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 Mr. Chairman, Mr. Vice-Chairman, Distinguished Members of the Commission: 

 

The Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe continues to focus the world’s 
attention on manifestations of anti-Semitism, anti-Romani prejudice, and other threats to 
democracy as they appear in Europe and elsewhere.  On behalf of the United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum, I would like to thank you for organizing this important hearing regarding 
democracy and memory in Hungary. 

 

  

 

Over a hundred years ago, the Spanish-born American philosopher George Santayana wrote 
that "Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it" (The Life of Reason, 
Vol. 1, 1905).  In mid-1944, the Jewish community of Hungary—the last major Jewish 
community in Europe that was still largely intact—was assaulted and nearly destroyed in its 
entirety over the course of a few months in mid- and late-1944.  Today, the memory of that 
tragedy is under serious challenge in Hungary, with consequences that we cannot yet fully 
predict, but which are ominous. 

 

  

 



The Holocaust in Hungary 

 

  

 

Before addressing what appears to be a coordinated assault on memory of the Holocaust, or at 
least a concerted attempt to rewrite Holocaust history, permit me to briefly review the history.  
According to Professor Randolph Braham’s authoritative 2-volume The Politics of Genocide: 
The Holocaust in Hungary, the Jewish population of Hungary at the start of World War II 
totaled just over 825,000 souls.  Many of these Jews lived in territories that Hungary had 
recently occupied or re-acquired from neighboring countries as Hungary’s Regent and Head of 
State, Admiral Miklos Horthy, participated as an ally of Adolf Hitler in the destabilization of 
Europe and the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia (in 1938 and 1939), then Romania (in 
1940), then Yugoslavia (in 1941).  Hungary withdrew from the League of Nations and joined 
Nazi Germany in its military invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941.  Unlike Italy, which 
withdrew from its German alliance in 1943, and unlike Romania, which did the same in 1944, 
Hungary remained allied with Nazi Germany to the end, until the country was overrun by 
Soviet military forces advancing on Germany from the east.  As a result of these government 
policies, the Hungarian military suffered some 300,000 casualties during the war. 

 

  

 

Of the country’s 825,000 Jews, nearly 75 percent were murdered.  Antisemitism in Hungary 
did not arrive from abroad.  Miklos Horthy’s Hungary was the first European country after 
World War I to put in place numerus clausus legislation, which restricted Jewish participation 
in higher education (1920).  Racial laws similar to those of Nazi Germany, which defined Jews 
based on religion and “race,” and deprived them of the right to practice their professions, to 
own land, and which forbade intermarriage, were passed in 1938 and 1939.  With war came 
the systematic theft of Jewish property and mass murder.   In 1941, 20,000 “foreign Jews,” 
who were residents of Hungary but not Hungarian citizens, were deported across the border by 
Admiral Horthy’s government to Kamenetz-Podolsky in Ukraine, where they were executed 
by waiting German forces.  Hungarian troops executed another 1,000-plus Jews during their 
invasion of northeast Yugoslavia that same year.  Over 40,000 of the Jewish men conscripted 
into Jewish forced labor battalions and taken to the eastern front, armed only with shovels to 
dig defenses for the Hungarian military, died there of exposure, killed in battle areas, or 
massively executed by the Hungarians as they retreated following their defeat at the battle of 
Stalingrad in early 1943.  Then, between April and July 1944, over 400,000 Hungarian Jews 
were driven from their homes, concentrated in ghettos, and deported to Auschwitz, where the 



overwhelming majority of them were gassed on arrival.  It was the Hungarian gendarmerie and 
police who identified and concentrated the Jews, loaded them onto trains, and delivered them 
into the hands of German SS units waiting at the German-Hungarian border.  This process 
continued systematically until only the Jews of Budapest remained alive. 

 

  

 

Admiral Horthy, whose governments had done all of this, hesitated to use the same tactics 
against the Jews in Budapest that he had sanctioned in the rest of the country.  After Horthy 
was ousted following the invasion of Hungary by German forces in mid-October, in the wake 
of a last-minute attempt to extricate Hungary from its alliance with Hitler (Soviet troops were 
already advancing across the country’s borders), the Hungarian fascist Arrow Cross Party 
(Nyilas) government that took over had no such hesitation.  The weeks that followed saw a 
combination of forced ghettoization in Budapest; death marches involving men, women and 
children, whose slightest misstep was rewarded with a bullwhip or a bullet; and renewed 
deportations to Auschwitz.  Nyilas gangs engaged in wild shooting orgies in Budapest.  They 
massacred the patients, doctors and nurses at the Maros Street Jewish Hostpital, to give just 
one example, and considered it sport to shoot Jews seized at random into the Danube from the 
riverbank.  Three months of Nyilas government cost the lives of an additional 85,000 
Hungarian Jews. 

 

  

 

Hungarian collaboration and complicity in the Holocaust was thus substantial, as were the 
losses suffered by this once-large and great Jewish community.  Statistics can speak volumes.  
Nearly one in ten of the approximately six million Jews murdered in the Holocaust was a 
Hungarian Jew.  One of every three Jews murdered at Auschwitz was a Hungarian Jew.  And 
while every country in which the Holocaust took place would like to place ultimate 
responsibility on someone else, we must be clear.  These Jewish men, women, and children—
from grandparents to grandchildren and great-grandchildren—were murdered either directly 
by, or as a result of collaboration by, Hungarian government authorities, from the Regent, 
Miklos Horthy, and the “Leader of the Nation” (Nemzetvezeto) Ferenc Szalasi  who succeeded 
him, at the highest level, to the civil authorities, gendarmerie, and police, as well as military 
forces and Arrow Cross thugs, who represented the government from the capital to the 
smallest Hungarian village and town where Jews lived.  Some 28,000 Romani citizens of 
Hungary were also deported and fell victim to this horrific carnage. 

