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fascism in the 1930’s-1940’s

The Hungarian radical right is a historic animal. This statement represents the 
core of its very being, for it is through a particular understanding of history that 
the radical right in Hungary perceived the world. Histon' animated the political 
activity of the Arrow Cross Party: the annual processions, press articles, 
parliamentary interventions and solemn speeches on special occasions. The 
biggest party ralhes usually took place at anniversaries or commemorations of 
historical events important for the life of the nation and the community. The 
speeches of politicians and activists were rife with examples and references to 
the past; for every occasion or problem, there is certainly an homologue in the 
past. Therefore the past acts as a constant referential point. The Hungarian 
radical right needs to look back to the past in order to be able to look to the 
present or onward to the future. In this sense, one the arguments my paper seeks 
to make is that the radical right’s ultimate goal is to cancel out history, by 
imposing its optimal Weltanschauung. This view of the future is also deeply 
entangled with the past. A mythological past serves as its source. Therefore, an 
analysis of the historical perception is necessary that if we wish to do a cursory 
investigation into the ideology of the Hungarian radical right and explore its 
reasons for success.

But what does this perception entail? Firstly, it means that history' serves as a 
grand ordinator of both identity and perception and interaction with the 
surrounding world. It is by making use of historical grand events, persons and 
motifs that the Hungarian radical right forms its core self. Secondly, it means 
that the radical right uses a certain code of political language to communicate. 
Many of the elements of the code are historical, as Pierre Nora called them, lieux 
de mémoire, that a particular society shares among its members. The symbolic 
meaning of an image or a reference to a certain name within a political exposé 
evokes the desired responseonly when it is located in the correct socio-political 
context. As Clifford Geertz tells us in the introduction to his Interpretation of 
cultures, a certain gesture, symbol or concept may only be properly understood 
within the confines of a certain cultural setting. This is certainly true for political 
culture as well. These elements are therefore recognized as such by the 
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individuals making up society, but their interpretations may vary highly within 
the community itself.

The most useful way to conduct a systematic analysis of the anatomy of the 
Hungarian radical right’s historical identity is to analyze its discourses pertaining 
to history.

I shall depart from one of the most important theoretical tenets of this thesis, 
the term of generic fascism put forward by such scholars as Roger Griffin and 
George L. Mosse. Fascism is identified by Roger Griffin as a sub-variant of 
ultranationalism, populist in style, and bent on regenerating state and society. 
The idea of palingenesis is tightly packed concept, encapsulating a historical 
narrative within it. It theorizes that history is made up a dialectical struggle 
between members of the nation and its enemies. The national body is under 
attack by a number of “enemies”, which threaten its very existence. The 
response to this perceived crisis is to attempt a regeneration of the community in 
its entirety, which would ensure a re-vitalization and re-acquirement of all tire 
positive qualities it possessed in the past, but in a new form. This creates a 
historical ellipsis, by which the linearity of history may be sidestepped, and 
society may enter into an a-historical time.

Fascism, Griffin and Mosse argue, was a by-product of a cultural malaise, 
pessimism and a perception of modernity as destroyer of mental super
structures, which it did not replace with anything concrete. This was evident in 
the works of such intellectuals as Friedrich Nietzsche, Arthur Schopenhauer, 
B.A. Morel and Max Nordau; certainly, when Nietzsche affirmed that God was 
dead, he was expressing an attitude shared by many of his contemporaries. The 
mass society that modernity produced also caused great fear in the establishment, 
expressed most poignantly in the works of Gustave Le Bon. The masses needed 
to be controlled, as their primary drive was anarchic and destructive.

The degeneration theories were later propounded by the effects of the Great 
War, and the chaos that followed it, which did much to confirm all the fears and 
suspicions of European society; this was echoed by the works of the likes of 
Oswald Spengler. Thusly, fascism was born out of a need to curtail and control 
modernity on the one hand, and revitalize the nation, on the other. Griffin calls 
this drive “Palingenetic”, meaning it is centered on the myth of rebirth. This may 
be better understood by employing Arnold van Gennep’s theory of the rights of 
passage1 at the level of society. In it, a large section of society feels that the 
community is in a “liminal” phase, i.e. passing from one state of existence into 
another. This necessitates a revival of society in a revolutionary’ manner: fascist 
felt that the nation was under siege by foreign elements, outside influences and 

1 Gennep, The Riles of Passage, (2013).
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modernity itself, which sought to pull the organic community apart with is 
centripetal force. Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman referred to this as “liquid 
modernity”, a situation of increasing feelings of uncertainty and the privatization 
of ambivalence, in which the status of the individual and the community are 
uncertain, and can shift at any moment.2 Fascism, as a political movement, 
stepped in to mediate this process and regenerate the nation, materially but most 
importantly, in a spiritual manner. The main tools of this regeneration were the 
myth of the nation and populism. Thusly, Griffin circumscribes fascism as a 
form of populist, Pahngeneticultranationalism. The allegory of the nation, 
coagulated around a central creed, spiritually reinvented, and rising like a phoenix 
from the ashes is the core myth of fascist ideology’, across borders. In my thesis, 
I have found the same basic idea in the discourses of Hungarian fascism, 
especially pertaining to its treatment of the concepts of nation, society, history 
and future.

2 Beilharz — Bauman, ’’Liquid Modernity”. 2001.
3 Deak, ’’Historiography” 1041
4 Epstein, Gyula Szekfű: 56-57.

In this article, I shall attempt to draw up a syndietic scheme of the worldview 
of the inter-war radical right through the description of its apprehension of the 
concept of history. This investigation may lead to the identificadon of the 
theoretical narrative of fascist political thinking, by inspecting the relationship 
between the salient conceptual elements. Secondly, a study of the interwar 
political scene in which the radical right wing was embedded may provide some 
explanation for the apparent success of their speech and popularity of their 
vision (upon certain sectors of society).

The beginnings of historical theory

The academic interpretation of history in interwar period was dominated 
largely^ by the school established by SzekfuGyula. They belonged to the 
Geistesgeschichte School, which in Flungarian was translated as ssyllemtörténet 
(history of the spirit).3 German historians such as Wilhelm Dilthey and Friedrich 
Meinenke were the main influences for Szekfu’s generation.4 The former 
provided the theory of history as a sum of the thoughts, feehngs, sensations and 
experiences of humankind. The reactions to these personal experiences could be 
gleaned from their external manifestations (in politics, culture and so forth) by 
historians, and interpreted. The key of a proper interpretation was a 
psychological involvement of the historian with his subject-matter, which was 
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possible because of the „lived-through” nature of history. History- was not 
studied from the outside, but from within, since the historian was also “living 
history”. The thorough knowledge of the object of the study, as well as “the 
spirit of the age” assured proper historical interpretation.

The tenets of jty//^/ö7?/»«prescribed a stadial model of history, governed by a 
linear pattern of development. Development, however, did not equal progress, 
and nowhere was this more apparent than in the magnum opus of the period, the 
five-volume History of Hungary of Szekfű, written together with historian Bálint 
Hóman (who served as Minister of Education for over a decade in the interwar 
period). The work further developed the ideas put forward by Szekfű in the 
previous decade, in his book Three Generations. It engendered the idea of decline 
and decay of the Hungarian state and community in the modern period. The 
factors of decay were identified as being the cosmopolitan, (pseudo)bourgeois 
and profiteering elements of society, which began manifesting themselves after 
the onset of the Reform Period (1825—1848). The social categories which 
participated the most in the process of slowly destroying the Hungarian state and 
culture were, according to the historian, the gentry' and the Jews. Their liberal 
culture (political and otherwise) came into direct conflict with “traditional” 
Hungarian values, based on Christian fate and traditional political institutions.5 
This tendency developed further, until 1918, when it came to its natural 
conclusion, almost dragging the entire community down into abyss.

