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Introduction

The debates on Hungary’s role and position in Europe began with the nation-state building process in the 19th century, and – with varying degrees of intensity – continued throughout the 20th century. The overwhelming majority of these debates  had a “top-down” approach with strong normative expectations and with clear and often explicitly outlined ideological-political commitments and legacies. From the outset, these debates were inseparably intertwined with the debates on the modernization of the country. The positions taken on the focal subject of these controversies – the position of Hungary on a symbolic map of Europe – expressed the views of the participants on the debates about desirability and feasibility of the modernization of the country, and about the possible and acceptable ways of changing the country’s face from “traditional” to “modern”. Therefore, in this chapter, the two major topics of our project – views on European identity and modernization – will appear interconnected.

The text is organized along the ruptures that occurred in the political, economic and social organization of Hungary in the past two centuries and which marked significant turning points in academic research and public discourse from the point of view of our main topics – European identities and multiple modernities:

1. The rapid industrial modernization of Hungary in the period of the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy (after 1867);

2. The period when the Austro-Hungarian Empire fell apart and as a result of the Peace Treaty of Versailles/Trianon (1920) two-thirds of historical Hungary were annexed by the neighboring states and a large proportion of ethnic Hungarians became citizens of other countries;

3. The period after 1948 when – excluding the short democratic interlude in the immediate post Second World War years – Hungary became part of the Soviet bloc;

4. The period when, staring with the late 1980s, democratic changes occurred both within Hungary and in the other countries of the Soviet block. These changes culminated in the overthrowing of the communist rule between 1989 and 1992, events after which accession of Hungary to the European Union became a political reality.

Throughout this chapter, wherever it was possible, the main actors and the academic disciplines that engaged in these debates were singled out. However, when looking at actors, the particularities of the Hungarian situation need to be kept in mind: In most of these time periods academic research was normative and prescriptive, and – instead of trying to “deconstruct” the dominant discourses of the period – it rather crystallized along certain ideas about what exactly politicians and intellectuals should do in order to change the political realities of their time. 

Part I: European identity construction and maintenance in Hungary

I. The period before WWI

The first fierce debates on modernity broke out in the second quarter of the 19th century in Hungary. After the disastrous outcome for the country of the Napoleonic wars, and the first experiences young and enlightened aristocrats had in the West, a whole series of economic and political analyses and action plans were published. All of these dealt with the reasons for the backwardness of the country and the ways the modernity gap between Hungary and Western Europe could be filled. In a period of nation building, following the French example, all participants in the modernity debate wanted to establish a modern nation state. However, at the same time, they realized that nearly all the prerequisite conditions were missing – unified territory, functioning state administration, linguistically homogeneous population, sovereignty, capital, market and wage labor based economy, and a strong bourgeoisie. A term to reflect this reality was coined by Count István Széchenyi
, “Hungary does not exist, but it will." Nevertheless, the question as how modern Hungary should come into being created fierce debates and sharp political conflicts. The radical liberal camp around Lajos Kossuth
 represented an optimistic and evolutionist view by stating that after the establishment of an independent, citizenship based civic state the economic and social modernization of the country would take place automatically, though they acknowledged that effective state support was needed for the emergence of a new modern middle class. The moderate group, represented eminently by Széchenyi, doubted that the secession from the Empire would facilitate the case for modernity, thus they questioned whether or not independence and sovereignty were necessarily part and parcel of the process of modernization. Their other main concern was that they didn’t consider “Hungarians” well-suited for coping with the rules of modernity, and, therefore, they were afraid that a radical reform would bring non-Hungarian ethnics in key positions into the country’s economy and political life. In this debate Széchenyi formulated an argument that became a recurrent topic in all debates of the next century: He stated that Hungarians represent a “people of the East”, and that they were essentially Asiatic people, with traits that were not compatible with Western rationality. Therefore, modernization could only be successful if it was slow enough, and achieved a gradual transformation of the original Hungarian national character. Thus, the main conflict in Hungary’s modernization was formulated as a tension between a modernizing, enlightened minority, representing rational Western European norms, and a backward feudal majority – “the people of the East”.

At the turn of the century, this contraposition remained a substantial element of the debate on Hungary’s place in Europe. The rapid industrial modernization of the country in the period of the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy was, on the one hand, a success, but on the other hand, it also seemed to justify the anxieties of the former moderates. The country seemed to split into two parts; one developed and urbanized with Budapest as its center, and the other, an underdeveloped rural one with remnants of the feudal system and mentality. Additionally, in the modern segments of the economy and society assimilating non-Hungarian ethnics – mainly Germans and Jews – were highly overrepresented. This contributed to the rise of political anti-Semitism in the 1880s and the strengthening of ethnic nationalism – a defensive ideology of the ancient ruling elites still dominating the political scene. It is, therefore, little wonder, that the modernizers felt themselves to be in minority, and being the avant-garde of Europe in a half-Asiatic country. “Will I be able to break in at Dévény with new songs of the new times” wrote the famous Hungarian symbolist poet, Endre Ady, declaring that everything which is new and innovative in Hungary (as his poetry itself) comes from the West (Dévény is the place where the Danube enters Hungary from the West).

