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Hungary: History as a Legitimizing Precedent-"llliberal Democracy”
Gerhard Seewann'

A regime that is committed to “national rebirth” must necessarily find histori-
cal justifications for its politics and use history as a mythologized collection
of examples from which it can take elements it deems useful for its own poli-
cies. In Hungary, this obsession with history is rooted, both in an ideal of ro-
mantic nationalism, which continues to be actively cultivated, and in the
traumas of recent history, that are simultaneously interpreted as “national”
experiences. Noteworthy examples of these include the loss of the historical
kingdom in 1918, the “trauma of Trianon,” as well as the terror of Stalinism
and the communist regime. Since 2001, February 25 has been celebrated as a
day of remembrance for the victims of the communist dictatorship and, since
2010, June 4 has been added as a Trianon Memorial Day.> Already under the
first Orban government (1998-2002), Béla Rasky pointed out “that the hastily
introduced attempt in 1989 to break with this traditional obsession with his-
tory and to find legitimization through a constitution, democratic institutions
and a functioning public sphere was not likely to have ever been more than a
finite episode.”® When the Orban regime with its historically-oriented politics
emerged from the 2010 elections, not just victorious but with an absolute
majority, this prognosis was confirmed.

Elements of the FIDESZ's Interpretation of History and Historicizing
Politics

The “Fiatal Demokratdk Szovetsége” party (Alliance of Young Democrats)
was established in 1989 by a group of young intellectuals. Known under the
abbreviation FIDESZ, it originally represented a liberal, leftwing position. In
1996, the party’s name was appended to include the title “Magyar Polgari
Part” (the Hungarian Citizens’ Party), which, under the leadership of Viktor
Orban, signaled its change of course to a national-conservative direction. By
1998, the systematic deployment of Hungarian nationalism as a strategy for
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The article was completed in March 2018.

On June 4, 1920, the peace treaty named after this palace was signed. It set the seal on
the dissolution of the old Hungary.
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political mobilization had achieved success. The resulting marginalization of
the liberal-democratic element was accompanied by the adoption of the ele-
vating term “citizegn” as a positive antithesis to the socialist concept of the
subservient “subject.” As this construct lacked persuasive power on its own,
however, “Orban and his intellectual entourage decided on a legitimization
strategy that was more strongly history-oriented.”

This strategy was put into effect in the year 2000 by the FIDESZ adminis-
tration, which had come to power in 1998, in coalition with the Fiiggetlen
Kisgazdapart, the Independent Smallholders’ Party. Initially, it gained mo-
mentum in the context of celebrations commemorating a thousand years since
the establishment of the Hungarian state. The “Holy Crown” played a central
role in these proceedings. Associated with the country’s founder, Stephen 1, it
was transferred from the national museum to a prominent setting in the
domed hall of the Hungarian parliament building and was restored as a sym-
bol of national unity and the continuity of the state.” When the party was de-
feated in the parliamentary elections of 2002, the nationalistic rhetoric under-
pinning its historical discourse became radicalized, an escalation that was
reflected by their slogan: “The nation cannot be the opposition.” Thus, the
liberal leftwing government that was in office at the time found itself malign-
ed, not only as an historic anomaly, but also as an “inorganic” power and was
put on a par with a series of regimes that had violated or shunned national
tradition, namely those of 1918/19, 1948-1990 and 1994-1998 (the years of
the social-liberal government coalition under Prime Minister Gyula Horn). In
2002, Gyula Tellér, the party’s leading ideologist and closest advisor of
Orban since 1996, divided Hungarian society into two categories: members of
an organic nation and their “inorganic” opponents, who were slaves to inter-
national interests.® Communists, according to Tellér, belonged to the latter
group, including Imre Nagy—who, he claimed, had stolen the revolution of
1956 from the “citizens”—together with the opposition forces of the 1970s
and 1980s, who he saw as Nagy’s successors. Eventually, Tellér succeeded in
establishing a paranoid ethno-nationalism whose adherents could be justified
in feeling threatened by Hungarian agents of foreign powers, as they had also
made every endeavor, during the era of Soviet rule, to undermine the
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More recent research has found that this crown does not date back to the time of
Stephen I, but instead to the late 11th or 12th century. Still today, opinions on this
point differ. See GERHARD SEEWANN: Stephanskrone, in: HOLM SUNDHAUSSEN,
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Hungary’s national identity and to “weaken the national resilience of the East
European peoples.””