5 Epstein, Gyula Szekfű. 58.

Szekfű claimed that each era of history' had a specific spirit governing it. The 
spirit of the 19th century' had been one of decadence, while his era was one of 
restoration of the traditional value-system. The Bethlen regime was interpreted 
as a renovator of Hungarian spirit and culture. Hungarian culture was defined as 
superior to all others in the area, a worthy' participant to European culture. The 
concept of culture, in Szekfű’s understanding, was quite narrow: it encapsulated 
high culture and art, statecraft and science. These were all inspirited by' a strong 
sense of belonging to the national community and the Christian faith. 
Consequently, his history' was a strongly elitist one, concentrating on the history 
of high culture, politics, the establishment, legislation and institutions (such as 
the Church). He also had a proclivity for integrating Hungarian culture into 
Germanic culture, to the distaste of the Hungarian right-wingers. Szekfű was, 
due to his philosophy, an apologist of the political regime he was part of. He was 
influenced by' Meinecke’s historicist attitude of the individual being justified 
within history' via his relationship to the general historical forces and trends.

The idea of the decay of the preceding period was therefore accredited by 
Szekfű, bolstered by his followers, and assumed by the authorities as an element 
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of their legitimacy. The political regime presided by IstvánBethlen had a highly 
successful and influential cultural policy through the activities of Klebels- 
bergKhunó, the Minister for Culture in the 1920’s. Klebelsbergestablished the 
Geistesgeschichte historians, providing them with institutional support, and took 
from them the idea of Hungarian cultural supremacy.6

6 Deak, "Historiography of the Countries of Eastern Europe: Hungarf’, 4.
7 Meskó Zoltán. In: Magyar Életrajzi Lexikon, Kenyeres Ágnes (Fősz.), Arcanum Adatbázis 

Kft., 2001

The fascist movement in Hungary also began to coagulate, ideologically, 
around a new idea of history. We may use the concept of history’ to illustrate the 
attempt at breaking away from conventional norms of fascist politicians, and as 
an attempt to define themselves. In order to legitimize themselves, they put 
forward a theory- of historical evolution that, while dependent on many of the 
ideas of established historiography, subverted them. The dynamic of fascist 
historical theory- is quite interesting: it proceeded from a single concept to an 
elaborate, stratified theory-. The initial concept was what British historian Roger 
Griffin refers to vsliminoid: a state of being in which one perceives himself, and 
society- as being at the brink of great change. Early- fascist activists shared this 
belief (sincerely- or for self-legitimating purposes), and announced the dawn of a 
new era. The present was established as decadent, and they projected an 
alternative vision of the future. The idea of the future came first, due to the 
contested nature of the present. They- then worked backwards to construct a past 
in w-hich there were only two possible outcomes: nullification or the 
confirmation of their vision of their prospects.

The first utterance of the novel idea of the dawning of a new age was made in 
the pages of the journal entitled Pesti Újság (The Pest Daily'). The newspaper 
belonged to journalist and politician Meskó Zoltán. This small-time political 
figure was a member of a populist faction of the governing smallholder party, 
was a deputy- in the Lower House of the Hungarian Parliament and personally- 
owned the journal. He became known as the founder of the first openly- fascist 
political party- with parliamentary- representation (through his own mandate of 
deputy). Meskó, bom in Baja in 1883 (of Slovak descent), graduated from the 
military- academy in Vienna, and became a non-commissioned officer in 1910. 
Afterwards, he became involved in various welfare schemes for the peasantry-, 
eventually- becoming the general secretary for the Peasant’s Insurance Union.7 
After serving in the First World war on the Italian front, and being involved in 
the Szeged counterrevolution, he worked in a number of positions in the interim 
governments, on matters of agriculture and smallholders. He then became 
involved in the reorganization of the Smallholder Party- in 1921, and its melding 

119



Am» S je/e

into the Unitary Party. Shortly thereafter, he left the party because of its attitude 
toward land reform and the taxing of wealth by 80%.8 After 1927, he returned to 
the fold, holding a parliamentary mandate of the Unitary Party. Another 
important step he undertook was founding a popular newspaper entitled 
“Pestiújság” (“The Pest Daily”), which was to become the main means of 
conveying his ideas, and the base for his political endeavors (the journal became 
one of the main publications of the Arrow Cross Party long after Meskó’s 
departure from politics). Within its pages, he constantly pushed for a program of 
reform for the peasantry, who he identified as Hungary’s main repository of 
moral and national values, as well as being the most disadvantaged social 
category.

8 Magyar Orsjaggyulesi Almanach, (1935-1944.) 257-258.
9 Pesti Újság, nr. 10, march 6, (1932. 1.)

Even before the official turn to fascism, Meskó’s daily published a high 
amount of articles describing the atrocious social state of the lower classes, 
especially the peasantry. He (and his journalists) also identified the huge 
disparities of living standards between the various social categories and between 
urban and rural settings. He attributed this state of affairs as a growing trend of 
decay within society, and identified the causes as being systemic. The liberal and 
most importantly, capitalist ordering of economy and social affairs were to 
blame, tie understood capitalism solely through its exploitative dimension and 
its laissej-faire attitude which fostered disorder favorable for profiteers:

“...capitalism... main tains the state in order to assure itself unrestricted, free 
competition. For it, production is an end in itself, its goal is profitability, not the 
person, but the gain. While millions are starving, this capitalism bums crops, throws 
coffee and cotton into the sea. This capitalism carries within it the seed of its own 
demise...it strives for international dominance...while a few thousands of bankers 
earn billions, millions of poor men are being exploited.. .”9

The leitmotif of banks and cartels as instruments of national destruction 
became embedded in the political lexicon in the years of the crisis. The allegory, 
however, spawned another facet in early fascist writings: its monopoly on 
resources endangers the existence of the entire nation, and its leaders are 
cosmopolitan, often foreign elements. Therefore, the nation and the country 
faces a constant state of emergency, to which only stem measures suffice.

“.. .we cannot follow a policy of public interest, until the renewal of the spirit of 
the nation, the union of all honest working Hungarians does not sweep away those 
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who are traitors of democracy..., profitors of work, who in everything see only their 
fate and their personal gain.10 11”

10 Pesti Újság, nr.3., January 11, (1932) 1.
11 P«rÄ Újság, nr. 37, September 21,1-2.

The peasantry, the true core of Hungarianness, was understood as being 
besieged by these factors of decrepitude. Soon, the seeds of a teleologic 
narrative, posing peasant Hungarians against nefarious cosmopolitan agents, 
began to appear:

■“...they await the dawning of a new age...of a new Hungarian daybreak!...even 
when everything around collapsed, and the country- was getting ready to die, the heart 
of the country-side was strong...it gave a new life to Magyars. In the villages there are 
the true characters, brave, god-fearing, holy Hungarians. Our ancestors were not 
finicky, proud gentlemen. They were anonymous carriers of the Crown of Saint 
Stephen.. .and their spirit is conserved in the village.. .they await renewal.”11

In this passage, we may- observe the early appearance of the concept of the 
alternative, glorious future. Furthermore, we may glean an incipient structure, 
since the peasants secure victory for themselves in this possible bright future by 
relying on their ancestral heritage. Therefore, a rudimentary7 form of historical 
evolution was already sketched in these passages. It relied, as I have already 
mentioned above, on a dialectic structure, composed of the Hungarian masses 
and their antagonists. These antagonists, however, do not have a fixed quality7, 
rather, they7 are composed of a changing number of characteristics. In the early7 
years of Meskó’s party7 (the party7, together with its official journal, The Voice of 
the Nation, were founded in the June of 1932), modernity7 itself was the main foe 
to combat. This was probably7 due to the general cultural influence of anti
modernism, prevalent in the political culture of interwar Hungary7. The enemy7 
was understood as a materially7 exploitative, rationalist, individualist approach to 
modernity, that finds expression through the economic structure of capitalism 
and liberalism. The linkage was made early on between the immediate material 
aspects of modernity7, and the spiritual ones, which were identified as being at the 
core of the problem.

