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ABSTRACT

Hikkinen, Ville

From Counterrevolution to Consolidation? Language of nation-building in the Hungarian
parliamentary debates, 1920-1928

Jyvéskyla: University of Jyvaskyld, 2019, 273 p.

(JYU Dissertations

ISSN 2489-9003; 82)

ISBN 978-951-39-7766-5 (PDF)

This dissertation analyses the use of political language related to nation-building in the
Hungarian Parliament between 1920 and 1928. After defeat in the First World War, the
domestic revolutions and the Peace Treaty of Trianon that had caused considerable territorial
losses, the Hungarian counterrevolutionary government had to stabilize the political
situation in the country and regain its legitimacy. The tool for this stabilization was an
increasingly nationalist and exclusive conceptualization of the Hungarian nation, as well as
reliance on national history. The societal groups deemed suspicious, such as Socialists and
Jews, were not only excluded rhetorically from the sphere of patriotic, loyal and politically
competent Hungarians, but also through legislation and oppression barred from being equal
members of society. The government-led history politics appropriated the memory and
ideals of the most renowned statesmen, yet gave them strictly counterrevolutionary
contemporary redescriptions; as an example, Lajos Kossuth, the hero of the 1848 Revolution,
was promptly redescribed as a moderate reformist. In foreign policy, the revision of the
Treaty of Trianon, the need to regain the lost territories, was conceptualized as a national
mission; the lost unity of historic Hungary was to be restored and the Hungarian brethren
suffering under foreign rule reunited with the fatherland. To achieve this, the government
was ready to resort to both international co-operation and clandestine activism.

The analytical approach to political language applied in this study is based on how the
Members of Parliament rhetorically constructed arguments and to which values, shared
experiences and historical references they appealed. Empirical study indicates that even
almost a decade after the revolutionary years the conservative government mainly relied on
the counterrevolutionary rhetoric; the Communist threat was a constantly applicable tool to
discredit the opposition. The results challenge the established historiographical view of
Istvan Bethlen’s premiership (1921-1931) as an era of reformist and ‘conservative-liberal’
politics. The concept of ‘consolidation” linked to Bethlen in no way signalled the abatement
of the confrontational political atmosphere, but instead Bethlen himself repeatedly appeared
in Parliament in order to maintain and renew the rhetoric of exclusion against his political
opponents. The preponderant role of revision in foreign policy led already in the late 1920s
to a considered collusion with Mussolini’s Italy, which rendered Hungary economically and
politically dependent on the Fascist state.

The rejection of political pluralism eventually served to undermine the ostensibly
secure position of the government when faced with the challenge of the extreme Right. In
the 1930s the only way for the government to respond to this challenge was to make
concessions towards the radical Right. Thus, ‘consolidation” proved to be a rhetorical tool to
which the government resorted when the need arose, but which in no way contributed to the
actual, long-term stabilization of the regime.

Keywords: 1920s, counterrevolution, history politics, Hungary, nationalism, nation-
building, political language, parliament



TIIVISTELMA

Hakkinen, Ville

From Counterrevolution to Consolidation? Language of nation-building in the Hungarian
parliamentary debates, 1920-1928

Jyvéskyla: University of Jyvaskyld, 2019, 273 p.

(JYU Dissertations

ISSN 2489-9003; 82)

ISBN 978-951-39-7766-5 (PDF)

Viitoskirjassa analysoidaan kansakunnan rakentamiseen liittyvéd poliittisen kielen kayttoa
Unkarin parlamentissa vuosina 1920-1928. Ensimmaéisen maailmansodan tappion, kotimais-
ten vallankumousten ja mittavat aluemenetykset aiheuttaneen Trianonin rauhansopimuk-
sen jdlkeen Unkarin vastavallankumouksellisen hallituksen oli kyettdva vakauttamaan
maan poliittiset olot ja rakennettava legitimiteettinsa uudelleen. Taméan vakauttamisen vali-
neend oli tiukan nationalistinen ja ulossulkeva kansakunnan késitteellistiminen ja historiaan
tukeutuminen. Epdilyttaviksi katsottuja ryhmid, kuten sosialisteja ja juutalaisia, ei vain reto-
risesti suljettu isdanmaallisten, luotettavien ja poliittisesti kompetenttien unkarilaisten ulko-
puolelle, vaan heiddn tasa-arvoista toimintaansa yhteiskunnassa rajoitettiin myos lainsaa-
ddnnon ja painostuksen kautta. Unkarin historian maineikkaimpien suurmiesten muisto ja
ihanteet asetettiin politiikan palvelukseen, samalla kuitenkin antaen niille tiukasti vastaval-
lankumoukselliseen politiikkaan sidotut merkitykset, jolloin esimerkiksi vuoden 1848 val-
lankumouksen sankari Lajos Kossuth uudelleenmaéaériteltiin maltilliseksi reformistiksi. Ulko-
politiikassa Trianonin rauhansopimuksen revisio, menetettyjen alueiden takaisin hankkimi-
nen, mddriteltiin kansallisen tehtdvan kautta; historiallisen Unkarin yhtendisyys oli palau-
tettava ja vieraan vallan alla kérsivat unkarilaiset veriveljet liitettdva takaisin isanmaahan.
Taman toteuttamiseksi oltiin valmiit paitsi kansainviliseen yhteistyohon, myo6s valonarkaan
aktivismiin.

Tutkimuksessa kaytetty tapa analysoida poliittista kieltd perustuu siihen, miten parla-
mentaarikot retorisesti rakensivat argumentteja ja millaisiin arvoihin, jaettuihin kokemuk-
siin ja historiaviitteisiin he vetosivat. Empiirinen tutkimus osoittaa, ettd vield ldhes vuosi-
kymmen vallankumousvuosien jdlkeen konservatiivihallitus tukeutui péddasiassa vastaval-
lankumoukselliseen retoriikkaan; kommunismin uhka oli alati kédyttokelpoinen viline op-
position diskreditointiin. Tulokset haastavat historiantutkimuksessa vallitsevan késityksen
Istvan Bethlenin padaministerikauden (1921-1931) reformihenkisyydestd ja ‘konservatiivis-
liberaalista” politiikasta. Bethlenin nimeen liitetty ‘konsolidaatio” (vakaus- ja yhtendisyyspo-
litiikka) ei lopulta merkinnyt poliittisen ilmapiirin vastakkainasettelun lientymistd, vaan
Bethlen itse osallistui usein parlamenttikeskusteluihin vahvistaen ja uusintaen poliittisia
vastustajiaan ulossulkevaa retoriikkaa. Revision ylittaméton rooli ulkopolitiikassa puoles-
taan johti jo 1920-luvun lopulla tietoiseen yhteistoimintaan Mussolinin Italian kanssa, mika
asetti Unkarin taloudelliseen ja poliittiseen riippuvuussuhteeseen fasistihallintoa kohtaan.

Poliittisen pluralismin torjuminen johti lopulta hallituksen ndenndisesti ylivoimaisen
aseman heikkouteen nousevan &arioikeiston haasteen edessa. 1930-luvulla hallituksen ainoa
keino vastata haasteeseen oli myonnytysten tekeminen oikeistoradikaalille politiikalle. N&in
ollen ‘konsolidaatio” osoittautui vallanpitdjien retoriseksi keinoksi, jota hyodynnettiin tar-
peen vaatiessa, mutta joka ei merkinnyt jarjestelmén vakauttamista pitkalla aikavalilla.

Asiasanat: 1920-luku, historiapolitiikka, kansakunnan rakentaminen, nationalismi,
poliittinen kieli, parlamentti, Unkari, vastavallankumous
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ON NAMES AND TRANSLATIONS

The names of persons have been written according to the Hungarian
orthography but using English name order; e.g. Bethlen Istvin — Istvin Bethlen
(but not Stephen Bethlen). The only exception are the monarchs, whose names are
written according to the English custom; e.g. Szent Istvin — St. Stephen. The last
ruler of the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy, who used the regal name Karl I
as Emperor of Austria and Kdroly IV as King of Hungary, is referred to as King
Charles.

When it comes to geographical names, there are numerous chances of
confusion, as the contemporary Hungarians still referred to places in recently
ceded territories by their Hungarian names, even though at that time they were
(and still are) known by their vernacular names. To resolve this, the places
beyond the post-Trianon boundaries of Hungary are referred to by their
Hungarian names with the vernacular name given in brackets at the first
mention; e.g. Pozsony (Bratislava). The same also applies to the then-Italian port
of Fiume, currently known by its Croatian name Rijeka.

As for the states whose official names changed during the period, The
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes is called Yugoslavia, as was the custom even
before the official change of the name (1929). However, in the case of Soviet Russia
(until 1922) and the Soviet Union (since 1922), both names are used in order to
convey the changing contemporary conceptualization of the new state.

All translations from Hungarian are by the writer unless otherwise stated.
In addition to the subject matter, the translation is intended also to convey the
tone and rhetorical composition of a message while remaining faithful to the
original expression. Also noteworthy in relation to translation is that the
Hungarian language in practice has only one past tense, whereas differentiation
between imperfect, present perfect and past perfect is usually achieved by the
use of auxiliary words. In the English translations the writer has used the
corresponding English tenses to convey the sense of chronology.



1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 ‘Consolidation” problematized

The tumultuous years around the end of the First World War have been subjected
to thorough historical analysis in an attempt to outline the remarkable inter-
European changes in the political landscape. The era was likewise defined by the
break-up of the continental empires, the national independence movements and
the subsequent emergence of new nation-states. The calls for democratization,
the rise of the ideas of parliamentary government and international co-operation
were offset by authoritarian movements, increasing nationalism and the
escalation of political violence, especially in the new nation-states and the
defeated powers. In both domestic and international spheres, the construction of
the post-war world order was from the outset an open-ended process, where the
diverse and entangled discourses of crisis and mitigation as well as the post-war
traumas and hopes for a brighter future all contributed to the highly contingent
and uncertain political processes. In the scholarly literature, attempts to
conceptualize these developments have led to designations such as the years of
‘reform and revolution’, ‘the twisted paths’ of the European states, or the era of
‘contesting democracy’.!