1. Public intellectuals
An important characteristic of the early 1900s debate was its openly prescriptive and normative nature. Even the name of the literary journal where Ady’s poems and many of the writings of the modernizers were published was Nyugat – The West – a statement, claiming indirectly that the critique and the suggestions made for improvement were from this “western” standpoint. Hungary’s image as a “small, provincial, peripheral and powerless” nation was emphasized and juxtaposed to Western Europe’s “great nations”, especially the French and the English (Ignotus 1908). But, the aspirations of Hungarians to become modernized and developed – that is, part of the West – was also highlighted, with many authors arguing that as long as those aspirations existed, there was always hope. Endre Ady, who identified a deep internal divide within the population of Hungary, was more pessimistic. In his view, there was only a narrow strata of the population which was “modern”, “developed”, and “enlightened”, they were the ones who represented a fully westernized Hungary, but the masses – the majority – let themselves be swallowed by the “Eastern wilderness and emptiness” (Ady 1905).

The participants in the debate were deeply influenced by the writings of the historian, sociologist and politician, Oszkár Jászi. Jászi, editor-in-chief of the most important periodical of the radical modernizers, “A Huszadik Század” (The Twentieth Century), leader of the influential organization of the same group, “Társadalomtudományi Társaság” (Society for Social Sciences), and, later, the president of the radical democratic party (Civic Radical Party), presented the most comprehensive theory on the problems of the modernization of the country. Jászi radically criticized the state of affairs in contemporary Hungary, “Old Hungary”, as he called it, and presented a well formulated design for a future “New Hungary”. In his view the road to “liberal socialism” – an economic and social system of “law, freedom, justice, and human perfection” (Jászi 1918) that would eliminate the dark sides both of premodern feudalistic societies and Manchester capitalism – will lead to thorough reform of Hungarian society. As Hugh Seton-Watson put it: 

"Jászi hoped that, if only the degenerate political class could be removed from power, land be distributed to the peasants, and the vote be given to all citizens, a new Hungary could arise in which one Magyar culture could coexist with many languages." (Hugh Seton-Watson 1977:167) 

The first step on this road, according to Jászi, would be the creation of a self-conscious layer of “citoyens”, the subjects of the desired changes. The most interesting part of Jászi’s views is that he not only “corrected” uncritical adoption of the Western model by developing a non-Marxist socialist utopia, but that, in his views on modernization, the idea of a supra-national political unit – Danubian Confederation and a United States of Europe – played an important role.

2. Political thinkers
The idea of a confederation of the people on the territory of the Hungarian Kingdom had already been elaborated by the post-1849 liberal emigration. Kossuth and his circle realized that the nationalist minority policy of the revolutionary government in 1848 alienated the national minorities and drove them into the camp of the enemies of the revolution. As liberal nationalists they were afraid of dissolution of historical Hungary and, in the emigration they developed several blueprints about the possibilities to appease the minorities of the country in order to preserve state sovereignty and territorial unity. The most elaborated plan was that of Lajos Kossuth and László Teleki
 in which the authors went beyond their former position, and suggested that the full equality of individual rights must be supplemented by a series of collective group rights securing a certain level of territorial and cultural autonomy to the Croats, Serbs, and Romanians. Jászi went back to these plans during WWI, and in his book “On the future of the Monarchy, the fall of dualism and the Danubian United States” (Jászi 1918) presented the idea of an “Eastern Switzerland” - a confederation of the Hungarian, German, Polish, Czech and Serbo-Croat state. He considered this to be a step towards the establishment of a European United States, which could be the solution to all problems stemming from national particularism.
 Thus, very early and explicitly in Jászi’s work there appeared the idea that modernization and European unification were correlated.

II. the interbelic period (after WW I and before WW II).

The period immediately after the end of the war was a time of turmoil, with many leading intellectuals and politicians attempting to come up with a viable geopolitical strategy both for Hungary and the whole region. The Austro-Hungarian Empire fell apart and the many nationalities that formerly lived in the Empire struggled to establish their own nation states. Thus, the tone of the contemporary writings was very different from previous or later publications: For a while nothing seemed yet carved in stone in terms of borders and the status quo. The authors hoped that the public dialog they initiated might still change the rules of the game. This is why the debate assumed much larger proportions than in the early 1900s. 

1. Public intellectuals and political thinkers

After the Peace Treaty of Versailles/Trianon in 1920 – when two-thirds of historical Hungary was annexed by the neighboring states, and a large proportion of ethnic Hungarians became citizens of other countries – the Europe debate started to narrow down and crystallize into a few dominant “schools of thought”. The main concern of the participants in the debate was whether a revision of the peace treaties could be achieved.
The mainstream unequivocally demanded a revision of the new borders. However, it was clear for all actors that a renegotiation of the post-WWI agreements would only be possible if it was backed by influential European powers. Consequently, the debate turned on the possibilities of different political alliances – but very often in historicized terms and in the context of the discussion of the regions of Europe. Some leading “revisionists” saw Hungary as historically part of Western Europe, but betrayed by it. Following the rise of fascist Italy and Germany, they supported collaboration with them, arguing that this alliance fits Hungary’s modernity and European modernity, and, at the same time stems from the demands of a new European political order. (Gyáni 2002).