“...the Titanic is the flagship of modern civilization...what is there to happen 
now? Modem science has no answers. Answer, rationalizing Pythia, coaxer of 
modem graphology7!...What happened to modern man? Materialism has subjugated 
the world. It has erased the soul from existence....History7 was identified as the game 
between material and economic forces, and replaced providence with a coat. It is no 
longer man, the spirited animal who makes history, but the spiritless material.. .The 
soaring Ikarus has been chained to the ground. For the educated, positivist 
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philosophy has put a glass ceiling in the heavens, demarcation lines between it and 
earth. Man should stop his transcendental dreams, and think only of what he can 
grasp!...modem hell was built, with golden currency... a new tower of Babel had been 
erected...the golden calf declaims economic theory. The world economic crisis has 
been dubbed under different names by these money-grubbing haruspices. Our eyes 
are slowly being pried open. Now we see the cultural bacillus beyond the material 
cancer eating away at us...The world crisis is the crisis of the modem soul! It is the 
deus ex machina.. .”12

12 Srava, nr. 76, November 3, (1932) 2-3.
13 It is known nowadays as the Paris Institute of Political Studies, and was founded by Albert 

Sorel, and Ernest Renan, as a liberal school of administration, in the wake of the German 
occupation and the Paris Commune.

Modernity was portrayed as having run amok, a civilizational model in deep 
material, cultural and spiritual crisis. The root of the problem was identified as 
the replacement of core national and moral values with inhuman ones, that kept 
creativity and the desire to evolve from manifesting themselves. This self
destructive chain of events could even influence human nature itself, 
dehumanizing man, in a manner of speaking. Therefore, swift action was needed 
to rescue modernity- from itself, in a sense. A fascist projection of the future as 
grounded in the past was pitted against this type of modernity, the details of 
which varied with each interpreter. The agents of change were identified as those 
members of society who exhibited a culturally pure Hungarianness, adhered to a 
traditional moral code, had the desire to act for the greater good, and were 
willing to rally around a providential leader-figure. Many of the elements of this 
model are in accordance with Szekfű’s cultural criticism, and his opposition to 
the liberal interpretation of modernity. Still, the model was quite hazy, and failed 
to attract many? followers. Its “value” was the position of a problem, and an 
original (at least novel in the Hungarian context) interpretation of the concepts 
of past, present, and future.

The first political thinker to attempt a connection between past, present and 
future and between the Hungarian and European historical contexts was 
FesteticsSándor. Count SándorFestetics de Tolnawas a wealthy aristocrat and 
political figure both before and after the First World War. Born in Dég in 1882, 
he followed a typical track for an aristocrat of the time, studying law and politics 
at the EcolePolitique in France,13 and served as a diplomat in many countries. 
During the war he was a cavalry? officer, and participated in the democratic 
Károlyi government as Minister of War, no doubt because of his close ties with 
the prime minister (he was Károlyi’s brother-in-law). After his removal during 
the 1919 communist takeover, he didn’t actively participate in politics until 
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193114, when he was “offered” a mandate in Enying, an electoral circumscription 
which he owned. He ran under the banner of the Unitary Party, noting he could 
not stay away from politics in times of crisis. Shortly thereafter, in 1933, he left 
the party and founded his own fascist movement, often working closely with 
MeskóZoltán.

14 Magyar Orsraggyulesi Almanach, 1931-1936,97-99.
15 Megőfötd, nr. 35, (.August 27,1933), 1.
16 Mecÿjold, nr. 36, (September 3,1933), 1.

The sense of being an vanguard force on the cutting edge of historical 
renewal of society is expressed best in the series of articles published by count 
Sándor Festetics in 1933, just prior to founding his own national-socialist party. 
Quoting an article entitled “The Sunset and Twilight of Democracy” by 
Mussolini, he affirmed the dawning of a new state of historical existence, the 
fascist one:

“...this dissolving civilization is the social and political system which began in 
Europe in 1789 (in Hungary in 1848) and lasted until today. This period created the 
liberal-parliamentary’ system which took over from feudalism. This system was 
dubbed the demo-liberal system by’ Mussolini, and it is this system’s, this civilization’s 
ruin we are witnessing today.. ,”15

. .On the one hand, we are at the beginning of a new world order, the birth of a 
new civilization, that is taking Europe’s states by storm...Concerning the “new 
civilization”, this new and powerful movement, which we have to contend with and 
with the spread of it, we cannot extricate ourselves from its path.”16

Festetics connected the appearance of fascism in Hungary’ to that of its 
inception in other states in Europe, most notably’ Germany’ and Italy. His 
“Mezőföld” journal published short biographies of Adolf Hitler and Benito 
Mussolini, and brief syntheses of their movements’ histories and ideologies. 
Interestingly, he also incorporated into the family of “fascism” Marshall 
Pilsudski’s Poland, and Kemal Ataturk’s Turkey. This was probably due to a 
number of reasons. First, and foremost, it was done for added value of 
legitimacy: more states converting to the fascist creed meant that it was really’ a 
pan-European political revolution, not just an isolated local phenomenon. 
Secondly, there was probably’ a great deal of confusion to what the concept of 
fascism actually’ was, at this moment in Hungary’. Fascist activists and politicians 
were still in the process of definition and concretion of the idea, adapting and 
crafting foreign ideologies to local necessities.

Political confusions aside, the idea of a pan-European political and 
civilizational shift, which Hungary’ could not escape, was projected by Festetics. 
He envisioned a Hungary’ reborn from the ashes, with a strong leader at its helm, 
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who would put through a series of economic and social reforms. To bolster his 
argument, he was the first to begin to develop a stronger civilizational criticism 
toward the regime which he felt was on its way out. In the series of articles 
meant to publicize his fascist turn to the Hungarian public, he criticized the lack 
of adaption of the liberal-capitalist system to the needs of the present. Festetics 
was the first to chastise the legacy of liberalism, tying it to the French 
Revolution; since that event, the political ideology and the economic system it 
had put into place, have worked to dissolve national unity, bringing it to the state 
of necessity. Two tiers of history were set up: the recent past, and the bad state 
of present affairs. These were followed up by the fascist age. The basic tenets of 
Hungarian fascism’s rendition of the concept of history were established. All that 
was left for further generations of fascists was to burrow further into history and 
develop the count’s rough scheme.

This novel interpretation of history constituted the theoretical backbone for 
the legitimating of the existence of fascism on Hungarian soil, and justified 
adherence to it. It was interpreted as a historical necessity, a panacea to cure all 
ailments of modernity, whether be it spiritual or material. Its adopters were those 
who sought advancement beyond the current system of thought, while being 
reluctant of letting go of the core characteristics of their own social and national 
identities. The great ideological dynamism of fascist thought and the promise of 
regeneration, or the passing into a new historical stage, proved to be especially 
attractive to politically active, but jaded individuals. It contained all the critical 
points toward modernity espoused by them, and promised solutions at a point in 
time when cultural malaise was at a highpoint. This constituted the main lure of 
fascist ideology’, and what caused many to take the “fascist turn”. These early 
forbearers, while unsuccessful in their own endeavors, managed to introduce a 
whole new way of speaking and making mass politics in interwar Hungary, with 
unfortunate consequences.

