
Hungarian Studies Review Vol. XIV, No. 2 (Fall 1987) 

REVIEW ARTICLE 

Istvan Tisza: Villain or Tragic Hero? 
Reassessments in Hungary -

Verdict in the U.S. 

Geza Jeszenszky 

Istvan Dioszegi,^4 magyar kulpolitika utjai [The paths of Hungarian 
foreign policy]. Budapest: Gondolat Konyvkiado, 1984. 

Gabor Kemeny G. (coll. and ed.), Iratok a nemzetisegi kerdes 
tortenetehez Magyarorszagon a dualizmus koraban [Documents on the 
history of the nationality question in Hungary in the age of dualism]. 
Vol. VI. 1913-1914. Budapest: Tankonyvkiado, 1985. x, 341 pp. 

Jozsef Galantai, A Habsburg-monarchia alkonya. Osztrak—magyar 
dualizmus, 1867-1918 [The twilight of the Habsburg Monarchy. 
A u s t r o - H u n g a r i a n dua l i sm , 1867-1918] Budapes t : Kossuth 
Konyvkiado, 1985, 390 pp. 

Ferenc Poloskei, Tisza Istvan. Budapest: Gondolat Konyvkiado. 1985. 
281 pp. 

Gabor Vermes, Istvan Tisza. The Liberal Vision and Conservative 
Statecraft of a Magyar Nationalist. New York: East European 
Monographs. Distributed by Columbia University Press, 1985. ix, 
627 pp. 

Istvan Tisza was twice Prime Minister of Hungary and was the 
most influential statesman of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy be-
tween 1913 and 1917. Highly respected and admired by some, he 
was feared and hated by many of his contemporaries. Not only the 



Emperor-King Francis Joseph, but also Kaiser William of Germany 
considered Tisza as the man sent by Providence to save the totter-
ing Habsburg Monarchy. This belief was shared by a group of 
devoted followers in Hungary, and by some even in Austria. On the 
other hand, those who did not come under the spell of this robust 
personality saw Tisza as a new Anti-Christ, the servile arm of 
"Vienna" and the Habsburgs, an arch-reactionary landlord; and the 
poet Ady's epithets "firebrand," "the wild crazy man from Geszt" 
became firmly imprinted in the minds of generations of Hungarians. 
Although in the eyes of many, the fall of the Austro- Hungarian 
Monarchy and the Trianon Peace Treaty meted out to Hungary vin-
dicated most of Tisza's policies, and a kind of cult emerged around 
his figure in interwar Hungary. After 1945 the verdict delivered by 
Tisza's opponents was revived, and not only Stalinists but many of 
their victims, too, regarded Tisza as an arch-conservative, a callous 
defender of an unjust system, a warmonger personally responsible 
for the outbreak of the First World War and for Hungarian par-
ticipation in it. In Western Europe opinions about Tisza were 
similarly divided, but after 1914 the critical view got the upper hand 
and Tisza was called one of "the men who floundered into the war."1 

Furthermore, he was included among the greatest war criminals of 
1914-18.2 According to one widely known work, the Hungarian Prime 
Minister "surpassed even his father's dictatorial position" in keep-
ing both the "nationalities" and "the Magyar masses excluded from 
political life."3 An Italian historian called him "stubborn and brutal" 
in defending "the supremacy which the Magyar historical classes 
had managed to maintain for many centuries."4 The balanced com-
ments of the American Arthur J. May were rather exceptional.5 

