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Balint Magyar

Hungarian politician, sociologist.

—Let’s talk about the history of Hungary. I would start
with the year 1848, when a fundamentally new structure for
the European system was established—the creation of the Dual
Monarchy, the Austro-Hungarian Empire. As we know, your
great-great-great-grandfather took part in this directly. What
was Hungary like at that time?

When the Turks had been driven out of Hungary in 1687,
the entire territory of Hungary became part of the Habsburg
Empire. Since then, there were several uprisings against the
Habsburg rule in the so-called Kingdom of Hungary; one of
them was led by Ferenc Rakoczi'. Between 1703 and 1711, the
growth of all old castles was stopped; they could no longer be
used. This was a kind of compromise between the Hungarian
nobility and the absolute power of the Habsburgs. And from
the 1720s and mainly from the 1730s onward, the Hungarian
nobility, consisting mainly of aristocrats and minor nobles,
gained some power through the parliament in Bratislava. They
held assemblies of the so-called nobility parliament practically
every four years in an attempt to take some forms of power
away from the Habsburg Empire. However, on March 13, 1848,
arevolution took place in Vienna, and two days later, arevolution

! Ferenc Il Rakéczi (1676-1735)—Prince of Transylvania (Seven
Castles), leader of the anti-Habsburg national liberation war of the
Hungarian people in 1703-1711.
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took place in the cities of Pest and Buda (which were separate
cities at that time). At the same time, there was a session of
parliament in Bratislava, and on April 11, a new law was passed
that regulated more autonomous governance for the Hungarian
part of the Habsburg Empire—a kingdom within the empire.

My great-great-grandfather, Bert6 Semere? a nobleman
from northern Hungary, was a member of Parliament for
several sessions in the late 1830s. He was a liberal politician
and a lawyer by profession. As early as 1841, he wrote a book
opposing the death penalty in Hungary and calling for its
abolition. That was a rather progressive liberal idea. Following
the revolution of March 15, a new government was established,
in which, initially, he served as Minister of the Interior, and then
he was responsible for organizing military posts and operations
in the territory that is now part of Slovakia. In May of the
following year, with the formation of the second revolutionary
government, he held two positions: Minister of the Interior and
Prime Minister. Berté Semere performed these duties for 12
months until the revolution was suppressed with the help of the
troops of Russian Tsar Nikolay I and the forces of two thousand
Russian Cossacks.

This ancestor of mine on my father’s side, when he was a
minister, promoted the emancipation of national minorities,
particularly Jews. For this, he was forced to flee the country—
first to Turkey and then to Paris, France—into exile. He was
sentenced to death in absentia. He lived in exile in France and
was only able to return to Hungary in 1855. He later developed
mental illness and spent the last four years of his life in
a psychiatric hospital in Buda. He died in 1869.

Z  Bertaalan Semere (1812-1869) — Hungarian politician, one of the

leaders of the Hungarian Revolution (1848-1849), Prime Minister of
Hungary, founder of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.
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Even later on, after 1867, four other members of my family
supported the Hungarian monarchy due to agreements reached
between the Hungarians and Austrians. Thus, four of my
relatives were members of the Hungarian Parliament at various
times.

My father and other relatives were journalists and were
envolved in theater activities. On my mother’s side, who was
born in Cluj, Transylvania, everyone was Jewish. They moved to
Hungary in 1928.

—Speaking of the Russian army’s invasion in 1849, how was
it perceived back then—as an occupation or as an attempt to
change the decision regarding the implementation of democratic
reforms in the country? After all, the military forces in question
were significant in size; they were invited and faced no resistance
from the Habsburg monarchy. And what were the consequences
of this decision? (By the way, this was the second incursion of
the Russian army into European territory, following its entry
into Paris in 1815, when Russia in fact suppressed democratic
processes in France.)