In many respects, Hungary stood in the crossroads of those concurrent and
entangled developments: a defeated power which had faced domestic
revolutions and had been partitioned at the end of the First World War, being
compelled to realign its domestic and foreign political thought. These
developments are studied from the perspective of nation-building,? in this study

1 See e.g. Gerwarth 2007, Gerwarth & Horne 2013, Gerwarth 2017, Ihalainen 2017,
Leonhard 2014, Miiller 2013.

2 In a more general sense, nation-building is understood as the socio-political process
of constructing a sense of integration and a common identity (and, conversely, an
image of the other) within a more or less homogenous population through the
(re)creation of national symbols and traditions as well as development of institutions
and infrastructure. These are then applied to legitimize and stabilize the authority of
a centralized administration over the said population within a politically and
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specifically understood as a discursive process which simultaneously constructed
and utilized the conceptualizations of Hungary’s past and present roles,
encompassing the legitimation of the post-war power structure, the relationship
to the memory of the World War involving the breaking-up of the Empire and
Hungary’s position in the making of the post-war international order.?

In Hungary, the fall of the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy in October
1918 had led to the emergence of a liberal-democratic republic, whereas in March
1919, a Communist takeover had brought about the short-lived Hungarian Soviet
Republic. During the Communist regime, the pre-war elites organized as a
counterrevolutionary movement, with the partial support of the Entente. The
simultaneous engagements with the successor states, coupled with Entente
pressure and scant international support eventually resulted in the fall of the
Soviet Republic and the establishment of a counterrevolutionary government in
the autumn of 1919. The reaction, fuelled by the dismay of the old elites at the
‘desecration’ perpetrated by the revolutionaries, coupled with the radical
nationalism of the post-war extreme Right, resulted in the construction of a
counterrevolutionary state according to a conservative and nationalist
conceptualization of the Hungarian identity. Contrary to the more modern sense
of constitutional debates in most other European states in the post-war era, in
Hungary the models of nation-building and state-building were consciously
drawn from the past. When parliamentary life recommenced in 1920, the
monarchical form of government was reinstated, Admiral Miklés Horthy* was

geographically defined state. Connor 1972; Hippler 2005; Mylonas 2017; Tilly 1992;
Vares & Vares 2019.

3 One might justifiably argue that these processes constitute not only nation-building
but also state-building. The definitions of these two concepts overlap in both practical
use and scholarly discourse, and cannot be completely differentiated in this study,
either. For the most part, I have chosen to prefer the former as an analytical concept,
as the cases studied mostly deal with the symbolic elements of creating and
maintaining the nation and less with the administrative and institutional side
(Chapter 2.2. being an exception).

4 A son of a Calvinist gentry family, Mikl6s Horthy de Nagybéanya (1868-1957) chose
the career of an officer in the Austro-Hungarian navy. Between 1909 and 1914 he
served as an aide-de-camp to Emperor Francis Joseph. During his career in the navy
and in the court, he got to know several notable persons who would influence his
later political career, including the Hungarian politicians Istvan Tisza and Istvan
Bethlen, the future British emissary to Hungary, Sir Thomas Hohler, as well as
Archduke Charles, the future King. In the World War, Horthy distinguished himself
in the Otranto Raid of 1917 and was subsequently promoted to the Commander-in-
Chief of the Navy, the last to hold the office. For him, the pre-war world and
gentlemanly culture were the ideals he clung to, abhorring the revolutionary tumult,
which he saw as the main reason for the defeat of the Central Powers. Seeing Soviet
rule become a reality in Hungary provoked him to join the counterrevolutionary
movement in Szeged in May 1919. As the senior officer, he quickly rose to
prominence, first as the Minister of War in the provisional counterrevolutionary
government, then as the Commander of the National (White) Army. His resentment
of Communism contributed to the spirit of ‘cleansing’ the land of revolutionaries,
one of the leading forces behind the White Terror during the counterrevolutionary
campaign in Transdanubia. After taking control of Budapest, Horthy, with the
support of Istvan Bethlen and Pal Teleki, was able to appear as a credible figure
capable of filling the post-revolutionary power vacuum and was tasked by the
Entente representatives with stabilizing the domestic unrest and forming a stable
government. This was formalized on 1 March 1920, when he was elected Regent of
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elected Regent, and most of the reforms made during the republican phase
gradually recalled. In 1922 the two main parties, the Christian National and the
Smallholder parties merged to form a unified governmental party5 which went
on to command a supermajority in all elections until 1939, assisted by a biased
electoral law and open ballot in most constituencies.

As a result of defeat in the World War, Hungary, the former ruler of the
eastern part of the Dual Monarchy had been reduced to one third of its pre-war
territory and population, a tragic loss finalized in the Treaty of Trianon of 1920.
Instead of gaining independence, Hungary became an ‘unwilling successor
state’, stripped of its regional dominance and political leverage. Moreover, the
former Slovak, Romanian and Croatian subjects, now organizing within
independent states, had occupied large parts of historic Hungary and were
deeply mistrustful of the former imperial power. In a foreign political sense, the
Hungarian nation-building came to be characterized by the omnipresent
consternation at Trianon, a spirit of isolation and siege and, as a result, persistent
revisionism, the desire to make good the territorial losses in one way or another.

In the language of nation-building, the experiences of defeat and revolution,
perceptions of internal enemies and international humiliation, were all tied
together in a spirit of existential threat against the very concept of Hungarian
nation.s The response was a consciously exclusive reconceptualization of nation,
which was then applied to legitimize and operationalize the nationalistic
domestic and foreign policy: the glorious interpretation of Hungarians as a
united and ardently patriotic nation which time and again had withstood foreign
oppression, made it feasible to ostracize the un-Hungarian internal enemies, who
were simultaneously held responsible for past catastrophes. In a foreign political
sense, the reinterpreted nation was tasked with what was perceived as its
timeless mission: to regain its place among the leading powers of Central Europe
and, most importantly, to reclaim the lands to which it was ‘entitled’.

A study on the language of nation-building thus enables an analysis of the
manifold forms of Hungarian nationalism in the 1920s. The level studied is
parliamentary debate, within which the authoritarian government needed to
rhetorically legitimize its resolutions, but also engaged in rhetorical contestation
with the parliamentary opposition over the core tenets of nation and national
mission. Basing the analysis on the very level of parliamentary argumentation,
we will be able to access the actual dynamics of discussion; which arguments
were used to legitimize the consciously anti-modern political development and
what kind of alternatives and challenges, if any, were presented. In this respect,
I argue that the construction and conceptualization of the Hungarian nation was
on the level of political discourse an inseparable element in the construction of
the regime itself; the legitimacy of the government depended on the organic,

Hungary, a post in which he would serve until 1944. MEL: Horthy, Mikl6s; Turbucz
2014.

5 Christian Agrarian, Smallholder and Civic Party / Keresztény-Keresztyén Foldmives-,
Kisgazda- és Polgiri Pirt, usually referred to as Unity Party / Eqységes Pirt. Romsics
1999, 183.

6 See e.g. Gerwarth 2017, 12-13.
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homogenous and exclusive conceptualization of the Hungarian nation, with its
glorious past and historic mission to regain internal stability and international
credibility. Accordingly, this narrative destined the government to take the
matters at hand and guide the nation into a better future. This applied to the three
interrelated central themes of the study: the construction of the regime and the
use of the exclusive conceptualization of the nation in domestic policy; the
political use of history, officially defining the interpretations of the nation’s past
and their commemorations to suit the conservative nationalist narrative; and the
projection of the conceptualization of national mission to the foreign policy, its
use in the legitimization of the manifold forms of revisionist policy.

This approach also makes it possible to problematize the conceptualizations
over the nature of the regime. In many cases Hungarian historiography on the
interwar era has been at pains to settle on a name for the regime and most often
ended up with appellations such as ‘semi-authoritarian’, ‘semi-parliamentary” or
‘intermediate” system, that is to say, the undeniably authoritarian elements were
offset by the parliamentary pluralism and functioning democratic organs.” This
study began on the premise, supported by the majority of the historiography,
that after the aggressively counterrevolutionary (ellenforradalmi) phase in the early
1920s, government policy was mitigated in the latter years in the spirit of
consolidation (konszoliddci) aimed at stabilizing the regime and the national
economy and creating political unity in place of the former party rivalry.
Consolidation has been attributed to Prime Minister Istvdn Bethlen, whose
premiership lasted from 1921 to 1931 and has been described as a gradual and
pragmatic evolution towards a functioning ‘conservative-liberal” polity, which
even succeeded in taming - for a while - the opposing forces of the Social

Boros & Szabé 2008, 304, 353-360, 374; Piiski 2006, 7-8, 259; Romsics 2017, 199-200.

: A scion of a Transylvanian aristocrat family, Count Istvan Bethlen (1874-1946)
entered the dualist-era Parliament as early as 1901 and continued there until its
dissolution in 1918. A moderate conservative politician, he emphasized national
unity, that is, the unity of Hungarians against the minority nationalities within the
Dual Monarchy, supporting the Hungaro-centric cultural and nationality policies
promoted by Albert Apponyi. Towards the end of the World War, Bethlen
desperately argued for social reforms in order to curb the appeal of the radical
demands of the nationalities and revolutionaries that would eventually cause Greater
Hungary to disintegrate. After the revolution of 1918 Bethlen remained in political
life to counterbalance the radical liberalism of the Karolyi government. However, as
power shifted to the Communists in 1919, he fled to Vienna, becoming one of the
leaders of the loose counterrevolutionary movement. He soon formed an alliance
with Horthy, campaigning for the stabilization of the regime, and rose to the
premiership in April 1921. Bethlen’s person and political style came to dominate the
following decade; he progressed pragmatically in gathering the conservative and
agrarian forces under the Unity Party and, despite internal disputes, had definite
control over the political machine until the end of the decade. As a careful reformist,
Bethlen pursued political and economic stabilization through the discourse of
consolidation, reaching its greatest popularity in the mid-1920s. He was able to
withstand the criticism heaped upon him during the Franc forgery scandal in 1926,
but was pressured into resigning in 1931 due to allegedly negligent handling of the
financial crisis caused by the Great Depression. He remained a prominent
conservative leader and confidant to Horthy until the end of the Second World War.
MEL: Bethlen Istvan; Romsics 1995.
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Democrats and the Extreme Right.? The success story of consolidation has been
reinforced by downplaying the anti-democratic aspects of the regime; for
example in the narrative that the government won elections in the 1920s not
because of the biased electoral law, but because of its appeal to all social segments
through its pragmatic deeds.! Thus the original research hypothesis, reflected in
the headline of the study, was that also on the level of the language of nation-
building, exclusive counterrevolutionary discourse would give way to a more
inclusive language of consolidation, an effort to stabilize and legitimize the
regime by rhetorically mitigating the bitter antagonism of the immediate post-
war period.