According to the historian Rudolf Ungvary, the root causes of Orban’s cur-
rent politics can be found in the Hungary of the past. The Horthy regime from
1920 until 1944 has been a model for Orban’s autocratic regime® and the na-
tionalistic and clerical thinking of that era’s political elite is experiencing a
revival; in concrete terms, this can be recognized in dichotomous “friend or
foe” thinking, anti-liberalism, anti-modernism, and anti-Semitism, as well as
a categoric rejection of the “West” and its values, which are seen in opposi-
tion to the “higher” values of the “Hungarian nation.” In his frequent
speeches, Orban reiterates again and again that Hungary’s politics and eco-
nomics are being threatened both internally and externally. Orban’s world
view contains numerous elements of the romantic nationalism and the cultural
pessimism that were thriving at the end of the 19th century. In his constant
application of the friend-or-foe schema, his language is a language of perma-
nent confrontation and his rhetoric knows no compromise. His goal is to
eradicate both internal and external enemies. The internal enemies are all
those who oppose the FIDESZ and its policies. This includes the NGOs that
are financed from abroad, in particular the sixty organizations sponsored by
American billionaire George Soros as part of his Open Society Foundation,
which are active in the country and are being monitored as agents of “foreign
interests that are directed against the nation.”” The law relating to the NGOs
that was passed in the summer of 2017 has systematically impeded their work
and will continue to do so as long as they receive financial backing from for-
eign sources.'’ Government propaganda insinuates that Soros is a mastermind
of global migration politics who wants to destroy Europe, and especially
Hungary, with waves of Muslim immigrants."" The “Stop Soros” legislative
package was put forward in February 2018 with the aim to completely pro-
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hibit NGO aid for refugees. Naturally, the large-scale media spectacle that
was created around this legislation served as a mobilization tool for the
FIDESZ party ahead of the parliamentary election scheduled for the 8th of
April and was targeted at winning support for the party among the even more
rightwing Jobbik voters.

Soros and the Soros-Plan he controls represent the intersection where in-
ternal and external enemies meet. According to Orban’s interpretation of his-
tory, the external enemies of Hungary are defined along the following lines:
the Hungarian people have been, and continue to be, victimized by external
enemies, including the Ottoman Empire, centered around Istanbul, the Habs-
burgs in Vienna, the Communists, whose seat of power was Moscow and now
EU bureaucrats working out of Brussels. All the evil and afflictions that have
plagued Hungary have come from outside its borders and, for centuries, the
country has remained an exploited colony of foreign powers. Hungarians
themselves were never the perpetrators in these ordeals, but victims; the
Holocaust was exclusively a crime of Germany, Communism a Soviet crime
and the demarcation of the border according to the Treaty of Trianon in 1920
was a crime committed by the victorious western powers. The “House of Ter-
ror” museum, which was opened in 2002, was supposed to highlight the vic-
tim role that Hungary played during the 20th century.'” In 2013, the historical
institute “Veritas” was established by the government. One of its tasks has
been to produce an “official” reinterpretation of the last 150 years of Hun-
gary’s history in line with the particular politics of memory advocated by
Orban. The contractually sanctioned borders of 1920 destroyed the unity of
the Hungarian nation, which, according to Orban, must be re-established un-
der any conditions. In his speech in the Romanian Tusnadfiird6 (Biile
Tusnad) on July 23, 2011, he reiterated that the victors of World War One
constructed an “unnatural state” and “we, the Hungarian nation, have been
fighting since then to make this unnatural state whole and sound once
more.”"® Because Orban is convinced that the consumer and welfare society
of the western world is falling apart, he sees his mission, not just as that of
protecting his own country from a similar fate, but also of assuming a pio-
neering role by advancing the interests of the nation against a hostile outside
world with all the means at his disposal and regardless of the sacrifices it will
take.