On the part of the Russians, it was, so to speak, “friendly
assistance” to the Habsburg Empire. They were not occupiers;
they did not seize the country’s lands for their own possession.
In European politics, I think the Russian tsar considered
saving the absolute monarchy important, as he did not wish to
strengthen either Germany, which was notyet united at the time
(with the exception of Prussia), or a powerful France. The goal
was to strengthen their own position at the heart of Europe.
Therefore, Russia certainly did not want independent countries
on their doorstep that could overthrow the Habsburgs through
revolutions. In fact, my great-great-grandfather worked in the
government, which was ideologically close to a republican
one. Even in desperate times, the leaders of the Hungarian
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revolution fought against the Habsburgs and offered the crown
to the Russian Tsar Nikolay. However, the Russian tsar did not
intend to remain in the country permanently. In this respect, it
was essencially different from the developments that happened
in 19453,

Another point to consider. At that time, Poland was divided
among three empires. National uprisings could serve as an
example for Hungary. For example, several uprisings in the 18th
century in Poland demanded freedom from Russian rule in the
former Polish territories. In particular, the uprising of 1830.

—In my opinion, Austria-Hungary at the end of the 19th
century was a prototype of the unified Europe that emerged later.
It witnessed the emergence of the first democratic changes, a new
level of culture, a new level of public education, and state-run
healthcare. The gradual transition of these values into Austro-
Hungarian society led to Budapest becoming a very modern city
by 1918, when the war ended. However, it was also in Budapest in
1918 that Soviet power emerged.

The Austro-Hungarian monarchy emerged from the
reconciliation of the Austrians and Hungarians—partly due
to the fact that the Austrian Empire had been defeated on the
battlefield by Prussia a year earlier. Therefore, the empire
wanted to somehow strengthen and stabilize the situation.
The period after 1867 was characterized by the growth of
capitalism, the rise of the bourgeoisie, and the industrialization
of the country. In 1873, Buda and Pest merged, and Budapest
was born.

Austria and Hungary jointly administered three areas.
These were financial matters, common foreign and military
policy. Both parts of the country were independent, with a
shared parliament. These things were absolutely necessary for

3

In April 4, 1945 the Soviet troops occupied Hungary.
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the Austro-Hungarian monarchy to play an active role on the
European stage.

If you want to draw a parallel with the current situation in
the EU, the main problem is that the EU now has a decision-
making mechanism, which grants vital rights on many
important issues to each of its 27 member states. Of course,
candidate countries, such as those in the Western Balkans,
Moldova, Ukraine and others must be accepted. I think that
such a decision-making mechanism, which gives each country
veto power, is practically unviable. Consider the Polish Republic
of Nobles and the Sejm, where every poor nobleman had veto
power. After three partitions of the country from the 17th to
the end of the 18th century, Poland disappeared. The Russian
Empire, Austrian Empire and Prussia absorbed the country.
These territories were considered the most powerful imperial
countries in Europe. Yet they, too, disappeared.

Therefore, this raises the question concerning the EU, which
has a population of 500 million and a large GDP. As a political
player, the EU cannot remain behind the scenes, but it has to act
as a single player in these three areas: military, financial, and
foreign relations.

—Why then, it was precisely here and not somewhere in
weaker places, that the Red Republic emerged in 1918? Why did
the Red upheaval happen here?

And it happened not only in Hungary. This was the result
of the collapse caused by World War 1. At the end of the war,
national minorities, who were rightly dissatisfied with their
treatment in the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Kingdom of
Hungary, began to fight for their independence and the creation
of their own states. The Entente powers were interested in
dividing the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. So, first there was
the so-called bourgeois revolution in October 1919. But since




Oleksandr Krasovytskyy Eight Talks with Those Who Brought Down the Evil Empire

this revolution failed to solve Hungary’s social and economic
problems for many months, and the leaders were unable to
secure the borders to resist attacks, the issues of order were
handed over to the Communist Party, which at that time was
trying to organize an army, the Red Army, and fight for the
southern border region of Slovakia (now part of Slovakia). This
armed struggle against the Slovaks also ended in defeat. The
Hungarian Soviet Republic lasted only 4-5 months.

—As a result of the Treaty of Trianon, Hungary was
undoubtedly one of the most disadvantaged countries. As far as
I understand, in the years leading up to World War Il, the main
topic of political discussion was Hungary’s national humiliation
due to the loss of most of its territory. What paths did intellectuals
see for the country’s further development in those years?