The emancipation of Hungarian history writing from the vulgar, 
Stalinist version of Marxism was bound to lead to a more serious 
and objective study of Tisza's character and historical role. This was 
not easy because at first Tisza's one-time political opponents, radi-
cals like Oszkar Jaszi, the Social Democrats and Mihaly Karolyi 
had to be rehabilitated. When these people were given fair (oc-
casionally, as in the case of Karolyi, too generous) treatment after 
decades of abuse, it was not the occasion to revise Tisza's portrayal, 
no matter how fine the scholars dealing with Karolyi and his allies 
were. Peter Hanak, however, in a brilliant chapter representing the 
great transformation in Hungarian historiography, offered a charac-
ter sketch which can probably be accepted by admirers and foes of 
Tisza alike.7 The collection and publication of the major documents 
on the treatment of the non-Hungarian national minorities of Hun-
gary made it clear that Tisza could not be put in the same category 



as the exponents of national chauvinism, so vociferous around the 
turn of the century.8 Ferenc Poloskei, after studying the political his-
tory of the last decade of Austria-Hungary, began to point out that 
Tisza served the interests of the ruling classes better than his 
nationalist opponents, and that he was far-sighted enough to attempt 
some compromises with the non-Hungar ians , notably the 
Rumanians. Another noted historian, Jozsef Galantai, wrote exten-
sively on the war years, using both Hungarian and foreign sources. 
He unearthed many details about Tisza's impact on Hungarian (and 
European) history, but refrained from offering an overall judgment 
on the controversial statesman.10 The same can be said of Istvan 
Dioszegi, whose exemplary studies of Austro-Hungarian foreign 
policy contained much on Tisza's role in policy-making, without ex-
plicitly challenging the one-sided traditional accounts.11 Still, the 
findings of both authors proved invaluable in judging Tisza by the 
facts; their opinion on some crucial issues of Tisza's political life 
will be mentioned below. Since all the above authors (Hanak, 
Poloskei, Dioszegi and Galantai) wrote chapters for volume seven 
of the massive ten-volume history of Hungary, this "definitive 
account" or "authorized version" is also mostly free of extreme lan-
guage and traditional bias in connection with Tisza and his times. 

Understandably it was a difficult task for people professing radi-
cal or some type of socialist convictions to show much under-
standing towards a Hungarian count and landlord who opposed the 
introduction of universal suffrage in the belief that it might prepare 
the ground for a socialist revolution. Some felt there was no need 
for any substantial revision concerning Tisza. Istvan Kiraly, an in-
fluential and for some time even popular professor of literature, in 
his massive studies on Ady, upheld the simplistic image: Tisza was 
defending "the utterly obsolete, great estate and haute bourgeois 
reaction," his second premiership in 1913 was "the victory of counter-
revolution," in the July 1914 crisis he bent under German pressure, 
and as a man he was "haughty, arrogant, a born insolent, an insen-
sitive oligarch."12 Another literary historian, Bela G. Nemeth, was 
more sophisticated, but still unable to break some taboos. While ad-
mitting Tisza's "willpower, determination... hard discipline in work, 
moderate lifestyle, fairness in financial matters... subjective moral 
values," Nemeth saw him as a radical Old Conservative, whose nar-
row Hungarian gentry horizon made him unable to realize "the 
hopelessly antiquated and doomed nature of the existing struc-
ture."13 How deep-rooted the highly negative Tisza portrait became 
can be seen by the fact that in a recent issue of Irodalmi Ujsag 
(published in Paris), a poem by George Faludy (the highly respected 



exiled poet who lives in Canada) put Tisza in the same category with 
Horthy, Rakosi and Kadar (themselves strange bedfellows), while 
G.M. Tamas, a learned political scientist and essayist, widely 
regarded as one of the best minds of the Hungarian "democratic op-
position," described Tisza as a romantic anti-capitalist, an early em-
bodiment of modern right-wing radicalism. 