Radical right histories

As stated above, historicity is a component of the nucleus of radical right 
wing ideology’. The question then follows: what kind of history is this? Is there a 
certain dynamic, a certain logic to historical interpretation that differentiates the 
radical right from the rest of the political panorama? And if so, is this 
interpretation wholly original or does it share a number of common elements 
with other members of the political landscape? It is my argument that the answer 
to this last question is affirmative. The extreme right, while it shares a number of 
cultural symbols, among it, elements of historical identity, with the traditional 
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right, it appropriates them for its own use. The end result is a historical 
interpretation made in an original logic, which proves successful through its 
relation with the interpretation given by the conservative right.

Let me describe the main theoretical model for radical right wing history 
which I have constructed by comparing examples of theorizing from interwar 
and contemporary’ radical right wingers. This is an ideal-type construction, which 
is not always congruous with reality, or acts as a set of rules, to which all right 
wingers rigorously conform. It serves as a heuristic device, and shall be nuanced 
by the case-studies in will cite below. The model follows as such: fascist histories 
are not linear, but elliptical. They progress through a stadial model, with the 
important additions of points of rupture. These points of rupture are symbolic 
and serve as reinforcement of certain factors which influence historical 
development. The most important factor is decay. This factor is mainly 
destructive in nature, and follows a particular dynamic: it starts off slow and 
almost invisible in nature, gaining more clout and becoming manifest in the 
present. Its agents are diverse, but a high amount of congruence exists between 
the members of this group, as identified by radical right-wing opinions on the 
subject. It includes ethnic minorities, corruption, and selfish foreign interests, on 
the one hand, and on the other, weakness of self, and the loss of positive 
qualities by the members of the community on the other. At this point, it is 
important to precisely state the stages of history’. First and foremost there is the 
initial stage. It is one of almost absolute positivity, a gilded time of positive 
qualities and strength overall: the high time of the national community as such. 
Of course, here the fascist view of history7 is often based on little fact, situating 
itself on the borderline of history7 and national mythology7, but this is not 
important. What is significant, however, is to what degree the public shares such 
apprehensions about national history7, which, in the Hungarian case, must have 
been significant, as fascism proved to be popular in the interwar period.

The second stage is characterized by the apparition of the factor of decay. In 
various episodic forms, this stage of history7 can stretch from the high middle 
ages until recent times. Its main characteristic is its dynamic, which is that of 
gradual decomposition of the framework of the national community. There are 
two agents of history7 locked in an ongoing (sometimes perhaps unconscious) 
conflict: illustrious members of the community (more often than not referred to 
as heroes), aided by7 the amorphous mass of the people, and various agents of 
decay. This decline is often synchronized with parallel developments in 
European and world history (for which the extreme right constructs similar 
stadial models). The decline of the set of moral and political value-set of the 
Western community is gradual, innocuous at first, but more and more apparent 
as we draw closer to the present situation.
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The end of the period of gradual decay is marked by an important point of 
rupture, which acts as a symbol for all the negative effects cumulated in the 
period which just came to an end. In Hungarian history, this is the 1920 Peace 
Treaty of Trianon, and the subsequent parting up of territory and population. 
This event is treated as the blackest chapter of Hungarian history and identity, 
and the main determinant for political action in the present. It is used a 
summation for all the negative tendencies of the past and present. Often 
instrumentalized, it is used in order to identify present categories of enemies, 
which can be blamed both for Trianon and for their nocent influence in the 
present.

The present situation is one of liminality. Here I come back to concept 
invented by British historian Roger Griffin, the concept of the liminoid state of 
society. The liminoid is a mental state of society (or a portion of society), which 
believes itself to be before a great, transformative change. This change, in the 
Hungarian case is, however, characterized by a sort of crossroads situation, in 
which society itself (notwithstanding the impersonal mechanisms of historical 
progress) must make an active choice, and support it through political action. 
The choice must be made between a wholly positive (the golden age) and an 
utterly negative one (further decay and future destruction). The comparison 
between the rebirth of the national community in a glorious manner and the 
continuation of decay was sometimes imphcit, other times exphcit, but was 
always present, as a vital part of pohtical agitation.

This brings me to our subjects of study. The investigation shall be realized by 
isolating relevant case-studies from the 1930-1940’s; I have identified three main 
works, which may be utilized for this purpose: RáttkayRadichKálmán’sAío^r/z 
Orsyigépítés (Modern State Ruilding), Literati Vágó Pál’s Gőzgép, Pénytra/om és 
nemstetisstpáalista renesyíns^ (Steampower, Pule of Money and National-Socialist 
Renaissance) (also foUow-up works such as Munkadllam-The work state) and Málnási 
Ödön’s A magyar nemzet ősfnte története (The honest history of the Hungarian Nation). 
These works, alongside other pubbcations and statements made by extremist 
thinkers such as Szálasi Ferenc and Matolcsy Mátyás, will be studied in order to 
reveal how they thought about the world around through history. We must see 
these and other such works (such as PóstaPéter’s book, Ellenfeleink, which is a 
wholesale reproduction of Vágó’s narrative), as attempts to historicize an 
inherently a-historical theory. The reason for the anti-historical pohtical message 
being couched in a historicist cloak is the immense influence of Szekfu’s work, 
and the general historicist nature of the regime’s discourses in the interwar 
period. To refuse historicism would have invited pohtical failure, as historicism 
pervaded pohtical language in aU of its crevases.
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Sacred histories, dark presents, bright futures

The vision of the past, present and the future projected by the interwar 
movements all contain the same basic inferences about history, its agents and the 
mechanisms which push history forward. I shall start with a characterization of 
the historical genesis of the Hungarian people, which might differ in detail, but 
shares the same thematic among all those extreme right thinkers who have 
expressed a coherent opinion about them.

Time is broken up into three categories. The first is the immemorial past, in 
which myth and histon- fuse together to form an image which is mostly positive. 
The heroes of the past are all traceable back to the first heroes of the nation, the 
formers of the national community. The interwar radical right is anachronistic in 
its approach, equating ethnicity with nationality. Therefore, heroes such as the 
leader of Hungarian chieftains, the later king Arpad, and king St. Stephen, are 
hailed as the heroes of the greatest achievements in national history, through 
their creation of the Hungarian state and forging the national community. The 
most expressive work on the subject of Hungarian past is MálnásiÖdön’s Hones 
History- of the Hungarian Nation. Málnási was an unusual character: a former 
graduate of the Catholic seminary of Eger, he was also a veteran of the First 
World War, and later became a historian of Hungary7 and the Church. In the late 
1920’s, he joined the Hungarian Social Democratic Party, serving as an activist. 
His life and beliefs took another u-tum in 1937, sometime after he pubEshed his 
above-quoted book. The book display7 two important characteristics: ideological 
hollowness of its populism and a-historical argument couched in the form of a 
palatable history of Hungary7. The pliable nature of its populist style is proven by 
the fact that while it was published by known left-leaning pubhsher Cserépfalvi, 
it became one of the basic tracts of Hungarian fascism.