The following three examples illustrate, in more detail, the various ways in
which the politics of the Orban regime have become historicized: firstly, in

For more on this subject, see Eva KOVACs: The Cynical and the Ironical—Remember-
ing Communism in Hungary, in: Regio. Minorities, Politics, Society 6 (2003), pp. 155-
196; BRIGITTE MIHOK: Das “Haus des Terrors” in Budapest. Spiegelbild der nationalen
Geschichtsdeutung?, in: Jahrbuch fiir Antisemitismusforschung 19 (2010), pp. 363-
378.
http://2010-2014.kormany.hu/hu/miniszterelnokseg/miniszterelnok/beszedek-publika
ciok-interjuk?page=12 (2018-03-15).
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the example of the 2011 Hungarian constitution, secondly, the commemora-
tive culture in the form of several historical monuments on Budapest’s Lib-
erty Square, and, thirdly, the Holocaust remembrance over the last two de-
cades. Finally, there will be a brief discussion on the history-based policies of
the rightwing Jobbik party, as this has been the only political party to have,
thus far, successfully asserted itself as a possible alternative to the FIDESZ
government.

The New Hungarian Constitution

Officiated on April 25, 2011, the Hungarian constitution defines, in detail,
certain “superior” national values (in opposition to those of the West) to-
gether with the precepts of political action that derive from them." The
uppermost value, as defined by this constitution, is the safeguarding and
maintaining of the nation and its unity, and the protection those who belong
to it. The state is called upon to serve the nation and not simply the people,
that is, its citizens, who are also constitutionally obliged to be exclusively
committed to the nation. An overview of all the statements relating to this
term “nation” makes it clear that what is really meant is the “ethnic nation,”
in which Christianity is assigned a protective role. Here, Christianity amounts
to more than just a religion—in fact, its primary purpose is to serve the Hun-
garian nation and ensure its continued existence."” The concept of a nation
that centers on ethnicity excludes, by definition, all non-Christian and ethnic
minorities who live in Hungary, despite the fact that these groups (according
to a paragraph adopted from the “old” constitution from 1989/90) are recog-
nized as having a formative function in the state. However, this is not a con-
tradiction, as the role of the state is, in turn, to serve the nation, a role that
must also apply to the ethnically defined and non-Christian minorities
(though this category has primarily referred to the Jews who have lived for
centuries in Hungary). The preamble to the constitution, which begins with
the words “God save Hungary!” (a phrase borrowed from the first verse of the
national anthem written in 1823) defines its value orientation as follows: “We
affirm that the most important institutions underpinning our coexistence are
family and nation, and that the fundamental values of our shared identity are
loyalty, faith and love.” In this heavily ideologized constitution, which is
completely centered around the idea of the collective, there is, initially, no
mention of civic rights and duties as is the case in most constitutions. Instead,
the focus is on nation and history, including historicizing references to events
such as Hungary’s defense of the Western World during the course of its

" The German translation forms the basis for these statements, submitted by HERBERT

KUPPER: Ungarns Verfassung vom 25. April 2011: Einfiihrung—Ubersetzung—Mate-
rialien, Frankfurt a. M. 2012, pp. 199-260.
TRENCSENYI (as in footnote 4), p. 56.
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thousand-year history. The preamble “concludes with the juxtaposition of
present-day decadence and future regeneration and invokes the classical topos
of a nationalized renaissance.”’® The German constitutional expert Herbert
Kiipper adds that: “Alongside this backward-looking vision of the nation,
several other historicizing elements stand out. The ‘accomplishments of our
historic state,” for example, play a prominent role.”"” Kiipper goes on to ob-
serve that this fictional thousand-year state mentioned in the preamble serves
as a “self-contained guiding principle within the design of the constitution
and basic law”'® because there is an indisputable premise that “it is to be hon-
ored.” However, this historic constitution (which is often readily compared
with the English one) did not serve, as the English constitution did, in the
development of a civil society and parliamentarianism, but instead served to
safeguard Hungary’s pre-bourgeois, feudal structures, in particular the privi-
leges and prerogatives of the nobility. The penultimate paragraph of the pre-
amble explicitly addresses contemporary history, identifying the period from
March 19, 1944, until May 2, 1989, as a time when sovereignty was lost and
the “historic constitution” therefore had to be abandoned. The times of “for-
eign domination” (which is also made responsible for the Holocaust) are
therefore interpreted as an obstruction to autonomous, nation-centered rule
rather than an assault against democracy, republic and individual liberty. The
preamble specifies several public holidays that have a national focus, namely:
March 15 (the revolution of 1848), August 20 (commemorating St. Stephen’s
founding of the Hungarian state in the year 1000) and October 23 (the 1956
revolution). The word “republic” was removed from the country’s previous
name, “the Republic of Hungary”, and the term was thereafter only men-
tioned in the context of regulatory statutes. At the end of the preamble, the
aim is expressly stipulated “to make Hungary great again.”