As part of a series of paperbacks devoted to Hungarian "popular" 
history (Magyar Histdria), Poloskei wrote a short but well-illustrated 
biography of Tisza, which tried to bridge the abyss between the two 
extreme judgments.14 In his general remarks Poloskei repeated such 
traditional charges as "a statesman bent on containing progress," (p. 
8.) whose purpose was "the liquidation of the liberal features of the 
1867 arrangement," (p. 133.) and whose legislation, consolidating the 
power of the state, prepared the ground for the legal system of the 
postwar counter-revolutionary regime (p. 185). However, the exten-
sive quotations fromTisza's speeches (delivered mainly in the House 
of Representatives), indisputably show another side of the states-
man: an unmistakably liberal attitude in dealing with a large num-
ber of issues, forceful reasoning based on an impressive command 
of facts and laws, serious efforts to promote social welfare (mainly 
among the industrial workers), determination to uphold and expand 
cultural and educational freedom and pluralism (parallel with a con-
cern over the dominating influence of German culture), and a will-
ingness to meet the cultural (and to a limited degree even the politi-
cal) demands of the non-Hungarian minorities, most notably the 
Rumanians. Poloskei supplies convincing statistics on how 
Rumanian church schools prospered under Tisza: well over two 
thousand elementary and ten secondary schools as well as seven 
seminaries (theological colleges) were recipients of substantial finan-
cial support from the state (pp. 69-70). The author, however, deems 
these concessions to be the products of foreign policy considerations, 
which is an over-simplification. The general tendency of the book 
is to present Tisza in a more favourable light (mainly through his 
own words and actions), without giving him credit for his more 
liberal policies and without explicitly revising the traditional image. 
Poloskei was definitely selective in using some of the evidence: he 
gave a one-sided account of Tisza's family background, and in the 
chapter on the relation between Tisza and Ady, he was silent about 
the latter's (and Jaszi's) earlier admiration for the young politician 
who was seen as the champion of a liberal revival in the govern-
ment party. The rather perfunctory treatment given to the war period 
was also unfortunate because in many ways those were Tisza's finest 
years, a time when he was at the height of his prestige and power. 



Tisza was the only Hungarian who played a truly significant, "his-
tory-making" role in European politics in this century, and even if 
he had not been such a complex man, he would clearly have 
deserved a more substantial biography than Poloskei's short version. 
In fact such a work appeared only a few weeks later, but in English 
and in the United States. The massive volume of Vermes, the result 
of years of meticulous research and thinking, is based on all avail-
able evidence provided by Hungarian and foreign archives (ranging 
from letters deposited with the Hungarian Calvinist Church to 
foreign ministry documents found in Vienna, Berlin, London and 
Washington, and sources in the Hoover Institute at Stanford) as well 
as on hundreds of published works and periodicals. There is no 
doubt that Vermes has produced a very authoritative account of 
Tisza's life, but how far has he succeeded in evaluating and judging 
this hotly debated personality? 

This reviewer has no doubt that Vermes succeeded in a major 
revision of the portrait of Tisza: the prevailing black and the oc-
casional white are replaced by the vivid colours of reality. Not that 
the author was simply indulging in the fashionable art of 
revisionism. Vermes is a traditional historian, who collected far more 
evidence than he could dream of putting into print, who thought 
more than twice about each statement and whose conclusions sound 
almost irrefutable. 

Since the book was written mainly for non-Hungarian readers, it 
was necessary to devote considerable space to the presentation and 
explanation of the history of Hungary from 1867 to 1918. Vermes 
went far beyond giving only the necessary facts: his remarks and 
conclusions—usually very sound and convincing, occasionally 
provoking—arc the results of decades of study and thinking on the 
strange course of Hungarian history. He hit upon what he called the 
basic Hungarian dilemma: Hungarians rightly perceived that their 
position was extremely precarious. They had only a relative (less 
than fifty per cent) majority over the Croatians, Rumanians, Ger-
mans, Slovaks, Serbs and Rusyns populating the historic state, which 
was next to two German and one Slavic great power as well as sur-
rounded by two small nations, Serbia and Rumania, both eager to 
increase their territory at the expense of Hungary. The awareness of 
these threats might have made the creation of a centralized, even a 
dictatorial state an almost logical answer, but the widely professed 
traditions of Hungary (the genuinely liberal Age of Reforms and the 
1848 April Laws) prohibited such a course. Yet completely liberal 
policies (inevitably leading towards full democracy) involved the 
danger of accepting the partition of the historic territory along eth-



nic lines. The solution was to be a unique "liberal nationalism" or 
"national liberalism," a determination to maintain the supremacy 
of the Hungarian element without using real repression, which was 
best represented by father and son, Kalman and Istvan Tisza. Prov-
ing the liberal elements of the latter's policies as well as illustrating 
the shortcomings of this liberalism is the major achievement of Ver-
mes. 