There was another influential group of opinion makers, who were rightly afraid of the emerging new European powers, but at the same time did not share the views of those who hoped that the Western countries would support Hungarian claims. This group was inclined to revitalize different ideas on Central-Europe or “Zwischeneurope” as a large geopolitical unit. Some conservative thinkers argued that Hungary was always an integral part of developed Europe, being its furthest bastion to the East. According to these authors, who silently supported the idea of reestablishing the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, the existing differences in economic and cultural development between Western Europe and Hungary were the results of the Ottoman occupation, which was a sacrifice Hungary and Hungarians made in order to protect the rest of Western Europe (Hóman & Szekfű 1939). As István Bibó, renowned political thinker who ironically called this the “Hungarian (and regional) method” of history writing summarized this position:


“If Hungarians would not have bled to death when protecting Europe from Ottoman occupation, then the Hungarian population would not have thinned out to the extent that it did, and then other ethnic groups would not have had settled on Hungarian territory. As a result, Europe would be unforgivably ungrateful if it would divide historical Hungarian territories along the ethnic boundaries that came into existence due to these battles against the Turks.” (Bibó 1946)

2. Historians and the emergence of comparative historical research

Another group of academics and intellectuals, who agreed that a large geopolitical unit between Nazi Germany and the Communist Soviet Union would facilitate the preservation of sovereignty and independence of the smaller states in the region, cherished federalist and confederalist ideas. A great number of essays and political blueprints were published supporting the establishment of a larger state conglomerate under different labels such as “Danube Europe”, “Carpathian Europe” etc.
 (Juhász 1983). These authors did not give up the idea of European-ness of Hungary, but they stressed the specifics of the Central-European region, that differentiates it from Russia and the Eastern Balkan. However, many of them saw the role and mission of Hungary in representing the developed Europe in “East-Central Europe” and thus they were inclined to maintain the idea of Hungarian supremacy.

Partly as a result of these debates there was a growing interest to conduct comparative historical research on the region’s nations: In 1940, the Carpathian-European Circle was organized by the Hungarian Historical Association. In 1941 a special research institute (the Teleki Institute) was founded, and in 1943 the journal Revue d’Histoire Comparée was launched as a place where findings of comparative research could be published (Kosáry 1983).

Thus, in this period again, the debate about the modernity of Hungary continued in the framework of a debate on the country’s position on the symbolic map of Europe. With the exception of some racist ideologues who insisted that Hungarians have always been the “people of the East” and, consequently, substantially alien to everything “Western”, all participants in the Europe debate in the 1930s stressed the country’s modern features, though they were inclined toward a “regionalization” of modernity. However, while contemplating the feasibility of a supra-national political unit, most of them remained captives to the idea of Hungarian supremacy which they believed realizable in the framework of a federal or confederated Eastern or East-Central or Central Europe.

III. The period after WWII

After a short democratic interlude in the immediate post-war years, Hungary became part of the Soviet bloc. From 1948 on, under the rule of the communist party, strict censorship rules were introduced for news media, as well as for academic and literary publications. This meant an abrupt end of all debates – among them debates on modernity, and Europe and Hungary’s position on the symbolic map of the continent. During this period, integration in and catching up with Western Europe naturally disappeared from the focus of the writings. It was replaced by a discourse that aimed to ideologically and historically justify the geo-political divisions of Europe, a political reality that emerged after Yalta. Europe was divided into the "decadent and reactionary West” and the "progressive East”. It is not by chance, that ‘Europe’ appears only rarely in contemporary discourse of that time. The symbolic geography of the world was defined in terms of the post-World War Two status quo which descended directly the agreements of the four Great Powers stemming from the Yalta–Potsdam process. The division line was between the ‘East’ and the ‘West’, where ‘East’ incorporated the USSR and the countries behind the “Iron Curtain”, while ‘West’ consisted of  Western European countries and the US. The dominant pattern was that European countries were divided into the aforementioned two categories rather than being subsumed under the adjective ‘European’. The similarities among the nations of Eastern-Europe were pointed out frequently and common roots in their history, literature, and culture were highlighted by literary critics, musicologists, ethnographers, and historians. The purpose was to prove the “relatedness” of the “people of the East” in order to provide a historical underpinning for the existence of the “socialist camp”. 

Nevertheless, the modernization argument had not disappeared; indeed it became a part of the ideological legitimation of the system. As Johann P. Arnason put it (Arnason 2000) the ambition of the Marxist-communist ideology was “to outflank the West by improving on shared ideas of modernity”. And, indeed, the official discourse’s main premise throughout the whole period was; 1. the backwardness of “feudal-capitalistic” Hungary drove the country into “German subjugation” and devastating conflicts with neighboring countries and the Soviet Union and; 2. The liberation and the alliance with the victorious liberator, the Soviet Union will enable Hungary, and all East-European countries to abolish historical backwardness through rapid industrialization, the destruction of the old feudal and capitalist classes, the introduction of a scientifically-based planned economy and real democracy, called “people’s democracy”. During the first twenty years of "real socialism" it was not permitted to challenge this view of a modern, progressive and victorious “East” and a decadent, decaying “West."