With the emphasis on the “Holy Crown,” which “embodies the constancy
of Hungary’s constitution and state and the unity of the nation”, the Carpa-
thian Basin is indirectly referenced as a geographical reference space. De-
rived from this is an explicit statement, in Article D, that Hungarians living in
neighboring countries be eligible for cross-border state care. In contrast to the
old constitution of 1989/90, there is no clarification at this point in the new
constitution that prohibits either the use of force or the violent enforcement of
territorial claims, even though such an addition would appear necessary.
These kinds of changes have even been permitted in revised interpretations.
In his concluding remarks on the subject, Kiipper observes that, in light of a
number of its regulations, the new constitution of 2011 can certainly be linked
to the illiberal legacy of Kadarism and, furthermore, “has departed, in many
ways, from general West European constitutional norms.” This is especially
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true with respect to its historicization'’, which presents a perception of history
that has little in common with the findings of reputable historical research.

Liberty Square in Budapest as an Example of the New Commemorative
Culture

Liberty Square (Szabadsag tér), situated in the parliament district on the Pest
side of the city, is almost overcrowded with historical monuments and statues.
Opposite the American embassy at the northern corner of the square stands
the Soviet liberation monument, which was erected in 1848, and opposite that
is a new memorial built to commemorate the years of Soviet occupation. Two
further monuments stand in front of the embassy: one is the statue of Harry
Hill Bandholtz, Brigadier General of the U.S. army, who, as a member of the
Allied Control Commission, oversaw the retreat of Romanian troops out of
Budapest in August 1919. The statue was removed at the end of the 1940s
and re-erected in July 1989. The second monument, modestly depicting a
simple opened book, is dedicated to the memory of Carl Lutz, the Swiss vice
consul in Budapest, who saved more than 50,000 Jews from the Holocaust
through the issuing of passports and letters of protection. After Hungary de-
clared war on the USA and diplomatic relations between the two countries
broke down, Switzerland assumed responsibility for the diplomatic relations,
not just of the USA, but also of Great Britain and other countries, and Vice
Consul Lutz took up office in the U.S. embassy building. At the south-east
end of Liberty Square stands the Protestant “Homecomers’ Church” com-
memorating the “return” of Transylvania following the Second Vienna Arbi-
tration Award (1940). It is built in the Novecento style of Mussolini’s Italy.
Today, the church and adjacent building complex houses one of the Jobbik
headquarters. In front of the church stands the Byzantine double cross, “one
of the favorite symbols of the nationalistic political right wing.”** In Novem-
ber 2003, a bust of Admiral Horthy was installed in front of the main entrance
to the church. Particularly controversial is the memorial on the southern side
of the square, which was approved by the government on January 17, 2014,
and erected in July that year. In memory of the German army’s occupation of
Hungary on March 19, 1944, “it is a physical rendering of the official inter-
pretation of history that Hungary, after weighing up all the circumstances,
must ultimately be considered a victim of Germany in the Second World War
rather than its ally. According to this interpretation, the sole reason Hungary
entered the war was in order to protect the West from the Bolshevik barba-
rism advancing from the East.””' The luminous bronze statue of the Arch-
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angel Gabriel with broken wings, surrounded by the stumps of columns,
stands as an allegory of the innocent Hungary. A bronze eagle mounted above
the statue is depicted as plunging towards the archangel and represents the
German occupiers. However, this is not the eagle of the Nazi Empire, which
grasps a swastika in its claws, but the imperial eagle of the Holy Roman Em-
pire. The choice of this symbol can be directly traced back to Orban, who
argued in an open letter that the occupiers were “in fact just Germans” who
“were living at the time in a National Socialist state [...] For this reason, we
don’t feel it to be offensive to use the imperial eagle as a symbol for Germany
[...] What I have discovered in the figure of the angel is the innocent victim
[...] of anti-Christianity.”* With this rhetoric of self-stigmatization, Orban is
looking for a way to obscure the responsibility of the Horthy regime for its
policy of alliances with the Third Reich and thus its complicit role in the
death of around a million Hungarians, 600,000 of whom were Jews. The myth
of victimhood rules out any way for the nation to come to terms with its own
role and perspective as a co-perpetrator of such crimes. Within a short time
after the statue’s construction, a counter-memorial was set up with the help of
community funding and support on a site directly opposite it, separated by a
busy one-way street. This second memorial, which is constantly being re-
designed and altered, features the names of places where the Jewish ceme-
teries are no longer visited, together with newspaper clippings from the time
and numerous photographs and texts that deal with the Hungarian—including
the Jewish—victims of this epoch as well as the perpetrators.

