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Eurosceptics, whose opposition to the European Union is often portrayed as a cultural 
crime. Ancient anti-democratic claims about the gullibility, ignorance and irratio-
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of people who vote the wrong way. 
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of Hungary, this book explores contrasting attitudes towards national sovereignty, 
popular sovereignty, the question of tradition, and the past that are the main drivers 
of the Culture War in Europe. 
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 In recent years I have become concerned about the development of an anti-populist 
cultural  zeitgeist  in Western societies. Such sentiments are particularly infl uential 
within the media and cultural and educational establishments. These institutions 
have adopted the habit of applying the populist label to movements and groups 
whose values contradict their own. Populism is not used as a neutral term of 
description: it conveys the connotation of moral inferiority. Narratives about popu-
lism also often suggest that these movements are dangerous, extreme, and a threat to 
a democratic society. 

 In Europe the anti-populist narrative is frequently directed at Eurosceptics, whose 
opposition to the European Union (EU) is often portrayed as a cultural crime. Old 
oligarchical claims about the gullibility, ignorance, and irrationality of the masses, 
which were originally formulated in Ancient Greece, are frequently recycled through 
the anti-populist condemnation of people who vote ‘the wrong way’. During my 
discussions with educated supporters of the EU, I have often found myself having to 
defend citizens who voted for Brexit from the charge of racism or fascism. 

 Disappointment with the capacity of the people to vote the right way has led 
to the publication of a spate of anti-populist literature that questions the value of 
democracy itself. 1  Such sentiments gained considerable force after Britain’s vote 
for Brexit and especially after the election of Donald Trump as President of the 
United States. That so many commentators appeared to be so selective about their 
commitment to democracy indicates that one of the most fundamental values of 
an enlightened and open society is the danger of losing its moral authority. So 
although the media’s attention is focused on the supposed threat posed by populist 
movements, I have drawn the conclusion that the anti-populist reaction to them, 
represents a far greater menace to democratic politics. 

 My concern about the anti-populist turn of Western elite culture was reinforced 
by the way that my country of birth – Hungary – has been portrayed in the media. 

 PREFACE 



Preface vii

Hungary has become one of the favourite targets of anti-populist currents in Western 
Europe. To try to make sense of the tensions that have erupted between the leaders of 
the EU – particularly the European Commission – and the Hungarian government, I 
undertook a study of the key issues at stake in this dispute. As I explain in this book, 
these tensions are the international refl ection of the cultural confl icts that often occur 
within the domestic sphere between populist and anti-populist interests. 

 I have found this book a diffi cult one to write. Despite my attachment to the 
political values of popular sovereignty, secular humanism, freedom of speech, and 
freedom of movement, I have found myself defending a nationalist, Christian con-
servative government from criticisms that I consider to be manifestly unfair. Though 
many of Hungary’s critics perceive themselves as ‘liberal’, their anti-populist senti-
ments are characteristically illiberal and disturbingly intolerant. They often come 
across as latter-day cultural imperialists who feel that they have the right to impose 
their values on Hungarian society and who have no inhibitions about lecturing 
Hungarians on how to live their lives. They do not seem to realize that the problems 
facing Hungarian society will be only resolved through the efforts of its people, not 
by foreign advocacy organizations meddling in the affairs of an independent sover-
eign nation. 

 During my stay in Budapest it became evident to me that many Hungarians 
do not understand why their political culture is condemned with such hostility 
by sections of the Western media. They are often surprised to discover that what 
they perceive as their ‘old-fashioned’ ways are sometimes regarded as anathema by 
foreign observers. I hope this book helps them to gain insight into the dynamics 
of what is, in many ways, a confusing confl ict over the values that give meaning to 
people’s lives. At the same time I hope that my Western readers will fi nd this book 
useful for gaining an insight into the cultural values that motivate the behaviour of 
their Eastern neighbours. Cultural tensions between West and East Europe refract 
confl icts that also lie deep within Western societies. 

 The current Culture War against populism is often focused around different 
conceptions of history: the meaning of the past and its relevance for today. While 
in Budapest, I enjoyed the hospitality of the Institution for the Research on Eastern 
and Central European History and Society. The head of this institute, the eminent 
Hungarian historian Dr Mária Schmidt, strongly supported my attempt to formu-
late my ideas about the politics of memory in the Hungarian context. 

 A grant from the Arthur Koestler Research Programme greatly assisted the 
research that I carried out for this book. I am grateful to the institute’s archivist 
Orsolya Büki for directing me towards important Hungarian sources that helped me 
clarify my confusions. Dr Vanessa Pupavac of Nottingham University helped me 
understand how the European Commission’s attitude towards Hungary is paralleled 
by its imperious behaviour in the Balkans. 

 Note 

 1 See for example Brenan, J. (2016)  Against Democracy , Princeton University Press: Princeton. 
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 In recent years I have become interested in, and concerned about, the growing tendency 
to invoke the word ‘populism’ as a shorthand for morally condemning a signifi cant sec-
tion of the European electorate. Mainstream politicians and commentators invariably 
use the term to convey the idea that they are referring to people who are irrational, 
uneducated, likely to be Eurosceptic, and nationalist. According to this caricature, they 
are emotionally prejudiced and probably racist and xenophobic, if not borderline fas-
cists. Other qualities associated with the populist mindset are a disposition towards 
religiosity, nationalism, traditionalism, and conventional ‘out of date’ lifestyles. In the 
language of their post-modern, post-traditional, and post-national critics, they are 
not ‘aware’, ‘emotionally literate’, or ‘cosmopolitan’. Leaders of the EU, such as Jean-
Claude Juncker, the President of the European Commission (EC), appear to believe 
that the fi ght against populism is akin to an obligation to wage a holy war. When 
Juncker declares that ‘we have to fi ght nationalism’ and ‘block the avenue of populism’, 
he frequently evokes memories associated with the good fi ght against fascism. 1  

 The pathology of populism is not only diagnosed as an individual malady or 
defect, but also as one that affl icts communities and nations. In recent years, Hun-
gary has sometimes been depicted as a pariah nation, whose government promotes 
the worst form of extreme populism. Anyone perusing the European press would 
quickly gain the impression that Hungary is in the throes of an authoritarian popu-
list revolution. Advocates of European federalism continually lecture Hungarians 
for allegedly violating European values and for showing a fl agrant disrespect for 
democracy. One British journalist writing in the  Financial Times  claims that, given 
its numerous misdeeds and xenophobic behaviour, if Hungary applied to join the 
EU today it would not be granted membership. The journalist noted that, ‘since 
taking power in 2010, Prime Minister Orbán has compromised judicial indepen-
dence and restricted media freedom while openly declaring his intention to emulate 
the authoritarian practices of states like Russia and China.’ 2  

 INTRODUCTION 

  



2 Introduction

 At times, criticism of Hungary is directed not simply at its government, but at 
an ungrateful people who appear to be incorrigibly nationalistic and racist. During 
the European migration crisis, the entire Hungarian nation came under scrutiny for 
its government’s refusal to open its borders to the fl ow of migrants. Reading about 
this issue in the Western press, it was diffi cult to be sure whether they were recycling 
stories about the horrors of the Nazi era or describing events today. Robert Fisk, a 
correspondent for  The Independent , likened the Hungarian authorities’ policing of 
crowds of migrants to Nazis shepherding their victims onto a train to Auschwitz. 
He noted: 

 Funny how the old memory buds don’t kick in at this point. For just 71 years 
ago, the Hungarian police were forcing tens of thousands of Jews on to trains 
out of Budapest, desperate to get them to Auschwitz on time. Adolf Eich-
mann was setting the rules. 3  

 The sudden and unexpected reappearance of Adolf Eichmann on the streets of 
twenty-fi rst-century Budapest is an increasingly acceptable rhetorical fl ourish in 
the crusade against populism. What is particularly disturbing about Fisk’s polemic 
against Hungary is its demonization of the entire Hungarian people. ‘And don’t 
think that Hungarians were unwilling tools of Germany’s march into Hungary 
towards the end of the war.’ he wrote, just in case you missed his point. 

 At times, Fisk appears as a modern-day personifi cation of Kurtz in Joseph Con-
rad’s novel,  Heart of Darkness . At the start of Conrad’s novel, Kurtz believes he can 
help primitive Africans to see the light and become civilized. However, he soon 
abandons this project and sees only depravity and darkness. Perhaps a few years ago, 
Fisk also believed that the much-damaged and, in his words, ‘politically unrecon-
structed’ nations of Eastern Europe could be educated to become worthy members 
of the EU. He laments that, ‘I always thought we were a bit too quick to open our 
arms to them.’ But now ‘we are beginning to discover what the Hungarian state 
looks like’ – that is, we see the heart of darkness that is Hungary. Without a hint of 
irony, this journalist condemns Hungarians for their racism, and in doing so, fails to 
refl ect on how he himself dehumanizes this people. 

 In all likelihood, Kurtz really believed what he saw – and I have no reason to 
doubt the integrity of critics of Hungary’s populism. Many of them genuinely 
regard supporters of what they call ‘populist movements’ as, at best, deluded and 
miseducated, and at worst anti-immigrant and racist. In my discussions with sup-
porters of European federalism, I have become convinced that they sincerely believe 
that Hungary no longer has a free press, that its democracy is a sham, and that basic 
freedoms are under threat. 

 One of the reasons why I wrote   Populism and the Culture Wars in Europe   was to 
refl ect on how a clash of values has led to a polarized perception of reality. The politi-
cization of culture contains the potential for expressing confl icts and problems in a 
form that is diffi cult to resolve. As the sociologist Donald Black explains, ‘culture is 
a zero-sum game’, and for that reason can rarely be resolved through a compromise. 4  
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It often appears that cultural confl icts provoke far more visceral reactions than those 
produced by ideological disputes. Ideological differences on issues, such as the role of 
the welfare state or the free market, may be partially mediated through pragmatism 
and compromise. Values dominating cultural confl icts over issues like abortion, gay 
marriage, multiculturalism, national sovereignty – to name a few – are often far 
less susceptible to compromise than differences on social and economic matters. 
Confl icts over values touch on moral issues to do with good and evil, and in such 
conditions, the different parties of a debate are all too ready to ascribe the worst pos-
sible motives to one another. 

 In such circumstances, empathy is in short supply and the protagonists are far 
too ready to resort to the language of evil to describe each other. In this respect, the 
current Culture Wars over values resembles the religious wars that affl icted Europe 
in the early modern era. My main interest in writing this book is to explore those 
dimensions of the Culture Wars that help clarify the tension in Europe between the 
EU and populism. One reason why I focus on Hungary is because it is often cited as 
the heartland of the populist phenomenon and has been at the centre of this confl ict 
in Europe. In numerous polemics directed at populism, Hungary is depicted as the 
most extreme example of this political movement. For example, the journalist Jean 
Quatremer of the newspaper  Liberation  recently warned that Viktor Orbán’s populist 
model is ‘taking hold across the whole of Europe’. 5  Exploring the tension between 
the Western anti-populist worldview and what Quatremer called Hungary’s ‘popu-
list model’ provides a useful way of analysing the dynamic driving the confl ict of 
values that appears to dominate so much of public life. 

 My interest in writing this book was fi rst provoked by the desire to understand 
why Hungary has become the subject of so much international condemnation. 
As someone born in Hungary but raised in the West, I felt that I should use my 
sociological training to interpret possible acts of miscommunication between the 
two sides. I was particularly puzzled by the evident double standard that is often 
expressed through the criticisms of Hungary made by foreign observers. For exam-
ple, British journalists who condemned Hungary for refusing to allow migrants to 
enter their country rarely observed that there were very real parallels with the stand 
taken by their own government’s attitude towards migrants in Calais. Similarly, 
media reports highlighted the iniquity of Hungary building a fence on the border 
separating it from Serbia in order to stop the fl ow of migrants into the country. 
However, the reaction of the media was very different when Norway built a fence 
on the border with Russia to keep migrants out. The Western media’s reaction to 
the Baltic states – Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania – building a 250-mile fence along 
their eastern frontier was also strikingly different to their commentary on the Hun-
garian fence. The fence-building activities of these nations were judged according 
to a very different moral standard. 