This hypothesis, however, proved to have one central flaw. What, if
anything, did the concept of consolidation actually mean in contemporary
political language?

“CONSOLIDATE

1) TO JOIN TOGETHER INTO ONE WHOLE: UNITE

2) TO MAKE FIRM OR SECURE: STRENGTHEN

3) TO FORM INTO A COMPACT MASS”11

“CONSOLIDATION

STABILIZATION OF A LABILE ECONOMIC OR POLITICAL SITUATION" 12

Judging from the dictionary examples, the politically comprehensive meaning of
consolidation would be stabilization of political unrest, uniting different political
factions and/ or securing one’s leading position. On the surface, the consolidation
discourse applied by Bethlen could be seen to fulfil these ideals: within a year of
his inauguration in 1921 he succeeded in stabilizing the political structure after
two years that had seen five successive short-lived governments, withstood the
return attempts of the former King Charles, brought the Smallholder and
Christian National Parties under the umbrella of the Unity Party and curtailed
the influence of the radical Right, at the same time mitigating the negative
publicity caused by the White Terror. He appeared to be the guarantor of
Hungary’s stability and foreign political reliability in the West.

Yet the empirical study of the political language from the
counterrevolutionary moment of 1920 to the alleged heyday of consolidation in
1928 leads not only to the rebuttal of the hypothesis but also to the questioning
of the very concept of consolidation. Therefore the title of the study ended up as
a question rather than a proposition. What the study reveals is that the

9 Boros & Szabo 2008, 163; Ormos 2006, 78-79; Romsics 1995, 151, 177.

10 Boros & Szabo 2008, 198.

n Merriam-Webster: CONSOLIDATE.

12 “[IIngatag gazdaséagi vagy politikai helyzet megszilarduldsa.” Magyar etimolégiai
szotar: KONSZOLIDACIO. This content given to ‘consolidation’ is obviousy affected by
the very same historiographical meaning studied here.
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government repeatedly resorted to exclusive conceptualization of the Hungarian
nation and made use of it to contain the opposition. Despite momentary
concessions made out of necessity,’® the government always had the
counterrevolutionary discourse at hand and repeated the very same accusations
of disloyalty and un-patriotism towards the opposition throughout the era, with
little intent to build political plurality or mutual trust between the parties, even
at the level of rhetoric. Consolidation turned out to be a consciously vague
catchword, which the government applied tactically when the need arose to
appeal to the inclusive strain of nation-building, never explicating its content and
resisting all attempts on the part of the opposition to define it. Instead of
‘consolidation’, one might thus speak of ‘containment’, which was how the
government maintained its power position in relation to the opposition.

The main research question will therefore be how the government used the
conscious ambiguity between the counterrevolutionary and consolidation
discourses in order to implement its exclusive nation-building; how it defined
and made use of the concepts of nation, national past and national mission to
legitimize its policy; in which cases it was forced to incorporate more inclusive
tones and to which ends; and, how did the opposition participate in the rhetorical
contestation over the ownership and content of the abovementioned concepts
and their uses. Analysis of these questions linked to interwar nation-building
also reveals Hungary’s position at the centre of transnational currents in political
language. While the Hungarian nation-building was symptomatic of the East
Central European atmosphere of mutual distrust, border and minority disputes
and the rise of nationalism and authoritarianism, what is even more important is
that it was simultaneously part of the inter-European discourse of post-war
reorganization, where all national actors made use of transnational momentum
and shared ‘western” concepts of political development, while giving them
diverse domestic redescriptions.14

1.2 Sources

The main sources of this study are the protocols of the plenary sessions of the
Hungarian Parliament, namely the wunicameral National Assembly
(Nemzetgyiilés) from 1920 to 1926 and the House of Representatives (Képuvisel6haz)
and the Upper House (Felsdhiz) of the bicameral Parliament (Orszdggyiilés) from
1927 to 1928. The documents are available as digitized archival records in the
Hungarian Parliamentary Collection (Magyar Parlamenti Gyiijtemény) of the
Library of Parliament (Orsziggyiilési Konyvtdr), which includes both the protocols
of the plenary sessions (naplok) and the bills and motions (iromdanyok).’> The
Stenographers’ Office of Parliament has produced verbatim records of the

13 See especially Chapter 2.5.
14 See e.g. Evans 2007; Ihalainen 2017; Vares & Vares 2019.
15 Orszéaggytilési Konyvtar, Magyar Parlamenti Gytjtemény,
http:/ /www.ogyk.hu/hu/magyar-parlamenti-gyujtemeny (24.4.2019).
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sessions, complete with interruptions and other instances of (un)parliamentary
conduct, which makes the collection extremely useful in the study of
parliamentary language. In addition, the Library of Parliament has also digitized
the Parliamentary Almanacs, the contemporary biographies of Members of
Parliament. These, along with the later publication, the Hungarian Biographical
Lexicon (Magyar Eletrajzi Lexikon), are used to present contextualizing
information on the Members participating in the debates and how their personal
backgrounds possibly affected their political stances. As the study is situated at
the intersection of parliamentary history and the historical study of political
language, the cases chosen and the analysis applied to them give ultimately less
emphasis to what was decided and what kind of impact it had in political
processes and more to the question of how the decisions were presented,
legitimized and challenged rhetorically, and what the competing discourses
reveal about underlying values and conceptualizations of nation. Still, all this
cannot be done without knowledge of the historical context and the
parliamentary procedure.

The tradition of the Hungarian Diet dates back to the 13th century, and the
Golden Bull issued by King Andrew II in 1222 is in Hungary considered a proof
of the long history of constitutionalism, which the Hungarians eagerly compare
to the Magna Carta.l6 However, the tradition of representative politics also
encountered significant changes and discontinuities during the centuries; the
status and summoning of the medieval and early modern Diets was not
constitutionally determined and often remained at the discretion of the reigning
monarch. During the Habsburg era, the Austrian rulers were nominally
dependent on the Hungarian Diets in budgetary matters, but could summon and
dissolve them with few constraints and pit the nobles against each other to
achieve favourable results.!” Thus the Hungarian parliamentary tradition in the
modern sense can be traced at the earliest to the revolutionary parliament of 1848,
and in more permanent form to the Hungarian parliament of the Austro-
Hungarian Dual Monarchy since 1867, the first standing Hungarian-language
legislature.’8 Even in the dualist era, parliamentary life witnessed un-
parliamentary practices that restricted the openness of the debate; obstruction
was common and, as a reaction, the House Rules gave extensive authority to the
Speaker and the government to control the debate and to keep the opposition in
check.1

The post-war, counterrevolutionary political structure was legitimized in
part by appealing to the historical origins and favourable interpretations of the
‘ancient constitutionalism.” Simultaneously, the restrictive practices of the dualist
era were reinstated to constrain political mobilization and parliamentary dissent.
Suffrage, having reached its peak of 40 per cent of the population in the 1920

16 Kontler 1999, 77.

17 Cartledge 2006, 19-22, 65-66, 98, 154.

18 For the sake of clarity, the post-1848 institutions are called Parliaments and the
earlier institutions Diets, even though their Hungarian names (various forms of

orsziggyiilés / nemzetgyiilés) overlap.
19 Romsics 1999, 55-56; te Velde 2005, 216.
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elections, was hastily amended by an executive decree before the 1922 elections,
imposing clauses related to education and permanent residence that reduced the
franchise to some 30 per cent of the population. Moreover, in rural constituencies
the ballot was declared open, which obviously allowed landowner magnates to
exert pressure on the agricultural workers in order to support the government.20

Another and more contemporary matter of continuity and change
concerned the dissolution of the dualist-era parliament in 1918 and the opening
of the post-revolutionary parliament in 1920.21 While numerous pre-war
Members returned to Parliament in 1920, the political and social composition of
the House, as well as the political climate, had changed considerbly. The old
party structures, gathered according to the pro-Habsburg and pro-independence
sentiments,?2 had lost their relevance almost overnight.?? Party life flourished,
and as a result there were usually over ten parties represented in the Parliament.
Parties were also formed and dissolved rapidly and their ideological fundaments
were often vaguely defined and/or overlapped with others.# The concept of
political mobilization of the masses remained alien to many leading politicians,
including Bethlen himself, who believed in the aristocracy’s natural right to rule
and, at best, believed that democracy and parliamentarism should be steered and
regulated from above.?> For them, elections were a formal and proper act of
renewal of their mandate in the name of the nation, whereas opposition attempts
at mobilizing the electorate were condemned and repelled, at times with duress.2

A revealing example of the heterogeneity of the parties was the agrarian
Smallholders” Party, which embraced political orientations ranging from
agrarian socialism to liberal democracy and right-wing radicalism.?”
‘Smallholder’, epitomizing an idealized, original, free Hungarian peasant was
such a powerful concept in the political parlance that the government party
wanted to appropriate it for its own purposes.2s As Prime Minister Istvan Bethlen
was able to integrate the smallholders into the government party in 1922,
ideological party affiliation further weakened, and the government party became
a loose conglomerate of conservative forces under Bethlen, maintaining its
hegemonic position through the electoral law and other procedural legislation.
During the 1920s Bethlen reinforced his position by pitting the conservative,

20 Boros & Szab6 2008, 239-242; Piiski 2009, 73, 78; Romiscs 1999, 183.

21 Piiski 2006, 232; Romsics 1999, 54-55.

22 The so-called "67- and "48-parties, referring respectively to the years of the
Compromise and the Revolution.

3 Although the question of legitimism, i.e. whether the House of Habsburg still
possessed the right to the Hungarian throne, still divided politicians in the early
1920s. See e.g. Romsics 1995, 148.

24 Boros & Szabé 2008, 173.

25 See Romsics 1995, 44-45.

26 Boros & Szabo 2008, 265, 284-285.

27 Boros & Szabé 2008, 165.

2 See e.g. Istvan Bethlen’s inauguration address in 1921, Bethlen 2000, 120. This
appropriation was one of the common tropes in the East Central European nation-
building. Evans 2007, 218-219; Mylly 2002, 55-56.
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smallholder and radical factions against each other to maintain control of the
party.?®

The ranks of the conservative parties most often consisted of lawyers, as the
study of law was one of the socially acceptable educational choices for a
gentleman - another being a military career, and accordingly several former
officers also had their seats in Parliament. The mere degree did not, however,
determine a person’s actual career, as their expertise ranged from administration
to journalism, to university and high school teaching positions, whereas some of
them pursued their livelihood as landowners. The Social Democrats, in turn,
fielded experienced party veterans with worker backgrounds but diverse
education, including legal expertise and knowledge of the international workers’
movements. Many Members had served or continued to serve in various levels
of local and national administration. Thus, they also acted as direct
representatives of their hometowns and regions, with mandates and
responsibilities stemming from more than merely their present elected position.