A. The “Central-Europe” versus “Eastern-Europe” debate from the late 1950s to the early1990s

It took about a decade to restart the intertwined debate on modernization and the regions of Europe. Historians – helped by data collected in comparative historical research (mainly in the field of economic history) on the region – were among the first to argue against the existence of a homogenous Eastern-European region. The historical method – using very large timeframes, and applying geography to support some of the arguments – made possible a cautious revision of the official views. 

In certain areas, these debates had three phases, reflecting the gradual liberalization of the system: 

• In the late 1950s and during the 1960s the division of Europe into two main regions – the East and the West – was not yet questioned, but the image of a heterogeneous Eastern Europe started to take root in academic debates (Niederhauser 1958, Pach 1968, Berend & Ránki 1968, 1969). 

• From the early 1970s on, more and more academics argued that there was a sharp dividing line within Eastern Europe where the western parts of this region – especially Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary – were more developed and thus more similar to Western Europe. However, it was not until the early 1980s that a Hungarian historian openly claimed that Europe was divided into three parts – the West, the East, and the in-between region of Central-Eastern-Europe. He argued that each of these three regions had a different path of development (Szűcs 1981). Szűcs’s article was published in Western European academic papers as well, becoming one of the most influential studies written on this topic from that period. His arguments will be discussed in more detail in the next subchapter.

• Beginning in the mid-1980s a “Central-Europe” debate – parallel to the “Eastern-Europe” debate of the historians – also emerged, in which leading intellectuals took part - Milan Kundera, Czeslaw Milosz, Eugene Ionesco, Danilo Kis, György Konrád. Although this was not an academic debate, and the argumentation used primarily revolved around the existence of a shared Central-European culture and mentality, it substantially influenced the discussions which emerged around 1990, i.e. at the time of the collapse of the old system. However, given the nature and actors of this debate, we will not give a detailed account of it in this chapter. 

The debate of the Historians

a) Supporters of the East/West dichotomy and the “detour theory” of Eastern Europe

In the late 1950s and 1960s leading economic historians returned to the idea of the East-West modernity divide: In order to explain the unevenness in development in Europe, the so-called “detour theory” of Eastern Europe was developed. The main argument of these authors was that for a time the historical development of the Eastern-European region paralleled Western patterns, but then it took a "detour" from the Western road and began to exhibit those characteristics that, it can be argued, are the reasons for the historical underdevelopment of the region. Emil Niederhauser saw late formation of states in the Eastern parts of Europe as the main causal factor explaining differences in development between the East and the West, while he also emphasized the importance of the religious divide that existed within Eastern Europe.

“The fact that on these Eastern-European territories the formation and crystallization of the state happened only in the 11th and 12th centuries indicates that the development of Eastern Europe was delayed a few centuries compared to Western European territories. This time delay is a very particular characteristic of Eastern European development. (…) Compared to the West another difference was that in Eastern-Europe both the western and eastern forms of Christianity were present. Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Croatia belonged to the Western Church, while all other countries were under the influence of Byzantine Orthodoxy. ” (Emil Niederhauser, 1958)

The most influential representative of this argumentation was Pál Zsigmond Pach, director of the Institute of History at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (1967-1985). In his voluminous book published in 1963 he argues that “in Hungary the transition from feudalism to capitalism began in the 19th century, with a significant delay and important differences when compared to Western Europe”. He then goes on to ask that “What were the historical roots of this delay (…) and when, under what circumstances, and as a result of which factors did Hungary turn off from the Western European path of development?” In his answer he argues that the East-European “Sonderweg” started by the end of the 15th century; while in the Western states the disintegration of feudalism and development of early capitalism continued, owing to several factors, in Eastern-Europe feudalism consolidated. His main argument in explaining this separation in development is based on the reorganization of the international trade routes: As soon as the overseas colonies were connected through international trade, Eastern-Europe lost its importance as a main trading/producing partner, and was reduced to no more than an agricultural hinterland of Western Europe.

An even more radical proponent of the same position was Peter Gunst, who strongly criticized traditional European history writing. He argued that if we look into what traditional history books say about Eastern-Europe we find that Eastern-European development is always compared to and measured by Western development. It was always assumed that throughout the centuries the direction and nature of Eastern development – although delayed in time – was the very same as that of the West. He claims that this attitude needs to be changed if historians want to move towards a more objective understanding of Europe’s history. According to Gunst, the theories arguing about the “detour” of the Eastern European region between the 13th-15th centuries were misguided: The development of East and West were already different beginning in ancient times, and it was more accurate to explain possible similarities by pointing out a Western influence in the western parts of Eastern Europe and Hungary, but not as a product of inherent tendencies. The core of his argument was that the density of the population was much higher in Western Europe, and because of that the availability of agricultural land was more limited. This scarcity of land resulted in an increased need for the development of more efficient agricultural technologies. These bottlenecks led to differences in land ownership structure and use; the advent and legalization of private property in the West; differences in the structure and types of cities in the two regions; the advent of constitutional states and the formation of civilian strata (burgers) in the West; and the early shift to industrial/capitalist production in the West. 