 The application of this double standard was particularly striking in relation to 
the introduction of a series of laws in Hungary, in early January 2011, which were 
designed to increase the state’s control of the media. The introduction of this law led 
to the eruption of widespread indignation and criticism by EU leaders and foreign 
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politicians. The then President of the EU Commission, José Manuel Barroso, stated 
that the ‘freedom of the press is a sacred principle’ and warned that he would take 
up the matter with the Hungarian prime minister. Numerous non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and international bodies also condemned the new law. The 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) stated that the law 
‘endangers editorial independence and media pluralism’. 6  

 Speaking on the day that Hungary began its six-month presidency of the EU, 
Orbán fought back against his foreign critics. He accused them of practising a 
double standard, arguing: ‘I defy anyone to fi nd anything in our law that is not in 
other EU member states’ media laws.’ He indicated that he would be prepared to 
accept the EU’s ruling on the legality of the law, but also said that if Hungary’s 
legislation had to be changed, ‘so too would similar laws in France, Germany and 
the Netherlands’. 

 As a liberal free speech campaigner, I oppose the imposition of any form of 
censorship and the introduction of legal instruments to control and regulate the 
media, whether in Hungary or England. But while I regret the introduction of 
Hungary’s media law, Orbán had a point when he claimed that this law is not 
radically different from those in other parts of the EU. In recent years, freedom 
of speech in Europe has been compromised by a series of laws seeking to censor 
‘hate speech’, speech likely to cause distress, Holocaust denial, and ‘incitement to 
violence’. The Leveson Inquiry in the United Kingdom, leading to the expansion 
of press regulation, indicates that Hungary certainly does not have a monopoly on 
illiberal media laws. 

 The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) signifi cantly qualifi es the 
claim that the EU regards the freedom of speech and of the press as a ‘sacred prin-
ciple’. It states that ‘everyone has the right to freedom of expression’ without state 
interference, but then imposes important conditions on the exercise of this right. 
The ECHR notes: 

 The exercise of these freedoms, since it carries with it duties and responsibili-
ties, may be subject to such formalities, conditions, restrictions or penalties as 
are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic society, in the interests 
of national security, territorial integrity or public safety, for the prevention of 
disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, for the protection of 
the reputation or rights of others, for preventing the disclosure of information 
received in confidence, or for maintaining the authority and impartiality of 
the judiciary. 

 Many of these potential ‘conditions and restrictions’, such as ‘the protection of 
health or morals’, are not unlike the moral restraints imposed on the media by 
the Hungarian law. As one fi erce critic of the Orbán regime acknowledges, ‘it is 
largely the EU’s left-liberal political elites who have opened the door for Fidesz on 
the issue by introducing legislation that limits a free press and free speech in other 
countries.’ Peter Wilkin, despite his hostility to what he characterizes as Hungary’s 
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‘Road to Serfdom’, concedes that the Hungarian government’s claim that ‘they are 
merely following EU-wide norms’ is ‘defensible’. 7  

 Critics have also objected to the establishment of a highly centralized media 
authority that is charged with overseeing and regulating all public and news produc-
tion outlets. The launching of a state-run media surveillance authority, composed of 
political appointees, provided a powerful instrument for the control of the media. 
However, Hungary is not the only EU member state where employees of media 
supervisory authorities are government appointees. Austria, Sweden, the Nether-
lands, Ireland, and Denmark all have political appointees on their media regulatory 
bodies. 

 The enactment of Hungary’s new constitution, known as the New Hungar-
ian Fundamental Law, which came into force in January 2012, was condemned as 
a uniquely anti-democratic law that violated the elementary norm of separating 
religion and state. The new constitution came under fi re for its explicit affi rmation 
of Christian values, which, it claims, are historically essential for the preservation 
of the Hungarian nation. Anyone reviewing the objections made by international 
critics of Hungary’s allegedly anti-democratic and Christian constitution could be 
forgiven for concluding that religion is absent from the foundational laws of other 
European societies. Yet the Constitutions of numerous European countries, includ-
ing Greece, Bulgaria, and Ireland, make explicit references to their Christian faith. 
The Constitution of Malta boldly declares that Catholicism is its state religion, and 
the Danish Constitution notes that the Evangelical Lutheran Church is the Estab-
lished Church of Denmark. Although Norway is a secular society, the Church of 
Norway is mentioned in its Constitution; the United Kingdom has an unwritten 
Constitution that places the head of the state at the helm of the Anglican Church. 
It is worth mentioning in passing that despite all the fuss about its Christian Con-
stitution, Hungary, unlike some European nations, does not have a state or offi cial 
religion. 

 Hungary’s Fundamental Law does affi rm values that are traditional and conserva-
tive. It is also explicitly illiberal. However, contrary to the view expressed by many 
of its international critics, it is not anti-democratic. As the American political scien-
tist Laura Ymayo Tartakoff explained, ‘the new Constitution did not fundamentally 
change the existing structure of government. Hungary remains a unicameral parlia-
mentary republic, based on separation of powers and the protection of fundamental 
rights.’ 8  

 Critics of the Fundamental Law rarely acknowledge that it is the fi rst Hungarian 
Constitution to be enacted within a parliamentary framework after a free election. It is 
a constitution enacted by a government with an overwhelming democratic mandate. 
Moreover, the Western media simply overlooked the fact that the pre-Orbán Consti-
tution of Hungary lacked any democratic mandate: it was enacted on 20 August 1949 
as part of the consolidation of the Moscow-dominated Stalinist regime in Hungary. 
Opponents of the Fundamental Law did not think it odd that an undemocratically-
enacted Constitution imposed on Hungary by a former superpower should be 
considered morally superior to one based on a democratic mandate. 
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 Problem of language 

 In the course of researching and writing this book, I often found reliance on the 
conventional political vocabulary more of a hindrance than a help. Consequently, I 
have become convinced that far more attention needs to be paid to concepts such 
as ‘left’ and ‘right’, ‘neoliberal’, ‘liberal’, ‘political correctness’, and ‘populist’. In the 
specifi c context of the European Culture Wars, these concepts do little to clarify 
the issues at stake. 

 In the setting of Hungary, political debate is often described as a clash between 
the right-wing populist government of Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz and his ‘leftist’ and 
‘liberal’ opponents. Whatever these labels mean, they have little in common with 
the classical usage of these terms. The political outlook of Fidesz is best described 
as a synthesis of conservative nationalism and Christian democracy. Insofar as it 
seeks to address the people of Hungary, its politics contain an important plebe-
ian dimension. However, it does not share the hostility and suspicion that classical 
populism directs towards elites. Fidesz criticizes neoliberal and EU elites. But as 
one of Fidesz’s academic critics concedes, ‘even in its most populist phase the party 
refrained from condemning the entire elite and elements of elitist conservatism have 
never completely disappeared from the party’s discourse’. 9  Within the Hungarian 
vernacular, Fidesz is best described as a  polgári  party. In Hungarian, the word  polgári  
encompasses civil, citizen, and bourgeois; it is the middle-class  bourgeois-citizen  that 
constitutes the imagined audience for Fidesz. 

 One possible reason why foreign critics of Hungary fail to characterize the 
politics of the government accurately is that they rarely encounter traditional con-
servatives in their own societies. Many parties that are associated with conservatism 
in Western Europe, such as the British Tories or the German Christian Demo-
crats, have become estranged from the traditional values of their movement. In the 
1970s, they self-consciously promoted traditional conservative values and frequently 
argued for going ‘back to basics’: upholding the traditional family and affi rming 
religious morality and loyalty to nation. However, they found it diffi cult to promote 
these conservative values and win support for them. As a result of the setbacks suf-
fered in the Culture Wars of the 1960s, West European conservatives went on the 
defensive and became hesitant about arguing for traditional values. 10  Since that time, 
periodic attempts to relaunch the conservative project often concluded with the 
plea to get rid of the old ideological baggage and to modernize. 

 In contrast to Western conservatives, Hungary’s Fidesz government is unapolo-
getically traditional. Its celebration of religion, the traditional family, and patriotism 
echoes the narrative that European conservative parties actively promoted as late as 
the 1970s. Whereas in Western Europe conservatives are reluctant to call themselves 
right wing, their Eastern European counterparts have no inhibitions on this score. 

 The application of the terms left and liberal to capture the outlook of the Hun-
garian opposition is even more confusing. Since the regime change – the transition 
from the Soviet client regime in Hungary to an independent sovereign nation – 
during 1989–1990, parties described as liberal or left wing have adopted policies and 



Introduction 7

practices that, in the British context, could be described as a synthesis of Thatcherite 
and Blairite politics. Almost overnight, members of the previous governing Com-
munist Party re-emerged as unapologetic free-marketeers. Socialist politicians and 
governments were at the forefront of introducing an economic shock therapy that 
led to the privatization of the economy, mass unemployment, and the dismantling 
of the old Hungarian welfare state. The defi ning feature of those who are described, 
or self-identify, as liberals in Hungary is their uncritical internalization of the tech-
nocratic and elitist worldview of mainstream EU politics. They are no less intolerant 
than their political opponents. So when they were in government, they were as 
devoted to managing the media as the regimes that followed them. 

 The socialist government before the election of Fidesz in 2010, was a regime 
devoted to the practice of technocratic governance. Technocratic governance eschews 
classical political principles and seeks to legitimate itself on the basis of expertise 
and process. With the exception of the EU, technocratic governance rarely exists 
in a pure form. The EU has always suffered from a democratic defi cit, and its claim 
to legitimacy has relied on its claim to expert authority. On its own, technocratic 
governance lacks the capacity to motivate and inspire. It therefore relies on policies 
and ideals that are external to itself to retain credibility. From the tradition of the 
old right, technocratic governance has adopted market-oriented economics with 
its promise of future prosperity to justify its socio-economic programme. From the 
cultural left, it has internalized the ethos of anti-national, minority identity politics. 
During the fi rst two decades following regime change in Budapest, the EU’s free 
market policies, which ran in parallel with its minority identity politics, became 
assimilated by Hungarian parties who described themselves as left or liberal. 

 The usage of the term ‘populism’ to explain contemporary issues is especially 
devoid of conceptual clarity. In our time, populism is a term that anti-populists use 
to describe people they do not like. I have yet to come across a card-carrying popu-
list in any part of Europe, and when I ask people in Budapest about their populism 
they look bemused. One history undergraduate student explained to me that when 
‘you guys in the West call us populist, what you really mean is that we are a bunch 
of provincial hicks’. 

 The meaning of twenty-fi rst-century populism is fraught with diffi culty because 
its usage has been so heavily infl uenced by the anti-populist temper that dominates 
public language. In previous times, populism served as a form of self-designation, 
and people knowingly described themselves using this term. During the nine-
teenth century, the Narodniks in Russia, like the People’s Party in the United States 
took pride in their populist outlook. In the twenty-fi rst century, however, it is the 
advocates of anti-populism who defi ne their opponents as populist. The political 
scientist Ivan Krastev raised an important question when he asked ‘who decides 
which policies are “populist” and which are “sound”?’ 11  In the contemporary era, 
this decision has become the prerogative of a coterie of infl uential anti-populists. 

 In the twenty-fi rst century, the meaning of populism has been distorted through the 
tendency of its opponents to attribute a wide range of negative qualities to it. The aca-
demic literature on populism is typically hostile to its subject matter and often projects 
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values and attitudes on movements that its members would not recognize as their own. 
For example, a book on  The Politics of Fear  associates populist ‘EU-scepticism’ with a 
‘chauvinist, nativist view of “the people” and with an extreme right wing orienta-
tion.’ 12  While this coupling of extreme right-wing inclinations with Euroscepticism 
is no doubt an outcome of a genuine incomprehension of the phenomenon, it also 
distorts a reality where the aspiration for democracy and solidarity has disillusioned 
millions of people within the EU. 