Not long after its pubheation, he joined SzálasiFerenc’s Arrow Cross Party, 
becoming one of its main ideologues. Málnási draws up the following scheme on 
Hungarian history: Hungarians, at their origin, are formed by a synthesis of two 
races (the racial view was increasingly popular in the 1930’s). The two races are: 
Ugric-Hungarians and Turanic-Hungarians. Ugric (sometimes he refers to them 
as Ugro-Baltic) Hungarians are mainly7 inquisitive, spiritual, hardworking, 
progressive and pragmatic; they7 have mostly7 positive qualities. Málnási also states 
that at ethnogenesis, they7 made up the overwhelming majority of the genetic 
pool. They7 were ruled by a thin layer of Turanic Hungarians, whose main 
characteristics were laziness, a love of grandiose speeches, the love of the law; 
they are born troublemakers and conservatives, who do not have the abikty of 
forward thinking or composure. The history7 of Hungary7 may7 be characterized as 
a struggle between these two forces. The historian points toward the great
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moments in Hungarian history as those when the leaders (kingMathias, prince 
RakocziFerenc, Kossuth Lajos) were in tune with the needs of the lower strata of 
population, and did not need intermediaries. However unusual, Málnási’s 
statements about the past have a number of common traits with the rest: they 
identify an alternative ethnogenetic process, apart from the official one of Finno- 
Ugric descent. This is a common theme within radical right wing discourses 
about the ethnic origins of the nation. Among the preferred proxies we may 
include a Hunnic theory (proved by the glorious deeds of Attila), a Sumerian- 
Scythic theory, and a Turanic theory. Often we may identify a mish-mash of the 
elements of the three. The past is characterized, as by Málnási, as a time of 
glorious deeds and of concord, of purity and warrior-like qualities, which made 
the nation great.

MatolcsyMátyás is another author who has a comprehensive view of the past. 
A celebrated economist, he became an advocate of rationalized agriculture and 
peasant’s rights in the early 1930’s. After gaining a mandate to the lower house of 
the parliament, he began to champion fascism, and started his own Arrow Cross 
party in the late 1930’s. He eventually joined Szálasi’s movement as well. His 
vision of the past is derived from that of the famous interwar Hungarian 
historian and cultural figure, SzekfuGyula, whom he often quotes. The same 
preference for grassroots versus high politics, as in Málnási, can be felt here, as 
Matolcsy puts forward his thesis of Hungarian history. It may be surmised as 
following: the peasants represent the core of the nation, and the synthesis of its 
political qualities (as in Málnási’s racial vision of underlings and leaders). He 
quotes a number of cases in feudalism, as in 1437, when “the social forces” 
began to be at war with each other. One can surmise that the prior situation was 
one of concord. The result of the jaqueries of 1437 was the disastrous defeat in 
1526 at Mohács at the hand of the Turks.

Other thinkers push the golden age toward the middle ages, ending in the late 
18th century, with the French Revolution. It was this event, say both 
RáttkayRadichKálmán and VágóPál, that gave to the world a new concept: 
liberalism and capitalism. The ideological system of liberalism is the mental 
expression of the economic and social system of capitalism. They introduce a 
new world system, which did not share in the moral world of the ages which 
came before it. The fiziocradc liberalism of “laissez-faire” was criticized by both 
Ráttkay and Vágó (and also by Málnási and Matolcsy) as opening a sort of 
Pandora’s Box.

The radical right’s version of Hungarian history in its initial stages did not 
deviate greatly from that of the official historiography, which, in the interwar 
years, was dominated by the conservative right wing. Tire radical right shared 
many of the historical myths and logic of historical interpretation with 
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conservative historians. The regime also cultivated historical lieu de mémoire, 
such as the cult of revolutionary and war heroes (1848 and World War I), and 
publicly7 commemorated significant events such as the christening of Saint 
Stephen or the Trianon peace treaty. This is the reason their views on the initial 
stages of history’ were tolerated. Many interwar extreme right thinkers used 
established historians as sources for their own works and transformed their 
interpretations by7 using the data they7 furnished (Szekfű even wrote the foreword 
to Matolcsy’s first book). This was done in order to appear to be working within 
the same historicist canon, all the while subverting its logic from the inside.

Decay and rebirth

All the authors have identified the same problem areas. Among them, the 
first is an irresponsible political elite. The irresponsibility7 lies in the innate 
weakness of the leadership, which is isolated and not in tune with the needs of 
the greater majority of the population. A leader, or a leading class which is not 
privy7 to what the people desire is a a-national or anti-national one, since the 
radical right considers the lower classes as the most ideal preservers of the 
national qualities. This theoretical construction has lead the extreme right 
thinkers to identify the existence of a ruling class as such, to be an anti-national 
phenomenon. Direct methods of rule, which eliminate intermediaries between 
leader and people, are favored in radical right rhetoric. This is an ideal situation, 
and sometimes it is tamed by the introduction of a ruling political class (of 
extreme right politicians) which is governed by good intentions. The leader and 
the political class which aid him are governed by good intentions due to their 
devotement to the cause of the people and the knowledge about their true needs. 
These needs are guaranteed by7 the provenience of the leader and his aids: they 
are of the people. Both of them do not share any7 connections, or have clearly7 
turned against the former ruling elite. This rendition clearly7 demonstrates the 
populist style of radical right wing politics.

Many7 homologues of such men are revealed by7 the radical right in their own 
version of the historical narrative. The loci in which they are usually7 to be found 
is extraordinary7 situations, times of need, historical or otherwise. For example, 
the revolutionary times of the Rákóczi rebellion or Kossuth’s stance and attitude 
during the 1848 revolution. Let us begin our exploration by7 looking at extremist 
thinkers who concentrated on Hungarian history: Málnási Ödön and 
MatolcsyMátyás. They both have share similar views and analysis of the period 
of history7 when certain problems occurred, which affected the country’s present 
situation. This is because both come from the populist tradition, and had a 
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populist past. Matolcsy’s understanding of history is best expressed in his 1939 
work, My struggle for land. The book collects various essays, interviews and 
parliamentart' speeches made by the economist in the five years preceding the 
publication of the work. The selection is made by the author himself, so we may 
suppose that the work is programmatic for his political credo. In a speech made 
before the Lower House of parliament in 1936, he made a sharp criticism against 
the aristrocracy:

“...In the two decades following the war, huge changes have occurred in die 
history of the European peoples...The attitude that nation can develop further only 
with the development of popular forces has found home in all European states, 
perhaps with the exception of Hungary...The opposite opinion, the one that sought 
to put down the popular forces, is what dug the grave of Hungary in 1918. However, 
Hungary, maimed, and deprived of its livelihood, still clings to this apprehension, 
which favors the landed aristocracy in front of the developing peasantry. A country' 
can progress only by integrating the development of its social categories; a country 
which lets its social categories fight each other is doomed to stagnation, atrophy and 
destruction. This is the case for Hungary', and I believe I am right in this statement 
when I say' that the Mohács, so often quoted in our history' is the result of the 
struggle against each other of the social classes, which hinder development.17”

•’Matolcsy, Harcom a földért, 35.