The Peace Treaty of Trianon was, of course, traumatic.
We lost two-thirds of the Kingdom of Hungary’s territory, as
well as most of its population. The real problem, even from
an emotional standpoint, was that US President Wilson and
the American delegation declared the right of nations to self-
determination. This did not happen, because three million
Hungarians found themselves outside the new borders (in
Romania, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Austria). Therefore,
in political life, it became obvious that anyone could promise to
regain the territories inhabited by Hungarians. For them, it was
a “winning game.” As for the political life of Hungary, however, it
was really complicated.

There were many people who had European liberal
mindsets. There were populists and nationalists who played on
feelings about Hungary’s glorious past. There were even social
democratic movements, and some people sympathized with
them. Our parliament was ruled by a single dominant party that
represented the country’s government (led by Miklés Horthy).
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However, by the mid-1930s, the Nazi Party had risen to power
in Germany, and far-right parties in Hungary had also gained
strength. The Hungarian Nazis operated under the name of the
Arrow Cross Party, which was relatively strong. An uncertain
situation occurred at the end of the 1930s when Hungarian
electoral law was so broad that secret voting was permitted in
cities, and in Budapest likewise, but not in rural areas.

This, among other factors, led to rural areas seeking to
distance themselves from the Hungarian Nazis and their Arrow
Cross Party.

—Am I right in thinking that the vast majority of parliamen-
tary parties were in favor of the fight for territorial restoration?

As to the return of lands... The goal was, obviously, not to
completely restore the former territories of the Hungarian
Kingdom, but rather to focus on areas where Hungarians
constituted the majority of the population. I believe that
none of the political parties themselves said that they wanted
these territories back. It was a typical trap for Hungary set by
a growing Germany. In fact, it was all about the return of the
lands of Transylvania and Yugoslavia, where Hungarians were
the majority.

—What were the rights of Jews in Hungary before 1939? Did
they have full rights or not?

First of all, the Numerus Clausus law was passed in 1920.
This law regulated the proportion of Jewish students in
universities, which was six percent at that time. Then, starting in
the 1930s, the first, second, and third regulations were enacted,
which strengthened measures against the discrimination of the
Jewish people in Hungary.

—How did the situation regarding Jewish rights change when
the Germans arrived in 1939 and 19417
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They were gradually forced out of certain professions. Next
came the ban on mixed marriages. It got to the point where,
when the Germans practically occupied Hungary in March
1944, Jews were forced to wear yellow stars and were driven
into ghettos. In the summer, the mass deportation of Hungarian
Jews began. The entire deportation process was carried out by
Hungarian civil servants, police, gendarmes, and the military.
It took 54 days. About 600,000 Jews were deported. Not only
were they deported from Hungary itself, but also from all the
surrounding territories connected with Hungary after 1938-
1940. And only those Jews in Budapest were not deported; this
was left as the last step in the deportation process. But at that
time, in my opinion, Horthy was frightened by the advancing
American and Soviet troops. The Western Allies were getting
closer and closer to Germany, which meant that Germany and
its allies were losing the war. Thus, Horthy simply stopped the
deportation of Jews in Budapest to save his life and freedom
after the war. However, when he attempted to break away
from the alliance with Germany on October 15, and it was an
amateurish and unsuccessful move, the Hungarian Nazis, the
Arrow Cross Party, seized power. They began exterminating
Jews en masse, including those in Budapest. Thousands of Jews
were killed until Soviet troops approached from the direction of
Pest, which was liberated in January 1945. Buda was liberated
in February.

—In fact, Hungary, like Romania, managed to save the lives
of many Jews.

[ am not an expert on this issue®.

—What happened to your mother’s family?

*  Approximately 200,000 Jews were saved, half of them departed
Budapest after the war; many more Jews were saved in Romania.
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She was 18 years old at that time. Her family (father, mother,
older brother, sister, grandfather, and grandmother) survived
in the Budapest ghetto. They were taken to the banks of the
Danube River, where 10,000 Jews were shot. Suddenly, an air
raid sounded and bombs started falling. It was a terrible time
for the family, but they survived. Her maternal grandparents
lived in a village in southeastern Hungary. They were deported
and died in Auschwitz.