 The mainstream academic literature on populism is characteristically anti-populist 
and, in some cases, tends to treat its subject matter with the kind of hostility that 
is usually directed at an enemy. For example, Abts and Rummens argue that the 
logic of populism violates ‘the symbolic framework that defi nes the political stage 
for democratic political struggles’, and they are ‘no longer ordinary adversaries, 
but  political enemies  who hold an incompatible view of the symbolic structure of 
the locus of power itself ’. They add ‘that it is important that populist parties, to 
the extent that they are inimical to democracy, should be revealed as such, treated 
accordingly and, if necessary, isolated from power’. 13  This representation of popu-
lism as an enemy that needs to be isolated explicitly seeks to quarantine society from 
its pernicious doctrines. 

 The tendency to pathologize populism is contested by a minority of scholars. 
Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser has noted that ‘many authors maintain that populism is 
fi rst and foremost a democratic disease or pathology’. 14  Ernesto Laclau’s study,  On 
Populist Reason , notes how the use of this concept has become integral to the deni-
gration of the masses. He wrote that central to the ‘strategies of the anti-populist 
onslaught’ is the attempt to render it abnormal and the construction of ‘an ascetic 
political universe from which its dangerous logics had to be excluded’. 15  

 However, what even critics of the demonization of populism rarely explore is 
the spectacular growth of the infl uence of a stand-alone anti-populist cultural script 
in recent decades. Hostility towards the  demos  has at every stage accompanied the 
historical emergence of democracy. The rise of mass politics since the nineteenth 
century has continually provoked the fear and hostility of the political establish-
ment. These old concerns have gained a new form in recent times as a result of the 
cultural confl icts that dominate public life in Western societies. In the current con-
text of the twenty-fi rst century’s Culture Wars, anti-populism is particularly hostile 
to the values that it attributes to its populist opponents. 

 One of the objectives of   Populism and the Culture Wars in Europe   is to explore 
the phenomenon of anti-populism – a powerful narrative that dominates the media 
landscape in Western societies. Anti-populism has constructed a culturally warped 
view of populism that casts a movement questioning the elite cultural consen-
sus in a negative light. According to this cultural script, populist movements are 
xenophobic, anti-democratic, and potentially threaten to bring back the totalitar-
ian era of the 1930s. The continual framing of populism as a budding-totalitarian 
movement that threatens to bring back the bad old days has become a recurrent 
theme in the Western media. Even religious fi gures have internalized the anti-populist 
cultural script. Pope Francis has not yet issued a papal bull against populism, but he 
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has warned that populism could lead to the election of ‘saviours’ who are similar 
to Hitler. He also echoed the anti-populist script when he stated, ‘the example of 
populism in the European sense of the word is Germany in 1933’. Here, the Pope 
did not merely compare today with the past and use the phrase ‘ like  1933’ – he went 
a step further and said populism ‘ is  Germany in 1933’. 16  When Pope Francis asserts 
that ‘populism is evil’, it becomes evident that the anti-populist cultural script pos-
sesses a highly charged moralistic character. 17  

 As the British sociologist Jennie Bristow has noted, sociology developed the 
concept of a cultural script to better understand how ‘culture is used’ in ‘framing 
how phenomena are understood’. 18  Hopefully this study will help clarify how the 
anti-populist cultural script fails to grasp the phenomenon that its purports to rep-
resent. As someone committed to the principle of popular sovereignty and freedom, 
what I offer is a radical democratic reading of the confl ict of values prevailing in 
Europe. My aim is to explore what I take to be the key themes in the cultural con-
fl ict between the sides. Through my focus on the Hungarian question, I hope to 
illuminate the wider underlying patterns that shape the confl ict of values through-
out the EU. As I try to explain, contrasting attitudes towards national sovereignty, 
popular sovereignty, and the questions of tradition and the past are the main drivers 
of the Culture Wars in Europe. 

 One fi nal point. Given the confusion that surrounds the usage of the term popu-
list, I use the term with hesitation. The  Oxford English Dictionary  defi nes populism as 
‘the policies or principles of any of various political parties which seek to represent 
the interests of ordinary people’. Though very general and ahistorical, this defi nition 
captures an important dimension of the populist impulse. The attempt to ‘represent 
the interests of ordinary people’ characterizes the stated aims of a wide variety of 
movements, who are often politically hostile to one another. In the current era, what 
distinguishes different movements labelled as populist is their rejection of Western 
elite culture and values. Despite the attempt to represent populist movements as a 
distinct political species, they have little in common, other than their hostility to the 
ideals and the political practices of the holders of power. Insofar as there is a com-
mon goal that distinguishes the Brexit voter and the supporter of Podemos from 
the parties of the oligarchy, it is an aspiration for solidarity and for community. So 
insofar as populism has a real existence, it refl ects this aspiration rather than a distinct 
political outlook. 

 Notes 
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 Throughout the Western world, values have become a focus of confl ict. Societies fi nd 
it diffi cult to establish a consensus on moral norms. Indeed the passions that were 
once devoted to settling ideological differences are today directed towards engaging 
in a confl ict over values. During the recent decades, all the major confl icts in soci-
ety have in one way or another been linked to disputes over cultural values. These 
so-called  Culture Wars  fi rst emerged in the United States in the 1960s. Acrimonious 
arguments about family life, the role of religion, sexuality, marriage, the end of life, 
and abortion indicate that there is little consensus on the fundamental values that 
guide human behaviour in American society. Confl icting attitudes towards cultural 
values escalated into a veritable war during the 2016 US presidential elections. 

 In recent times, the Culture Wars have also made their presence felt on the land-
scape of Europe. Here, controversy has focused on the role of religion, particularly 
Christianity and, lately, Islam; on the meaning of European culture; on multicul-
turalism; and on the value of national sentiment. The key issue that underlies all 
these different controversies is a confl ict over the status of national sovereignty and 
the nation state. The transnational outlook that pervades the institutions of the EU 
regards national sovereignty as an outdated and potentially disruptive ideal. Such dif-
ferences over values exist both within member states of the EU and across national 
boundaries, where they roughly correspond to the old division between East and 
West Europe. 

 That the Culture Wars have migrated across the Atlantic was vividly demon-
strated during a debate in the European Parliament in January 2012. The debate, 
titled ‘Recent Political Developments in Hungary’, 1  was organized as a response to 
concerns expressed by the EC that a variety of recently enacted Hungarian laws 
violated the values of the EU. The commission followed up its concerns by launch-
ing infringement proceedings against Hungary on three matters: the independence 
of the national central bank, the retirement age of judges, and the independence of 
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the data protection authority. Outwardly at least, this controversy appeared as a dis-
pute about relatively routine technical matters; but as the debate unfolded, it became 
evident that what motivated the main protagonists were different visions of values. 

 Before the scheduling of this debate, EU-phile commentators in the media and 
policymakers had singled out the Hungarian government and its recently enacted 
Constitution, the ‘Fundamental Law’, as representing a challenge to the secular, 
democratic, and liberal values of the EU. Frequently, this Constitution’s references 
to Hungary’s national and Christian traditions were portrayed as dangerous senti-
ments that threatened to unleash the resurgence of the xenophobic nationalism the 
EU believed it had left behind in the 1940s. 

 José Manuel Barroso, the then president of the EC, set the tone when he intro-
duced the debate. He characterized his differences with the actions of the Hungarian 
government as an ‘extremely sensitive matter, where I believe we have to be clear on 
values’. Barroso did not clarify what values were at stake, and he was anything but 
clear on this issue. However, the implication of his statement was that the Hungar-
ian laws and Constitution violated European values. 

 Hungary’s prime minister, Viktor Orbán, responded to Barroso by insisting that 
the new Constitution and the subsequent measures enacted by his government 
‘took place on the basis of European values and principles’. He went out of his 
way to reiterate his government’s adherence to European values and concluded 
his remarks with the words, ‘I ask you to continue to support in the future, in the 
spirit of European values, the major transformation and restructuring that we are 
in the process of completing in Hungary.’ 2  Implicit in his statement was the view 
that there was more than one version of the meaning of European values, and that 
respecting the right of different nations to interpret them in line with their own 
traditions was one of them. 

 During the course of the debate that followed the initial remarks, it became 
evident that, despite a common rhetorical affi rmation of European values, there was 
a fundamental difference in the way they were interpreted. Speaker after speaker 
condemned the Hungarian government for its supposed violation of European 
values. The Flemish Belgian politician, Guy Verhofstadt, leader of the Group of 
the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe, took the fl oor to denounce 
the Hungarian government’s alleged violation of European values. He warned that 
what was at issue in the debate were not trivial technical issues but the fundamental 
principles on which the EU was constructed. He stated: 

 What is necessary here is not a debate on technical issues, as we had at the begin-
ning of the year. This is about checking the conformity of the [Hungarian] 
constitution and cardinal laws with the European values that are enshrined in 
Article 2 of the Treaty: democracy, the rule of law, freedom of religion, freedom 
of expression and so on. 

 Verhofstadt demanded that the EU’s Committee on Civil Rights, Justice and Home 
Affairs draw up a report investigating the actions of the Hungarian government to 



Who decides Europe’s values? 13

fi nd out whether ‘there exists a clear risk or a serious breach of our values’. His use 
of the term ‘our values’ conveyed the implication that they were likely to be dif-
ferent than ‘theirs’. 

 The oddity of the demand that a member state of the EU – a sovereign nation – 
should have its values policed was left unremarked. What this call for value – policing 
suggested was that the EU’s highly acclaimed celebration of the principle of diver-
sity did not apply to different orientations to values and moral norms across national 
boundaries. Tolerance for the diversity of values – which has been historically a 
central feature of liberal thought – was clearly not seen as important by those calling 
for the monitoring of values in Hungary. 

 Some of the criticisms directed against Orbán were couched in a language that 
was less restrained than the legalistic jargon used by Verhofstadt. Daniel Cohn-
Bendit of the Greens-European Free Alliance condemned the direction taken by 
Hungary and lectured Orbán that ‘we are here to tell you that you are going in the 
direction of Hugo Chavez, Fidel Castro, and all the other totalitarian authoritarian 
governments’. Orbán’s response to the charge that Hungary was travelling down a 
totalitarian route was to declare that his values were no less European than those of 
his detractors. 

 From Orbán’s perspective, the traditionalist system of values promoted by his 
government were rooted in the historical legacy of European cultural norms. He 
argued that: 

 Our ideals are undoubtedly Christian and based on personal responsibility; we 
find national sentiment to be an important and positive thing, and we believe 
that families are the foundations of the future. It may be that a great many 
people believe otherwise, but that makes our position no less a European one. 
It may be that with this we are in a minority in Europe, but this position is no 
less a European position, and we are free to represent this conviction. 

 In defence of his argument, Orbán pointed to the former French foreign minister 
Robert Schuman, considered to be one of the founding fathers of the EU, who 
stated ‘there will either be a Christian democracy in Europe or there will be no 
democracy at all’. 

 What was signifi cant about Orbán’s response to the criticism levelled against 
his government was the emphasis that he attached to the politics of culture. ‘We 
Hungarians believe that what makes Europe Europe is its culture’, he stated. The 
implication of Orbán’s statement was that his government stood for a system of cul-
tural norms that, though they contradicted the values of his opponents, were rooted 
in Europe’s historical tradition. 