 



  

 

The Early Post-Communist Period  

 

  

 

How has the history of the Holocaust been treated in Hungary since the fall of communism?  A 
decade ago, I would have said quite decently.  During Viktor Orban’s first term as Prime 
Minister (1998-2002), the coalition government that he led established a national Holocaust 
Commemoration Day and brought Hungary into the International Task Force for Cooperation 
on Holocaust Education, Remembrance and Research (since renamed the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance or IHRA).  The government also appointed a commission to 
create a Holocaust Memorial and Documentation Center (HDKE) in Budapest.  In 2004 I 
attended the dedication at the HDKE of what was rightly recognized one of the best 
exhibitions on the Holocaust in continental Europe. 

 

  

 

The Socialist Party governments from 2002 to 2010 remained on this positive path.   

 

But during these years, the situation in Hungary began to change dramatically.  In late 2008, at 
a European regional conference on anti-Semitism held in Bucharest, Romania, I expressed 
concern about the public display in Hungary of symbols associated with the wartime fascist 
Arrow Cross Party, increasing incidents of anti-Semitic intimidation and violence, and anti-
Romani discourse that was increasingly Nazi-like in tone.  A party of the extreme right called 
Jobbik (abbreviation for “Movement for a Better Hungary”) made its appearance in 2003.  Its 
leader also created a so-called Magyar Garda, or “Hungarian Guard” force, formations of 
which paraded through Budapest and towns elsewhere in the country, dressed in uniforms 
reminiscent of Arrow Cross uniforms, brandishing fascist symbols and slogans and 
intimidating the remnant of the country’s Jewish community that had survived the Holocaust 
and remained in Hungary.  An especially noteworthy indication of change was the failure of 
the then out-of-power, but still powerful Fidesz party to join with other major political parties 
in forceful condemnation of Jobbik’s anti-Semitic and anti-Romani sloganeering and Magyar 



Garda intimidation of Jews and violence against Roma. 

 

  

 

Recent Developments 

 

  

 

In the 2010 elections, Fidesz received 52 percent of the vote and returned to government with 
an empowering two-thirds majority in the Hungarian Parliament.  Jobbik, however, which was 
already being described in European political and media circles as “fascist,” “neo-fascist,” 
neo-Nazi,” “racist,” ‘anti-Semitic,” “anti-Roma,” and “homophobic,” had obtained nearly 17 
percent of the vote.  In this circumstance, regrettably, the warning signs apparent in 2008 
regarding Fidesz proved to be accurate.  Still led by Prime Minister Orban, he and his party 
changed their approach to issues of the Holocaust.  In the judgment of some people, this was 
the result of a desire to appeal to Jobbik voters and thus secure better prospects for future 
electoral victory than the just experienced 52 percent performance.  Others were less inclined 
to see the change as mere political maneuver, and more inclined to see it as reflecting the 
internal prejudices and beliefs of Fidesz itself. 

 

  

 

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum praised publicly some actions of the first 
Fidesz government.  But attempts over the past three years to trivialize or distort the history of 
the Holocaust, actions that have given rein to open manifestations of anti-Semitism in the 
country, and efforts to rehabilitate political and cultural figures that played a part in Hungary’s 
tragic Holocaust history, now require us to be publicly critical.  In June of last year, the 
Museum issued a press release expressing grave concern about the rehabilitation of fascist 
ideologues and political leaders from World War II that is taking place in Hungary and called 
on the government of Hungary to “unequivocally renounce all forms of antisemitism and 
racism and to reject every effort to honor individuals responsible for the genocide of Europe’s 
Jews.”  Our Founding Chairman, Nobel Laureate Elie Wiesel, repudiated a high decoration 
that had been conferred on him by Hungary, to protest these same trends. 

 



  

 

What are the causes of our concern?  They begin with the broad political trends that the 
Commission is examining today.  For anyone who is familiar with the history of Nazi 
Germany and the other fascist and authoritarian regimes that appeared in Europe in the middle 
of the 20th century—and especially for Holocaust survivors who experienced the full fury of 
those times and those regimes—what is happening in Hungary today will sound eerily familiar 
and ominous. 

 

  

 

The Hungarian government has enacted laws to place restrictions on the media.  Just recall the 
Nazis’ manipulation of the media if you need a reminder of the danger to democracy that this 
represents and where it can lead.  Think of all you know about Joseph Goebbels and the 
images that you can conjure up of Nazi propaganda.  Control the media, and this is where you 
can end up. 

 

  

 

The Hungarian government has taken steps to politicize and undermine the independence of 
the judiciary, and now through amendment of the constitution, to undermine the ability of the 
judiciary to review government-generated laws and decrees.  Recall, please, the undermining 
of the practice and administration of law, the racist Nuremberg Laws of 1935, and the 
subversion of the judiciary in Nazi Germany and elsewhere in Nazi-dominated Europe.  
Ultimately, lawlessness on the part of the government and mass murder were the results. 

 

  

 

Hungary’s law on religion has stripped many religious groups of their officially recognized 
status as “registered” religions, in effect depriving them of equal rights and making the 
legitimacy of religious faith an object of political whim.  For Jews and Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
Polish Catholics, Seventh Day Adventists, Baptists, Old Believers and others, the echo of the 



Holocaust era could not be more powerful.  Delegitimizing one’s faith delegitimizes the 
person. 