The re-establishment of the Upper House in 1927, an elitist and corporative
structure modelled after the pre-war order, was itself a sign of the regime’s
attempt to maintain the status quo and further counterweigh popular
participation in politics and the influence of the opposition present in the House
of Representatives.’® The Upper House consisted by definition of several groups;
the House of Habsburg and the upper aristocracy had their own representatives;
the churches were represented by bishops and the jurisdiction by the presidents
of the highest courts. The cities and counties could appoint their own
representatives, as did the national organizations and chambers of commerce.
Lastly, the Regent had the prerogative of recognizing individuals by creating
lifetime Members.3 The sessions of the Upper House were remarkably scarce and
of somewhat less relevance to daily politics than those of the House of
Representatives, and it eventually had a more ceremonial role in the policy-
making of the era. Still, the nature of the discussion is worth comparative
analysis, when applicable:®? whereas the government did not need to face the
opposition in the Upper House, it nevertheless had to negotiate with the
members of the aristocracy and clergy, who represented their own interests and
ideological backgrounds.® This posed a need for rhetorical redescriptions
equally applicable to the legitimist aristocracy as well as the Catholic and
Protestant clergy. Even as the rhetorical culture was more elevated and less
confrontational, the need for rhetorical legitimization remained.

The parliamentary procedure itself was in the making in the early 1920s,
which can be seen in the diffuse debates and the fact that the even the Speaker
was not always aware of the correct procedure.3 The House Rules were amended

29 Piiski 2006, 55-57; Romsics 1995, 199.

30 Piiski 2006, 247-248.

3 Boros & Szabé 2008, 325-327; Kun, Lengyel & Vidor 1932; Lengyel & Vidor 1922;
Vidor 1921.

32 See Chapters 3.4. and 4.5.

33 Piiski 2006, 247-248.

3 Seee.g.26.2.1920, NN 1/1920, 49; 21.9.1920, NN V /1920, 481.
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in 1924 in order to facilitate the legislative process and prevent filibustering, but
it also returned the provisions for the Speaker to have Members removed from
the lectern or even expelled from the Chamber if they wandered off the point - a
vague definition which, as we shall see, allowed for politically motivated
reprimands.?> Parliamentary and unparliamentary conduct and the Speaker’s
responses to them are worth studying: the use of irony, obstruction, insult or
eloquence distinguish especially heated subjects. In some instances rhetorical
challenge to the government was tolerated as the government wanted to
construct a more positive picture of itself; on other occasions, the House Rules
were directly applied and even abused in order to muzzle the opposition that
had dared to question a central policy resolution.

The legislative process in Parliament entailed three readings: the first
designated a bill to a certain Committee, the second included the presentation of
the bill and the Committee report in the House as well as the plenary debate, and
the third formally accepted or rejected it. In this study, the focus is on the second
reading and the polyphonic debate the government needed to endure in order to
have the resolutions rhetorically legitimized and formally accepted in the
House.? Generally, the debate was opened by the proposer, who most often
represented the Committee concerned, presenting the bill and arguing for its
importance. The opening speech was sometimes followed by a speech from the
minister responsible, and then the floor was open to the representatives of the
parties, beginning with the largest, that is, the Unity Party. The first two or three
speeches from the loyal representatives of the government party attempted to
reinforce the stance on the matter already before the opposition had its say on it.
Before closing the debate, individual members had the right to return to the
matter in order to rectify misunderstandings or defend themselves against
offences ad hominem. This part of the procedure sometimes resulted in lengthy
sequences of accusations and counter-accusations. Finally, the minister
responsible was given an opportunity for the last word on the matter, to conclude
the debate, respond to open questions - and, more often than not, to conveniently
dismiss the opposition arguments to the best of his ability.3”

Altogether the analysis concerns twelve parliamentary debates beginning
from the first sessions of the post-war and post-revolutionary Parliament in
February 1920, when the counterrevolutionary regime was officially set up
through the provisional constitutional settlement and the instatement of Horthy
as the Regent and ending with the debate on the amendment of the Numerus
Clausus legislation in 1928, in which the government applied the most
consolidatory and inclusive tones in its language of nation-building. As stated
above, the choice of these reference points is intended to contrast the discourses
of counterrevolution and consolidation in the parliamentary debates, aimed at
studying the change - or the lack thereof - in the tone of the language of nation-
building.

35 Boros & Szabd6 2008, 340-342; Piiski 2009, 80-81; Romsics 1999, 207-208, 256.
36 Piiski 2006, 259.
37 Kontler 1999, 350.
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In the selected cases, the very dynamics of the parliamentary debate deserve
to be closely reproduced; in analysing the course of the debate, not only the
recurring and exceptional forms of argumentation become apparent, but also the
structural and procedural factors, which turned out to have a profound influence
on the entire upkeep of the regime and without which the sustained
parliamentary legitimization of the government could not have been achieved.
The nature of the debates can be divided into two distinct forms. In one of these
the House was deeply divided on the subject matter, and the case was closer to
the classical debate pro et contra.3 However, in the other form the subject matter
was often a ceremonial item, such as the commemoration bills presented in
Chapter 3, where the House in principle stood united behind the legislation, but
rhetorical differences ensued in the contestation over the conceptualizations of
nation and national history embedded in them, all parties attempting to interpret
the canonized past to suit their own narratives.

A study on such a long interval necessitates a careful choice of the material
to be considered. The corpus of parliamentary debates between 1920 and 1928
encompasses tens of thousands of pages and is thus impossible to survey in its
entirety. Possible research strategies concerning the choice of a preferred or
relevant sample would have been numerous. Structurally the most consecutive
and continuous series of debates were the budgetary debates for every fiscal year.
If these were chosen, one would be able to read politicized choices and valuations
in relation to the discourses of nation-building. Another possibility, especially
from the viewpoint of parliamentary culture and also with regard to the ongoing
atmosphere of crisis, exclusive nationalism and the search for internal enemies,
were the recurring debates on parliamentary indictment and challenging of the
parliamentary immunity of certain Members of Parliament. These were
surprisingly common throughout the era; Members accused each other of
misconduct, reported about external violations of their own immunity, or were
scrutinized as disciplinary action by the Speaker.® The parliament spared no
effort in going through these violations, the standard fare of nearly every plenary
session.

The strategy chosen for this study, however, has been to take into account
specifically those moments when themes of nation-building appeared explicitly
in the topics of the debates, i.e. when it was deemed important enough to
parliamentarily deliberate and define various aspects of the Hungarian nation,
through either the (re)creation of legal institutions, the exclusion or incarceration
of internal enemies, the canonization of its past or rebuilding Hungary’s place in
the international arena. The goal of this study is thus not to reconstruct the
political processes that took place concerning, for example, anti-Semitism in
Hungary, the Trianon Peace Treaty or the subsequent revisionism - as these have
been thoroughly examined by Karady and Nagy (2012), Hanebrink (2006),

3 Which is often seen in the modern study of parliamentarism as the “ideal” type of
parliamentary debate in contrast to ‘non-debating’” assemblies. In this respect, the
Hungarian case somewhat eludes definition. See e.g. Palonen 2016, 230-233; Palonen
2018, 10-11.

3 See e.g. Chapter 4.5.3.
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Ungvary (2013), Romsics (2001) and Zeidler (2007) to name a few - but rather
analyse the language used to conceptualize and legitimize them. Neither are the
debates selected the most significant in relation to the ‘turning points’# of
political development in interwar Hungary (although some of them are also
that), but their selection highlights the central role of the concept of nation, its
construction and diverse applications in the background of various policy
resolutions.

The relevant debates are scrutinized according to the following, partially
overlapping themes. Firstly, the analysis deals with the post-war and post-
revolutionary discourse of ‘reconstruction from the ashes’; this includes state-
building, nation-building, creating unity among Hungarians and conversely the
exclusion of unwanted groups. The counterrevolutionary rhetoric appealed to
the narrative of an indivisible millennial nation, the will and unity of which had
been repeatedly broken by foreign oppression, as illuminated by the examples of
Ottoman rule or the darkest years of Habsburg domination, with which the
revolutionary years were now identified. After such a painful break in the
historic tradition, the nation was not only allowed, but also compelled to awake,
to cleanse itself from the sins of the past and return to the path of its historic
mission.4! Key debates begin with the questions of parliamentary legitimacy and
sovereignty as well as the constitutional considerations of 1920 and debates on
the very concept of constitutionalism; how the return to a monarchical state form
and the appointment of Horthy as Regent were constructed and legitimized.4 As
noted above, the interwar nation-building was a consciously exclusive process
that included the construction and exclusion of internal enemies, appealing, for
example, to the politicization of anti-Semitist sentiment. In the debates
concerning the Numerus Clausus bill in 1920 and its amendment in 1928, the
arguments for and against the limitations of Jewish influence in Hungarian
society reveal the construction and reformulations of Christian National political
thought as an umbrella concept of nation-building that was applied to legitimize
discrimination. The case also shows how government made use of the deep
ideological divisions in the House concerning the key conceptualizations of the
nation: as the extreme Right invariably demanded stricter discrimination and the
liberal Left its complete abolition, the government could legitimize its actions as
‘golden mean’ solutions against the two extremes.

The dichotomy of inclusive and exclusive discourses of the nation also
included the government’s strained relationship to the Social Democrats, who in
the general counterrevolutionary discourse were continuously branded as
agitators and revolutionaries, but after 1921, as a result of a pact between Prime
Minister Bethlen and the chairman of the Social Democratic Party Karoly Peyer,
were allowed to return to Parliament and gained representation in all elections
until 1944.43 The tense parliamentary relationship between the Left and the Right

40 Cf. Romsics 1999.

4 See also Anderson 2007, 264-268.

42 See also Piiski 2006, 14-16.

4 According to the pact, the Social Democratic Party was allowed to function and
participate in the elections, but refrained from organizing strikes and curtailed its
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is in itself an interesting strain in the nation-building discourse: the Social
Democratic and Liberal opposition acknowledged the same core tenets of
Hungarian nationalism, yet attempted to redescribe and reformulate them to
legitimize their policies instead of those of the government. At the same time,
government used the exclusive conceptualization of nation also to exclude the
opposition from politics, recurrently returning to their alleged revolutionary
misdeeds. This is also represented by the case of political prisoners, debated in
1923; as the opposition appealed to the concepts of human rights and rule of law
in claiming the inequity of incarceration without trial, the government retorted
by diverse accusations against the integrity of the opposition Members in an
attempt to rhetorically disqualify the Social Democrats from being equal and
reliable partners in Parliament.