—Did Hungary have a chance in 1945, like Austria, to end up
in the Western camp? Was it a final decision that Hungary would
become communist?

It was decided that, unlike Austria, we would remain in the
Soviet sphere of influence. (Note: Austria left the Soviet sphere
of influence in 1955, but there had never been any communist
rule there during that time). Regarding Hungary, it was agreed
that 75% of the sphere would be under Soviet influence and
25% under Western influence. But of course, this was abolished
two years later. And in 1949, a harsh communist Stalinist regime
was finally established here. In Austria, the Communist Party
never had a chance to take power and to establish a Stalinist
regime.

—In my opinion, the regime that Stalin established in
Budapest was the most brutal and repressive compared to all
other countries.

After World War II, Hungarian communists had three
factions. One group was led by Béla Kun and Matyas Rakosi in
the Soviet Union even before the war. But Béla Kun was Kkilled.
The second group consisted of those who were not in Russia but
fought on the side of the Republican forces in the Spanish Civil
War. The third group was made up of very fragmented communist
movements in Hungary. Stalin trusted Rakosi and a few others
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the most. [ think it was important for Stalin to have leaders who
were not overly sympathetic to the Hungarian population (even
before the war, there were underground communists in an
illegal position who very quickly became disillusioned with the
Muscovite authorities). The first political purges began. Laszlé
Rajk was the Minister of the Interior, who was later transferred
to the post of Minister of Foreign Affairs. He had participated in
the Spanish Civil War and had been a communist even before
the war. After a brief trial, he was executed.

—There was harsh Stalinist terror in full reign. This is why,
particularly in Hungary, there was the greatest shift towards
democracy in 1956.

It’s hard to say. It was very sudden and unexpected; no
one could have imagined such a revolution happening. Even
a few days before, it was impossible to imagine. Of course, there
were various waves of “thaw” back in 1953 under Imre Nagy,
who became prime minister. Despite the fact that he was a
communist politician who introduced compulsory procurement
and participated in collectivization to exclude the “kulaks” so
that to take away their land. In 1953, however, he weakened the
regime, reduced forced procurement, and made some positive
gestures toward the peasantry. Then Rakosi returned to power
in 1955. The situation became more difficult again. There was
a strong return to Stalinism even after Stalin’s death. Then, in
1956, the de-Stalinization began; Rakosi was very much leaning
towards the idea of true socialism, etc. Of course, the revolution
was radicalized until Soviet troops entered Hungary with their
armed forces.

—Do Hungarians still remember the tanks that entered the
country in 1956, as well as the brutal shootings in Budapest? Or
has everything faded from the public’'s memory?

12
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Of course, the revolution of October-November 1956 was
classified as a counterrevolution. Even on May 1 of the following
year, 1957, there were about a million people who took part in
a demonstration. Janos Kadar became the new party secretary.®
The nature of these repressions was extremely cruel. Over the
course of two or three years after the revolution, more than 400
people were executed for participating in it. And many people
ended up in prison. In the early 1960s, in 1963, an amnesty
was granted, and since then the regime gradually became
less repressive than those in Romania, Bulgaria, the GDR, and
Czechoslovakia.

—Was Kdddr the lesser evil or merely a continuation of
Rdkosi’s regime?

If we recall the repression against the 1956 revolution, his
sins are enormous. He began to become more popular only
after 1963-1964. And the first open sign of this occurred when
Khrushchev, as the party leader, mentioned him positively
in his 1964 speech at the 20th Congress of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union, in which he spoke about Stalinism.
After that, cautious reforms and new economic mechanisms
began in Hungary. Preparations for these reforms were
carried out in 1965-1968. In January, the reform began.
However, six months later, the USSR invaded Czechoslovakia
and suppressed the Prague Spring. At that time, Kadar always
sought to find a compromise between the hardliners and the
reformers. Although Hungary participated in the invasion of
Czechoslovakia, Kadar believed that this would allow him to
preserve some economic reforms. The important thing was that
we could carry out reforms in the economy without affecting
the political structure...

> Janos Kadar (1912-1989) was a Stalinist leader of socialist Hungary
with limited sovereignty (1956-1988).
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