 

  

 

Racial violence, including outright murder, against the Romani minority in Hungary, while not 
perpetrated by the government, has not been effectively addressed by the government either.  
When Szolt Bayer, a founding member of Fidesz, whose brutal anti-Semitic rhetoric has long 
been recognized and commented upon in European and Israeli media, wrote an editorial in the 
newspaper Magyar Hirlap (Jan. 5, 2013) in which he called “Gypsies” “cowardly, repulsive, 
noxious animals,” that are “unfit to live among people,” are “animals and behave like 
animals,” and incited action by calling for dealing with them “immediately, and by any means 
necessary,” it was not possible to miss the echo of the despicable propaganda campaigns of 
dehumanization that preceded the mass murder of the Jews of Europe, Hungarian Jews 
included.  Hungary’s Justice Minister made a statement critical of Bayer, but no legal action 
by the government followed.  Here was what we Americans would call a classic “wink and a 
nod” approach by the government.  Nor was the author of this vile incitement to violence 
expelled from Fidesz.  The party’s spokesperson also finessed the issue in a manner that has 
become all too common:  Szolt Bayer wrote the article as a journalist, not as a Fidesz party 
member, was the line taken.  The Prime Minister and leader of Fidesz remained silent, giving a 
clear sign that the views that had been expressed by Bayer were not unacceptable.  If there is 
one thing that the Holocaust teaches above all others, it is that silence empowers the 
perpetrator, empowers the hater; and when it is the head of government that is silent, silence 
messages assent and license to proceed. 

 

  

 

This pattern has unfortunately become the norm, perhaps giving answer to the question of 
whether it is maneuver or conviction that is determining the actions of the Hungarian 
government and Fidesz vis-a-vis the Holocaust. 

 

  

 

Assault on Memory of the Holocaust  



 

  

 

Is the history of the Holocaust secure in Hungary today?  Thus far, the government’s actions 
raise serious doubt. 

 

   

 

The Holocaust Memorial and Documentation Center (HDKE): Shortly after Fidesz returned to 
power, the government appointed new leadership at the Holocaust Memorial and 
Documentation Center.  Then, a series of proposals to change the permanent exhibition at the 
Center were made by Dr. Andras Levente Gal, the new Fidesz-appointed Hungarian State 
Secretary in the Ministry of Public Administration and Justice, which had governmental 
oversight of the Center.  Gal’s first proposal was to eliminate mention of Miklos Horthy’s 
alliance with Adolf Hitler and participation in the dismemberment of three neighboring 
states—Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia—as “irrelevant” to the Holocaust.  Yet, 
violation of the post-World War I national boundaries brought war in Europe, and war 
provided opportunity and cover for the mass murder of the Jews.  Moreover, it was precisely 
the Jews of the regions that Hitler restored to Hungary who were the first targets of the 
Hungarian gendarmerie and police as they drove to create a country “cleansed of Jews.”  Gal’s 
second proposal was to sanitize the record of Hungarian participation in the ghettoization and 
deportation of the country’s Jews and placed full blame for the destruction of Hungarian Jewry 
on Germany.  Word of the proposed changes leaked out, and there was strong international 
reaction.  Thus far the exhibition remains intact.  But much of the staff of the HDKE was fired, 
and budget allocations to the Center as late as last December left the staff that remained fearful 
that they, too, would be released.  Meanwhile, visitation to the Center has declined, and the 
lack of mandated Holocaust education in the school system has left the institution severely 
underutilized. 

 

  

 

Eventually, Andras Levente Gal left his position, and government officials noted that he was 
gone if the issue of changing the permanent exhibition at the HDKE was raised.  But Gal 
remains an insider, and at no point did the government, or Fidesz party spokespeople, or the 
Prime Minister publicly criticize or issue a rebuke of Mr. Gal’s attempt to distort and sanitize 
Holocaust history.  This left the impression publicly that what Mr. Gal had tried to do was fine 



in the eyes of the government and Fidesz, probably even inspired from above.  Gal simply had 
not succeeded in getting the job done. 

 

  

 

The Nyiro Affair:  A similar situation developed in the aftermath of the so-called Nyiro affair.  
Last spring, Speaker of the Hungarian National Assembly (Parliament) Laszlo Kover, who is a 
founding member of Fidesz, together with Hungarian State Secretary for Culture Geza Szocs, 
and Gabor Vona, the leader of  Jobbik, united to honor posthumously Jozsef Nyiro (1889-
1953), a Transylvanian-born writer and fascist ideologue, and member of Hungary’s wartime 
parliament from 1941 to 1945.  Nyiro served as Vice-chair of the Education Commission in 
the Arrow Cross regime of Ferenc Szalasi.  He was a member of the pro-Nazi National 
Association of Legislators, and was one of a group of legislators in the so-called “Arrow Cross 
Parliament” that left Budapest and fled the country together with Szalasi in the final days of 
the war.  Nyiro had been a popular writer of short stories and novels in the 1930s and 1940s, 
but he also characterized Joseph Goebbels as someone who “exudes intellect and genius.”  In 
parliament, Nyiro labeled the “discredited liberal Jewish heritage” the enemy of Hungary and, 
dispensing race hatred in all directions, called Hungarian marriages with non—ethnic-
Hungarians “mutt marriages” and “mule marriages.”  Nyiro was editor-in-chief of the 
newspaper Magyar Ero (“Hungarian Power”), whose editorials proclaimed that “Getting rid of 
the Jews is not a mere sign of the times, nor the agenda of a political party, but a unified and 
pressing demand of all nations that have recognized the Jewish threat and come to the 
conclusion that life without Jews is much better, much happier” (Magyar Ero, Nov.6, 1942). 

 

  

 

Nyiro passed away in Franco’s Spain.  The plan developed by Kovler, Szocs and Vona was to 
rebury Nyiro’s ashes in Transylvania, while attempting to whip up nationalistic sentiment 
among the ethnic Hungarian minority there through an elaborate official funerary procession 
that would wend its way by train from the Hungarian border to Nyiro’s birthplace, Odorheiu 
Secuiesc (Szekelyudvarhely), some 200 miles inside Romania and close to the easternmost 
demarcation line of the Romanian territory awarded to Hungary by Nazi Germany in 1940.  In 
the end, the Romanian government protested, there was no train, but the Hungarian officials I 
have mentioned still participated in an “unofficial” burial ceremony, following which Kover, 
accompanied by Szolt Bayer, stayed on in Romania for the purpose of visiting with the ethnic 
Hungarian (and Szekler) communities in Transylvania.  Diplomatically, the incident was not 
quite the equivalent of Admiral Horthy astride his white horse leading the Hungarian army into 
the regions of Transylvania given him by Adolf Hitler, as happened in 1940.  But 



symbolically, this was the intent. 