The second thematic, the political use of history, is represented by the four
commemoration bills debated between 1922 and 1927; one for the fallen of the
World War, one for the reformist statesman Istvan Széchenyi, one for Lajos
Kossuth and the Revolution of 1848 and the only abandoned one for the
revolutionary poet Sandor Pet6fi. These were applied in a politically motivated
sequence echoing the Koselleckian dimensions of Aufschreiben, Abschreiben and
Umschreiben;* the commemoration of the fallen was used to codify the recent
past, applied to suit the World War in the grand national narrative of sacrifice
and to reconstruct Hungarian military virtue. The subsequent two cases deal
with the continuation and reapplication of an established historical tradition. The
tigure of Széchenyi, through his general acclaim and moderate policies, was
usable for the government in its need to emphasize careful reformism over any
kind of revolutionary idealism. In contrast, the commemoration of Kossuth and
the Revolution of 1848 needed more conservative redescriptions to be
incorporated in the official narrative and was also challenged more vehemently
by the opposition. The last example, the attempt to construct a similar
commemoration law concerning Sdndor Pet6fi, deals with the challenge of the
established narrative, as the gap between his personal revolutionary ideas and
the favourable narrative remained unbridgeable, and amidst a tumultuous
debate, the bill was abandoned. The historico-political bills reveal the role of
history as not only a national but also a nation-building discipline. The
historicized nation was constructed backwards, starting from the present
situation, in order to establish the interpretation that the present situation was
the only possible and proper result of a natural evolution, represented by the
canonized narrative of the past, and that the nation had repeatedly been saved
from peril by visionary statesmen, with whom the present government in turn
identified itself.4

The foreign political discourse on revision and the rhetorically constructed
hope for a ‘national resurrection” included the attempts to restore Hungary’s lost

influence in the trade unions. As a result, the party leadership also cleared its ranks
of too radical voices that could have endangered the party’s existence. Piiski 2006, 63;
Romsics 1995, 175.

4 Koselleck 1989, 663-664.

45 See e.g. Anderson 2007, 273, 280.
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international greatness, its ‘natural’ leading role in East Central Europe, and to
break away from the confines of the Peace Treaty of Trianon. Again, the
conceptualization of the Hungarian nation was pivotal in the revisionist
discourse: as the nation had an inalienable right and an historical mission to
regain its former glory, the nation-centred arguments were in constant interplay
with those of foreign policy. Additionally, the understanding of national interest
was linked to the exclusive conceptualization of the nation as it was argued that
only the government and its supporters possessed the wisdom to conduct
beneficial foreign policy, whereas those arguing for more liberal or
internationalist views were again branded detrimental, unpatriotic and
untrustworthy - even though both sides at times used the very same rhetorical
tools or ultimate arguments; the language of the Social Democrats and Liberals
was equally nation-centred, arguing against Trianon and for revision, only
dissenting in the means to achieve this.46

This line of analysis of debates opens with the ratification of the Treaty of
Trianon itself in July 1920, in which the government was forced to rationalize the
impossible; how could Parliament officially acquiesce to the break-up of the
historic Hungary? In that debate it was already obvious how the trauma of
Trianon - in addition to its undisputed influence at all levels of society - was also
consciously constructed to serve as a politicized argument in the
counterrevolutionary nation-building and state-building and the inevitable
policy of revision. This was followed in 1922 by the official commemoration bill
of the Sopron plebiscite, the only successful revision attempt until 1938,4” which
in turn sheds light on the dual practice of the revisionist policy that included both
reliance on treaties and unscrupulous opportunism; even though Prime Minister
Bethlen publicly appealed to the international negotiations that had been able to
bring justice to Hungary, he also quietly accepted the activity of the radically
revisionist and irredentist organizations, as also seen in the Sopron case.4

Hungary was admitted to the League of Nations in 1922, and accession was
discussed in the Parliament from January to February 1923. Hungary’s
motivation for accession was self-evident: to use the League of Nations as a
forum to negotiate Trianon revision in accordance with the victors. As Bethlen
expressed it, Hungary still wanted to trust the idea of a treaty system and
impartial mediation.# The debate included explicit conceptualizations of the
‘Hungarian truth’; that is, how Hungary needed to use publicity in international
fora in order to gain sympathy, which would lead to concrete concessions. The
nature of the League was redescribed and contested in the debate between the
government and the opposition, who both perceived in it prospects to realize
their ideals.

Hungary’s search for international orientation and support indeed
consisted of several overlapping and interrelated trends and discourses. In early

46 See also Romsics 1995, 257.

47 Save for a few village-level border corrections in 1922-1923 in the aftermath of the
Sopron plebiscite. Vares 2008, 282-289.

8 Romsics 1995, 156-158, 209, 229; Zeidler 2013, 181.

49 Zeidler 2013, 178-180.
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1920s, the Hungarian foreign policy discourse had a distinctive anglophile
orientation;, Hungary had received British support already in the
counterrevolutionary state-building phases and had subsequently been able to
convince consecutive British governments of its stabilizing nature in East Central
Europe.5® As a result, the Hungarian governmental discourse had incorporated
an outspoken belief in British ‘fair play’,5! which would eventually prove
beneficial for Hungary. However, in 1927, the revisionist agenda found another
path, as the rapprochement between Hungary and Italy resulted in a Treaty of
Friendship and Co-operation. Through the treaty, the anglophile orientation was
gradually replaced by a more defiant language of revision and allegiance to Italy;
the open support of an active player in the politics of Eastern Europe would
tinally help Hungary to break out of international isolation. This was linked to
the broader geopolitical discourse of a ‘new Europe’, arising from the confines of
the restrictive peace treaties and the patronizing western powers. However, this
choice also led to rhetorical contestation over the nature of Fascist Italy and its
value as a companion. Even though the government went to great lengths to
neutralize the accusations of the Social Democrats towards the Fascist state, it
also needed to stay within the confines of the conservative status quo, not giving
the radical Right any leeway in its attempts to identify Hungary’s political
structure with that of Italy. Despite all the revision hopes attached to Italy, the
government duly noted that Hungary was in no need of Fascism or Fascist
parties. The same applied to the rapprochement with National Socialist Germany
in the 1930s.52 However, by the end of the 1930s, the price of the support and the
territorial awards had become too high, and the government was driven into
political and economic indebtedness to Germany, which eventually caused
Hungary to join the Axis in the Second World War.5

During the 1920s the government approached domestic and foreign policy
matters with conscious ambiguity of counterrevolution and consolidation,
inclusive and exclusive nationalism, contingence and dogmatism, the conflicting
aspects applied tactically to suit the contemporary need. As Mari Vares notes,
Hungary was a key player in “the political-territorial crisis of the post-First
World War Central Europe”s4, suffering from the regional instability and mutual
distrust, but also contributing to these. The debates selected reflect the ongoing
nature of the post-war crises, originating in the defeat, revolutions and Trianon,
and consciously maintained rhetorically by their repeated application as the
cornerstones in the legitimization of the government policy. Another rhetorical
use of the crisis atmosphere was the reiterated play on the provisional nature of
the post-war world order; the revision discourse especially constantly counted
on the hope that the border questions of East Central Europe would never be

50 At times, British sympathies for Hungary were indeed high; even the Labour PM
Ramsay MacDonald expressed his support for Bethlen, yet this never resulted in
direct support for the revision project. See Romsics 1995, 117-118, 201, 219.

51 See e.g. Istvan Bethlen, 19.7.1928, FN 111/1927, 79; Zeidler 2007, 84.

52 See e.g. Romsics 1995, 170, 310.

53 But that’s another story.

54 Vares 2008, 12.
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finally settled, and every opportunity was seized to get them back onto the
agenda.>

The choice of relevant debates has naturally involved the omission of
certain matters in the process. Of these, the three most notable deserve an
explanation. Even though the competing conceptualizations of the nation were
not limited to the confrontation between government and the Left-liberal
opposition but also involved the contestation between the conservative elite and
the radical Right, the latter is not discussed per se, as it is covered in detail in
existing research.’ It nevertheless does appear in the dynamics of discussion,
especially in the cases of Numerus Clausus, treatment of political prisoners and
the commemoration of the fallen of the World War, in which cases the
government had to rhetorically manoeuvre between the viewpoints of the radical
Right and the Left and even made temporary coalitions with either side if it
perceived the other to be gaining too much ground.5”

Another case omitted is the multi-stage debate about preparing, resolving
and implementing land reform. Even though the government repeatedly applied
the idealized conceptualization of the “smallholder peasant” as the backbone of
the “true” Hungarian nation in contrast to the ‘immoral” urban intelligentsia and
proletariat, the ultimate scope of land reform remained limited, as the
government did not want to undermine the established position of the
landowner magnates and the Catholic Church, being dependent on their
support. This duality would make land reform discourse a most interesting case
in the study of the language of nation. However, the mere scope of such a multi-
dimensional debate, extending from the pre-war years to the legislation debate
in 1923-1924 and beyond, as well as the numerous interpellations and corrections
concerning its implementation, would be beyond the scope of this study,
especially as it would necessitate taking into account the social and economic
dimensions.® The same applies to the question of electoral law, debated since the
era of the First Republic in 1918 and again in 1922 and 1925. It would be a part of
a more structural study on Hungarian parliamentary life, covered elsewhere.>

1.3 On methodology

Theoretically, the study is based on the established paradigm of treating nations
and nationalism as political, cultural and linguistic constructions rather than as
natural constellations, which was how contemporary national elites sought to
present them. Anachronistic projection of the past onto the present has been and
remains one of the main tools in defining one’s own group as exceptional and

55 For a contemporary observer’s account of the atmosphere of alternating hope and
despair, see Waltari 1929, 76-77.

56 Boros & Szabé 2008, Gyurgyédk 2012, Paksa 2013.

57 See Chapters 2.3, 2.4. and 3.2.

58 See Kontler 1999, 347, Romsics 1999, 136; Sipos 2014.

59 See Boros & Szab6 2008; Piiski 2006.
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entitled to some “historically” determined advantages, such as a ‘natural’ right to
certain territory. Moreover, nation-building has intrinsically been linked to state-
building, when the newly created nation-states came to be headed by the same
national elites invoking myths of ‘origin” and narratives of ‘awakening’, thus
becoming the self-proclaimed ‘guiding lights” of the nation and its mission.s
Conceptualizations of an indivisible and timeless nation have been especially
popular among Hungarians, who easily trace their ancestry to the 9th-century
Conquest of the Carpathian Basin (Honfoglaldis) and beyond and, moreover,
perceive themselves as a nation surviving foreign onslaughts for centuries and
retaining their ‘original” and peculiar national character.6* As we shall see, several
overlapping narratives of a national past have been applied to construct and
maintain the conceptualization of a “millennial” nation with all the privileges and
obligations this concept allegedly confers. Even though nationalisms are by
definition interactive and multi-layered processes between elites and peoples,
theorists and adopters,s2 this study concentrates on the top-down nature of
nation-building, namely the definition, application and contestation of the
concepts of nation at the highest level of political debate, the national Parliament.