Holocaust Remembrance

According to Eva Kovacs, the Trianon trauma gained a hegemonic position in
Hungarian memory politics after 1990, intensifying after 1998 and again in
2010 in a way that the country’s collective memory of the Holocaust could
never compete with.” The “House of Terror” opened in 2002 and was en-
trusted to the management of Maria Schmidt, the “Government Commis-
sioner for Contemporary History” under the Orban administrations of 1998-
2002 and since 2010. In the numerous studies she has written on the Holo-
caust, Schmidt denies its singularity, which she considers to be an invention
of mass media dominated by “liberals.” She surpasses this claim with the as-

Open letter written by Viktor Orban to the art historian Katalin David from April 30,
2014, quoted here from ibidem, p. 71.

Eva KovAcs: The Hungarian Holocaust Memorial Year 2014: Some Remarks, in:
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here p. 111, URL: https://simon.vwi.ac.at/images/Documents/Articles/2017-1/2017-
1_ART Kovacs/ART Kovacs01.pdf (2018-03-15).
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sertion that there never was a Holocaust in Hungary.”* This kind of trivializa-
tion and relativization of the Holocaust is inseparably linked to the argument
Schmidt also puts forward that National Socialism and Communism and their
regimes can simply be equated.” What Kovacs describes as the “ghettoiza-
tion” of the Holocaust Museum, which opened in 2004, in an outlying eastern
suburb of Budapest, highlights the minor importance attributed to the Holo-
caust within the mainstream national memory. The museum has continued to
be the subject of ongoing conflicts involving various institutions, including
government institutions, and can by no means be considered a “success
story.”*® The same can also be said for the Hungarian Holocaust Memorial
Year in 2014, which was announced by the government and allocated a
budget of € 6 million for a variety of projects. The government-run project
entitled the “House of Fate” (Sorsok Haza) took center stage and, as the name
already demonstrates, represented a deliberate counter-position to the well-
known work Sorstalansag (Fateless) written by Nobel Prizewinner for Lit-
erature, Imre Kertész. Led by Schmidt as program director, the museum pro-
ject was meant to be dedicated to the child victims of the Holocaust, and, just
like the Holocaust Museum, was to be set up on the outskirts of Budapest in a
building also intended as the new premises for the Holocaust Documentation
Center. However, the museum has never been opened and still stands empty
as the opposing parties behind the initiative—on the one side the government,
and on the other the “Federation of Jewish Communities in Hungary”—have
not been able to agree, either on the concept or on how the museum should be
managed. Numerous civic organizations and initiatives (including the “Tre-
fort Garden monument,” “Living Memory,” “Memento 70,” and the Face-
book group “The Holocaust and my Family”) have made it clear that they op-
pose the “government’s ahistorical Holocaust narrative”’ and have been suc-
cessful, at least, in having Schmidt removed from her role as director of the
Sorsok Haza.

Kovacs summarizes the results of the Memorial Year, which was so disas-
trous for the government, with the following words: “After decades of
silence, the second generation of survivors could speak and tell the stories of
their parents and grandparents publicly, while behind the scenes, further ne-

2% MARIA ScHMIDT: Holocausts a huszadik szézadban [The Holocausts in the 20th Cen-

tury]. In: Magyar Hirlap from 1999-11-13. The use of the term Holocaust as a plural is
not a misprint, but is intended as programmatic.