 

  

 

How did the Fidesz government deal with this incident?  Speaker Kover personally was 
unrepentant.  He labeled the Romanian Government’s action to prevent the reburial plan 
“uncivilized,” “paranoid,” and “hysterical,” and he called on the Hungarian ethnic minority in 
Transylvania to “press the books of Nyiro into the hands of their children” so that “a new 
generation of Nyiros” would be raised there.  He responded to criticism by Elie Wiesel by 
claiming that he was honoring Nyiro the writer, not Nyiro the politician.  Moreover, wrote 
Kover, Nyiro was neither a war criminal, nor a fascist, nor anti-Semitic, for if he had been, 
how could one explain the fact that the Allies did not put him on trial after the war or extradite 
him to Hungary in response to requests by the by-then Communist government of the country?  
Pushing back by laying blame on others in this manner has become a frequent tool in the 
Hungarian government’s responses to criticism of its actions.  The Prime Minister, for 
example, responded to a letter from a Member of the US House of Representatives (Hon. 
Joseph Crowley, 14th Dist., NY) by laying blame for the rise of anti-Semitism in Hungary on a 
US-based web site (kuruc.info), the implication being that the Hungarian government could do 
nothing until the United States dealt with its First Amendment “problem.”  Meanwhile, Laszlo 
Kover has remained Speaker of the Hungarian parliament, and recently proclaimed his eternal 
solidarity with Szolt Bayer (see above) at Bayer’s 50th birthday celebration.   

 

  

 

As in the case of Andras Levente Gal, neither Fidesz nor the Hungarian government, nor the 
Prime Minister himself, took any action to criticize publicly or disassociate themselves from 
what Kover and Szocs had attempted.  Quite the contrary.  The detailed “Communications 
Guidelines to Counter Accusations of Antisemitism” that was sent to Hungarian diplomats 
abroad following the Nyiro affair instructed the government’s representatives to stress that 
Speaker Kover participated in the memorial ceremony for Nyiro “in his private capacity,” not 
as Speaker of the National Assembly, and that Nyiro’s record should be appraised based on his 
literary merits, not his political activity.  In other words, the government was comfortable 
seeking to gloss over Nyiro’s involvement in a regime that perpetrated the Holocaust.  The 
government’s talking points failed to mention that the Hungarian Parliament had spent 6 
million forints (over $25,000) on preparations for the reburial, or that Speaker Kover’s web 
site had announced his planned trip to Romania as an official visit.  As for Szocs, after some 
delay he left office.  His departure is noted by government representatives when inquiries are 
made, but there has been no government statement linking his departure to the Nyiro affair or 



indicating that he was fired. 

 

  

 

Anti-Semites in the National Curriculum:  Nyiro’s name and legacy became issues again in 
connection with a review and proposed revision of Hungary’s national public school 
curriculum that was initiated by the Fidesz government and is being carried out by the 
Ministry of National Resources.  The government has proposed to include among the interwar 
authors whose works it is recommended teachers present to their students Jozsef Nyiro 
(novels), Albert Wass (children’s tales), and Deszo Szabo, among others.  The guidelines in 
the National Curriculum provide no assistance to help teachers provide contextual information 
about these writers—including information about their political activities that might help 
teachers decide whether and how to teach about them.  I have already discussed Nyiro.  Let me 
introduce Deszo Szabo and Albert Wass, without attempting to evaluate the literary merits of 
their prose.  Deszo Szabo wrote, “Jews are the most serious and the most deadly enemy of 
Hungarians.  The Jewish question is a life and death question for Hungarians—a question that 
is linked to every aspect of Hungarian life and the Hungarian future” (“Antiszemitizmus,” 
Virradat [Dawn], Jan. 21, 1921); and two months later, after designating Judaism “a tribal 
superstition exalted as a religion,” concluded “In the interest of human progress, the barbarian, 
murderous memories of dark, primeval centuries [that is, the Jews—PAS] must be 
exterminated” (“1848 marcius 15,” Virradat, Mar. 16, 1921).  Albert Wass, like Nyiro born in 
Transylvania, was convicted by the Romanian government of war crimes during his service in 
the Hungarian army, including complicity in the documented murder of two Jews and two 
Romanians in Hungarian-administered Transylvania during World War II.  This did not 
prevent the incoming President of Hungary, Fidesz Deputy President Pal Schmitt from quoting 
Wass in his inaugural address in 2011. 

 

  

 

In addition to the inclusion of problematic figures such as these, each of whom either fostered 
anti-Semitism or participated politically or militarily in regime-sponsored murder, the draft 
National Curriculum also stresses the country’s territorial losses after World War I as 
Hungary’s singular national tragedy, while suggesting equivalency with lesser significance 
between the Holocaust and Hungarian military losses on the Don River (Stalingrad) during 
World War II.  Equating the loss of military forces to an enemy in battle with the systematic, 
racially inspired murder of civilian men, women and children who are citizens of one’s own 
country, solely because they are of different religion or ethnicity, of course makes no sense, 



unless motivated by prejudice and intended to reinforce prejudice. 

 

  

 

Finally, while some information relating to Jewish history and the contributions of Jews to 
Hungarian intellectual, cultural, and economic life were included in the new National 
Curriculum approved at the end of 2012, the information fell short of the subject matter 
suggested by a consortium of Hungarian Jewish organizations.  In a classic case of the 
government seeking to have it both ways, directing students’ attention to the likes of Nyiro, 
Szabo and Wass will likely undercut any positive effect of the new material reflecting 
positively on Jews, unless the latter is considerably expanded.  Hungarian Jewish organizations 
have petitioned the government to remove these “anti-Semites” from the curriculum, but thus 
far the reply has been negative;  indeed, it has been a more rigorous coordinated defense of the 
three “writers.” 