Matolcsy' goes on to explain that many' other negative situations (as the defeat 
at Mohács at the hand of the Turks) were the result of the same phenomena: the 
social classes working one against the other. The outcome was stagnation and 
decay of the country' in the long run, and disastrous episodes as the defeat of the 
Hungarian independence struggles of the 18th and 19th centuries, and ultimately, 
the country’s parting up at Trianon. Matolcsy speaks about “social integration”, 
but what does he mean by' it? We may' answer this question if we take a closer 
look at the positive examples which he opposes to the scheme of decay:

“.. .We may therefore understand then, not two decades after the death of king 
Mathias, in 1514, why the first bloody rebellion broke out. We may' understand the 
words of the peasant leader DozsaGyorgy, when he spoke to his troops: »they have 
sucked our blood for ages and do not wish to fight against the Turks. Let us fight 
against these cold-blooded men!«.. .Later on, the troops of Rákóczi do not rebel 
against their leader, but curse their traitorous foreign lords and aristocrats. This is not 
a new historiography, but the truth. One can read it from Hungarian history...The 
kuruc call to arms was replaced by the sound of foreign rulers and german and Slavic 
immigrants...The great struggle carried out by the Hungarian peasantry, the 
Hungarian race, went on in 1848, but were clouded by the years after the revolution. 
In all other countries, the 1848 independence fights enlarged the rights of the 
peasantry', the maintainer of the race, broke up latifundia and brought the 
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development of a healthy, democratic bourgeoisie; not so in Hungary...the situation 
has changed little since 1848...18”

18 Matolcsy, Harcom, aföldért, 36-37.

The leaders who favored the development of the lower classes are therefore 
judged to be positive and successful. The traitorous and rapacious aristocracy, 
along with foreign rulers represent the other part of this dichotomy. We may 
conclude that social coherence, in Matolcsy’s understanding, is a term which 
means the endorsement of those he considers to be the best preservers of ethnic 
qualities, and represent the national community the most. They are identified as 
making up the majority, the have-nots, the disenfranchised.

Málnási has a similar understanding of the negative trends of the present, 
which he also traces back to deep rooted phenomena in Hungarian history. The 
aristocratic ruling class, which Málnási identifies as having a mixed racial origin 
(Turanic, Dinaric, Germanic), slowly fell victim to its own nature. It entered into 
a barter with foreign elements, mainly Jews, who brought with them money but 
also a new style of economy. This style was nascent capitalism, which both 
Málnási and Matolcsy identify as “having a Jewish spirit”. The new economy 
transformed the feudal system into something even more evil, transforming serfs 
into slaves to capital and monetized income. As the 19th century came around, 
capitalism installed itself more and more as the dominant economic and social 
system, profiting from the technological developments of the time. Soon it 
found a political expression: liberalism. This ideology allowed Hungarians to 
become enslaved by the international system of lending and capitalized income, 
robbing the ruling classes of the little power and influence they had, and wresting 
true control of politics from their already feeble hands. The majority of the 
country became indebted to banks and to international interests, while a new 
social class, the industrial worker, became enslaved in the factory.

We may observe a transformation of certain concepts in this narrative 
account of Hungarian history. No longer were liberalism and capitalism treated 
as positive or even neutral terms. They took on, in the fascist interpretation, 
wholly negative connotations, as elements of a system which sought to 
denationalize Hungarians, and indeed, destroy the community. Certain opinions 
about the Hungarian ruling elite, which had been previously hailed as the re
founders of Hungarians statehood with their role in the 1867 compromise, had 
now been subverted. Politics, indeed, as the continuator and enabler of negative 
trends, were blamed for past and present disasters. The main trait of the ruling 
class was their obstinate backwardness, and their rapaciousness, on the other 
hand. But the present situation, in which the interests of the nation became 
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subservient to the needs of the few, was not solely the result of domestic factors. 
It was a structural problem, in the opinion of interwar radical right wing 
ideologues, linked to general European historical progress.

The linkage between domestic history and the international situation was 
rendered most clearly in the works of Literati VágóPál and 
RáttkayRadichKálmán. Both relatively unknown characters before 1933, they 
rose through the ranks to become important members in the Arrow Cross Party 
of SzálasiFerenc in its heyday. Ráttkay, a lawyer and a journalist, became an 
adherent of fascism in early 1933, with the publication of his book, Modern State 
Building. A short treatise about the advantages of the new autocratic styles of 
rule in Germany and Italy, it also contained a great deal of historical 
interpretation as the main ingredient in its argumentation. Its views may be 
surmised by a few short passages from the work:

“The closing liberalist-individualist era’s man was characterized by an individualist 
ethic, which read: I am responsible only to my own conscience because of my deeds. 
The ethics of man in the new era must state: I am responsible toward the community 
for my every action19”

19 Rattkay. Modern Ors^agepites, 14.
20 Rattkay, Modern Ors^agepites, 18-22.

“...The last century was that of steam power. Mankind adapted its institutions 
and ways of life to it. The economic, social and political system were adapted to it. 
Liberal-individualist spirited production, parliamentary representation of the people 
in the political system- were perhaps the appropriate forms in the age of steam 
power.. .The national society which adapts its economic and pohtical system to better 
suit the age of electricity, radio and flight first is the one which shall be the most 
successful. Each age has its own pohtical expression. We are on the threshold of a 
new era, so we must create new pohtical and economic systems. The 18Ih century 
gave birth to hberahsm, as an answer to the antiquated and backward ways of the 
middle ages. The 19th century produced sociahsm as an answer to the social disorder 
and disentanglement of hberahsm. The 20th century brought corporatism as an 
answer to the Marxian sociahsm which sought one-sided class rule, the dictatorship 
of the proletariat. This great notion counter posed the idea of community, the theory 
of the communion of hfe within one society to the program of the sole rule of the 
proletariat...-over all of them an ethical State shall rule, which decides disputes in 
accordance to a higher social morality, with strict orders.20”

The scheme envisioned by Ráttkay, as crude as it seems at a first glance, 
encapsulates and synthesizes very well the conception about the progress of 
history in the last two centuries, according to the radical right which he was a 
representative of. The individualist, self-oriented ways found expression through 
liberalism in the past centuries. They are rendered in a negative key, as systems of 
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thought and existence. They are also antiquated, for European (perhaps even 
world) society is at the dawn of a new age. This age is heralded by developments 
in Germany and Italy, but also in other parts of the world: Ráttkay speculates 
that “winds of change are blowing even over America, once tire safe haven of 
rampant capitalism and liberalist individualism”. The new age will be a positive 
one, since it will bring about social peace, justice and order. It will rejuvenate the 
national community, the interest of which it will put on a pedestal. This 
interpretation of history is a complete break with conservative right wing 
conjectures about the past and historical progress in general. While the 
conservative right followed a revisionist program in the interwar period, the 
radical right utilized history in order to make projections about the future. These 
projections did not involve a restoration of the past, but the creation of a new 
kind of future. While traditionalists sought a reinstatement, the radicals sought 
regeneration. In this manner, however vulgar, they were analytic, not merely 
commemorative. A clear, structural vision of the past was created, which 
increasingly featured a teleological approach toward where society was headed.

The story told by his party colleague, Literati VágóPál, appeared in the late 
1930’s and was a crystallized version of the vulgata laid out by Ráttkay. Vágó was 
a mechanical engineer, and administrator of various public industrial works, 
turned politician in the late 1930’s. By no means a conventionally trained 
politician, or a political scientist, he nevertheless managed to provide a coherent 
synthesis of national socialist historical theory in his book, entitled “Steam power, 
the rule of money and the national socialist renaissance”, which appeared in 1940. Vágó 
worked with the same stadial model of history we saw with Ráttkay, but also 
Matolcsy and Málnási. The feudal period came first: it was considered to be a 
mixed baggage, with both good events (such as medieval rulers in tune with the 
people and a general high moral stance of society), but also the start of some 
negative trends. Among the latter he recounts the monetization of economy, and 
the onset of serfdom:

“The social system of the feudal age, marked by the institutions of slavery and 
serfdom, was solidified for millennia by the primitive manner of agricultural 
production. All ages prior to the introduction of mechanization suffered from 
constant deprivation of goods...The few luxuries enjoyed by the upper classes were 
supported by the efforts of the rest of 91% of society...However, this separated 
them very little from the rest, as they suffered along with them in case of strife.. .The 
motto of the age was:”Millions for one”. This was the first stage of the so-called 
Tragedy of Man.21”

21 Vágó, GSrgép, 4—6.
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The onset of mechanization, monetization and new political ideas are treated 
as a steady worsening of the progress of humanity. The twin demons of 
liberalism and capitalism are singled out again, also by Vágó, who criticizes them 
for their inhumanity and egoism.