Tisza was no dictator. He never dreamed of using power in an 
unlawful way, curtailing the personal freedom or material well- being 
of his many political opponents. (The attempted modification of the 
standing orders of the House in 1904 and the forceful ejection of 
unruly elements from Parliament in 1912 can be regarded as infrin-
gements of the existing laws in order to enforce the rule of the 
majority. Vermes neither condones nor condemns them.) Whereas 
Tisza's liberalism is evident in his theoretical beliefs and doctrines 
(e.g., in the issue of the separation of Church and State, or in the in-
ternal matters of his own Calvinist Church), and some of his unen-
lightened agricultural policies can be explained by the narrow ob-
servance of laissez faire, his stubborn opposition to any substantial 
expansion of voting rights, his belief that rural unrest (including that 
of non-Hungarians) was the result of unscrupulous agitators and 
could be dealt with by police measures, was certainly conservative 
behaviour. The subtitle of Vermes' book is, therefore, a direct hit. 
But most of these conservative policies were in fact the result of con-
sideration for the national interest and were meant to serve the main-
tenance of the Compromise and of the hegemony of the Hungarians 
in Hungary. 

The most novel (and probably the most controversial) chapter of 
the biography ("The Clash of Ideas") shows how traditional 
liberalism (often called Old Liberalism, or conservative liberalism), 
represented mainly by the pro-Compromise ("67-er") government 
party, was on a collision course with the young, radical progressives 
of the journal, Huszadik Szazad (Twentieth Century), and of the 
Society for the Social Sciences. This reviewer accepts Vermes's thesis 
that the two groups had far more in common than they—and 
posterity—realized: philosophically they had the same roots, they 
were equally in favour of capitalist progress, industrialization and 
urbanization. They differed on the pace and depth of the social and 
political consequences they deemed desirable, and the momentum 
and rhetoric of their conflict, augmented by the generation gap, led 
to an apparently irreparable and lifelong struggle. Although both 
Tisza's followers and their "progressive opponents had a mutually 
shared belief and interest in preserving freedom against extremists, 



both on the Right and on the Left," this was not realized, and "at 
the end there could be no peace or even a workable truce between 
those who wished to give history a push and those who allowed for 
only small changes within a controlled social and political environ-
ment." (p. 177) 

The volume's other central theme is Tisza's nationalism, in con-
temporary parlance—whether he was a tool of "Vienna" (i.e., the 
Habsburg establishment), or the truest Hungarian patriot. Vermes 
very convincingly shows that Istvan Tisza saw far more clearly the 
internal and external dangers facing Hungarians than most of his 
contemporaries, but he thought that they could be successfully 
countered by maintaining the Austrian connection ("dualism") and 
showing national unity. When both were threatened by the Party of 
Independence (which, incidentally, did not call for complete nation-
al independence, only for a looser connection with Austria), Tisza 
quoted Kossuth's plan for a confederation of Danubian nations as 
proof that the Hungarians were not strong enough to preserve real 
independence if they stood completely alone. (For the same reason 
Tisza was a firm supporter of the Dual Alliance with Germany, al-
though his political and cultural sympathies lay with the English.) 
Tisza felt it was his mission to save the unity of the nation from the 
impact of the programs which undermined it: narrow-minded 
chauvinism, radicalism, socialism and the separatist dreams of 
Rumanians and Serbs, but only by legal means, mainly in Parlia-
ment and in public debate. He was also ready to fight for the rights 
of Hungarians embodied in the law, especially in the letter and spirit 
of the Compromise of 1867, and worked for the expansion of these 
rights so that Hungary could achieve real parity with the Austrian 
half of the Monarchy. While he was always mindful of the preroga-
tives and feelings of Francis Joseph, he was determined to oppose 
the absolutist ambitions of the military and of the Heir Apparent, 
Francis Ferdinand, who, in turn, considered him the most dangerous 
of all Hungarians, a new Prince Rakoczi. 