 Orbán’s affi rmation of traditional Christian values provoked respondents to 
claim that his approach violated the spirit of the modern values of pluralism and 
diversity. Verhofstadt indicated that the Hungarian Constitution was antithetical to 
European values such as ‘democracy, the rule of law, the freedom of religion, the 
freedom of expression, equality also’. Some of Orbán’s critics went a step further 
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and insisted that Christianity was entirely alien to the values of the EU. Taking 
this sceptical approach to religion, the French Member of the European Parliament 
(MEP), Marie-Christine Vergiat, representing the Left Bloc, asserted that ‘European 
values are not Christian values’. She claimed that ‘European values are freedom of 
conscience, freedom to believe in a religion of one’s choice, freedom to believe or 
not believe’. 

 Vergiat’s disassociation of European values from Christianity expresses the politi-
cal sentiment that is integral to the outlook of the secular liberal and leftist post-war 
tradition. However, it should be noted that this outlook has never monopolized the 
prevailing defi nition of European values, and it certainly runs counter to the way it 
was perceived by the advocates of European integration in the past. Schuman, who 
is proclaimed as one of the ‘Founding Fathers’ of European integration, was in no 
doubt about the foundational role of Christianity for this project. In 1958 he pro-
claimed that, ‘we are called to bethink ourselves of the Christian basics of Europe by 
forming a democratic model of governance which through reconciliation develops 
into a “community of peoples” in freedom, equality, solidarity and peace and which 
is deeply rooted in Christian basic values.’ 3  Even Jacques Delors, the former presi-
dent of the EC, spoke in July 2011 of the ‘Europe of values’, in whose Constitution 
‘Catholicism, or rather Christianity more generally, played a major role’. 4  

 However, by the time Delors made his statement, the political interests associated 
with EU integration had become reluctant to explicitly associate their values with 
Christianity or, for that matter, with many of the historical traditions associated with 
the legacy of Europe. In response to this anti-traditional European federalist politi-
cal culture, Delors observed that ‘today we have hidden our shared values’. As an 
example he pointed to the Lisbon Treaty drawn up in 2007, in which ‘several heads 
of governments refused to have these roots alluded to’. He added that ‘this is very 
sad, because we need to know where we have come from’. 

 Confusion – or indeed, a fundamental disagreement – about the legacy of 
Europe and the values that defi ne it transcends the 2012 debate between Orbán 
and the MEPs hostile to the policies adopted by his government. It was evident that 
whatever the EU meant, it was not a community of shared values. The debate also 
revealed that the confl ict of values was far more polarizing than differences over 
economic or social policies. As we shall outline in the chapters to follow, the not-
so-silent Culture War sweeping Europe has become the focus for some of the most 
important disputes in the current era. 

 The manner in which the 2012 debate was represented in the West European 
media illustrated the heightened sense of tension that surrounds confl icts over val-
ues. An article titled ‘Hungary in the Crossfi re; Orbán Lashes Out at Critics in 
European Parliament’, carried by the German  Spiegel Online , condemned Orbán’s 
speech as a ‘nationalist tirade’, 5  stating that Orbán ‘came across as pugnacious, dog-
matic and unforgiving’. The British  Guardian  predicted that because of his speech 
 ‘ Hungary PM Viktor Orbán faces EU backlash over new policies’. 6  Other media 
outlets cast Orbán into the role of an authoritarian demagogue and characterized 
Hungary as the EU’s pariah state. As one columnist for the Canadian  Globe and 
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Mail , writing a ‘Letter on Freedom to Hungary’s Viktor Orbán’, asserted, ‘you run a 
country that has become a pariah of the European Union’. 7  

 One of the few Western media outlets that attempted to stand back and offer a 
more dispassionate account of the debate was the British  Financial Times . In a live 
blog on the debate, its blogger noted that ‘although there were some fi reworks, they 
mostly came from MEPs on the ideological left and not from Orbán himself, who 
sat through the entire session and remained decorous throughout.’ The reporter added 
that ‘after enduring more than three hours of criticism and complaint, Orbán kept 
his cool in his closing’. 8  

 The rhetoric of alarm conveyed by the media is itself sociologically signifi cant.  
 The claims that Orbán launched into a ‘nationalist tirade’ during the course of the 
debate are diffi cult to reconcile with the minutes of the proceedings. However, the 
rhetoric of condemnation was in all likelihood genuinely felt. Why? Because from 
the standpoint of the EU’s cosmopolitan political culture, the mere hint of a posi-
tive orientation towards religious or national traditions was likely to be perceived 
as out of step with the culture of the new Europe. The passions and hostility that 
Orbán’s statement incited amongst his detractors in the European Parliament and 
sections of the media were motivated by a genuine conviction that the Hungarian 
government represented a threat to what, for a lack of better expression, can be 
characterized as the EU way of life. 

 Confl icts over culture are noisy and intemperate, and many Western advocates of 
the EU’s anti-national and federalist approach regard Orbán and his government as 
a unique threat to their project. As the Hungarian MEP György Schöpfl in pointed 
out, ‘There seems to be a well-established view in some parts of the European Com-
mission that Hungary under its Fidesz government has become a tiresome member 
state, that it is constantly breaking the formal and the informal rules of EU mem-
bership’. Schöpfl in remarked that ‘this attitude seems so deeply engrained that in the 
eyes of some, it no longer needs any proof, but has become a starting assumption’. 9  

 The Romanian Social Democratic MEP Ioan Enciu was one of the few of Orbán’s 
critics to point explicitly to the cause of their dislike of the Hungarian government. 
He stated that ‘from the very moment it came to power, the Hungarian government 
has been persisting in promoting policies that confl ict with European law and have 
a strong nationalist-populist aspect’. From the standpoint of the political class that 
dominates the EU, the terms ‘nationalist’ and ‘populist’ represent maladies that affl ict 
public life. For them, the mere mention of these terms alludes to a political culture 
that is antithetical to values and practices considered legitimate in Brussels. 

 The Culture Wars in perspective 

 The way that the EU political class uses the terms ‘nationalist’ and ‘populist’ has 
little to do with the original meaning of the terms. According to its anti-populist 
cultural script, nationalism is the natural companion of xenophobia. It is frequently 
suggested that it serves as the point of departure for the kind of aggressive national-
ism that characterized the violent racist movements of the interwar era. Although 
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the EU political class justifi es its anti-nationalist rhetoric by pointing to the dangers 
of racist xenophobic movements and constantly harks back to the rise of the Nazis 
during the Weimar Republic, it is actually hostile to any form of national or patri-
otic sentiment. It regards people’s identifi cation with their nation as a regrettable 
act of prejudice. Its federalist inclination directs it to adopt a posture of animosity 
towards the ideal of national sovereignty. 

 The leadership of the EU regards the principle of national sovereignty as the 
driver of Euroscepticism and, therefore, as a threat to the integrity of its institutions. 
Speaking in this vein, Herman van Rompuy, the then president of the EU Council, 
told a Berlin audience in November 2010 that ‘Euroscepticism leads to war’, and 
concluded his speech with the rallying cry, ‘we have to fi ght the danger of the new 
Euroscepticism’. 10  The claim that Euroscepticism represented an incitement to war 
was linked to the assertion that such an outlook inevitably encouraged the revival of 
the aggressive nationalism of the interwar era. In this speech, van Rompuy reasserted 
the argument that advocacy of nationalism is dangerous and national sovereignty 
is a ‘lie’. 

 Hostility towards populism is underpinned by the concern that it appeals directly 
to the public and that its aim to mobilize the masses undermines the EU and its 
elitist institutions. These institutions are based on insulating decision-makers from 
direct public pressure so as to allow them to act in accordance with the advice from 
their experts. As Bulgarian political scientist Ivan Krastev observed, at the ‘heart of 
the confl ict’ is ‘the clash between liberal rationalism embodied by EU institutions 
and the populist revolt against the unaccountability of the elites’. 11  In the context of 
European political life, hostility towards the unaccountability of the elites frequently 
assumes the form of Euroscepticism – consequently, governments, and movements 
that express views and policies which may be construed as nationalist, populist, or 
Eurosceptic are likely to be condemned by the EU political class. 

 In this polarized landscape, any criticism of substance directed at the EU is 
automatically dismissed as a threat to the stability of the institutional order. In an 
interesting aside, the social anthropologist Maryon Macdonald, who conducted 
interviews with EU civil servants in Brussels, observed that there were real limits 
to the kind of criticisms that could be raised with them. A serious critic of the EU 
courted condemnation for being, by defi nition, a right-wing extremist. Macdonald 
wrote that, ‘since the 1970s especially, it has become increasingly diffi cult in Europe 
to criticize the EU without appearing to be some lunatic right-wing fascist, racist 
or nationalist, the one often eliding with the other, or simply the parochial idiot 
of Little Britain.’ 12  The power of this rhetoric of condemnation has, until relatively 
recently, been quite successful in silencing many potential critics. 

 East European nations anxious to join the EU understood that acceptance of 
this institution’s anti-nationalist and anti-populist values was a non-negotiable part 
of the deal. As one account of the Europeanization of these former members of 
the Soviet bloc argues, East European political parties were instructed to model 
their behaviour on the  modus vivendi  of the Western cousins. If they had to form 
coalition governments, they were ‘expected to forge enduring partnerships and 
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avoid alliances with extremists, Euro-sceptics, and ex-authoritarians’. 13  This form of 
political conditionality placed parties under pressure to act in accordance with the 
EU consensus. According to one study, in Hungary, ‘EU pressure over-rode the piv-
otal cleavage pitting “traditionalists” against “westernisers” and apparently ‘stifl ed’ 
an incipient confl ict of cultural values. 14  

 Domestic debates on the values that would defi ne Hungarian society in the 
future were to some extent suspended in order to ensure that there were no political 
obstacles to becoming a member state of the EU. It was widely recognized that the 
precondition for former member states of the Soviet bloc to gain entry into the EU 
was the acceptance of a cultural script produced in Brussels. 

 Back in the early 1990s, during the period of negotiations regarding the terms of 
membership, Hungary was assigned the role of a student facing an examination on 
its capacity to understand and practise European values. The ‘Copenhagen Criteria’ 
outlined procedures that candidate countries to the EU had to meet before they 
could become members. These ‘approval procedures’ meant that candidate coun-
tries had to abide by the terms outlined by the European Council in Copenhagen 
in 1993. One criterion was the willingness of the candidate state to accept and 
promote European values. 

 The document outlining the Copenhagen criteria stated that ‘any European 
country may apply for membership if it respects the democratic values of the EU 
and is committed to promoting them’. 15  Unfortunately, this vague and abstract 
reference to ‘democratic values’ lacked clarity and practical meaning. Since the rhet-
oric of democratic values is used by a wide variety of actors, from the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea to the United States, its meaning is open to different 
interpretations. In  practice the implication conveyed to would-be members of 
the EU was that they would have to endorse uncritically and abide by the political 
 culture promoted and practised by the different institutions of the EU. 

