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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.
T h e shaping of this policy has been
influenced by the existence of large Hungarian populations in
Czechoslovakia, Romania and Yugoslavia. To p u t 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 a n d
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. T h e 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 m u c h
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 m a r k 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 r o m the resettlement of the Hungarians f r o m 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. T h e 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. T h e 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 f u t u r e . " 9 The Party program on the

nationalities' free contacts was never implemented as relations
with Czechoslovakia remained strained even after 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.
T h e 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," 1 0 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 B u r e a u . " 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. 1 2 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. T h e
regime criticized its own German policy in the May 1956 policy
statement on the nationality question of the Hungarian Workers
Party's Central Committee. T h e 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 T h e
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. 1 5 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. T h e 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 T h e 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 a n d 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 J u n e 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 attitude 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 f o r u m 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. T h e ground was ripe for the linking of the national
question to the country's foreign policies.
Hungarian Nationality
Factors

Policy Since 1968—Internal

and

External

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. 1 9 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 T h e 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 m a d e at a session held at the Institute
of Social Sciences of the HSWP, between July-December 1967. 23
T h e participants, high Party functionaries and leading
representatives of the four m a j o r 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 X l l t h 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.
W e 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 H u n g a r y . " 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. T h e r e 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 u p 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. T h e 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 t h a n
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 m a i n
nationality papers serve an expanding readership in Hungary:
the Serbo-Croatian Narodne Novine, the German Neue Zeitung,

the Slovak Ludova Noviny, a n d the Romanian Foaia Noastra.
These papers "play an important part in providing information
a n d 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 f u r t h e r 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 f a r better t h a n 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." 3 3 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. T h e policy of promoting the
educational development of the minorities encountered many
problems. O n e 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 a n d 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 R o m a n i a . " 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."
T h e "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. T h e 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... T h e 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. T h e 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
T h e two countries also agreed to open consulates in Cluj
(Kolozsvar) and in Debrecen. T h e 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. 4 8
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, 4 9
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 T V 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.
T h e 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.
T h e 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. T h e r e 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.
T h e 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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