“ Steam power broke the Solomonic statement: there is nothing new under the 
sun, because it created a new form of life for human society, never before paralleled 
in history, in which physical slavery was no more.. .but liberalism did not bring about 
general happiness to mankind. It did not do so, because the freedom it preached was 
the freedom to exploit. The social meaning of the technological idea. It did not bring 
about happiness, because the machine age delivered by liberalism was hijacked by all 
of the incarnations of egoism: the rule of the Allmighty Money, who saw in the 
machine a means of profit, and forgot that the role of the machine is to lessen man’s 
physical toil...It expropriated the machine, which freed man from physical slaver}', 
and built in its stead a new type of slavery, the slaver}' to profit.22”

22 Vágó, Gőt&ép, 9.
23 Vágó, Gőzgép, 9.

“...the destructive effect upon the national community' of classical liberalism was 
soon felt even in its home, in happy England.23”

We may observe several conceptual innovations in Vágó’s text. These are 
realized by coupling several established concepts in antithetic pairs. In this way, 
liberalism is paired with destruction of humanity, slaver}' and decay of the 
national community. Capitalism and money are synonyms of profiteering and 
egoism, and expropriation of the very thing that would have set man free. The 
two terms, liberalism and capitalism, have negative connotations, and are 
rendered as perverse, inasmuch as they preach freedom and practice the exact 
opposite. This reveals another implicit duality of honesty versus dishonesty. 
Ráttkay states that this attitude of capitalist Eberalism produced as one of its first 
byproducts, class warfare. This was also a negative effect, as the Marxian social 
democrats harnessing the power of the industrial workers were working against 
the national community, contributing to the antagonisms within it. The chain of 
profit and debt has enslaved smaller countries, as it did Hungary', leading to the 
disastrous socio-political situations it faced at present. Capitalism, Vágó 
established, had a “Jewish spirit”, and thus was alien to the interests of the 
nation:

“The main characteristic of the liberal economic system is the control of the rate 
of interest by a privileged group at the expense of the common good, with the aid of 
control over the emission of money. The obtaining of profit on money was an 
exclusively Jewish privilege in the Middle Ages, and the legacy of Jewish spirit 
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inspired the liberal plutocracy...this is the reason for historical logic of the outbreak 
of hate sooner or later against the Jews in evert’ part of the world.24”

24 Vágó, Görgép, 33.
25 Paksa, ”A történetírás mint propaganda”, 1-2.

Against this backdrop, Vágó projected a bright future, to be achieved by 
“Christian morals” in economic and socio-political planning. The fine points of 
this plan are less then clear, for the work aims to be an analytic critique of the 
current situation. It was later expressed in his book, The work State. The details 
are less then important for our demonstration however: suffice to say they are 
polar opposites to all the negative points the author identified in his book. The 
dynamic of decay, as opposed to rebirth, of a return to the golden age in history 
is apparent. It is a mainstay of all four works quoted, but fragments of it can be 
found in the majority of the public utterances of the radical right in the interwar 
period. A specific view of history formatted the world-view of interwar thinkers. 
It is the primary thesis of this essay that a similar understanding of history is also 
present among the contemporary’ Hungarian radicals.

BaráthTibor: the culmination of the fascist thesis of history

As we have seen above, the fascist theorem of historical evolution and its 
direct political meanings were quite well established by the late 1930’s. They 
attracted and influenced a large amount of voters, who heard abbreviated 
versions of the theorems in the speeches and press of the fascist activists. All this 
popular support notwithstanding, the ivory’ tower of academy still stood 
untouched by fascist theorizing. This, however, was about to change, due to the 
scholarly’ and political activity of BaráthTibor, a young professor of history’ at the 
newly-(re)founded University of Kolozsvár.

Baráth, as I have mentioned, was a rather young academic, in his mid-30’s, 
when he made the fascist turn. Before that, he had a promising career, which 
would have probably’ seen him integrated into the world of mainstream 
Hungarian academic historians. As a student, he specialized in history and 
geography, a detail which is important to mention, in tight of his writings of the 
1940’s. An apprentice of DomanovszkySándor, he continued his studies with 
stints at the University of Vienna and in Paris, at the Sorbonne, after his 
graduation from the University of Budapest. He was appointed as a 
representative of Hungary’ in the International Commission of Historians, 
holding also the position of secretary’ to this prestigious organization.25 The time 
spent in France was a serious influence on Baráth, for two main reasons: firstly, 
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he developed a strong affinity for analytically-based writing of history. This was 
naturally coupled with a strong aversion toward the mainly narrative tradition of 
his native Hungary*, and induced in Baráth’s mind the notion of the 
backwardness of historical scholarship in Hungary'. After 1933, he began to 
develop an interpretative framework of history' based largely on the interplay 
between geography, space and politics. He underlined the historical role of 
Hungary?, as one of the two (alongside Poland) leaders of Central Europe, and 
their strong connections with their respective geographical settings. Barath 
continued to play the role of intermediary' between Hungarian and French 
culture until 1940. In the fall of that y'ear, due to the evolution of events on the 
international scale, he was called back to Hungary'. Barath was then appointed as 
a professor of contemporary' Hungarian history at the University' of Kolozsvár. 
This move was probably due to the need for qualified instructors at the 
reacquired institution, to the support of Domanovszky, and his lengthy 
experience abroad. The experience of the Transylvanian university' proved to be 
transformative for the historian, as he came face to face with the realities of 
being in an inhospitable environment, full of hostile elements, in the 
reconquered Hungarian territory. He probably had first-hand experience of the 
practices and ideology' of a competing fascist movement, the Iron Guard, which 
was much more successful than its Hungarian counterparts. In the context of a 
looming Hitlerite Neurordnung Europas, the Hungarian historian probably' saw the 
development of a national socialist geo-political argument couched in historicism 
as a necessity for his country. A good amount of opportunism probably' also 
contributed to his fascist turn, especially* if we take into account the period when 
it happened.

The surprise move came a year later, when Baráth published a programmatic 
article entitled “The historiography' of New Hungary'”. The piece was a sharp 
criticism against the antiquated methods of Hungarian academic historians, 
Baráth launching an attack against their narrow-sightedness and false 
interpretations. The article also served as a rough “arspoetica” of the young 
scholar, in which he made a theoretical and methodological outline of Hungarian 
history'. It came as a shock to many, since Baráth, his earlier criticism 
notwithstanding, was an established academic. Moreover, the article was 
published in the columns of a fledgling Hungarian fascist scientific publication, 
the main editor of which was MatolcsyMátyás, the renowned economist turned 
Arrow Cross politician. It seemed that the fascist project was gaining a serious 
intellectual edge.