Vermes pays due attention to what is little known, that Tisza was 
perhaps the most tolerant member of the Hungarian political estab-
lishment on the issue of national minorities. Not that he was ready 
to go as far as Mocsary or Jaszi in meeting the political demands of 
the non-Hungarian leaders, but he offered them substantial cultural 
and educational concessions. The most recent Hungarian documen-
tary collection shows that these were quite far-reaching by contem-
porary (not to mention present- day East European) standards, and 
the promises were matched by deeds such as the introduction of 
minority languages into the state schools, or supporting the prin-



ciple that minorities are entitled not only to equal rights but to some 
extra rights.15 In 1913 and 1914 Tisza made repeated efforts to come 
to an understanding with the Rumanian National Party. Vermes 
suggests that failure to do so might have been due to the advice of 
Archduke Francis Ferdinand. Recent research by Z. Szasz has 

1 f\ 
proved that beyond doubt 

Well over half of Vermes's book deals with the last six years of 
Tisza's life. Some may find this proportion unwarranted, but if one 
considers what an important role the Hungarian Prime Minister 
played during this period both in Hungary and in Europe, or what 
a large amount of published and unpublished, but relatively little-
used, sources are available, one is inclined to approve such exten-
sive coverage. Tisza used his constitutional right to influence foreign 
policy; this was not too difficult with the nonchalant foreign mini-
ster, Berchtold, and was quite necessary after the Balkan Wars. 
Galantai thinks that Tisza's course, launched in 1913 and followed 
through the July crisis of 1914, which proposed building up Bulgaria 
as the cornerstone of the Monarchy's Balkan policy, was not a bad 
one from the point of view of preserving peace, at least for several 
years.17 Dioszegi, on the other hand, called attention to another, sel-
dom noticed element: from 1913 Tisza's major effort was to bring 
about a rapprochement with Russia as the best guarantee against the 
irredentist ambitions of Serbia and Rumania. In contrast Vermes, 
perhaps lending too much importance to Tisza's March 1914 
memorandum, considers the Bulgarian proposal and the con-
comitant arguments addressed to Emperor William on a diabolical 
entente plan to encircle Germany, as "motivated by self-defense but 
aggressive in its potential consequences." (pp. 212-214) 

The differences between these three authors extend to their ex-
planation of Tisza's behaviour in July 1914. Why did he abandon 
his opposition to the war? Galantai ascribed the greatest importance 
to Tisza's concern for Transylvania and to the guarantees supplied 
by Germany that, in case of a wider conflict, Rumania would stay 
neutral and, further, that Germany was ready to adopt Tisza's 
proposal about bringing Bulgaria into the Triple Alliance. Vermes 
is more inclined to accept the conventional view, notably that Tisza's 
volte-face was caused not so much by direct German pressure but 
by his realization that lack of action may endanger future German 
support in the Balkans, if not the German alliance itself, and also 
damage his own reputation as the man on whom one could build 
a consistent policy. So he accepted the possibility of war, with a 
heavy heart and not unaware of the high risks involved (217-235). 
Dioszegi's most recent explanation adds a more unorthodox and 



not unconvincing element. It was neither German pressure nor as-
surance that prevailed over Tisza's reluctance. The Hungarian Prime 
Minister had two internal factors to consider: the attitude of the 
Hungarian Parliament and that of the Monarch. Hungarian public 
opinion—like public opinion in other countries—was in favour of 
war in 1914. When Tisza, after repeated attempts, failed to change 
Francis Joseph's conclusion that the only solution to the Southern 
Slav menace was war, he had no choice but to resign or to devote 
all his energies to the war effort. 