What is referred to as history politics or historico-political discourse in this
study is the conscious application of the past in political language and
government policy; arguments, references and metaphors anchored in historical
events and figures, and in its most explicit form, official commemoration and
legal canonization of history in the form of memorial days and memorial laws,
as seen in Chapter 3.2 Historico-political discourse is a predominantly
inseparable part of the Hungarian political language, appearing as a form of
argumentation in nearly every case studied; one might thus also be tempted to
use the concept of historical mindset, yet I do not propose that historical
argumentation was somehow psychologically inherent in Hungarians, and thus
I always approach it as a conscious political act. The cognate concept of history
culture, in turn, is usually understood as the broad comprehension of the past
within a culture, constructed, reinforced and disseminated through e.g.
schoolbooks and popular culture. While it is beyond question that Members of
Parliament in the interwar era were both products of the Hungarian history
culture (having received the Hungarian classical education with a major
emphasis on national history) and contributors to it (e.g. when issuing decrees
on memorial days), I shall deliberately limit the scope of my analysis to the
history-political discourse on the parliamentary level and not venture into the
broader interaction between history politics and history culture.s4 As is typical of
the politicization of history, the actual events of the past have sunken into a

60 Anderson 2007, 38-39, 59-61, 154-156, 267-268; Halmesvirta 2012, 37-39, 46; Hippler
2005, 8-10; Hobsbawm 1994, 15, 18-19, 55, 92-93, 103-104, 117; Trencsényi 2013, 88-
89.

61 Trencsényi 2013, 74-76, 78

62 Hippler 2005, 11; Hobsbawm 1994, 19-20.

63 On the question whether this constitutes “use” or “abuse” of history, see Nyyssonen
2016; Nyyssonen 2017a; Nyyssonen 2017b.

o4 Cf. Jouttijarvi 2017; Leukumaa-Autto 2018.
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multi-layered morass of politically motivated interpretations and narratives; the
interwar era has become an object of history politics in its own right, as it has
been assigned politically motivated interpretations.®s This study applies
parliamentary debates for the very reason that they reveal both the content and
the tone of contemporary political language. As the speech acts are analysed
within context and not taken at face value, the mere repertoire of words, the
construction of arguments and the choice of concepts, including the scope of
what was accepted, speaks volumes of the policy embedded in language.

Linguistic nationalism - a result of Hungarian belonging to the Fenno-Ugric
language family yet with its language area geographically in the middle of Indo-
European languages -contributed to the sense of exceptionalism.t¢ Thus,
language politics over the ages have contributed to Hungarian nationalism and
nation-building. In the Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867, Hungarian had
become the official language of the eastern part of the Dual Monarchy, an
essential concession to Hungarian sovereignty, readily applied by Hungarian
elites as a tool in the subjection of other nationalities, whose language was
assigned a politically and culturally inferior status in relation to Hungary.¢” The
importance of language as a cohesive force of the nation remained after the
World War. The reduced and linguistically homogenized population was bound
together even more strongly by language and its exceptionalism as opposed to
the neighbours; a component in the foreign political victimization discourse was
indeed the idea that the politically humiliated and isolated Hungarians were also
linguistically alone in the midst of Slavic and Germanic languages - or even
besieged by them - and doomed to remain incomprehensible to others.

The linguistic peculiarities had also a role in the forming of the very
concepts of nation: in Hungarian, the word for ‘nation’ is nemzet, distinct from
the word for “people’, nép. Especially in the interwar era, this distinction was
consciously used as a tool of conservative policy; the Hungarian nation was the
natural, millennial unit under gentlemanly rule that carried the connotation of a
great and glorious past, whereas “people’” was a banal concept with plebeian,
subsequently leftist connotations, emanating among others from the name
People’s Republic of Hungary (Magyar népkoztarsasig) used by the
revolutionaries of 1918.62 Moreover, at the level of parliamentary debate this was
transformed into an argument where government and Parliament were not
politically responsible to their electors among the people, but historically responsible
to the organic nation. Representational of the organic conceptualizations of
nation, the interwar nation-building discourse had an explicitly medicalizing

65 Nyyssonen 1999, 17; Piiski 2002, 210-213.

66 Hobsbawm 1994, 75.

67 Anderson 2007, 155-159; Trencsényi 2013, 82-83. On language policy and linguistic
nationalism in transnational comparison, see Ihalainen & Saarinen 2015; Pernau 2012.

68 Laakso 2014, 321. This, in turn, led to the embrace of Turanist and Fenno-Ugric
kinship ideas and their political applications in the interwar era; see Halmesvirta
2010.

69 Coincidentally, also the official name of the Socialist Hungary between 1949 and
1989. Chapter 3.5. shows how thoroughly the concept ‘People’s Republic’ was
banished from the political vocabulary.
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tone; that the nation had succumbed to the ailment of Socialism or had suffered
an investation of ‘parasitic’ forces (i.e. Jews).”0 Reciprocally, the government’s
legitimacy was constructed through its ability to administer the remedy,
however bitter.”

The Hungarian word for ‘citizen’, polgdr, is a loan word from German Biirger
and has the same dualist meaning, denoting not only belonging to the political
community but also belonging to a certain social class.”2 This served the elitist
and exclusive discourse preferred by the government that sought to limit the
sphere of politically enlightened people as strictly as possible. One can thus argue
that the very construction of the Hungarian national language had been a
fundamental part not only of nation-building but also of state-building, as choice
of words and application of concepts had constructed and legitimized the
conceptualizations of ‘true” Hungarian identity and ‘rightful” rule of the realm.
Linguistic metaphors and arguments continued to appear in the cases analysed
in this study; for example, during the debate on the Széchenyi commemorative
bill, one argument on behalf of Széchenyi’'s epoch-making role was his temerity
in addressing the officially Latin-language Diet of 1825 in Hungarian.”? The
conceptualizations of nation and nationalism were repeatedly brought before
Parliament to be defined and canonized to contribute to the legitimacy of the
conservative government.

The methodological approach chosen for this study is therefore founded on
the tradition of language-oriented parliamentary history, including the study of
how the role and key conceptualizations of parliamentary life were debated and
defined within the parliament itself. 74 In this case the main issues are: how the
competing conceptualizations of nation were systematically used in the heated
debate in the Hungarian parliament over the key values of democracy, civil
rights, the constitution and the precarious matters of foreign policy; how history,
the recent past and shared experiences were transmitted to the daily political
discourse and used as convincing arguments within it; and how the
parliamentary conventions and rituals as well as the boundaries of parliamentary
conduct were defined and applied during the debate.

In the Hungarian case, there was also continuous contestation over the
concept of the political itself;”s for example, with regard to the historico-political
canonization of certain interpretations of the past, the conservatives attempted to
prevent ‘petty politicking” which would ‘deglorify” the honourable memory of
the past. The opposition, in turn, seized on the same argument, turning it into the
form that open and critical discussion about the past was indeed a prerequisite

70 See Chapters 2.2. and 2.3. respectively.

71 See also Leukumaa-Autto 2018, 11.

72 Magyar etimoldgiai sz6tar: POLGAR. On the political significance of Biirger, se
Koselleck 1989, 658.

73 See Chapter 3.3.; see also Hobsbawm 1994, 106.

74 See e.g. Hakkinen 2014, Ihalainen, Ilie & Palonen 2016, Ihalainen 2005, Ihalainen
2010, Ihalainen 2016, Ihalainen 2017, Ilie 2016, Kaarkoski 2016, Pekonen 2014, Roitto
2015.

& On the interrelated concepts of policy, polity, politicization and politicking, see Palonen
2004.
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to paying it proper respect.”s Such attempts at depoliticizing certain questions
within the parliamentary debate were common tools of consciously linking
nation-building to state-building and government legitimacy; connecting
contemporary and contingent processes to the fundamental values of the nation
intended to actively limit the possible choices and interpretations within the
deliberative process. The elitist nature of the Hungarian polity contributed to the
use of depoliticizing language.”” Concepts such as politics, political and democracy
were highly suspicious; they were often used in combinations as ‘mass
democracy’, ‘one-sided party politics’, ‘demagogy’, ‘awkward political
situations” or even ‘blind rule of the raw masses’ that connected them to
unwelcome phenomena; at the level of shared experience, the negative valuation
of democracy was directly linked to the failure of the Kérolyi government and
the subsequent Communist coup.” In this sense, this study is an example of
applying the modern analysis of politics to a most conservative and
depoliticizing environment, as defined by contemporary conservative theorists
like Friedrich Meinecke and Carl Schmitt; as if there existed one idealized and
objectively correct line of action that only needed to be detected by enlightened
statesmen, not created through deliberation, let alone contested by someone
outside the elite.”?

This study nevertheless endeavours to challenge those interpretations that
portray such a quasi-authoritarian polity, with its tendencies towards imperative
mandate and limitations on the freedom of parliamentary deliberation, as
somehow inherently ‘politically uninteresting.’s® On the contrary; seen from the
chosen perspective, the depoliticizing acts performed by the Hungarian
government within Parliament are themselves most interesting examples of the
creation and application of language from a position of power. The very tenets
of parliamentarism were under constant renegotiation and restrictive
reinterpretation. Moreover, the parliamentary immunity of certain opposition
members was also repeatedly questioned and scrutinized according to the
established procedure. Even though far from an ‘ideal parliament’’ the
Hungarian Parliament was nevertheless more than ‘a silent assembly” or “merely
ratifying assembly’,®2 as the parties, despite their inequality in relation to the
procedure, engaged in lively, even heated debate over the interpretations and
rhetorical ownership of the concepts of nation.