 During the 1990s, all the East European candidate states went out of their way to 
demonstrate that they fully accepted the Copenhagen criteria and, by implication, 
the political authority of the EU. In the case of Hungary, virtually the entire political 
class signalled its willingness to be ‘Europeanized’. The April 1994 memorandum 
accompanying Hungary’s application for EU membership stated that joining this 
institution was a ‘historical necessity’ for ‘which there is no real alternative’. 16  The 
EC welcomed this response and drew attention to a statement made by Hungary’s 
President Árpád Göncz that endorsed ‘Hungarian commitment to an ever closer 
political Union’. 17  

 A document outlining Hungary’s readiness to meet all the conditions for mem-
bership of the EU prepared by this nation’s government in 1998 claimed that its 
political institutions had become fully Europeanized. It boasted that Hungary’s 
‘parliamentary parties mirrored the legacy of European political culture’. The doc-
ument also implied that Hungary’s political system worked in accordance with the 
political values of the EU and pointedly noted that in neither the elections of 1990 
nor those of 1994 did an extreme right-wing or left-wing party gain representation 
in Parliament. 18  
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 The social consensus adopted by the political leaders of Hungary in the late 
1990s was based on the conviction that there was no alternative to an unquestioned 
acceptance of EU value-conditionality. At the time and subsequently, this consensus 
around the acceptance of EU conditionality was characterized as a triumph for 
liberal values. However, the procedure violated one very important principle of 
liberalism, which was the right to choose between alternatives. Neither the ‘take 
it or leave it’ terms offered by the EU nor the policies of the newly emergent East 
European political elites offered much of a choice to their citizens. Instead the pop-
ulation was informed that the policies and values adopted to meet the Copenhagen 
criteria were not so much good but necessary. Krastev observed that there was little 
opportunity for the people of East Europe to express reservation or disagreement 
with the integration process. He wrote that: 

 The transition period was marked by excessive elite control over political pro-
cesses and by a fear of mass politics. The accession of the Central and Eastern 
European countries to the EU virtually institutionalized elite hegemony over 
the democratic process. 19  

 At the time, many East European Governments and politicians looked to their close 
association with the West in general and the EU in particular to legitimate their 
authority. For a relatively brief period of time, the politics of Europeanization kept 
domestic cleavages and dissidence in check. But by the turn of the twenty-fi rst 
century, disappointment with the promise of regime change and Europeanization 
provided a fertile terrain for the fl ourishing of political opposition. Although criti-
cism and opposition to the hegemony of the Westernizing transnational elite took 
different forms, it assumed a particularly polarizing dimension in the domain of 
culture. From the turn of the twenty-fi rst century onwards, advocates of Western 
transnational values of the EU had to compete with those promoted by advocates 
of Hungarian nationalism and traditionalism. 

 Weak normative power of the EU 

 Since the 2012 exchange in the European Parliament discussed earlier, the debate on 
cultural values between the advocates of a federalist EU and the Orbán government 
have become even more polarized. As far as Orbán’s old opponent Guy Verhofstadt 
is concerned, Hungary, and for that matter Poland, are beyond the pale. ‘The sad 
reality is that, were they to apply for EU membership today, neither Hungary nor 
Poland would be admitted,’ he warned in April 2016. 20  His sentiment is widely 
shared by pro-EU ideologues and intellectuals who regard the values advocated by 
the Hungarian government as a fundamental challenge to those of the EU. 

 Some critics of the Hungarian government go so far as to claim that it represents 
an existential threat to the EU. For example, Peter Wilkin of Brunel University has 
asserted that the policies of the Orbán regime call into question the legitimacy of 
the EU and therefore represents a threat to its integrity. 21  The German political 
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scientist Jan-Werner Müller, who regularly exhorts the EU to punish Hungary 
for its supposed transgressions, warned that ‘inaction over Hungary and Poland has 
undermined the elite’s ability to preach “shared European values”’. 22  Critics of 
Hungary and, more recently, of Poland, often use an ethnocentric language that 
condemns not merely these nations’ governments but also their people. For example 
Jakob Augstein, the editor of the German weekly  Freitag , has argued for the exclu-
sion of Poland from the EU on the grounds that this nation, like those of others in 
East Europe, are on the wrong side of the Culture War. Augstein argued that ‘the 
western values of liberalism, tolerance, equality confront the eastern lack of values – 
racism, ignorance, bigotry’. 23  

 Müller, unlike many critics of populism, has recognized that what is at stake is 
a confl ict over values; he is particularly concerned with what he perceives as the 
‘diminishing’ of the EU’s ‘normative’ power. 24  However, what Müller overlooks 
is that the EU’s normative power has always been conspicuously feeble, and that 
the actions of the Hungarian and Polish governments merely draw attention to 
a long-standing problem. In a sense, the very public assertion of the principle of 
national sovereignty by these governments has created an ‘Emperor Has No Clothes’ 
situation. 

 Since the end of the Second World War, supporters of European federalism 
have always been concerned about the weak normative foundation on which their 
project rested. From the 1950s onwards, the advocates of European integration 
and unifi cation have tended to be more comfortable with promoting an economic 
justifi cation for their cause than in attempting to win support for an explicit sys-
tem of shared values. Throughout its history, the project of European unifi cation 
gained respect and support for the economic and, to a lesser extent, geopolitical 
advantages that it offered. Institutions such as the old European Economic Com-
munity (EEC) took some of the credit for the continent’s economic recovery in 
the post-Second World War era. The close cooperation of West European nations, 
particularly France and West Germany, were also seen as helpful for maintaining the 
(sometimes precarious) balance of power during the Cold War. 

 The problem of providing a normative foundation for the European project 
was evident to many leading advocates of the European federalist project. Their 
response in the 1950s and 1960s was to avoid an explicit engagement with the 
domain of values. Instead, they opted to side-step this issue. The main arguments 
for European unifi cation stressed its contribution to the promotion of economic 
prosperity and the provision of security in the face of the Cold War. Until the 
1970s, the viability of this approach was underwritten by the post-war boom, an 
unprecedented era of economic prosperity. The EEC, established in 1958, took the 
credit for the improved material conditions of Western European societies, and 
throughout the 1960s, its moral authority was rarely tested. 

 European transnational institutions were also the progeny of the Cold War. The 
heightened geopolitical tension during the 1950s and 1960s helped to strengthen 
the EEC’s claim that it was essential for the maintenance of security. The launch-
ing of the EU in 1993 continued with the tradition of depoliticizing values-related 
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issues and adopting a form of technocratic governance that relied on the claim that 
it played a vital role in the maintenance of economic prosperity. 

 In the context of the Cold War and relative economic security, the project of 
European unifi cation faced relatively little pressure to justify itself in normative 
terms. Consequently, the capacity of its normative power to infl uence developments 
were rarely tested. Until the mid-1970s, the EEC’s leaders adhered to the conviction 
that the benefi ts of economic cooperation would eventually encourage the people 
of Europe to identify politically with the federalist project. 

 However in the 1970s, advocates of the European project realized that reliance 
on economics alone was not enough – the formulation of a normative foundation 
on which the authority of their institution rested had to be addressed. Their calls for 
a ‘new narrative for Europe’ were motivated by the realization that the EU could no 
longer count on the Cold War to legitimize its standing indefi nitely. Nor could it 
forever rely on the stabilizing infl uence of economic prosperity to retain the passive 
support of the public for its institutions. 

 Linking the fortunes of the project of European unity with the economic sta-
bility and wellbeing of member states became increasingly problematic from 1973 
onwards. The economic crisis of 1973 indicated to the leadership of the EEC that 
it was necessary to fi nd some kind of explicitly political or cultural justifi cation for 
its existence. The leadership of the EEC responded by attempting to mobilize the 
resources of culture in an effort to win hearts and minds. 25  

 Since the 1970s, a series of recurrent economic crises has forced the EU to 
try to supplement its economic authority with a series of cultural initiatives. The 
EU-sponsored report  The Spiritual and Cultural Dimension of Europe  of October 
2004 recognized that with the end of the Cold War, economics must still con-
tinue to play an important role in legitimating the authority of the EU. Its 
‘Concluding Remarks’, penned by Kurt Biedenkopf, Bronislaw Geremek, and 
Krzysztof Michalski, stated: 

 As memories of the Second World War faded and the risk of conflict between 
the Atlantic Alliance and the Soviet Union receded, the transformation of the 
EEC into the European Community, and finally into the European Union, 
pushed the Union’s economic goals ever more to the fore. Economic growth, 
improvement in living standards, extending and enhancing systems of social 
protection, and rounding off the common market assumed a priority. 26  

 However, although this report emphasized the importance of economic growth for 
underwriting the authority of the EU, it also recognized that something else was 
needed to endow this institution with legitimacy. 

 The report concluded that the principal challenge facing the EU was a politi-
cal one, and that the viability of the project of unifi cation therefore depended on 
its ability to establish a political foundation for its authority. It warned that the 
‘internal cohesion that is necessary for the European Union’ cannot be provided by 
‘economic forces alone’: 
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 It is no coincidence that economic integration is not enough to drive Euro-
pean political reform. Economic integration simply does not, of itself, lead to 
political integration because markets cannot produce a politically resilient sol-
idarity. Solidarity – a genuine sense of civic community – is vital because the 
competition that dominates the marketplace gives rise to powerful centrifugal 
forces. Markets may create the economic basis of a polity and are thereby an 
indispensable condition of its political constitution. But they cannot on their 
own produce political integration and provide a constitutive infrastructure 
for the Union. The original expectation, that the political unity of the EU 
would be a consequence of the European common market has proven to be 
illusory. 27  

 In pointing out the limits of economics for maintaining and developing the politi-
cal unity of the EU, the authors of this report echoed the pithy statement made 
previously by Jacques Delors, former president of the EC, who noted in his essay, 
‘Our Europe’, that ‘nobody falls in love with a growth rate’. 

 A report published by the EU in 2013 titled  New Narrative for Europe , and the 
publication  Mind and Body of Europe: New Narrative , explicitly recognized that 
the end of the Cold War represented a challenge to the standing and relevance 
of the EU. The Luxembourg MEP and prominent advocate of the EU, Viviane 
Reding, stated that: 

 In recent years, the experiences of war, of totalitarian regimes and the Cold 
War have gradually lost their immediacy in the eyes of the general public, 
which is to say that those horrors are losing their legitimising force. More 
and more Europeans regard the experiences of the 20th century – rightly 
or wrongly – as a thing of the past. The alarming results of the most recent 
European elections are proof of this trend: the fact that 25 % of the European 
electorate voted for extremist and anti-European parties shows that they must 
have somehow ‘forgotten’ the reasons for which the European Union was 
built. This presents a particular challenge for a new narrative for future Euro-
pean integration. It needs to give ‘heart and soul’ to Europe and help prevent 
people from repeating the mistakes of the past as citizens are increasingly 
swayed by dangerous, populist rabble-rouser. 28  

 The call for a new narrative for European unity was motivated by the under-
standing that the EU could no longer rely on the passive acquiescence of the 
European public, and that the practice of technocratic governance needed to 
be supplemented by a political narrative that could capture the imagination of 
citizens. But since values that could legitimate the EU cannot simply be plucked 
out of thin air, fi nding the ‘heart and soul’ of Europe proved to be a constantly 
elusive quest. 

 At the time Barroso, the president of the EC, argued that the era of passive acqui-
escence or what he called ‘implicit consent’ had to be replaced by a more explicit 
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engagement with public life. He informed his audience at the State of the Union 
conference in May 2013: 

 We are at a point in time when European integration must be pursued openly, 
transparently and with the explicit support of the citizens of Europe. The 
times of European integration by implicit consent of citizens are over. Europe 
has to be ever more democratic. Europe’s democratic legitimacy and account-
ability must keep pace with its increased role and power. 29  

 For Barroso, the concept of implicit consent implied a state of affairs where Euro-
pean institutions were spared the task of having to gain the endorsement of the 
public as its legitimate authority. Barroso’s statement on the end of implicit consent 
raised the question of how to inspire people to adopt a more explicit identifi cation 
with the EU. Unfortunately the answer that the EU leadership offered to this ques-
tion was not, as Barroso suggested, more democracy – rather, it was the use of the 
public relations practice of rebranding the EU through a ‘new narrative’. 

 Rendering values explicit 

 Barroso’s statement regarding the EU’s legitimacy defi cit indicated that the ques-
tion of European values was far more problematic than he implied in his January 
2012 exchange with Viktor Orbán. Barroso was in no doubt that ‘the politics of 
implicit consent’ were over and that the ‘peace, prosperity and democracy’ that had 
legitimized the EU in the past could no longer motivate the younger generations. 30  
While Barroso recognized that the problem of the EU’s legitimacy defi cit had to 
be confronted, he could provide no solution for it, since this would have required 
an explicit engagement with the question of the normative foundation on which 
this institution rested. 