Tisza's handling of the Hungarian war effort was remarkable. His 
sense of mission was stronger than ever, he felt he had to deal with 
all major and minor issues himself, whether they concerned the al-
liance with Germany, negotiating with Italy and Rumania, wran-
gling with Austria over constitutional questions and the food supp-
ly, or looking after the families of soldiers on the front. Special Hun-
garian interests appeared to weigh on him more heavily than ever, 
but he continued to believe that their safeguarding served also the 
best interests of the whole Monarchy. That is why he was so rigid-
ly opposed to any constitutional changes that threatened the dualist 
structure, whether uniting the Poles under the Habsburgs, adopting 
the program of a Greater Croatia, or allowing regional autonomy. 
His major concern was to maintain internal stability and cohesion, 
and when that became increasingly difficult, he could think of no 
other course than resistance to bending under popular pressure. 
When at the end of the war Charles tried to save his Empire by 
federalizing the much weakened Austria, Tisza finally endorsed the 
platform of his parliamentary opponents (personal union) since he 
was unable to think in new terms, more in line with the new realities. 

In the chapters on the war period, Vermes shows that he is not 
only able to offer interpretations that rise above the earlier debates, 
but can use his many primary sources to create an impressive new 
conccption of his subject. Tisza's wartime foreign policy has hard-
ly been studied, and the fact that he had made sincere and serious 
efforts to restore peace must come as a surprise to most readers. As 
far as war aims are concerned, he was the most moderate of all the 
leading politicians of the Central Powers. His critics would say that 
this was so only because he wanted to save historic Hungary. It was 
not only his personal tragedy that when the Entente was at last ready 
to negotiate with Austria-Hungary, at the very beginning of 1918, he 
was already out of office. He—unlike Karolyi, the man of faith and 
illusions—was aware of the plans to carve up Hungary, and since 
he could not accept peace on such conditions he saw no alternative 
but putting all his hope in the strength of the German army. Tisza 



was never good in reacting to unpalatable situations. When he ad-
mitted that the war was lost his whole Utopian vision of a strong, 
stable and traditional Hungary collapsed. The unknown assassins' 
bullet killed a man who was already paralysed in spirit. 

The long gestation of Vermes's work may explain why factual mis-
takes are virtually absent. Naturally many questions can be raised 
about its proportions, some of the interpretations or epithets, the in-
clusion or omission of some details. A few examples: Vermes did 
not mention that the 1905 elections were exceptionally fair (which 
must have contributed to the defeat of the government), and that it 
was a personal victory for Tisza: he defeated his great rival, the 
younger Andrassy, in Deak's one-time Pest seat. It is unlikely that 
Jaszi would have agreed to be called "the Jewish sociologist," (p-
154), and Mihaly Rez, respected by many contemporary social scien-
tist (e.g., Bodog Somlo), was perhaps not the representative of "the 
secular extreme Right." (p. 169) Vermes found (or ventured to say) 
very little on the human side of Tisza. This was unavoidable given 
the reserved, almost shy nature of the man, whose private life has 
remained a secret (speculations about his affairs with women and 
visits to brothels are probably completely unfounded). Moreover, 
there is some evidence which runs contrary to the widespread view 
about the coldness and lack of human feeling in this Puritan: in 
close family and friendly circles his inner warmth penetrated his 
shield. If Vermes had seen the British Consul-General's reports from 
Budapest he would have found much sympathy with "the sheer 
anchor" of the Monarchy: praise of his controversial steps regulat-
ing Parliament, appreciation of his 1910 Arad speech (which paid 
eloquent homage to the martyrs without hurting the dynasty) and 
understanding for his opposition to universal suffrage. Later, 
however, the anti-German group in the Foreign Office drew a dif-
ferent picture: Clerk, Vansittart, and especially Crowe, denigrated 
the Hungarian Prime Minister in numerous minutes. Tisza's close 
German connections usually hid his British sympathies. It is telling 
that when The Economist criticized the 1913 Suffrage Bill and com-
pared its results to England in the 18th century, Tisza, then the 
Speaker of the House of Representatives, answered in a letter which 
pointed out that in 1910 the proportion of voters (6.5 per cent) was 
considerably higher than in the United Kingdom before 1867, "scar-
cely less than the ratio of English electors from 1868 to 1885 (about 
7 per cent), and that the Reform Bill recently passed in our Parlia-
ment will have the probable result of bringing the number of elec-
tors very near to two millions (21 per cent). Don't you think this is 
a! fair dose of democracy in a country so much behind England con-