 

  

 

The tactic of seeking to divert attention elsewhere to deflect criticism has been mobilized on 
the curriculum issue.  Government spokespeople have responded to criticism from the United 
States, for example, by pointing out that Henry Ford, Charles Lindbergh, and Ezra Pound are 
included in American high school curricula, despite their demonstrable anti-Semitism. At this 
point, downplaying the significance of anti-Semitism as a factor to be considered, undermining 
understanding of the contributions of Hungarian Jewry to Hungarian national life, while 
trivializing and relativizing the significance of the Holocaust have been codified as elements of 
the Hungarian educational system that the Fidesz government has designed. 

 

  

 

Rehabilitation of Holocaust Perpetrators:  Hand in hand with attempts to whitewash 
Hungarian collaboration and complicity during the Holocaust, hand in hand with efforts to 
justify Hungary’s alliance with Nazi Germany, has gone a growing effort to rehabilitate the 
murderers.  See Nyilas operative Nyiro as a writer who deserves to be honored as a national 
icon, not as a fascist.  See Albert Wass as a writer of children’s tales, not as a convicted war 
criminal.  In this context, it is hardly surprising that we are witnessing the attempted 
rehabilitation of Admiral Horthy himself.  Several towns have erected statues or placed 



plaques on buildings in his honor (e.g., in Kereki and Debrecen).  Placing an equestrian statue 
of the Regent on Budapest’s Castle Hill has also been discussed.  In other localities, streets, 
parks and public squares now bear his name (e.g., in Gyomro). 

 

  

 

When asked to take action to halt the de facto rehabilitation of Hungary’s anti-Semitic interwar 
and wartime leader, during whose tenure as Regent a half million Hungarian Jews were killed, 
the Hungarian government responds evasively.  The government is not seeking to rehabilitate 
Horthy, goes the standard line, but it is important to realize that Horthy is a “controversial” 
figure.  Foreign Minister Janos Martonyi, responding to a joint letter addressed by the 
American Jewish Committee, B’Nai B’rith, and our Museum to Prime Minister Orban, 
adopted precisely this approach, stating, on the one hand, “that the Hungarian Government has 
no intention to rehabilitate Regent Horthy,” but qualifying the assurance with a reminder that 
“there is no consensus of opinion about his legacy” (Martonyi letter of July 18, 2012).  Implicit 
in such a response is that the government’s approach could change if a consensus favorable to 
Horthy develops.  Meanwhile, the government has taken advantage of the situation, and in the 
process added its weight to a more positive evaluation of Horthy, by playing to nationalist and 
populist sentiments, seeking to purge Horthy’s record as a Hitler ally, and glorifying the 
restoration of Hungary’s “lost territories” that Horthy was able to achieve, if only for a few 
years.  The government has not taken serious steps to research and more rigorously evaluate 
Horthy’s record.  It has certainly not placed equal emphasis on his record of anti-Semitism and 
complicity in the murder of the country’s Jews.  Nor has it sought to defuse tensions with 
Hungary’s neighbors by tempering the country’s fixation on the so-called “lost territories”—
territories that today are parts of Austria, Slovakia, Ukraine, Romania, Croatia, and Serbia.   

 

  

 

Indeed, rather than assuming the responsibility of government to clarify issues of historical and 
political significance, Fidesz and the Hungarian government have thrown up a smokescreen to 
further confuse the Horthy issue by allowing—perhaps encouraging—people who speak for or 
represent Fidesz and the Hungarian Government to suggest that the fact that Horthy was not 
put on trial by allied authorities after the war is sufficient to indicate that Horthy’s record was 
clean (Author’s conversation with Tamas Fellegi, December 3, 2012).  This tactic of shifting 
“responsibility” for the problem abroad, as we saw with the Nyiro case and regarding the 
kuruc.info web site, has become routine.  But it hardly suffices to cleanse the reputation of 
Miklos Horthy, who could write with pride to his Prime Minister in 1940, “I have been an anti-
Semite my whole life,” and to Adolf Hitler in May 1943, “The measures that I have imposed 



have, in practice, deprived the Jews of any opportunity to practice their damaging influence on 
public life in this country” (Miklos Sinai and Laszlo Szucs, Horthy Miklós titkos iratai [Miklos 
Horthy’s Secret Correspondence], Budapest, 1965, pp. 262 and 392).  Given his lifelong 
record of anti-Semitism and his complicity in the murder of the Jews of Hungary, the attempt 
to rehabilitate Miklos Horthy, or to condone his elevation even to the status of someone whose 
reputation is “controversial,” might reasonably be considered a manifestation of anti-Semitism.     

 

  

 

The government has labeled the statues, streets and other Horthy monuments that have 
appeared around the country local initiatives which the national government has no way to 
prevent.  The fact that the Fidesz government has an overwhelming parliamentary majority, 
has promulgated a new national constitution, and has recently passed dramatic new 
constitutional amendments that limit the power of the Constitutional Court to review the 
content of legislation, obviates the credibility of such assertions. 

 

  

 

* 

 

  

 

In short, the history of the Holocaust is under assault in Hungary and the rehabilitation of some 
of the people responsible for the murder of 600,000 of the country’s Jews during the Holocaust 
is well under way.  An atmosphere has been created in which it is understood that anti-Semitic 
and anti-Romani discourse, and even intimidation and violence, will not elicit effective 
government action to alter the situation.  The government and people perceived to be closely 
tied to it may, in some cases, issue after-the-fact statements condemning anti-Semitic or anti-
Romani discourse and deed.  But they are just as likely not to do so, thus messaging clearly 
that such expression and activity is, in fact, acceptable.  The participation of Fidesz members 
and government officials in activities that further inflame the toxic atmosphere is clear.  Such 
behavior requires swift and public censure, including disavowal and censure by the Prime 
Minister himself.  But this has not happened.  Government spokespeople assert that the 
problem is Jobbik, but neither they nor the Prime Minister have thus far forcefully and publicly 



condemned Jobbik as outside the boundaries of what is acceptable in a democratic society. 

