reckon with "emotional bonds, language, kinship relations and 
concrete requirements."3 6 In order to meet these requirements, 
contacts were set up with neighbouring countries to help the 
educational-cultural work among the minorities of Hungary, 
perhaps with the aim of encouraging a reciprocal policy by the 
other states. The head of the nationalities section of the Ministry 
of Culture explained the reasons for promoting the foreign 
contacts of the minorities: "Naturally we meet the cultural 
demands of the nationalities from our own resources, but in our 
view the high level support of their culture is totally 
unimaginable without close relations with the mother tongue 
culture."3 7 The result of this policy was the establishing of 
inter-departmental agreements for activities among the 
nationalities in Hungary, agreements signed with Yugoslavia, the 
German Democratic Republic, Czechoslovakia but not with 
Romania. The failure to reach cooperation agreements with 
Romania is mentioned frequently in the Hungarian media. For 
example, the Party daily Nepszabadsag noted that "educators of 
the nationalities receive further training in Czechoslovakia, 
Yugoslavia and the GDR, and we are striving continuously for the 
possibility of training educators in Romania ." 3 8 The weakest link 
in Hungary's attempt to promote the external contacts of the 
national minorities is the state of Romanian-Hungarian 
relations. There is a vast difference between the nature of 
Romania's relations to the Romanian minority in Hungary, and 
Hungary's treatment of the Romanians in Hungary. In various 
forums of the small Romanian minority in Hungary, for 
example, Romania is usually treated with special respect, while 
Hungary is almost never mentioned in the media of the 
Hungarian minority in Romania. In a characteristic hint to the 
difficulties encountered by Hungary in focusing Romania's 
attention to the Romanians in Hungary, Nepszava emphasized 
that the Romanians of Hungary "would like their teachers and 
artistic groups to be invited across the border to show their 
achievements." The paper went on stating that "it would be 



desirable if the nationality cooperation now limited to the 
counties of Arad and Bekes would be expanded in content as well 
as geographically." 39 

During the past few years, official statements issued after 
bilateral meetings between Hungary and Czechoslovakia, and 
Hungary and Yugoslavia emphasized the role of the nationalities 
as connecting factors in inter-state relations. Meetings between 
Kadar and Hu§ak or between other high-ranking leaders of these 
states ended with statements stressing that "it was in their both 
countries' interest that the nationality groups should serve as a 
bond of friendship and thus strengthen the fraternal links 
between the two."4 0 Western reports suggested a deterioration in 
the situation of the Hungarians in Slovakia,41 yet Hungarian 
criticism of Slovakia is much milder than that occasionally 
directed against Romania. 

Relations with Yugoslavia, perhaps the smoothest as compared 
to those with Czechoslovakia and Romania, have been based 
during the last years on the formula of the "connecting bridges." 
The "positive role of the Hungarians in Yugoslavia and the 
South-Slavs living in Hungary as a connecting bond between the 
two states," was reiterated in the first post-Tito high level meeting 
between the two states. However, occasional problems between 
Yugoslavia and Hungary are still evident from time to time. In 
1977 during the visit of Milos Minic, Yugoslav Federal Minister 
for Foreign Affairs to Hungary, he declared that "it is a fortunate 
circumstance that the existence of nationalities is a source of 
discord between us," 42 yet in the same year, a book that 
appeared in Croatia claimed that the South-Slavs receive a 
disadvantagous treatment by the Hungarian regime, a claim that 
was strongly denied by Hungary. 4 3 

As already mentioned, Hungary's relations with Romania are 
the most problematic. Until June 1977, Romania refused even to 
pay lip-service to the Hungarian policy on the role of nationalities 
between neighbouring countries. A change in the Romanian 
policy, a rather short-lived one, came during a two-day meeting 
in June 1977 between Ceausescu and Kadar in Oradea 
(Nagyvarad) and Debrecen. The document issued after the talks 
mentioned for the first time since the war, the issue of 
Hungarians in Romania and the Romanians in Hungary. But 
even in the phrasing of the communique a certain hesitation, no 
doubt on Romania's side, could be felt: 



The sides were unanimous in considering that the 
existence of the Magyar nationality in the Socialist 
Republic of Romania and of the Romanian nationality 
in the Hungarian People's Republic is the outcome of 
historical development and accounts for an important 
factor in the development of friendship between the 
two countries... The solving of the question of 
nationalities, citizens of the respective countries, is a 
domestic affair falling within the competence of each 
one of the two countries. The sides consider that the 
existence of the nationalities in the two countries 
should turn to an ever greater extent into bridges 
bringing closer the Romanian and Hungarian peoples.44 

The two countries also agreed to open consulates in Cluj 
(Kolozsvar) and in Debrecen. The agreement was implemented 
only in April 1980, after considerable foot-dragging by the 
Romanians who were anxious to delay the opening of a 
Hungarian consulate in the capital of Transylvania. Although, 
Romania was given an opportunity, if it needed one, to establish 
closer contacts with the Romanian minority in Hungary, 
following the Kadar-Ceausescu talks, there was no indication that 
Romania would show a greater interest in them. 