cerning the culture and welfare of the lower classes?"21 Vermes is 
correct in pointing out that Tisza's attitude to "the lower classes" 
was largely that of the kind, parochial landlord of Geszt toward his 
honest, industrious, but uneducated peasants. It is less clear what 
Tisza's feelings were towards the bulk of the bourgeois element. How 
closely did he control or influence Az Ujsag, their popular, liberal 
daily? 

In an earlier article, Vermes quoted Aristotle's description of the 
tragic hero, whose "misfortune is brought upon him not by vice and 
depravity but by some error of judgment or frailty."22 Vermes sees 
Tisza's tragedy not in the assassination of the by then lonely and 
much-cursed political leader on October 31, 1918, in the hour of col-
lapse and revolution, but in Tisza's stubborn determination to 
uphold and further aims that, in the long run, proved unattainable. 
Tisza tried to increase the strength and influence of Hungary over 
Austria, and also vis-a-vis Francis Ferdinand, the Austro-German 
nationalists, the Social Democrats, the Christian Socials, as well as 
all the Slavs of the Monarchy. Tisza wanted to see an industrialized, 
technologically advanced and prosperous Hungary, where social 
peace prevailed because the rapidly growing working class, the 
agrarian masses, the nouveau riche and the non-Hungarian nation-
al minorities accepted their current position and even their limited 
perspective. He was sincerely determined to uphold the liberal tradi-
tions of Hungary: political freedom and a constitutional, parliamen-
tary government, while maintaining the political and economic 
hegemony of the traditional leading elements (the aristocracy, the 
landed and the landless nobility, the deferential upper middle class), 
who all share a common mentality and value system. 

All that was clearly too much, even for a man of Tisza's strength, 
but the pursuit of such impossible aims may sound more quixotic 
than tragic. Nevertheless, Tisza's figure does not really recall 
Cervantes's hero. He was sufficiently realistic to know that for his 
aims it was essential to conserve the narrow franchise, the highly 
uneven distribution of land and wealth, and a system of government 
where the vast majority of citizens had little say in the decisions af-
fecting them. But all that was not based on a conservative political 
philosophy, only on the realization of the foreseeable and probable 
consequences of political democratization. Thus Tisza, in his Hun-
garian patriotism, felt he had to fight these unwelcome eventualities. 
So Tisza was perhaps a noble character and a man of good will with 
unrealistic and both politically and morally questionable aims. To 
add to the tragic strain: his conviction in the correctness of his own 
views and actions stood in marked contrast to his repeated failures 



to command a majority for his policies, and, in addition, he was 
notorious for his inflexibility even in dealing with his own class. As 
a devout Calvinist he believed that Providence had selected him to 
fulfill a mission, and it was his duty to face all obstacles. For some 
time he appeared to have prevailed, and between 1913 and 1916 he 
and Hungary wielded political influence unmatched since the fif-
teenth century. But finally Tisza had to see that Fate turned against 
him and the distant events of the world war led to the collapse of 
the whole structure, crushing this modern Samson. What might be 
called his final tragedy is that despite having had many enthusias-
tic and passionate supporters (certainly not all opportunists), history 
failed to justify him, and posterity has been harsh to him. Now 
Gabor Vermes, in this massive and convincing work, does not ac-
quit Tisza, but gives him justice. 
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