However, besides this main premise for understanding the causes of differences within Europe, an attempt to emphasize the internal heterogeneity of the Eastern European region was also present. Emil Niederhauser had already pointed at a possible effect of religious diversity, and Iván Berend and György Ránki, the two most influential historians of the 60s and 70s, emphasized the regional differences in modernity due to the consequences of the Ottoman occupation. Berend and Ránki, partly following the arguments of Alexander Gerschenkron (Gerschenkron 1962) stressed the deep differences between England, the Western and the Eastern part of the European continent, but they did not accept that these differences arose due to the differences in the role of the state in modernization. They argued that the western parts of Eastern Europe – Central-Eastern-Europe – showed more similarities to Western Europe than the rest of the region, but the regionalization of developmental differences was to be explained by the different relationships of the Eastern “peripheries” to the Western “centers”. Thus, the explanation for the relative underdevelopment of the eastern regions was not to be found simply in the consequences of the late medieval detour (the Eastern “Sonderweg”) but in a hierarchical relationship of the Western and Eastern regions of the continent which strongly contributed to the reproduction of the modernity gap. 

As can be seen, although in the 1960s and early 1970s the idea of a separate Central European region was not yet the main focus of the debate, the appearance of some ideas that prepared the ground for the “Central Europe” debate of the following decade could be identified in the writings of the period.

While the “detour” theory, by delivering historical arguments for Hungary “organically” belonging to the bloc of East-European countries under Soviet dominance, may sometimes have functioned as “legitimacy discourse” for the existing system, the slowly emerging “Central-European-ness” argument served exactly the opposite purpose. The underlying idea of this argument was that if it could be demonstrated that Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Poland were part of a region that was seen as historically different from both Russia and the Balkan, than striving for the relative independence and limited sovereignty inside of the Soviet realm would have had historical legitimacy. For the Central European countries three political models were seen as possible alternatives to the original status quo established after the Second World War: The first was the so-called “Finlandization” model, which consisted of the idea of a western-type democracy with a government that would guarantee unconditional acceptance of Soviet security interests. The second type was the Yugoslav model of non-alignment based on the so-called Bandung principles. And the third model was that of Austrian neutrality based on the Treaty of 1955. All three models departed from the idea of a separate European region, between “East” and “West”. (Kovacs, Horvath, & Kinsky-Mungersdorff 2009)

Thus, it is no coincidence that the Hungarian Europe debate did not take a new and different turn until the early 1980s, when historian Jenő Szűcs published his study about “the three historical regions of Europe”.

b) Questioning the East-West dichotomy: introducing the idea of “Central-Eastern Europe” and “Central Europe”

One of Szűcs’s important contributions to the field was that he was the first to highlight that belonging to a region cannot be seen as rigid and static, and that instead needs to be treated as dynamic and constantly changing. Thus, while former historical works presented Eastern and Western Europe as large homogenous regions having fixed boundaries, Szűcs in his research raised arguments that contradicted this approach. He stated that there was a separate, “hybrid and multi-faceted” Central-Eastern European region – an in-between border zone to both West and East – comprised of Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Poland. Although, over the last few centuries Central-Eastern Europe was exposed to Eastern European influences – and, as a consequence, its administrative and economic structures changed a lot – the formerly Westernized structures could not be fully eradicated. Accordingly, Szűcs argued that “from the middle ages to modern times, and even later, Hungary was an integral part of the Western economic world”, and while there was an “Eastern-European” influence in the history of the region, that was not strong enough to override the Western influences of earlier times. 

Gábor Gyáni, a historian who analyzed the discourses of the historians participating in the Europe debates of the past decades, argues that Szűcs’s work became extremely important in the 1980s because it questioned two of the basic concepts of the widely accepted “detour" theory. First, Szűcs reframed and nuanced the ways in which Hungary’s “catching up” with the Western World was presented in history writing, namely that regional development was a process during which Central Europe did become the eastern border of Western Europe by the 13th century. Second, Szűcs gave a more thorough explanation of the transformations that took place in Hungary in the middle ages and modern times. He showed that – contrary to what “detour” theorists believed – differences in development between Western and Eastern parts of Europe were not the result of a return to feudalism in the East, but a combination of external and internal factors that led to a path of development which was characteristic only of Central-Eastern Europe (Gyáni 2002). In the mid 1980s Szűcs even started to refuse the use of the terms “center” and “periphery” in relation to the positioning of Central-Eastern Europe. In the late 1980s Szűcs further developed his theory about the three historical regions of Europe, bringing into discussion arguments about the status of the aristocracy in the West and the East, and talking about the secularization that took place in the Western parts of Europe. He argued that one of the important dividing factors among regions was precisely this: For centuries in the East a similar separation between state and church did not occur. (Gyáni 2002)

Although the Europe debate continued among historians until the early 1990s, radically new ideas were no longer raised in the debate. According to Gábor Gyáni the most important conclusion one could draw from the decades long debate was that “the many ways in which ideologies were able to influence history writing were never fully acknowledged in this debate, and thus the original preconceptions of the individual historians regarding Europe and its regions were never uncovered.” (Gyáni 2002) 

Integral to the change in the political climate, in the mid- and late 1980s the discussion about the existence of a separate “Central-European” region was taken over and dominated by writers, literary critics, and other intellectuals from the region. With new opportunities for elimination of the cold-war division of the continent, the debates about a restructuring of the European sphere stepped out of a strictly historical context. History remained a salient subject, but politics, social issues and, especially, the cultural heritage of the region also became focal issues.