 The problem with the Hungarian government was not so much its advocacy of 
traditional values but that it raised questions to do with the domain of the norma-
tive in the fi rst place. Avoiding the domain of the normative was integral to the 
practice of implicit consent, and Hungary’s approach to values threatened to open 
up a can of worms. 

 The reluctance to address the thorny question of Europe’s foundational values 
has been a long-standing practice in the EU. As noted previously, Jacques Delors 
drew attention to the EU’s reluctance to engage with this problem openly, when he 
stated back in 2010 that ‘today we have hidden our shared values’. In this remark-
able statement, Delors explicitly criticized the leadership of the EU, argued that the 
EU leadership’s failure to uphold Europe’s values would have drastic consequences 
in the future. He asserted; 

 I do not know where the frontiers of this Europe of values are to be found 
but, from an intellectual viewpoint, European society does exist, even though 
today we have hidden our shared values. We have done so on the one hand 
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because we are terrified by globalisation and, on the other, because we are 
developing a kind of individualism that is made worse by a world character-
ized by media coverage and a kind of politics based on public opinion polls. 
All those values that go to make up a society are being done away with; day 
after day they are being destroyed. If the values of Europe are in decline, then 
it is Europe that suffers. 31  

 Delors’ concern about political leaders’ apparent indifference to Europe’s shared 
historical values was particularly directed at the casual manner with which they 
ignored the cultural legacy of the continent’s past. His statement directly touched 
on the issues that were later raised in the debate on Hungary in the European 
Parliament in January 2012. As if responding to the statement by French MEP 
Marie-Christine Vergiat that ‘European values are not Christian values’, Delors 
remarked that on the contrary, ‘Catholicism, or rather Christianity more generally, 
played a major role in the Europe of values’. 

 The one question that neither Barroso nor Delors addressed is, why? Why 
were Europe’s shared values hidden by political leaders committed to the cause 
of European unifi cation? Arguably this was the issue that fuelled the highly 
charged and polarized debate that erupted in the 2012 debate. As we explain 
later, from 1945 onwards, the project of European unifi cation was entwined with 
the  aspiration to break away from the legacy of the past – including the traditions 
and values that were associated with the history of this continent. Initially this 
aspiration was motivated by a reaction to Europe’s troubled and often violent past. 
The pioneers of European unifi cation were determined to distance their project 
from the infl uences that led to the outbreak of two world wars. With the  passing 
of time, their attempt to distance Europe from its legacy of confl ict hardened 
into an attitude that regarded the values and traditions of the past with suspicion. 
Consequently, instead of forging an authority based on the values of Europe’s 
tradition, the founders of the EU looked to expert and technocratic authority for 
gaining legitimacy. 

 Traditional values were not so much explicitly rejected as evaded and depo-
liticized. In the post-Second World War era, the status of tradition and many of 
the values associated with it acquired negative connotations in Western public 
discourse. The standing of traditional values further diminished in the 1960s. One 
of the accomplishments of the 1960s cultural revolution was to provide an explicit 
narrative for the devaluation of traditional norms and practices. In many quarters 
traditional norms and values were portrayed as expressions of outdated prejudice. 
Referring to this development, the historian Eric Hobsbawm wrote of a ‘cultural 
revolution’, which he described as ‘the breaking of the threads which in the past had 
woven human beings into social textures’. Hobsbawm stated that as a result, ‘what 
children could learn from parents became less obvious than what parents did not 
know and children did’. 32  

 Supporters of tradition were clearly on the defensive and, according to the chair 
of the Adenauer Foundation, ‘the revolt of 1968 destroyed more values than did the 
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Third Reich’. 33  It was clear to many conservative thinkers that by this time, these 
values could only survive on life-support. For the British historian J. H. Plumb, the 
widespread derision of ‘hollow’ values confi rmed  The Death of the Past . In a lecture 
given in 1968, he told his audience that ‘wherever we look, in all areas of social and 
personal life, the hold of the past is weakening’. 34  Indeed for many, the past had 
ceased to be a repository of meaningful values with which to infl uence and socialize 
the younger generations. 

 One of the consequences of exiling the past and its traditions from public 
life was the growing tendency to adopt a public language that eschewed state-
ments of values and moral norms. In Western European public life, arguments 
and statements that are communicated through a self-consciously moral language 
are rarely taken seriously in their own terms. This trend is particularly evident 
in communications within academic circles and cultural elites. In academic lit-
erature, morally framed arguments tend to be treated with contempt and scorn. 
The sociologists Shai Dromi and Eva Illouz point to a tendency to de-legitimate 
morality as a subject that ought to be taken seriously and to a ‘widespread confl a-
tion of morality with coercive ideological structures’. 35  The historian David Rowe 
echoes this point, contending that in some cases, the term ‘moral’ is deployed to 
signify that a particular phenomenon should not be taken seriously. He wrote 
that the coupling of the adjective ‘moral’ with the noun ‘panic’ offers ‘a pejorative 
connotative dimension’. 36  

 Because in the current cultural climate issues that touch on the domain of the 
moral are perceived by policy makers as divisive and disruptive, they tend to be 
avoided. Often their reluctance to engage explicitly with moral issues is expressed 
through a technical language that insists that what matters is what the evidence 
shows rather than the a priori claim of what is right and wrong. Often this 
approach is justifi ed by the claim that morality is at best an outdated form of false 
consciousness and at worst a coercive ideological construct. So it is not surprising 
that sections of the EU’s political elite have elected to hide Europe’s shared values. 
The moral language of right and wrong and good and evil are often rejected on 
the grounds that they are too judgmental. Politics often used a non-judgmental and 
morally neutral technical vocabulary so that decisions are justifi ed as being ‘evidence 
based’ and founded upon ‘research’. 

 Debates about values often acquire an acrimonious character. As the American 
political theorist Francis Fukuyama noted, ‘confl icts over “values” are potentially 
much more deadly than confl icts over material possessions or wealth’. 37  But the 
hostility directed towards Orbán and the Constitution enacted by his government 
was not simply directed at the values it endorsed but the very fact that by its actions, 
Hungary had placed the question of values back on the political agenda. And many 
EU politicians fear that a serious debate on moral norms runs the risk of isolating 
them from a signifi cant section of the people of Europe. 

 In a conversation conducted with the  Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung  a couple of 
months after the 2012 European Parliament debate, Orbán was reminded by his 
interviewer: ‘Mr Prime Minister, you are being criticised by the EU institutions 



Who decides Europe’s values? 25

in Brussels like no head of government.’ Orbán’s explanation about the hostil-
ity directed at him was focused on his opponents’ determination to ensure that 
Europe’s shared values remain hidden. ‘There is something that I call a hidden or a 
secret Europe’, he remarked. ‘I have this feeling that for the sake of the debate over 
cultural and political correctness we no longer speak about the topics that are neces-
sary so that we can continue to exist as a crucial civilisation.’ 38  

 In a sense, the questions raised by the journalist from the  Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung  pointed to two distinct but interrelated issues. One was that of the status 
of traditional values, such as nation, family, and the role of religion; the other was 
the willingness to discuss these issues openly and to render explicit Europe’s rela-
tion with its past. For better or worse, the Hungarian Constitution, and especially 
its historical preamble, is self-consciously directed at affi rming the authority of the 
past. In contrast, the EU has found it diffi cult to reconcile its vision of the future 
with its history. Despite considerable efforts, the EU’s attempt to elaborate on ‘A 
New Narrative for Europe’ fails to point out what was the ‘old narrative’. Nor is it 
able to project a Europe that is organically related to what went before. 39  Indeed, 
judging by many of the statements made by its political and intellectual advocates, 
the launching of the project of European unifi cation is often depicted as an act of 
negating Europe’s past. 

 The problem of the past 

 The contrast between the new Hungarian Constitution and the one that it 
replaced mirrors the difference between attitudes towards the values of the past 
expressed during the 2012 debate in the European Parliament. The 1989 Hun-
garian Constitution that emerged in the aftermath of this nation’s transition from 
the Stalinist era was the product of deliberations that sought to avoid the dealing 
with the question of the relationship between Hungary’s past and present pre-
dicament. This 1989 Constitution was founded not on the historical traditions 
of Hungarian society, but on what one of its most ardent Western supporters, the 
Princeton University sociologist Kim Lane Scheppele, has characterized as ‘trans-
national constitutionalism’. 40  

 Transnational constitutionalism ‘takes its inspiration from internationally respected 
norms of human rights’ and from rules and procedures advocated by international 
organizations. The appeal of transnational ideals for its Hungarian supporters was 
that they bypassed the question, what is the foundation for the authority of Hun-
gary’s Constitution? As far as the authors of the 1989 Constitution were concerned, 
one of its virtues was that it provided a breathing space, during which the more 
profound question of the relationship between Hungary’s past and the present could 
be evaded. 

 Transnational constitutionalism emerged in the post-Second World War era and 
paralleled the ‘shift of emphasis from substantive to procedural sources of authority’ 
in Western societies. 41  Transnational constitutionalism presents itself as a value-neutral 
expression of the rule of law. András Bozóki, a former minister of culture, has praised 
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the ‘1989 democratic constitution’ because of its value-neutrality. He contends that 
the 1989 Constitution was ‘ideologically neutral’. He criticizes the new Constitution 
on the grounds that it ‘features one of the longest preambles in Europe, composed 
of a whopping 26 paragraphs’, which serves as an expression of a ‘national religious 
belief system’. 42  It is anything but a neutral document. 

 Supporters of the new Constitution, the Fundamental Law, argue that the 
connection that the preamble of this document draws between the present and 
its long-standing historical traditions is underpinned by a legitimate concern to 
uphold and celebrate the nation’s cultural and moral legacy. The Hungarian con-
servative philosopher, Ferenc Hörcher, contends that ‘it is through the preamble 
that the text of the constitution tries to connect the neutral state institutions with 
society’s cultural-moral order, in this way making it possible for trust to accumulate 
towards it’. 43  

 Hörcher’s argument raises important questions about the relation of values to 
the authority of the law. He criticizes the 1989 Constitution on the ground that 
because of the reluctance of its authors to engage with the realm of values it failed 
to confront the question of how to forge a relationship of trust between citizens and 
government. Hörcher appears to suggest that during the period of regime change, 
when Hungary had to abide by the rules set by Western international organiza-
tions, there was little choice but to opt for a so-called value-neutral constitutional 
arrangement. However, he believes that short-term expediency on the values ques-
tions had a corrosive impact on the legitimacy of the new system, arguing that, ‘in 
the long run the system’s value defi cit played a major role in delegitimizing the 
political system’. 44  

 It is important to point out that despite the claim of value-neutrality, constitu-
tional arrangements are rarely neutral. They may be silent on the question of values 
and hold them implicitly, but in debates about constitutional arrangements there 
are always values at stake. The very fact that in its debate of Hungary, the European 
Parliament raised the question of whether or not the Constitution violated the EU’s 
values was an implicit recognition of the fact that it was far from value-neutral. 

 The current debate on European values and of their relation to the policies of the 
Hungarian government and its Constitution do not simply refl ect a clash of cultural 
attitudes towards everyday issues in political and public life. They raise fundamen-
tal questions that touch on the legitimacy of political institutions and, ultimately, 
on the foundation on which the social and moral order is constituted. Since the 
acquisition of legitimacy remains one of the most important challenges facing all 
European governments, the problems raised in the European Parliamentary debate 
on Hungary has continued to serve as a focus of confl ict. 

 During the years following this debate, the actions of the Hungarian government 
continued to be seen as a threat to the viability of democracy not only within the 
nation but also within the EU. 45  However, even though many European federalists 
may not like what they see in Hungary, they know that the confl ict over values will 
not go away. Sooner or later they too will have to engage with the question of what 
are the values that binds their society together. 
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 Jacques Delors’ concern about the EU leadership’s tendency to hide Europe’s 
‘shared values’ has important implications for understanding the cultural confl ict 
and arguments that dominate Brussels’ relationship with Hungary. Pro-EU techno-
crats and intellectuals often regard European values and traditions that have evolved 
over the centuries as not only irrelevant to the needs of the twenty-fi rst century, but 
also as deeply problematic and fl awed. Many current advocates of European federal-
ism frequently cast the cultural legacy and traditions of Europe’s past, including its 
values, in a negative light. From this standpoint, the past is perceived as a strange and 
dangerous territory, whose values and practices must not be allowed to infl uence 
contemporary public life. 