 

  

 

Nor have the leaders of Fidesz distanced their party unequivocally from Jobbik.  When a party 
member or spokesperson makes a stronger statement of condemnation of Jobbik, or takes a 
clearly critical position vis-à-vis a manifestation of anti-Semitism or trivialization or 
obfuscation of the Holocaust, the statement is very frequently qualified, almost immediately, 
as a personal opinion, not a governmental or party opinion.  Thus, when Antal Rogan, leader 
of the Fidesz faction in parliament, spoke out against Jobbik at a public demonstration in front 
of the parliament building on December 2, following an inflammatory speech by Jobbik MP 
and Vice Chairman of the parliamentary Foreign Affairs Committee Marton Gyongyosi, who 
proposed that lists of Jews be kept because Jews represented a national security risk, Fidesz 
representatives pointed out the following day that Rogan had been speaking in his personal 
capacity, not on behalf of the party.  A similar occurrence took place in Washington on 
February 27, 2013, when Tamas Fellegi, a confidant of Prime Minister Orban, testified in these 
august halls before a subcommittee of the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on 
Foreign Affairs, at a hearing on “Antisemitism: A Growing Threat to All Faiths.” Mr. Fellegi 
took up defense of the Hungarian government by stating that while Jobbik is “an openly anti-
Semitic party,” “[t]here is a clear line of demarcation between Jobbik, and the center-right 
government and all other mainstream parties.”  He delivered a lengthy and forceful defense of 
the Prime Minister’s party and performance in the first and second Orban administrations.  But 
when, perhaps to impress his independence of opinion on his listeners, he allowed that the 
“infamous commentaries of [Fidesz member] Szolt Bayer” could be “deemed as racist,” and 
stated opposition to the “rehabilitation of the historic period of Admiral Horthy,” he 
immediately made it clear that these were only his personal views.     

 

  

 

A Way Forward? 

 

  

 

The issue that must be addressed, given the record I have described, is how to find a way 
forward in combatting anti-Semitism and ensuring Holocaust remembrance and education in 



Hungary.  Every criticism, explicit or implicit, in this testimony has been intended to identify a 
problem that can be solved, not to induce despair or the sense that the problems cannot be 
solved.  It is important to remember that Hungarian society emerged from communist 
dictatorship less than 25 years ago.  It is important to remember that Fidesz was, at its origin, a 
democratic movement in a totalitarian era.  And it is important to recall that it was the current 
Prime Minister, Mr. Orban, who during his first administration established Hungary’s national 
Holocaust Commemoration Day and laid the foundation for establishment of the Holocaust 
Memorial and Documentation Center in Budapest.  Thus the potential for sensitivity to the 
dangers inherent in anti-Semitism and distortion or trivialization of the Holocaust exists.  

 

  

 

And yet, in today’s Hungary it was possible for a female member of parliament to be shouted 
down and ridiculed by MPs from both Jobbik and Fidesz, when she questioned the wisdom of 
rehabilitating Miklos Horthy and members of the Arrow Cross (Hungarian National Assembly, 
May 29, 2012).  It was possible for Jobbik’s Marton Gyongyosi to suggest in the parliamentary 
chamber that Jews were a national security risk, and to experience no formal censure, only 
belated criticism by the government, followed by refusal of the state prosecutor to pursue legal 
sanctions that had been requested by the Jewish community (Hungarian National Assembly, 
November 27, 2012).  It is possible for Magyar Garda units to continue to assemble and 
march, to intimidate Jews and Roma, despite a formal legal ban.  It is possible for incremental 
rehabilitation to be under way for political figures who aligned the country with Adolf Hitler; 
participated in the disruption of peace in Europe and the murder of 600,000 Hungarian Jews 
and thousands of Romani; adopted policies that resulted in hundreds of thousands of 
Hungarian military casualties; and, ultimately, bore responsibility for policies that led to the 
occupation of the country by Soviet military forces and led to 45 years of communist 
dictatorship.  It is even possible for the legacy of such people to be labeled “controversial” by 
Fidesz and Hungarian government spokespeople.  

 

  

 

In 2012, three major Holocaust-related monuments in Budapest—the Holocaust Memorial and 
Documentation Center, the memorial statue honoring Raoul Wallenberg, and the iconic bronze 
shoes on the banks of the Danube which memorialize the 10,000 or more Jews shot into the 
river during the final months of the war—were vandalized. A 2012 survey by the Anti-
Defamation League identified Hungary as the European country where anti-Semitic attitudes 
are most widespread. 

 



  

 

Under circumstances such as these, we believe that it is the responsibility of the Prime 
Minister to lead and the government to take remedial action, not to equivocate, excuse, deflect, 
seek to divert attention elsewhere, or lobby.  The Hungarian government, by virtue of its 
overwhelming parliamentary majority, is able to act, and for precisely this reason bears 
responsibility for what is or is not done vis-à-vis manifestations of anti-Semitism and 
Holocaust issues. 

 

  

 

To be fair, the government has taken some steps of potential significance in the right direction 
in recent months.  In November, Parliament passed a ban on the naming of public institutions 
or spaces after individuals who played a role in establishing or sustaining “totalitarian political 
regimes” in the 20th century.  In December, the Government provided supplemental funding to 
the Holocaust Memorial and Documentation Center to permit the Center to keep its doors open 
and pay its staff through the remainder of the current fiscal year.  A week after the incident and 
in the wake of a major public demonstration on December 2 to protest Jobbik MP Gyongyosi’s 
suggestion that name lists of the country’s Jews be created, Prime Minister Orban finally 
criticized Gyongyosi’s remarks as “unworthy of Hungary.”  Later in the month, the Speaker of 
the Hungarian Parliament was given authority to censure and potentially exclude from the 
chamber and fine MPs who used hate speech during parliamentary sessions.  The government 
has also established a Hungarian Holocaust 2014 Memorial Committee, under auspices of the 
Prime Minister’s Office, to plan commemorative events for the 70th anniversary of the mass 
deportation and murder of Hungarian Jewry. 