B. Theoretical and philosophical debates about Europe after 1990 

The ‘new wave’ of theorizing about Europe started in the late 1990s when accession became a political reality.  The new situation inspired not only economists, legal experts and political scientists but also political thinkers and philosophers to ponder the old questions of Hungary’s relationship to Europe. In the new context of European enlargement and political integration very similar dilemmas were approached as they had been earlier in the various historical periods. 

Theoretical debates embraced approaches from various disciplines all dealing with questions of the integration process of Hungary and speculating about possible outcomes of Hungary's membership in the EU. The debates generated by political thinkers touched upon the old considerations that had constituted the Europe debate in Hungary: the East and West division, the interrupted modernization of Hungary and the "minority question" and nationalism. 

At the same time, a purely philosophical debate emerged mainly as a recognition that debates and discourses on Europe were primarily of a political and legal (as well as technocratic and bureaucratic) nature. Accordingly, many reflections deal with the fundamental philosophical issues of morality, ethics and political culture in the European tradition (Ferenczy 2001, Kende 2001, Lendvai 2001, Losonczi 1999) as well as with the very concept of Europe and European identity (Heller 1992, 1999, Kókai 2001). The most interesting and provocative ideas, however, are concerned with the theory of ‘new-Europeanism’, that is to say with the changing concept of Europe in the age of globalization and Americanization. 

a) Political thinkers

Identifying Europe with the West and Western values – such as progress, development, freedom, humanism, civilization, sophistication, modernity – and contrasting those with the “'One-Thousand-and-One-Nights’ East” considered barbaric, uncivilized, stagnating, backward and non-modern (Heller 1999, Vajda 1999, Rostoványi 2000) is as old as the European civilization itself (Heller 1999). As we have seen before, the dominant intellectual discourse of the 1980s on Central European-ness was also a contribution to the deconstruction of the age old dichotomy. 

The change of discourse created by political thinkers can be best characterized as returning to the East-West dichotomy. One major concern in this respect was the issue of the status of the new member states within the EU. The question of how new members were going to integrate had been raised by various authors in the EU and also in the accession countries. From the perspective of the newcomers, it was widely discussed that integration was not necessarily a smooth process and becoming a periphery – the “East of the West” – within the EU was a real danger. The idea of second-class EU membership characterized primarily Euro-skeptic, nationalist discourse. However, speculation took place on a more scientific level as well: Since no earlier EU enlargements resembled the one of the CEE countries, the results could not fully be anticipated. It could not be eliminated that new states would become less powerful, unequal members within the Union. (Balázs 2001) 

Related to the status of the new countries within the EU, the issue of European identity was explored. In the literature, at least two major problems regarding the solidity of European identity are specified; the revival of nationalism (Viehoff) and the domination of economic needs over all other needs (Habermas). Authors from the accession countries added a third type of issue as a potential new challenge to European identity; feeling excluded from the European community, from the core or center despite the common cultural roots. This, it was thought, would generate discontent and endanger the process of strengthening of the European identity. (Bayer 2001)

An additional sign of putting more emphasis on the East-West division in the period of the integration process was the tendency to identify Europe with modernity. Some authors argued that the concept of Central-Europe as it was used in the 1980s – in essence a cultural criticism of Euro-centrism - had been overridden by turning European integration into a symbol of the possibility for making up for Hungary’s interrupted modernization. (Rostoványi 2000) Hungary had been cut off from Western European development until 1989-1990 and with the collapse of the communist regime the previous isolation had come to an end and the country could start catching up. In the mid-1990s it was believed that European integration would automatically modernize the country. (Balázs 2001) 

Some critical views were formulated regarding the normative approach to integration and automatic modernization. Integration was instead perceived as an opportunity for Hungary to modernize by critically reviewing the country’s earlier failures of modernization. According to some authors, modernization projects in Hungary had only been successful when they took place in a wider international framework and did not collide with national identity. In other words, in moments when the outer world was more inclusive and the inner world more open. Intellectuals were still undecided as to whether the pre-accession period could be perceived as such a moment. (Balázs 2001) 

Visions about Europeanism included the opportunity to overcome and resolve the various dimensions of the "minority question" as well.

“Euro-Atlantic integration
 was the only reasonable step for remedying the issue of ethnic Hungarians in neighboring countries.” (Balázs 2001) 

The problems related to ethnic and national minorities had been crucial elements of the modernization blueprints of Hungary. Jászi’s confederation concept and later the disastrous revisionist ideas all took account of the national minority issue. European integration was seen as a new geo-political arrangement that would put an end to the dilemma of how to guarantee protection of minority rights in countries where ethnic Hungarian populations lived. It was envisioned that once frontiers disappeared, interaction between kin states and minority populations would become natural, and, the EU would serve as a legal framework for collective rights protection. 