The study looks quite closely at the pragmatic level of uses of political
language, focusing especially on individual speech acts and the rhetorical
construction of arguments. Coming down to the micro-level of the actual
dynamics of certain debates, closely following the debate over contested issues,

76 See Chapter 3.

77 See e.g. Greven 2001, 101

78 Trencsényi 2013, 118-119. This was a clear continuation of the transnational, historic
trajectory of the negative interpretation of democracy, see Ihalainen 2010, 5-8.

79 Buchstein 2002, 108; Palonen 2003, 3. Schmitt 1926/1985, 11, 16-17, 34, 46-48.

80 Cf. Palonen 2009, 9-11; Palonen 2016, 230-233.

81 Palonen 2018.

82 Ihalainen, Ilie & Palonen 2016, 7.
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it reveals the wide variety of connections and competing conceptualizations
applied as arguments.® It also demonstrates how the core tenets of the nation
remained beyond question, but were repeatedly reformulated to suit individual
debates. Unparliamentary conduct - heckling, obstruction, interruptions and
insults - is also in itself part of the parliamentary dynamics and its analysis.84 The
strategies the opposing parties applied in rhetorically challenging each other
reveal recurring patterns of a clash of ideologies and world views, such as the
ubiquitous use of the memory of revolutions and the variety of concepts linked
to them.

Concentrating on the micro-level of debate, special emphasis is placed on
the construction of arguments as acts of connection:85 when the matter under
discussion is connected to a shared experience or value, it is also revaluated,
either in endorsement or contempt. In this context, political language is
understood as a respository of commonly acceptable concepts and valuations of
concepts. In their individual speech acts, the political agents in turn invoke these
in differing ways in order to make their individual argument. As Balazs
Trencsényi formulates it, this approach considers political language “as
interrelated semantic-rhetorical frameworks mediated by certain keywords used
by different communities of speakers.”s¢ This applies to the case of inter-war
Hungary, where most Members of Parliament, including the Social Democrats,
shared the classical education with emphasis on national historiography and
Hungarian ‘gentlemanly” social norms. These all contributed to the shared
comprehension of certain uncompromising values and unquestioned concepts of
nation and nationalism applied as abovementioned ‘keywords’ in the debates,
the opposing parties competing over the credibility of their arguments in
connecting their aspirations to these. Within the debates one can find what kind
of arguments were rhetorically valid and to which audiences they appealed. The
changes of wording, changes in the persuasive power of certain arguments, can
reveal shifts in the rhetorical strategies employed by the parties. Thus, even as
parliamentary arguments seldom posed a severe challenge to governmental
policies, they reveal the basis of the political culture embedded in language.s”

A version of rhetorical redescription (paradiastole),38 connecting arguments
can have diverse effects and range from subtle references to broad narratives. In
creating such arguments, Members attempted to connect their agenda to the
(assumed) expectations of the audience. These connections are rhetorical acts that
can take the form of comparison, identification, confrontation or redescription.
All these create links between real-world processes (actions, historical events)
and abstractions (values, ideals). The broadness of such connection-based
arguments varies considerably, ranging from simple metaphoric utterances to
carefully crafted parables that began with the Hungarian historical tribulations

83 Thalainen 2010, 21-23, 32-33; Kaarkoski 2016, 14-15.
84 Ilie 2016, 138-139; te Velde 2005, 216.

85 Or deliberate disconnection.

86 Trencsényi 2004, 159; see also Pocock 1973.

87 See also Ilie 2016, 134.

88 Skinner 1999, 67-69; Palonen 2004, 6-7.
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and ended up using them as a model for contemporary politics. Such arguments
were also used to construct a nation and to exclude those who did not share the
same vision of the past. The numerous references to the revolutions of 1918 and
1919 in particular used them both as a counter-argument to any kind of
radicalism and as a tool for placing certain opponents, e.g. Liberals and Social
Democrats, in the suspicious sphere of sympathizers of revolution. Thus,
revolution is an example of an unquestioned argument, the negative value of
which could not be contested; even the Social Democrats eventually complied
with this rhetorical precondition, as openly embracing the revolution would have
led to reprisal; instead, they chose to speak about the revolutionary years as a
tragedy, not forgetting to mention the excesses of the counterrevolutionary
retribution.

Individual parts of an argument may be subjected to remodelling and
restructuring in order to adapt to new situations and developments, but the
argument itself remains a tool for the legitimization of political action, which
compels it to maintain connection to a universally accepted value. Conversely,
analysis of an argument as a conscious act of connection reveals what was
politically sound and valid; which were those rhetorical cornerstones the
argument wanted to reach. Members indeed went to great lengths to reinforce
their arguments by connecting them to widely accepted concepts.®? Bringing the
analysis to the level of parliamentary argumentation can reveal the contemporary
dynamics of discussions; how the core concepts of nation were presented,
applied and contested.

Thus the methodological approach begins essentially at the atomistic level
of argumentation, the very act of rendering rhetorical and conceptual
interpretations credible by appealing to existing values.® The argumentation is
then contextualized to the dynamics of the entire debate, the counter-arguments,
references and metaphors used in it, to gain an understanding of the forms of
wielding the political power applied and reflected in rhetoric. Yet it must be
remembered that the variation in choice of arguments in the repertoire of certain
speakers does not imply ideological or conceptual change as such; it stays within
the confines of mere practicality and the speaker’s skill in adaptation. One must
therefore be careful in drawing conclusions about an agent’s personal principles
or ideological attitudes, because the ideology can be revealed only through wider
contextualization of a discourse. When analysing arguments as connections, the
question of the speaker’s ‘real intentions’ or even the veracity of the statements
remains secondary. An example of an argument without "honest intention” was
the use of the concept of land reform in Hungary: since 1918 a land reform had
been repeatedly promised in political speeches, yet no government had the will

89 See also Kaarkoski 2016, 30-32.

90 Values are here understood as the underlying, sometimes also unspoken
fundamental ideals of a community, which are shared by the majority, but to which
individuals appealed in diverse ways. In doing so, as Halmesvirta argues, they
appear as public moralists in defending the “proper” operationalization of the said
values in politics, which is one way to formulate what I call a connecting argument.
Halmesvirta 2017, 9-11.
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to realize it. Nevertheless, its importance as an argument lay not in its
truthfulness, but in the values and concepts with which it was connected. One
can learn that the repeated procrastination of land reform was justified by
presenting it as confiscation of private property - that is, creating a direct
connection to the threat of Socialism and the memory of the revolutions, which
in turn were such negative values that anything connected to them could be
formulated as unacceptable.?!

Thus political language comprised an arsenal of key arguments, such as the
memory of the revolutions, to which political questions were repeatedly
connected or reframed, even without direct substantial connection to the matter.
These were also consciously created in the wake of the post-war upheaval, the
most notable being the revision of the Treaty of Trianon, the idea of which was
created immediately after the losses became evident and thereafter applied in
both domestic and foreign political discourse. In addition to these arguments on
a general level, the parliamentary debate also saw the emergence of powerful
arguments based on individual or group experience. War veterans and former
prisoners of war had their say when military virtue and national duties were on
the agenda; people from ceded territories voiced their eager support for any
revision initiatives. In parliamentary debate these discourses were brought in as
natural, irrefutable and readily intelligible forces that formed the basis of their
arguments. The emotional weight of such experiences as the World War and the
losses of Trianon must not be underestimated.” In the same vein, arguments of a
spatial, temporal or transnational nature were applied to imbue political aims
with credibility. Especially concerning the language of revision, multiple
interpretations of the international politics, physical boundaries, political time
and space, were projected onto the Hungarian case and Hungarian expectations,
competing for rhetorical superiority.

To conclude, the study concentrates on the level of parliamentary use of
language, especially the concepts of nation, as an element in the wielding of
political power, the very struggle over interpretations and conceptualizations.®
This is not a structural study about policy formulation from its preparation
within government, through the committee level and up to the execution and
implementation of the bills.%* Nor should it be seen as a study on “mere rhetoric’,%
as the conscious choices made in the level of political language simultaneously
reflected and created political room for manoeuvre. Das Sagbare was the
prerequisite of das Machbare; the boundaries of what kind of political action was
applicable were actively being shaped by what was rhetorically constructed as
possible.% Moreover, once created, a rhetorical construction could be reapplied
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95 See e.g. Ihalainen & Saarinen 2015, 33; cf. Romsics 1995, 265.

96 Steinmetz 1993, 26-28; Steinmetz 2002, 91.



38

and recontextualized to legitimize diverse political ends. Ergo, political acts are
preceded, enabled and legitimized through speech; words have power in
themselves and it is never indifferent, how certain events, acts or people are
conceptualized. At the time of writing, when hate speech is repeatedly
transformed into physical violence, one hardly needs to be reminded of this. The
same was true of Hungary in the 1920s. As a tangible example, when in 1920 the
government chose to apply anti-Semitism in its post-war construction of an
exclusive Hungarian nation, the rhetorical rationalization of the Numerus Clausus
was closely connected to the recent memory of the World War and the
revolutions; Jews as war profiteers, Jews as revolutionaries and Jews as
wandering immigrants who compromised the national unity. Even when the
government toned down the anti-Semitist discourse in the late 1920s, the very
same arguments remained applicable nearly 20 years later, when Parliament
debated the Jewish laws of 1938; time and again Jews were profiteers, deserters
and revolutionaries; the arguments had transcended their temporal context and
become available for the legitimization of another wave of anti-Semitic policies,
aiming at much more severe discrimination.?”