The article synthetically* expressed Baráth’s vision of history' and his 
profession. It starts with a short criticism of the historiography of the era, which 
the historian saw as being inadequate. The linkage between history and politics 

136



The historical teleology and worldview ofHungarian fascism in the 1930’s—1940’s

he made clear from the outset, stating that “worldview and the writing of history7 
are strongly connected26”. This phenomenon he not only saw as natural, 
shunning the false objectivism of the past generation of historians, but he 
underlined the political and social function of historiography. All interpretations 
of history7 were grounded in a certain political Weltanschauung, mirroring its 
broad ideological outlines, and supporting the needs of it with scientific work. 
Consequently, there were liberal, Marxist, and national-socialist interpretations of 
history. These, however, were not each valid renditions of historical evolution, 
according to Barath, but were themselves tied to the epoch of their greatest apex. 
Therefore, since national socialism seemed to be dominant in the period when 
Baráth wrote his text, he naturally attributed pre-eminence to fascist 
historiography. He made his allegiance to this camp quite clear, and went about 
constructing the characteristics of the other side. There are certain connections, 
however, of his philosophy of the role of the historians, to those of 
SzekfuGyula, who also saw the need for historians to support dominant political 
regimes.

26 Baráth, Uj Magyarország történetírása”, 1,7.

Baráth identified two main avenues of historical interpretation dominant 
before his time. Both of them belonged to the historical school of liberalism, 
expressing its major facets. The first belonged to the Hungarian 
Geistesgeschichte, with its main icon, SzekfuGyula. The author faulted the 
historian for over-emphasizing the weight of the spirit, i.e. according too much 
attention to the “psychic-intellectual” aspects of history, and neglecting other 
forces. He especially7 criticized Szekfű and the like for neglecting political history7, 
to such extent that he concluded that Hungary had very7 little quality7 scholarship 
in this field. This was a result of passing over important factors which animated 
politics, the people (he decried the lack of social history7), ethnic-racial 
characteristics, and geography. This is the reason, Baráth argues, that the 
Hungarian adepts of Geistesgeschichte had not managed to explain important 
questions in the recent history7 of their societies. The most important of these 
was the loss at Trianon. Furthermore, since they had a rigid concept of the 
nation, they7 placed a sign of equality7 between it and the state. This meant that in 
practice, the practitioners of Geistesgeschichte narrated the histories of ruling 
classes only, leaving out the masses, which in Baráth’s view, furnished the elites 
with victories. This narrow view mirrored the elitism and lack of compassion of 
political liberalism, and its lost connection to large sections of the community 
which it governed.

The second school was that of “positivist” historians. He criticized them the 
most, for Baráth stated that they7 had misinterpreted the basic core of positivism 
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in its Comtean form (his years in France convinced him of this). They were not 
analysts of history, as Comte was when he put forward his bold thesis of stadial 
history. The Hungarian positivists received a stilted version of positivism, from 
German sources. These historians, which were no more than emulators of 
Leopold von Ranke, had a rigid methodology, but utterly lacked theoretical 
interpretation or analytic desire. In the end, they amounted to nothing more than 
antiquarians, gathering facts and data, without any connection to the society that 
supported them. According to Baráth, this was akin, on the political level, to the 
chaotic organization which Eberalism brought about, lacking vision and drive. 
Both schools were extremely inflexible when it came to revision of their 
methods and theories, and exhibited a backward mentality, safeguarding their 
own positions within academia. This was an overt criticism against not only the 
academic, but the political establishment. Academia, as politics and society in 
general, was decrepit and decating, and faced a great fork in the road: to adapt to 
the newest developments in scholarship, or persist in its provincialism, and be 
consumed.

Baráth wanted to combat these lacunae in Hungarian historical scholarship 
via the introduction of what he perceived were the newest methods and theories 
in European scholarship. He understood Hungarian historical research as closely 
connected and embedded in a larger European context. This gave historiography 
and research a dynamism of its own, further strengthening the need for change; 
in essence, he introduced the idea of linear development into the vision of 
historiography. As we have seen above, he also gave to rhe history of historical 
scholarship an individual dialectic. The historiography of “New Hungary” was to 
be a historiography that was up to date on the latest methods, themes and 
theory. The new themes he envisioned were the opening up of the field of study, 
via the inclusion of new objects of study: first and foremost, of the hitherto 
disenfranchised mass of the people. “The people” as Baráth understood them, 
were composed of the lower social strata, workers, but mainly the peasantry. The 
legacy of the populist authors of the 1930’s had certainly left its mark on his 
work, for he too wanted to bring back the peasantry, as an object of scientific 
inquiry^. The people had an unique set of characteristics, which Baráth gathered 
under the umbrella-term of race. The racial characteristics of peoples and nations 
play decisively' into historical development, in Baráth’s opinion. These concepts 
of the people and race he closely linked to another one: space and geography. 
The two were intertwined, and their combined characteristics assured historical 
development at the political and cultural level. This geographical determinism, 
reminiscent of Friedrich Ratzel (who probably served as a great influence for 
Baráth), stated that the potential of a certain nation was due to its biological 
traits, but only truly' realized when placed in the correct geographical setting. The 
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ability of a certain nation to maximize its racial potential by situating itself in the 
correct spatial setting was the key to success throughout history. In his later 
book, The Philosophy of State Building in the Carpathian Basin, he put forward a new 
geopolitical view of history; Hungarians were the best-situated nation in Europe, 
due to the unique characteristics of the Carpathian Basin. The Basin was the 
quintessential model of ideal geographic setting. As the title announced it, the 
correct philosophy of state building within this spatial context would propel the 
Hungarian nation to the status of leaders of Eastern and Central Europe.

The role of history as expressed by Baráth, was to create efficient scientific 
argument, which would correctly bolster the political option of the historian 
(which was already given by his desire to adhere to an “up-to-date” ideology). 
Gone was the objectivism of positivist historians, or even the illusion of “living 
through” history: the discipline was an exercise in politics. Its social role was that 
of an inspirer, teacher, and source for the development of present day politics, 
and its future development governed by the necessities of the community.

Conclusions

As the study has shown above, the conceptual apparatus, the political 
language of the Hungarian radical right of yesterday is formatted by a certain 
understanding of the evolution of time. This is most apparent in the propensity 
for historically-inspired rhetoric. This is due to the core of their ideology, which 
is a specific historical understanding of the world and self. The success of such a 
style of rhetoric, of an understanding of key concepts, such as nation, society, 
justice, et cetera can only come about under a specific set of circumstances. 
These circumstances include a conceptual world dominated by the right wing, 
and an overt historicisation of public speech. This was the situation in the 
interwar period, when leading Hungarian right wing parties openly pandered to 
historical fetishism.

As I have stated above, the concept of history in interwar Hungarian fascist 
thought may be characterized accordingly: firstly, it was governed by an elliptical 
scheme of development. This framework may also be described as teleological, 
for it stops at the fascist age, the maximum of historical development. It also 
sought to make the ancient community, the starting off point of national history, 
anew, with the means of modernity. It did not reject technology, or other 
trappings of the modern age, just certain aspects of its spirit. The scheme traced 
historical development in both the national, and European contexts (for it tied 
the two rigorously together, rejecting parochialism), as a long series of episodes 
of decay. These were occasionally halted or interrupted by providential figures, 
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who through their genius, managed to momentarily affirm the people, and its 
true necessities. This all lead up to the present state of affairs, which was dire. 
The initial determinism of the fascist scheme also reveals another duality, when 
closely scrutinized. The present offered two choices, a sort of a metaphorical 
bifurcation of fates: continuation of decay, through inactivity, and eventual death 
of the community, or success and rebirth, brought on by swift action and 
sacrifice.

This specific construction of the concept of history by fascist thinkers in the 
third and fourth decade of twentieth-century Hungary lead to an original 
definition of fascist ideology, and helped the movements gain electoral support. 
It aided them in defining themselves vis-à-vis the political establishment, and the 
other elements within Hungarian political life, by furnishing innovative 
ideological elements, which were easily adoptable by the populace.
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