An important concern for political thinkers regarding the integration/modernization process was the persistent presence of destructive nationalism. As early as the end of the 19th century, ethnic nationalism was reproached by intellectuals. The lack of a self-conscious layer of citoyens as being a prerequisite for successful modernization had already been stressed by Jászi at the beginning of the 20th century. Similar anxieties were now expressed which pointed to the lack of a strong middle class, a “bourgeoisie”. The negative legacy of this development was, for example, that no real ‘société civile’ ever came into existence without which, according to many authors, Hungary could not become a real European country. (Lendvai 2001) The lack of a middle class also was approached from the perspectives of social inequalities, claiming that: 

“As long as integration is taking place while social inequalities are growing, we are getting further away from Europe”. (Fehér 1999) 

Some authors explored the intricate link between nationalism and social inequalities in the context of European identity. Most surveys reveal that national identities are stronger in Central Eastern European countries than in Western Europe and that more "average" people in the West than in the East claim to have European identity. Besides the different historical developments, the results are also explained by highlighting the idea that Europe favors the ‘winners’. This, it was thought, could have a negative consequence for Hungary, a country without a strong middle class and with lots of potential losers, namely that a significant part of the population would turn away from Europe and hang on to their exclusive nationalist ideologies. (Rostoványi 2000).

b) Philosophers 

In the philosophical discourse the dominant theme was the changing nature of Europeanism. The debate, most of all, reflected on the normative concept of identifying European integration with modernization.  

“Europe itself is not what we think it is. Our modernization becomes an illusion because the Europe we want to adopt, to join and catch up with, does not exist any more. Europe has been kidnapped again.” (Vajda 1999) 

The argument drew on Kundera’s essay – “The Tragedy of Central Europe” (Kundera 1984) – claiming that the real tragedy for the region was not Russia, but Europe in the sense that:  

“behind the iron curtain they did not know that times were changing and that in Europe, Europe was not a value any more”. (Kundera 1984) 

Europe and the meanings of Europe had changed and Central Europeans, while aspiring to be part of it, did not understand its new messages. Philosophers, thus, formulated their dilemmas on the ‘new Europeanism’ from various perspectives. A cultural pessimist's approach claimed that Europe was a “highbrow and sophisticated idea” representing dignity, virtue etc. However, these European values had been fading as they gave way to globalization, Americanization and uniformity. (Karikó 2001) Another reflection also examined European values, namely toleration – “Europe is toleration” (Vajda 1999) – and explored what was becoming of this value. Europe had been claiming to be multicultural and had chosen to turn its back on fundamentalisms. This, however, raised questions about whether or not Europe was losing its cultural identity because one of its most essential values, toleration, was being transformed. (Vajda 1999)

According to a less negative scenario, Europe is the amalgam and sum of all histories told about Europe by Europeans. It has lots of (hi)stories and Europe became Europe not because it is the oldest continent but because of its stories. Following the story of the fall after the Second World War when everything that had constituted Europe was questioned (technological development, democracy, rationality, modernization, etc.), Europe ‘invented’ relativism and it has become the new, dominant European story: European culture is only one among all cultures. This view still is not sure what European story is being told now, and what will be the story that could create new myths and common identity. (Heller 1999)

Conclusion: Paths to modernity

It was pointed out in the introduction that the themes of ‘Europe’ and ‘modernization’ were very much intermingled in public and intellectual debates: the modernization of Hungary has been largely envisioned as adopting and following the European models. 

The debates on modernization and modernity were always triggered by political conflicts and framed in a political context. However, the main question behind the debates has remained unchanged through the last two centuries: Where is the place of a relatively underdeveloped – or to say, not fully modern – country in the modern world represented by the Western part of the old continent, usually called in the language of symbolic geography “Europe”? This was the question that appeared in a historicized and politicized form in every phase of the debate, usually associated with questions about the historical reasons for the perceived underdevelopment, and about ways of overcoming it without endangering the historically developed economic, social and cultural integrity of the country or the nation.

In the whole period under investigation, nearly all important participants in the debate departed from a strongly normative view of modernity that they considered to be materialized in the economic, social and political system of France and England. But only a very few “enlightened rationalists” thought that Hungarian development could take the same route – perhaps with a certain time-lag – as the Western part of the continent and arrive at the same form and level of modernity. There were at least four problem areas where the Western pattern of modernization did not seem to be adaptable and, therefore, other alternatives had to be formulated and discussed: the role and function of the traditional historical elites in the process of modernization and in the modernized economic and social structure; the problems of late nation-building, national independence and sovereignty; the place and status of national and ethnic minorities; and the consequences of Hungary’s position in the European political order of the modernization of the country.
In the first half of the 19th century the participants in the modernization debate realized that the traditional historical elites, partly because of their feudal traits, were not able to carry out the economic modernization of the country. They were afraid that after the introduction of modernizing political reforms – abolishment of serfdom and other features of feudal economy, introduction of legal equality, liberal parliamentarism etc. – the ethnically non-Hungarian groups, such as Germans and Jews, would assume a leading role and the corresponding leading positions in the modern spheres of economic life. This is why one of the main themes of the debate between the moderate (István Széchenyi) and radical (József Eötvös, Lajos Kossuth) supporters of the reform was how they should react to this situation and how quick the pace of modernization should be. The other main subject of the fierce political debates was whether national independence had to be considered as precondition and part and parcel of modernization of the country. 