 The anti-populist cultural script decries the traditionalist inclinations of its foes. 
One criticism that anti-populists hurl at their opponents is that ‘populist ideol-
ogy relies heavily on nostalgia’. According to the anti-populist imagination, people 
drawn towards populism are so uncritical of the past that they naively perceive it as a 
golden age of community harmony. This cultural script claims that ‘misguided faith 
in ideas that defi ned people’s attachment to history and tradition’ leads populists to 
possess a distorted sense of contemporary reality. 1  The premise of the anti-populist 
critique of nostalgia is that rather than providing a positive guide to life, the cus-
toms and traditions of the past stand for negative and oppressive conventions and 
practices. 

 This critique of nostalgia is actually imprisoned within the walls of presentism. 
Its devaluation of the past has as its corollary, an uncritical embrace of the present. 
It expresses the latter-day sentiment of Voltaire’s Dr Pangloss, who naively declares 
that we live ‘in the best of all possible worlds’. According to one commentator: 

 Those who look back at the 1930s or 1960s with nostalgia invariably end up 
voting for Trump, Putin, Brexit, or the swarm of populist nationalists besieging 
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the European Union. People on the other side of the barricade – weak and 
naive as they may be – want the world to keep moving forward as it did dur-
ing the post World War II era. 2  

 The use of the term swarm is illustrative of the rhetoric of dehumanisation applied 
towards nostalgic populists. What is interesting about this commentary is that its 
target is not only nostalgia for the 1930s, but also the 1960s. Apparently nostalgic 
populists seek to hide behind old traditions and have eyes only for the past. 

 This deep-seated mistrust of tradition goes so far as to warn mothers and fathers 
to be wary of the childrearing practices used by parents in previous times. Instead, 
so-called parenting professionals advise mothers and fathers to heed the advice of 
childrearing ‘experts’. In Western societies, this silent crusade against the past directs 
its energy towards altering the way that the adult world socializes young people. 
The advice and views of grandparents is frequently disregarded as irrelevant and 
possibly prejudicial to the healthy development of the child. As a result of the 
institutionalization of these attitudes, children are frequently not socialized into the 
values held by their ancestors. 

 This anti-populist and anti-traditionalist attitude towards the past is far less infl u-
ential within the cultural outlook that prevails in Hungary. The ideology and the 
cultural practices of the Hungarian Soviet puppet regime were deeply hostile to 
attempts to discuss and refl ect on this nation’s past. Not surprisingly, people’s aspira-
tion for breaking from their 40 years of Stalinist past was in part expressed through 
the desire to recover the historic traditions associated with the identity of being 
Hungarian. For better or worse, millions of Hungarians believe that there is some-
thing distinct about their identity and way of life and many of them take the view 
that it is worthwhile to preserve and keep alive their heritage. 

 The patterns of alienation of Western European societies from their past and 
traditional practices are far less evident in Eastern Europe. Contrary to the interpre-
tation advanced by the anti-populist cultural script, it is not nostalgia that inspires 
people’s interest in the past. They know that very many bad things have occurred 
throughout their nation’s history, but nevertheless feel that their historical legacy is 
in part what makes them who they are. Such sentiments provide a cultural terrain 
where traditional values are seen to possess meaning. Consequently, even if the 
Hungarian government had not enacted a new constitution, it is likely that cultural 
disputes between Brussels and Budapest would have erupted because of their diver-
gent attitudes towards the authority of the past and the value of tradition. 

 The problem of tradition 

 The anti-traditionalist ethos that pervades the technocratic outlook of EU insti-
tutions is rarely spelled out explicitly in their policy statements. Indeed, the EU 
routinely sponsors festivals celebrating Europe’s heritage or the architectural, artis-
tic, and scientifi c achievements of the past. Its anti-traditionalism is directed at 
traditional customs and values – particularly those associated with the nation and 
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religion. A more thoroughgoing critique of tradition is usually left to EU-phile 
intellectuals and, in particular, academics. In recent decades, the eminent German 
philosopher Jürgen Habermas has been at the forefront of providing a systematic 
and sophisticated exposition of the anti-populist critique of tradition. 

 Habermas is an erudite and politically-committed ideologue of the EU, who 
fully endorses this institution’s criticisms of Hungary and has argued that its gov-
ernment is striving to create an illegitimate political order. 3  His hostility to the 
Hungarian government and to movements that he considers to be populist is rein-
forced by a political outlook that explicitly calls into question the relevance of the 
values of the past for contemporary times. His dislike of tradition is particularly 
directed at national values, which his writings constantly criticize. 

 Habermas has been an energetic advocate of an ideological project that aims to 
distance people from their national communities. One of the ways in which this 
project is pursued is through the advocacy of identity politics and the rights of 
minorities, which are promoted at the expense of the right of nations to self- deter-
mination. He is an enthusiastic proponent of social and cultural identities that stand 
in opposition to, or are decoupled from, national sentiments and traditions. His 
preference is for identities that are ‘post-traditional’ and ‘post-national’. 

 At fi rst sight, Habermas’ affi nity for the ‘politics of recognition’ and its affi rma-
tion of diverse identities seems inconsistent with his commitment to a cosmopolitan 
outlook. However like many members of the current generation of cosmopolitan 
intellectuals, his worldview has little in common with the classical Kantian ideal of 
a cosmopolitan world citizen. His is a negative theory of cosmopolitanism that is 
principally animated by a dislike for the consciousness of nationhood, rather than a 
positive utopian ideal of world citizenship. 

 Habermas’ concept of post-national identity is, as one of his supporters argues, 
‘post-historical’, one that is ‘not defi ned by reference to the past’. It is also an iden-
tity that is clearly ‘not focused on cultural traditions’. 4  On the contrary, he advocates 
a ‘post-traditional identity’ – one that has been freed from the traditions of the past 
and offers an alternative to it. 5  For Habermas, one of the main merits of the EU is 
that it is an institution that represents a reaction to Europe’s past and does not draw 
on its traditions to validate its policies. He claims that his aversion to the traditions 
of the past is a justifi ed reaction to the cycle of destructive violence unleashed by 
nationalist politics that culminated with the horrors of Nazi Germany. Habermas 
goes so far as to argue that, after the tragedy of Auschwitz, ‘unquestioned traditions’ 
and sentiments based on ‘historical continuities’ have become unsupportable. 6  

 Habermas’ use of the term ‘unquestioned tradition’ is important for supporting 
his thesis that support for tradition involves an uncritical and unthinking mindset. 
The word ‘unquestioned’ devalues the concept of tradition and is integral to his 
rhetorical strategy of representing it as an object of identifi cation for the passive, 
uncritical, unthinking, and authoritarian mind. From this standpoint the valuation 
of historical symbols of nationhood, community, and religious rituals and cultural 
practices for their own sake is perceived as an irrational rejection of reason and of 
tolerant citizenship. It is worth noting that ‘unquestioned beliefs’ has become a 



32 Why hide our shared values?

central trope used by anti-traditionalist academics in their critique of those who are 
at all sympathetic to the traditions of the past. Professor Jan-Werner Müller, also a 
critic of Hungarian populism, uses the term ‘unquestioned’ to denounce those who 
allegedly embrace ‘unquestioned inherited beliefs’. 7  Müller, like Habermas, seems 
unwilling to imagine that those who take inherited beliefs seriously can also ques-
tion them. 

 Yet, as I have discussed in my study of the sociology of tradition, inherited beliefs 
have rarely been embraced uncritically. Even in the medieval era, they were questioned 
and tested. 8  The obsession with ‘unquestioned’ traditions is, in part, an outcome of a 
loss of historical imagination – it fails to grasp the process through which traditions 
change and mutate and adapt to new circumstances. Since the concept of tradition 
conveys so many after-the-event assumptions in the modern imagination, it can 
often be caricatured as a static dogma. But the medieval experience indicates that 
tradition is not so much a stand-alone doctrine as an orientation towards the world 
where the consciousness of history exists in a relatively restricted form. 

 Within this context, there was scope for change and innovation but in a way that 
was consistent with what the sociologist Edward Shils has characterized as substan-
tive traditionality: ‘the appreciation of the accomplishments and wisdom of the past 
and of the institutions especially impregnated with tradition, as well as the desir-
ability of regarding patterns inherited from the past as valid guides’. 9  Unexpected 
threats, opportunities, and problems confronted medieval Europe no less than in 
modern times, and people had to engage in acts of interpretation and construct 
solutions to the problems of the time. This process is most usefully conceptualized 
as one of change within a traditionalist setting, where individuals drew on their 
understanding of the legacy of the past and attempted to reconcile it with their 
own experience. They used reason to attempt to resolve the tension between the 
received wisdom of eternal truths and the experience that confronted them. In 
the twenty-fi rst century, where eternal truths are continually subject to contesta-
tion, even the most conservative mind understands that traditions need to adapt to 
changing circumstances. 

 The type of argument put forward by Habermas can, in one sense, be interpreted 
as merely a version of the rationalist anti-traditional outlook that emerged in the 
nineteenth century and gained ascendancy in Western societies during the course 
of the twentieth century. However, his version of anti-traditionalism is distinct in 
one very important respect. His writings convey the implication that unquestioned 
traditionalism is not only irrational but also has negative and destructive conse-
quences. In particular, he implies that traditionalism logically leads to the kind of 
authoritarian personality that supported the Nazi regime, and that after the experi-
ence of Nazi Germany, the values embodied by tradition can no longer be trusted. 
As Habermas explained: 

 Tradition means, after all, that we continue something as unproblematic, which 
others have started and demonstrated. We normally imagine that these ‘prede-
cessors’, if they stood before us face to face, could not completely deceive us, 
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that they could not play the role of a  deus malignus . I for one think that this basis 
of trust has been destroyed by the gas chambers. 10  

 From this perspective, the tragedy of the Holocaust invalidates arguments and ideals 
that are based on an appeal to tradition. 

 As it happens the Holocaust, and the murderous behaviour of the Nazi Regime 
has little to do with tradition. As Hannah Arendt eloquently argued in her remarkable 
study,  The Origins of Totalitarianism , the phenomenon of totalitarianism constituted a 
break from the continuity of Western history and its tradition. 11  So if anything, the 
tragedy of the Holocaust demands a reaffi rmation of the traditions that were violated 
by the totalitarian moment in Europe’s history. Paradoxically, the unequivocal rejec-
tion of tradition is usually associated with  Brave New World  type totalitarian regimes. 

 For Habermas, ‘unquestioned traditions’ constitute the point of departure for a 
teleology of evil that portrays the gas chambers as their inexorable consequence. 
This teleology of evil is supported by the anachronistic methodology of reading 
history backwards and discovering that most roads in Europe led to Auschwitz. 
This fatalistic theory of malevolence has been adopted in public controversies sur-
rounding the rise of populist movements in Europe in recent years and is expressed 
by the slogan, ‘The Holocaust did not begin with gas chambers – it began with 
words’. According to this logic, just about any distressing event that chronologically 
preceded the Holocaust bears a measure of responsibility for it. 