1.4 The interwar era in historiography

This chapter considers the Hungarian historiography of the 1920s as the
immediate context and the necessary background of this study. It aims to clarify
the prevailing conceptions of the era, the main points of research and the possible
gaps therein. The interwar era, or the Horthy era (Horthy-korszak),% is an
extensively researched theme in contemporary Hungarian historiography and
remains an object of constant discussion and contradictory interpretations. Many
of the studies on the matter still include some kind of moral question about the
nature of the regime; of democracy, authoritarianism, anti-Semitism, the rise of
Fascism and the guilt of participating in the Second World War.® In the years of
state Socialism, the interpretation was ideologically straightforward: until the
1970s the regime was uneqivocally Fascist, and even after the ideological thaw in
the 1970s and 80s, still reactionary and authoritarian.1® The historiography after
the change of regime in 1989 has, in turn, diverged along different lines, where
interpretations - especially of a popular and/or politically motivated nature -
range from harsh criticism to higher esteem and calls for rehabilitation.10t The

97 Compare e.g. Nandor Berndlak, 3.9.1920, NN V /1920, 185; Vidor Dinich, 17.9.1920,
NN V /1920, 358 with Gébor Balogh, 5.5.1938, KN XVIII/1935, 299-302.

%8 While Horthy-korszak is an established concept in both Hungarian and international
historiography, in this study the era and the corresponding political structure are
referred to as interwar era and counterrevolutionary regime, in order to avoid the
misleading emphasis on Horthy; see below.

9 See e.g. Piiski 2002; Romsics 2002, 22-26.

100 Dedk 1992, 1062; Piiski 2002, 208-212; Piiski 2006, 259; Turbucz 2014, 9-11.

101 On the matter of conflicting interpretations see e.g. Dreisziger 1996; Ptiski 2002, 213;
Turbucz 2014, 9-10.
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politicized historiography has, throughout the ages and diverse political
inclinations, represented such a classical view of history as a national discipline
that complies with the very same premises of nation-building this study
endeavours to analyse; that the Hungarian nation is millennial, it has an
undivided (and in the national canon also undeniable) history as the leading
nationality of the Carpathian Basin. Nation and state have self-evidently been
central actors, which - depending on the perspective and spirit of the time - may
be subjected to collective guilt, heroism or victimhood. Collective memory and
collective historiography have been and remain the cornerstones of the
Hungarian nationalism, used to legitimize the sense of national exceptionalism.
These politicized trains of historical thought in relation to the interwar years
persist, especially within the popular historiography that ranges from the (late)
Socialist discourse of guilt and judgement to the (neo-) Rightist attempts at
victimization and intentional whitewashing.’2 Even as the Hungarian
mainstream academic historiography, used in this study and examined below, is
in general of high quality and has in most cases been able to avoid direct political
interference,® it cannot always completely evade a layer of politicization
embedded in the nature of the historiographical tradition.

The approaches found in the existing scholarly literature can be roughly
divided into two. Of these, the first is biographical, focusing on the leading
politicians and their careers.1% Another perspective is structural, following the
political movements and institutions or the broader lines of policymaking in the
era, often dividing the analysis precisely along the lines of social, economic,
foreign etc. policies.15 What is characteristic in the division is that the two
approaches rarely merge. In biographical studies, the emphasis is on the personal
agency and personal networks of the person in question, while in the structural
works, individuals appear mainly as holders of political office, with little space
devoted to their active politicking. This study contributes to bridging this gap:
the analysis of the active use of political rhetoric reveals how the political agents
- both leading individuals and rank-and-file parliamentarians - attempted to
apply the underlying code of political language and interpret it to their own ends;
to create and shape political and discursive space within the boundaries of the
system. Nation-building as the key perspective is also a choice resulting in the
gap in the existing research; the concepts of nation and nationalism are in many
respects seen as self-evident, with little interest in their actual formulation and
application; and whereas Baldzs Trencsényi, perhaps the foremost historian of
concepts in Hungary, has analysed the language of nation-building in a
comparative East European context, his study remains at a cultural and
intellectual level.106

102 See e.g. Csernok 2014 and Kovacs 2010, respectively.
103 See, however, “Milliardokkal dobélézva irna Gjra a torténelmet a Korméany”, HVG,
20.1.2014, http:/ /hvg.hu/itthon/20140120_kutatointezetek_kormany_milliardok
24.4.2019).
104 (See e.g. Turbucz 2014; Romsics 1995; Vony6 2014.
105 See e.g. Boros & Szabo¢ 2008; Hanebrink 2006; Paksa 2013; Piiski 2006.
106 Trencsényi 2013.



40

The foundations of the series of two revolutions and a counterrevolution
were laid with the defeat of the Central Powers in the autumn of 1918. Charles,
the last Emperor of Austria and King of Hungary, ceased to exercise his royal
prerogatives,!%” leaving parts of the Empire in a power vacuum. In October 1918
a pacifist and democratic revolution, the so-called Aster Revolution (észirézas
forradalom), took place in Hungary. It established the Hungarian People’s
Republic (Magyar Népkiztdrsasig), in which the Liberal aristocrat Mihély Karolyi
served as Prime Minister and later as President. The Kérolyi government had
little room to manoeuvre, pressed by the victorious powers and the successor
states as well as the domestic opposition from Right and Left. In the face of
mounting pressure, Kérolyi was ready to cede power to Social Democrats. These,
however, chose to ally with the Communists, who carried out a revolution or a
takeover in March 1919, founding the Hungarian Soviet Republic (Magyar
Tandcskéztarsasig).18 As the president of the first republic, Karolyi is one of the
central subjects of controversy in historiography and history politics. Depending
on the interpretation, his role ranges from that of an unfortunate idealist to that
of an active Communist collaborator. The contradiction culminates in the
question whether Karolyi was aware that by surrendering the key government
offices to Social Democrats, he practically gave the Communists a free hand to
carry out the takeover. While the general consensus in academic historiography
is that his attempt to rely on Social Democrats in order to gather support from
the Western Social Democrats and Soviet Russia was a miscalculated last-minute
attempt to survive a crisis caused by international pressure,'® the politicized
popular history of the 2010s tends to portray purely and simply as a traitor.110

The short-lived Soviet Republic collapsed in late July 1919, under pressure
from the Entente and the successor states. The pre-war conservative elites
returned to power with the support of the radical Right paramilitary
organizations,!! which had been founded in late 1918 in response to the defeat
in the World War and the domestic revolution, born of the culture of defeat and
appreciation of violence.!2 There was no direct confrontation between the Red
and the White Armies that could be classified as civil war in Hungary, but both
Red and White detachments perpetrated terror and committed political murders.
In November 1919, the Hungarian National Army (Nemzeti Hadsereg), usually
referred to as the White Army, marched to Budapest, with Commander Miklés
Horthy issuing a dire warning to ‘Revolutionary Budapest’ and all the
Hungarians who had abandoned their allegiance to the nation.!’? The speech,

107 Formally, the Eckartsau proclamation did not include abdication, a technical detail
which Charles made use of in 1921 in his attempts to regain the Hungarian throne.
Békés 2009, 215-215; Gerwarth 2017, 111.

108 Romsics 1999, 89, 99.

109 Kontler 1999, 333-334; Zeidler 2009, 24.

110 See Nyyssonen 2017, 111-112.

11 Of these, the Association of Awakening Hungarians (Ebredé Magyarok Egyesiilete,
EME) and the Hungarian National Defence Association (Magyar Orszigos Véderd
Egylet, MOVE) were the most prominent and were able to wield political influence in
the coming years. Deak 1996, 81; Romiscs 1999, 96.

112 Gerwarth 2013, 83-84; Turbucz 2014, 77-79.

113 Horthy 1955, 142-144; Turbucz 2014, 81-82
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easily interpreted as an example of Horthy’s authoritarian approach, was also an
example of calculated doubletalk applied in a contingent situation. At that point,
Horthy had already begun negotiations with the Entente powers over attaining
international recognition of the emerging counterrevolutionary government and,
in return, acknowledged that he would not strive to build military regime. The
speech was thus a symbolic and rhetorical display of power intended for
domestic audiences.114

The counterrevolution was brought to its official goal in March 1920, as
Hungary was again declared a kingdom, in which Horthy was appointed Regent.
That was also an exceptional choice, yet comprehensible in the context of the
prevailing political uncertainty as well as the domestic and international
preconditions. The Entente actively opposed any attempts at a Habsburg
restoration, but had given their support to Horthy. At the same time, the
conservative parties needed his assistance in creating stability in the midst of the
post-war and post-revolutionary crisis, whereas the emerging radical Right saw
him as their hero and the guarantor of the continuation of counterrevolutionary
policy.115 Horthy himself deliberately chose to meet all the expectations, at least
rhetorically; he could appear both as a loyal officer of the Empire towards the
pro-Habsburg legitimists and as an ardent military leader of the new Hungary
towards the radical Right. At the same time, he engaged in politically realist co-
operation with the future prime ministers Teleki and Bethlen, who would shape
the Hungarian polity in the years to come.116

The revolutionary and counterrevolutionary violence in Hungary, like
many other events during and after the World War, from the Finnish Civil War
to the Armenian Genocide, has been given varying explanations. In the
historiography of the Socialist era the narrative was that of an ideological class
war, in which the counterrevolutionary Right persecuted the Socialists.11” Earlier
Western studies have referred to the brutalizing impact of the World War,
especially among the demobilized soldiers. More recent research for its part
emphasizes the culture of defeat, prominent in states that had been on the losing
side in the war. This was connected to the era of paramilitary activity, which in
itself obscured the distinction between soldiers and civilians, thus lowering the
threshold of summary violence. The same paramilitary detachments were
attractive collaborators to the emerging states in need of allies in their struggle
against internal enemies.’8 The counterrevolution has also been ideologized
under the umbrella concepts of ‘szegedism’, after the White Army headquarters
town of Szeged. However, at that time and also later, the counterrevolutionaries
were a loose conglomerate of pre-war aristocrats, upper bourgeoisie, war
veterans and the emerging radical Right, for whom the common denominator
was their opposition to Communism.!1? Against this background, the particularly

114 Turbucz 2014, 80-82.

115 Turbucz 2014, 86-88.

116 Turbucz 2014, 93-95.

117 See Piiski 2002, 207-208.

118 Bodo 2006, 122; Gerwarth 2013, 83; Gerwarth 2017, 122.
119 Kontler 1999, 337; Romsics 1995, 182.
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critical interpretations, such as Paul A. Hanebrink’s views that ‘szegedism” was
a systematic ideology of ethnic cleansing,’ remain questionable. Such hasty
interpretations also demonstrate the slight tendency of non-Hungarian scholars
to sometimes contemplate interwar Hungary through its assumed political
backwardness and the stereotypical ‘operetta” nature of the Central European
conservative polity, using somewhat pejorative conceptualizations in their
descriptions.12t

Within the mostly critical historiographical consensus, th