In criticism of this, RANDOLPH BRAHAM: Hungary and the Holocaust: The Nationalist
Drive to Whitewash the Past, in: RFE/RL Reports, East European Perspectives 3 from
2001-01-14, p. 20. For more details, see the comprehesive study by GERHARD SEE-
WANN, EvA KovAcs: Juden und Holocaust in der ungarischen Erinnerungskultur seit
1945, in: Stidosteuropa 54 (2006), 1, pp. 24-59, here in particular pp. 38-59.

JULIA CREET: The House of Terror and the Holocaust Memorial Center: Resentiment
and Melancholia in Post-89 Hungary, in: European Studies 30 (2013), pp. 29-62.
KovAcs, The Hungarian Holocaust Memorial Year 2014 (as in footnote 23), p. 117.

25

26

27



248  If0 JECES 671201812 Gerhard Seewann

gotiations are being conducted on the future of the House of Fate that have
not ended until the completion of this essay.”**

Jobbik

The Jobbik party, which formed out of the movement of the same name (Job-
bik Magyarorszagért Mozgalom—Movement for a Better Hungary) gained 20
per cent of all votes in the 2014 election and came to rank second place be-
hind the FIDESZ in many constituencies.”” Unlike the divided and quarreling
parties on the left wing of the political spectrum, Orban saw Jobbik as a
challenge, even a potential threat, for his almost unlimited position of power.
Jobbik aligned itself closely to the anti-Semitic and anti-Roma racist and revi-
sionist tendencies of the Horthy era, and cultivated the neo-traditionalist cul-
tural philosophy of Béla Hamvas, which originated during that period. The
party also took up a critical position towards Europe and attracted the major-
ity of its voters by shrilly criticizing capitalism and the system.

Because the years following the system change failed to bring increased
prosperity to many Hungarians, Jobbik’s populistic critique of the established
parties, including the FIDESZ, met with widespread approval. They attained
their best election results in former socialist strongholds, areas that have come
to be characterized by poverty and general decline. The party’s explicit ob-
jective was, and still is, to bring about a better regime of “national coopera-
tion,” an aim with which they sought to overtake the governing party via the
right. Jobbik also called for a new national holiday to be established on the
anniversary of the battle at Pressburg in the year 907, in which the grand duke
Arpad mounted a devastating retaliation on July 4 to wipe out an East-Fran-
conian army that had attempted to conquer Pannonia.”® This can also be seen
as a signal to the EU, not only to recognize Hungary’s stubborn self-will, but
also that the country is firmly opposed to a Western orientation. Further his-
toricizing measures on Jobbik’s agenda include reconfiguring the monuments
on Liberty Square, replacing the irredentist statues that were removed from
the square after 1945, as well as officially recognizing the turul bird as a na-
tional symbol (this was the “bird of death”, used as an emblem both by the
Arpaden rulers and by rightwing extremist groups in the interwar period.)
Furthermore, the party has proposed that Hungary’s Asian ancestry be
acknowledged in the form of Turanism and also that there be official recog-
nition of Hungary’s ethnic ties to the Turan peoples, although Turanism is
seen as confrontationally opposed to the theory of Finno-Ugric descent. The
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Jobbik internet portal (kuruk.info), which is operated out of the USA and
used intensively, is divided into three thematic subsections, namely “Jewish
Criminality,” “Gypsy Criminality” and “The Holocaust Lie.”

For Jobbik voters, Orban is still too liberal. While Orban focuses on a re-
naissance of the “original Magyar people,” Jobbik calls for the rebirth of the
white Arian race. This rebirth must, however, be preceded by a “cleansing
catastrophe,” the destruction of the old world. It is a political objective that
amounts to an apocalyptic vision and is essentially also an idea that is propa-
gated by Donald Trump’s former chief advisor, Stephen Bannon.

Conclusion

The national narrative of victimhood rests on a manipulated version of history
and on an understanding of politics as a perpetual battle between irreconcila-
ble forces. The aim of completely eliminating the imagined enemies both in-
side and outside the national borders rules out any options for compromise.
The political program of “illiberal democracy” is intrinsically meaningless. It
is not based on the concept of the common good, but instead on a shared con-
cept of the enemy, and thus only recognizes a need for unrestricted power to
be wielded over a society that is as ethnically homogenous and culturally as-
similated as possible, a society that can be transferred to, and ultimately unite
within, a single, sacred nation.