Contrary to the understanding that was reached between the 
two states on the need to involve the respective minorities in 
inter-state relations, Romanian-Hungarian relations reached a 
low ebb by the end of 1977 and the beginning of 1978. 
Historiographical polemics between the two states, an almost 
constant feature in periods of strain in their relations, brought 
nearly to a halt the process of rapprochement reached in June 
1977. Moreover, some publications in the Hungarian media 
criticised Romania for its attitude on the national question. Such 
was the tone of a two-part article by Gyula Illyes in Magyar 
Nemzet: "the Hungarian speaking population exceeding a 
million and living in minority status (is) deprived of its university 
where the language of teaching used to be its own..., more than 
20 percent of the children of the largest national minority in 
Europe are not even taught the alphabet in their own 
language. '"4 5 Illyes' accusations were rejected in a series of 
Romanian polemical publications such as that by Mihnea 
Gheorghiu in Luceafarul, the weekly of the Romanian Writers' 
Union. Gheorghiu labelled Illyes as a man "full of nostalgia for a 
dualism whose sun has set and the memory of the admiral 



without a fleet,* feeling a gut hatred for members of other 
nations. " 4 6 

The tone of the Hungarian replies to the Romanian 
accusations was somewhat pessimistic. Zsigmond Pal Pach, head 
of the Institute of History of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 
wrote in reply to Mihnea Gheorghiu that on the national issue 
"We...imagined that the socialist transformation in itself would, 
as it were automatically, solve the national problem in the 
Danube region." Pach went on "we see things more realistically 
today National problems accumulated over a long period 
cannot be made to disappear from one day to the next."4 7 

The Romanian-Hungarian polemics of 1978 were toned down 
through a series of high-level meetings between the two 
governments, but not before Ceausescu made one of his rare 
references to the Romanian minority in the neighbouring states. 
Speaking at a mass rally in Bucharest he declared that while there 
are two million Romanian citizens belonging to various 
nationalities, there are "six million" Romanians in the 
neighbouring states, whose fate was decided upon by the 
respective countries. The Romanian leader stated that the 
problems of the Romanian nationality in Hungary, Yugoslavia 
and other countries are not solved in Bucharest, but in Budapest, 
Beograd (Belgrad) and the other capitals, while the problems of 
the Hungarian, German, Serbian and other nationalities should 
not be solved in Budapest, Berlin, Bonn, Beograd or elsewhere, 
but in Bucharest by the Romanian Communist Party. He 
emphasized that Romania would never use the existence of the 
Romanian nationality in other countries in order to interfere in 
their internal affairs, yet at the same time, Romania would firmly 
reject any attempt by others to use the nationality question as a 
pretext to interfere in Romania's internal affairs. 48 

The Romanian position that emerged in June 1977 at the 
Kadar-Ceausescu talks indicated that at last Romania would 
recognize and accept the role that nationalities should play in 
inter-state relations. The subsequent hardening in Romania's 

* Editor's note: this incredible reference is to Emperor-King 
Francis Joseph and Regent Miklos Horthy, not exactly idols for 
Illyes. 



line was caused possibly by growing dissent among Hungarians in 
Transylvania. This dissent, such as the Kiraly Karoly affair,49 

slowed down the process begun in 1977. Hungary, keeping 
offical silence over dissenting voices from Transylvania, 
occasionally hinted at existing problems on the national issue 
with Romania. Such was the tone of the panelist over the 
popular Budapest TV program "forum" when answering a 
phone-in question on Romanian-Hungarian relations, replied 
that the "Debrecen-Oradea agreements of 1977 are partly on the 
way of being implemented." 50 

Through the years a curious linkage emerged between 
Romania and Hungary's relations on the nationality issue, and 
Romania's relations with the Soviet Union over the Bessarabian 
issue. It has been noted for example that Hungary chose to 
criticise Romania's nationality policy in the summer of 1971 at a 
time of increased Romanian-Soviet polemics.51 Hungarian 
support for the Soviets' anti-Romanian steps has been linked to 
the Soviet backing of Hungary in opposing Romania's nationality 
policy, the Soviet Union's main motive being to counter 
Romanian pressure over the Moldavian issue. The Soviets 
frequently praise Hungary's nationality policy.52 Moreover, the 
Soviet Union allows its small minority of some 200,000 
Hungarians to step up and promote ties with the 
"mother-country." Hungary never misses an opportunity to 
praise the Soviet Union's nationality policy towards the 
Hungarians, a policy which in the words of Magyar Nemzet 
proves that "nationalities are bridges between nations and 

" 53 

states. 
The fate of the nationalities in Hungary and that of the 

Hungarians in the successor states is linked to the role of 
nationalism in Hungary today. There is no doubt that the policy 
of the regime is one of drawing benefits from playing the role of a 
national party but without running any of the risks that could be 
involved. 54 While the regime's legitimacy does not necessarily 
rest on her achievements on the national question, the fate of the 
Hungarians in the neighbouring states is very close to the heart of 
most of Hungary's citizens, a feeling which should not be 
associated automatically with nationalism. The Hungarian 
regime chose the road of a positive attitude to the national 
minorities in Hungary, a policy which encourages them to assert 
their national identity, just as Hungary expects today that the 



Hungarians in the Danubian basin should be able to assert their 
own specific ties with the mainspring of Hungarian culture and 
language. Thus, Hungary's policy in regard to the nationalities 
in Hungary is one which recognizes their uniqueness and ties with 
the mother-tongue countries while emphasizing their attachment 
to Hungary and the regime to whose fate they are linked. 
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