 

  

 

The actual impact of each of these steps, however, remains to be seen.  It is unclear whether 
Hungary’s wartime governments, those under the authority of Miklos Horthy as well as the 
government headed by Ferenc Szalasi, will be considered to fall under the rubric of 
“totalitarian political regimes.”  The Horthy statues and memorial plaques and spaces remain 
in place, even though the new law stipulates that existing memorials within the purview of the 
law were to have been removed by January 1, 2013.  The Holocaust Memorial and 
Documentation Center, while open, remains severely underutilized and unable to pursue much 
of the educational mission for which it was created.  While he did criticize Gyongyosi’s 



speech, albeit belatedly, Prime Minister Orban has yet to clearly draw a line that definitively 
separates Fidesz from Jobbik.  Nor has he publicly censured or repudiated members of Fidesz, 
such as Szolt Bayer, who engage in distasteful and incendiary racist and anti-Semitic 
discourse.  It remains to be seen whether the Speaker’s new authority actually will be put to 
use to control anti-Semitic and anti-Romani discourse in parliament.  The activities to be 
undertaken by the 2014 Memorial Committee remain to be defined.  Whether or not they 
effectively reduce anti-Semitic manifestations in Hungary and clarify for the country’s 
population issues that today are deemed “controversial,” relating to Hungary’s wartime 
governments and the Holocaust, will be the only true measures of the significance of the 
current government’s action. 

 

  

 

Moreover, the steps that the Government has taken, even if all implemented and effective, in 
our view will not suffice to address the full range of issues relating to anti-Semitism and the 
Holocaust that confront the country.  The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum has 
engaged in broad-ranging consultations with organizations in the United States with which we 
regularly work, with members of Prime Minister Orban’s staff, with other members of the 
Hungarian Government, including Ambassador Gyorgy Szapary, who represents his 
government in Washington, and with NGO leaders, representatives of the Hungarian Jewish 
community, and representatives of mainstream opposition political parties in Hungary.  Based 
on these consultations and our own experience, in December we recommended the following 
to the Prime Minister’s Office: 

 

  

 

a)  Establish and appoint a state-sponsored International Commission of Scholars to prepare a 
definitive report on the history of the Holocaust in Hungary, including the history of anti-
Semitism in the country, and to make recommendations to the Government regarding future 
Holocaust memorialization, education and research activities.  The Museum has provided the 
Prime Minister’s Office with information regarding the establishment and organization of such 
commissions in other European countries.  While the placement within the government of 
responsibility for organizational, administrative, and financial support for such a commission 
is clearly to be determined by the Hungarian government, following appointment of the 
Hungarian Holocaust 2014 Memorial Committee, under auspices of the Office of the Prime 
Minister, we have further suggested that the International Commission of Scholars be 
established under the same auspices.  The two-year time frame established for the Memorial 
Committee would coincide very well in practical terms with the time needed for preparation of 



a thorough report by the International Commission of Scholars. 

 

  

 

b)  Enact legislation (or amend existing legislation) to prevent the creation of monuments to, 
naming of streets or other public sites in memory of, or otherwise honoring individuals 
(including but not limited to Regent Miklos Horthy) who played significant roles in the 
Holocaust-era wartime governments of Hungary.  Clarify the inclusion of these governments 
in the November 2012 law regarding individuals involved in Hungary’s 20th century 
“totalitarian political regimes.” 

 

  

 

c)  Mandate in the Hungarian secondary school curriculum that every student in the country 
visit the Holocaust Memorial and Documentation Center in an organized class visit during 
his/her final four years of high school education.  This would require the provision of 
subsidized transportation for students and teachers for day trips to and from Budapest; 
enhancement of staff and management at the Center; and the provision of additional space to 
the Center for student briefings and post-visit discussions (potentially a rented nearby 
apartment retrofitted as classroom/meeting room space).  The initiative would finally and 
effectively capitalize on the investment that Hungary has already made in creating the Center. 

 

  

 

d)  Ensure that the Speaker of the Parliament consistently applies the recently established 
authority of the Speaker to censure, suspend, and fine MPs for expressions of racist and anti-
Semitic views, or use of other forms of hate speech.  In addition, we recommend that such 
censure be publicly announced, through official statements by the Office of the Speaker issued 
to the media. 

 

  

 



e)  Institute a policy of censure by the Office of the Prime Minister of ranking members of 
government ministries who participate, in either public or "private" capacity, in activities that 
are likely to reinforce racist, anti-Semitic or anti-Romani prejudices or that appear to 
rehabilitate the reputations of individuals who participated in the wartime governments of 
Hungary.  Such censure should be publicly announced through official statements issued by 
the Office of the Prime Minister to the media. 

 

  

 

f)  Issue to the media an unequivocal statement by the Prime Minister clearly defining the 
racist and extremist views expressed by Jobbik as lying outside the boundaries of acceptable 
discourse in a democratic society and totally unacceptable within the Prime Minister’s own 
political party, Fidesz.  Members of the Prime Minister’s party who express similar views 
should be publicly reprimanded. 