After the establishment of the dual Austro-Hungarian monarchy the topic of national independence, sovereignty and the problem of the national minorities became the focal issue of the controversies. The main question was whether a modern political nation can exist without full sovereignty, and the concept of the citizenship-based political nation can be sustained despite the aspirations of the country’s minorities to achieve stronger collective rights, autonomy and, eventually, secession (minorities made ca. 50 per cent of the total population). It was widely discussed that a drastic pressure towards assimilation, or rather the widening of minority rights, would better serve this purpose. (Jászi 1918)

In the interwar period, after having lost two-thirds of Hungary’s former territory, the revision of the peace treaties became the main political concern. It was obvious that this purpose could be achieved only with the support of powerful allies. The search for these allies, the deliberations of the different possibilities was discussed regularly in terms of symbolic geography: Where does Hungary belong in Europe on the basis of its historical past? Is the country part of the modern West? Or is it closer to the upcoming fascist bloc of Italy and Germany, or, perhaps, to the group of smaller countries between the pincers of the Nazi and Soviet dictatorships? (Teleki 1931, Bethlen 1933, Hóman-Szekfű 1939)

After the first three decades of Communist dictatorship, when academic and political debates on questions of modernity and Europe were not possible, in the last period of the old system it was the symbolic geography debate that restarted first (Szűcs 1981, Rév 1984, Konrád 1988, Kende 1993, Bojtár 1993). The mainly historical discussion on the regions of Europe aimed to prove that on the basis of its historical development, its modern features and cultural traditions, the place of Hungary would not be in that part of the continent which was then under Soviet rule. Thus, the modernity argument served again the purpose of repositioning the country in the symbolic European space.
After the fall of the Communist system, debates and speculations on the modernization of the country were reborn with high intensity. The post-communist era was considered to be a “new chance” for the country to finally catch up with the West. The Euro-Atlantic integration with the eventual EU membership was the political manifestation of this modernization offer. The political and intellectual debates focused on whether the country would be able to take the opportunity or – hindered by its historical legacies – would fail. Many of the discourses on modernization and Europe were of a very general nature concentrating purely on the problem of applying “the European model”, whatever its actual meanings could be. There were, nonetheless, more concrete issues discussed in the framework of modernization as well, such as that of the minorities (mainly ethnic Hungarian minorities living in the neighboring countries) and nationalism. Regarding the question of nationalism, one of the important points of reflection was whether there is now a more ‘citoyen’ type middle-class that is considered to be a prerequisite for creating the modern, political concept of the nation. Growing social inequalities were also pointed out in this Europeanization/modernization process as a potential danger for failing the “modernization project”. Basically all public arenas, including economy, public services and the state, as well as political life itself were discussed from the point of view of their closeness or distance from being modern and European. Modernization was, thus, perceived as applying the European model. Most of the issues discussed reached back to previous periods, thus many of the arguments were the re-embodiment of the age-old dilemmas facing the country. (Fehér 1999 Heller 1999, Vajda 1999, Rostoványi 2000, Balázs 2001)

Though explicit debates on multiple modernities did not take place in past decades in Hungary, the issue of modernization of the country having taken a different path than that of the European West occurred in every debate about the country’s place in Europe. As we pointed out above, the Europe debate in Hungary is actually a modernity debate in which substantial concepts known from straight-line modernity theories had been revised in concrete contexts. The answers to the question: “In which sense are we, Hungarians, Europeans?” can be considered as competing modernity projects of different actors, triggered by the deviation of Hungarian development from European development.
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� Count István Széchenyi (� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1791" \o "1791" �1791�–� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1860" \o "1860" �1860�) was a politician, theorist and writer, leading reformist in the pre-revolutionary period and member of the first revolutionary government in 1848. Traditionally loyal to the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Habsburg" \o "Habsburg" �Habsburg dynasty�, after the republican turn he resigned. 


� Lajos Kossuth (1802–1894) was a lawyer, journalist, politician and the political leader of the revolution in 1848-1849 in Hungary. After the failure of the revolution he lived in emigration until his death.


� Documents on Kossuth’s plan about the Danubian Confederation see in Gábor Pajkossy ed. Az 1862. évi Duna-Konföderációs tervezet dokumentumai, in: Századok, 2002, 937-957, on Teleki see Gyurgyák 56-57


� On the further development of this idea see Nina Bakisian, Oscar Jaszi in Exile: Danubian Europe Reconsidered , Hungarian Studies 9/1-2 (1994) Akadémiai Kiadó, Budapest


� See Gyula Juhász, Magyarország helye és feladata Közép-Kelet Európában, in Uralkodó eszmék Magyarországon, Budapest: 1983. p. 83-107


� Szűcs’s study was first published in 1980 as a samizdat article in a volume edited in the memory of the political scientist István Bibó. It was then re-published in 1981 in one of the prestigious Hungarian historical journals of that time, Historical Review (Történelmi Szemle), and it was also printed as a separate volume in 1983. The ideas developed by Szűcs had a strong echo in the Western world, and the article was quickly translated into French, German, and English. In Western Europe it was published for the first time in Paris in 1985, with an introduction by Fernand Braudel.


� On the Europe-debate of public intellectuals see works of Milan Kundera, György Konrád, Timothy Garton Ash, Peter Kende, Endre Bojtár, and others.


� The Euro-Atlantic integration, joining the NATO, was perceived as the first step and pre-condition for EU integration.
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