 

  

 

Our Museum has confirmed to the Hungarian Government that we stand ready to be helpful.  
We have offered to host here in Washington one of the plenary meetings of the proposed 
International Commission of Scholars that would be required to enable members to complete 
the drafting, debate and discussion of a comprehensive Commission report.  We believe that 
the actions we have suggested would help to reverse the dangerous downward cycle which 
appears to define events in Hungary today.  In just a few weeks, Museum Director Bloomfield 
and I will be participating in the dedication of a new permanent exhibition at the Mauthausen 
Camp Memorial (KZ-Gedenkstatte Mauthausen) in Austria.  Late in the war, thousands of 
Hungarian Jews who had been selected for labor in Auschwitz were “transferred” to 
Mauthausen.  Many perished during death marches that stretched between the two camps.  
Most of those who reached Mauthausen perished there.  In the shadow of that history, Director 
Bloomfield and I have offered to travel to Budapest following the Mauthausen dedication 
ceremony to meet with Prime Minister Orban and those to whom he has entrusted 
responsibility for dealing constructively with Holocaust issues and combatting manifestations 
of anti-Semitism.  We are hopeful that we will receive a positive response. 

 

  

 



In the meantime, the Museum has planned a number of scholarly activities for the coming year 
that will sustain focus on Hungary and secure the historical record regarding what happened 
there during the Holocaust.  In April, we will publish, in partnership with Northwestern 
University Press, a three-volume encyclopedia, edited by Professor Randolph Braham of the 
City University of New York, that provides information—county by county, town by town, 
village by village—on the pre-Holocaust Jewish community of Hungary and the events of the 
Holocaust in each respective community.  Professor Braham, who is a survivor of the 
notorious Hungarian Jewish labor battalions established by the Horthy regime, is the world’s 
leading expert on this history.  Later during the year, we will publish a document collection on 
The Holocaust in Hungary as part of our archival studies series “Documenting Life and 
Destruction.”  And in March of next year, on the 70th anniversary of the beginning of 
deportations of Hungarian Jewry to Auschwitz, we will host at the Museum a major 
international conference on the Holocaust in Hungary.  When first proposing to the Hungarian 
government the establishment of an International Commission of Scholars on the Holocaust in 
Hungary, I had hoped that a plenary session of the Commission might coincide with and be 
coordinated with this conference.  Timely action to establish a Commission might still allow 
for a degree of coordination. 

 

  

 

Conclusion 

 

  

 

Today’s hearing is focused on the trajectory of democracy and the danger of extremism—in 
the form of racism, anti-Semitism, and Holocaust trivialization—in Hungary.  I have described 
trends that potentially undermine the safety of Jews, Roma, and other minorities in Hungary 
and that threaten the ability of Hungarians to come to grips with the truth regarding the 
Holocaust—a national tragedy of a different era.  Democracy and memory:  I want to stress 
that these two concerns are interrelated.  Undermine democracy, and the rights of human 
beings deemed to be “different” are easily violated.  The Hungary of World War II provided an 
extreme example.  And misrepresenting the tragedies of one’s national past—trivializing them, 
relativizing them, or failing to clarify issues of fact when they become “controversial” or are 
distorted for political purpose—forces those in power to subvert democratic practice, to 
control the media, manipulate electoral mechanisms, and adopt increasingly extreme 
“populist” and jingoist stances, in the hope of staying in power permanently—an outcome that 



is only available in dictatorships, never in democracies. 

 

  

 

I know that lobbyists are not seen in every instance in a favorable light. But I appear today on 
behalf of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum as a lobbyist for the truth, a lobbyist 
for 600,000 Hungarian Jews and thousands of Hungarian Romani who cannot be here.  Their 
lives were snuffed out due to the decisions, prejudices and failures of their country’s 
leadership—Miklos Horthy, Ferenc Szalasi, and numerous other political and military leaders, 
fascist “writers” like Nyiro, Szabo, and Wass—and those who collaborated or were directly 
complicit in acts of theft, deportation and murder. 

 

  

 

Will Hungary become a source of instability in Europe, this time in the heart of the European 
Union, as it was in the late 1930s?  Will ethnic and religious minorities, including a Jewish 
community of 80-100,000 souls remain free of harassment and safe there?  Will this country, 
which was once home to a Jewish population that numbered over 800,000, trivialize memory 
of the Holocaust and lead a revival of anti-Semitic sentiment in Europe?  Are contemporary 
developments appropriate for a state that is a member of the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), a member of the European Union, and a member of NATO? 

 

  

 

I will restrict my response to my assigned topic and expertise—the Holocaust and anti-
Semitism. Some weeks ago, Hungary volunteered to assume the chair of the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance in 2015.  Given the current situation, which I have 
endeavored to describe, this would be inappropriate and an insult to the living and desecration 
of the memory of the dead.  Ultimately, of course, the decision will be taken by the state 
members of the IHRA, in all likelihood based on more practical and political considerations.  
But I would hope that before any decision is taken, including by our own representatives at the 
IHRA, the Hungarian Government will alter the approaches that it has taken in addressing 
anti-Semitism and Holocaust issues in Hungary, adopt the suggestions our Museum has made, 
and guide Hungary—a country with much to be proud of in its history—onto a path that is 
admired and praised rather than scorned and criticized.  Representatives of Fidesz and the 



Hungarian Government with whom I have spoken frequently complain that their missteps are 
always criticized, while their positive actions are never commended.  I for one, and the 
institution I represent here, commit to praise when positive steps are taken. 

 

  

 

I began these remarks by citing philosopher George Santayana.  I would like to conclude by 
quoting our Museum’s Founding Chairman and Nobel Laureate Elie Wiesel, who was sent to 
the ghetto by Hungarian gendarmes and deported with his family to Auschwitz while Miklos 
Horthy served as Regent of Hungary. “There may be times when we are powerless to prevent 
injustice,” wrote Wiesel, “but there must never be a time when we fail to protest.”  I hope that 
my testimony today is sufficient protest to stimulate action.  On another occasion, Elie Wiesel 
declared, “If anything can, it is memory that will save humanity.”  Securing the memory of the 
Holocaust in Hungary is essential. 

 

  

 

Mr. Chairman, I request that my written statement be included in the record in full. 

 

 

 