 Habermas’ preference is for what he calls a ‘constructivist perspective’ relies on 
constructed norms to reign in and tame the traditional values of citizens. His lan-
guage often communicates a paternalistic social engineering ambition, which is 
justifi ed through the idiom of a civilizing mission: he assigns to the EU the role of 
a ‘civilizing state power’. 12  According to the teleology of evil, just as all roads led to 
the Holocaust in the past, so today all manifestations of traditionalism, nationalism, 
and populism lead forward to the reoccurrence of this tragedy. Habermas advocates 
a doctrine towards the state that he describes as  constitutional patriotism . This doctrine 
was elaborated to protect society from a repetition of the rise of totalitarian mass 
movements, and it is also mobilized to counter and negate a traditionalist outlook. 

 But how can the infl uence of traditional values be diminished? Habermas clearly 
understands that traditional ideals that touch on religion, nation, and family life 
cannot be simply abolished or transcended. Consequently, he opts for an approach 
that encourages a climate of scepticism towards the status and moral authority of 
the values of tradition. Through encouraging the questioning of people’s values and 
identities, anti-populist theorists hope that this process weakens people’s relationship 
to long-established traditions. Through this strategy Habermas hopes to cultivate 
the ‘rationalization of collective identities’, which is another way of saying that 
identities will be distanced from their foundation in tradition and continually recast 
on the basis of reason and rational debate. As one of Habermas’ co-thinkers explains, 
such ‘identities were most likely to emerge where national traditions had been put 
decisively into question and where citizens felt acutely ambivalent about affi rming 
historical continuities’. 13  
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 From the perspective of critics of present-day Hungarian political culture, the 
attempt to uphold and promote national traditions and identity constitutes a form 
of disturbing cultural pathology. Kim Lane Scheppele’s description of the Hungar-
ian Parliamentary debate on whether or not the Holy Crown of Saint Stephen 
should serve as the symbol of the state comes across as the twenty-fi rst-century 
version of a nineteenth-century colonial report on the exotic rituals of backwards 
savages. 14  Like Habermas, Scheppele seems to believe that after Auschwitz, the 
attempt to uphold traditions that symbolize a continuity with the past is inherently 
illegitimate. She denounces the ‘dark forces of conservatism and modern fascism’ for 
whom the ‘crown represented Hungary’s continuity with history’. 

 For Scheppele, it is the aspiration to forge continuity with the past that represents 
the nub of the problem. According to her reasoning, such an aspiration is likely 
to lead to the revival of the authoritarian and extreme nationalistic values of the 
bad old days. Thus she warns that the Holy Crown of Saint Stephen ‘has become 
a symbol concentrating the dark passions of Hungarian conservatism, particularly 
those that move towards fascism’. 15  Her casual, almost effortless, linkage of Hungar-
ian conservatism with fascism illustrates a disturbing tendency to weaponize the 
memory of the tragedy of the Second World War in a cultural crusade against the 
traditions of the past. 

 According to the single-minded, anti-national outlook offered by Habermas and 
Scheppele, the attempt to fi nd meaning through the forging of symbolic continu-
ities with the past always leads to a journey back to the Weimar Republic. In this 
respect, their estrangement from and hostility to the past, and their aspiration for 
a post-history identity, captures the  zeitgeist  that prevails in wider Western cultural 
life. Even a relatively successful nation such as Britain has become uncomfortable 
about celebrating its traditions and historical legacy. The waving of the Union Jack 
is frequently portrayed as an act of jingoism perpetrated by far-right extremists, and 
educators often denounce the teaching of national history as far too patriotic. 16  A 
study on Britain’s political culture titled  Risk, Threat and Security  points out that this 
nation’s people have become alienated from their national institutions and their 
attachment to shared values is too superfi cial to constitute a ‘dynamic community’. 17  

 In many other parts of the Western world, the display of historical and national 
symbols is frowned upon. It is worth noting that in the aftermath of the election of 
American presidential candidate Donald Trump, students at several universities burnt 
their nation’s fl ag. At one institution, Hampshire College in Massachusetts, the col-
lege offi cials decided to placate students and faculty, who were disturbed by Trump’s 
election by lowering the American fl ag. 18  In several institutions of higher education, 
offi cials described the fl ying of the fl ag as ‘divisive’ since some members of their 
university communities regard it as a symbol of ‘racism and hatred’. 19  Although the 
burning of a national fl ag in Western societies is a relatively rare and unusual act of 
political protest, the sentiments that underpin it are not unconnected to their soci-
ety’s estrangement from symbols of nationhood and historical continuity. 

 In the interwar era, the German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies pointed to the 
tendency of modernist technocratic institutions to react to the customs and traditions 
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of community life with ‘veiled hatred and contempt’. 20  This point was confi rmed 
in 1972 by the American political scientist C. J. Friedrich, who in his fascinating 
review of this development observed, that ‘in the twentieth century tradition became 
a pejorative term’. 21  Since the end of the Second World War, and especially since the 
1960s, this sentiment of intolerant anti-traditionalist scorn has become increasingly 
directed towards those who refused to move along with the times and adopt a post-
traditional identity. This attitude is explicitly committed to distancing itself morally 
from the past, and to rupturing the links that bind society to its historical traditions. 
For Habermas, this approach leads to a ‘sobered political identity’, one that has 
‘detached itself from the background of a past centred on national history’. He also 
welcomes this identity because it has ceased to be ‘sworn to triumphal continuities’. 22  

 There is one crucial difference between the anti-traditionalist temper of the 
twenty-fi rst century and that of the past. Historically, anti-traditionalism sought 
to bring about a positive change in the working of society. The current hostility 
towards tradition is directed at celebrating the present and upholding the values 
that prevail today. In this sense, despite its anti-conservative rhetoric, current anti-
traditionalism possesses no ambition to bring about a different world in the future. 

 Although the post-traditional and post-national sentiments outlined by Habermas 
have not yet captured the popular imagination of Western societies, they exercise 
considerable infl uence over their cultural elites and institutions. That is why, from 
their standpoint, the refusal of Hungary and other East European societies to reject 
an identity rooted in national sentiment and a ‘past centred on national history’ is 
perceived as a political malady that needs to be cured by enlightened social engineers. 
For Habermas such an intervention requires the services of a civilizing institution 
such as the EU. From this perspective a populist can never be a responsible citi-
zen; they should always be considered an immature child in need of paternalistic 
enlightenment. 

 Since the turn of the twenty-fi rst century, the EU has devoted considerable 
resources towards attempting to realign the political culture of East European soci-
eties like Hungary in line with its anti-traditionalist ethos. Numerous studies have 
drawn attention to what can best be described as a neo-colonialist impulse to impose 
EU values on the new East European member states. According to Ian Klinke, such 
studies have ‘highlighted the neo-colonial overtones that reverberate throughout the 
EU’s Eastern enlargement, particularly through the ideologically coloured aims of 
“Europeanising”, “modernising” and “liberalising” a space that was deemed eco-
nomically and politically inferior’. 23  

 The EU’s Jean Monnet Programme, designed to promote European integration 
through infl uencing academic institutions and exchanges, has often blurred the 
line between disinterested research and political advocacy. Oriane Calliagro’s study 
 Negotiating Europe: The EU Promotion of Europeanness since 1950  shows that this pro-
gramme explicitly encouraged a de-territorialized version of European history. 24  
A review of the activities of the Jean Monnet Programme suggest that one of its 
objectives was to counter and neutralize the infl uence of tradition in the intellec-
tual and cultural life of East Europe. Klinke cites Erhard Bussek, Monnet chair and 
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special coordinator of the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe, stating in 2009 
that the programme would help alleviate the ‘weakness of the traditional systems’ 
of East Europe. Klinke concludes that ‘this framing of accession states as traditional 
and weak reinforces arguments about the EU’s neo-colonial gaze upon the East’. 25  

 Some radical critics of the EU’s attempt to impose its values on new mem-
ber states have used the term ‘normative imperialism’ to highlight what can most 
accurately be described as a project of cultural domination. 26  However, the EU’s 
tendency to impose its norms on member states, particularly those of East Europe, 
should not be seen as an example of a confi dent act of projecting cultural power. 
The EU oligarchy is strikingly defensive about its normative power. It is aware that 
it continually faces a legitimacy defi cit and has failed to win the loyalty of European 
citizens. 

 As we discuss later in this book, the attempt to counter traditional and nationalist 
infl uences is not solely directed at Eastern Europe but also at the wider European 
public. Indeed as the EU’s current propaganda campaign against populism indicates, 
its normative hegemony is also questioned within the societies of Western Europe. 

 The power of the Crown 

 Many sociological studies of Hungarian national identity concur that, despite the 
expectation that this would weaken in the post-communist era, it continues to 
fl ourish. As one study of this phenomenon, published in 2008, acknowledged, 
‘today’s public opinion in Hungary is infused with intense spontaneous national 
identity’. 27  The study also noted that ‘cultural-historical rhetoric still determines 
national discourse’. The word ‘still’ is interesting, for it conveys the idea that a 
‘cultural-historical rhetoric’ contradicts the ethos of a modernizing member of the 
EU and that, in some sense, it represents an unexpected and unwelcome – albeit 
temporary – detour from the predestined stage of post-traditional modernity. 

 The question posed by Antal Örkény, the author of this study, was, why did ‘eth-
nic origin, common descent, and shared religious belief defi ne the new Hungarian 
identity, instead of the intellectual achievements, economic successes, common inter-
ests, or guaranteed civic rights’? 28  His answer throws light on the divergent attitudes 
of the EU technocracy and Hungarian public culture towards this question. Örkény 
noted that after the regime change in Hungary, ‘for the fi rst time in history’ this 
nation ‘possessed all the requisites that were considered essential for national inde-
pendence by classics of nationalistic thought’. In previous times, Hungary could not 
take for granted its national independence, and therefore many of its people regard 
their national identity as a precious asset that was well worth preserving. Unlike 
most of Western Europe, Hungary did not go through the stage of enjoying genuine 
national independence in the nineteenth century, and therefore lacked the institu-
tional foundation through which it could cultivate its national identity. Örkény 
stated that in an important sense,  ‘ Hungary, like other nations of Eastern Europe, 
had caught up with late nineteenth-century Western Europe’, and ‘consequently, the 
historical gap between Western Europe and Eastern Europe had not narrowed’. 29  
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 In other words, the uneven pattern of development of national identity has led 
to a divergence between nations that could take their identity for granted and 
those who have struggled to reappropriate the consciousness of nationality that was 
silenced during the communist era. 

 Throughout most of its history, Hungary had a troublesome and insecure rela-
tionship with its national identity. Prior to this country’s integration into the Soviet 
bloc, there were interminable discussions on what it meant to be Magyar. A col-
lection of essays titled  What is a Magyar  published in 1939 under the editorship of 
Gyula Szekfü attempted to fi nd a way of establishing what constituted the Hungar-
ian character. However, as with all attempts to come to terms with this subject, there 
was little agreement amongst contributors to this collection. 30  During the Soviet 
era in Hungary, the question of Hungarian national identity could not be openly 
and seriously explored. 

 Nor was this issue directly addressed during the roundtable negotiations that 
lead to regime change in Hungary in 1989. During the transition from the Soviet-
dominated era to that of national independence, the question of what it means to 
be Hungarian was left in abeyance. In particular, the relation of the newly emerging 
Hungarian democratic system to its historical past was explicitly ignored during 
the negotiations between the different political parties in the roundtable discus-
sions. This reluctance to raise historical issues meant that even some of the defi ning 
moments of the nation’s recent history, such as the 1956 Hungarian Revolution 
and the injustices committed by the post-1945 regimes, were more or less wilfully 
overlooked. 

 For a signifi cant section of Hungarian society and its political leaders, regime 
change did not provide the nation with a distinct identity. For many, especially those 
of nationalist inclination, the absence of a new Constitution served as a reminder 
of the incomplete character of transition. 31  From their perspective, a genuine break 
from the Soviet era required the cultivation of an identity that positively refl ected 
the hitherto un-discussed and un-acknowledged national character of the Hun-
garian people. That is why from 1989 onwards, the meaning of ‘Hungarianness’ 
became yet again a subject of debate. 32  

 It is not surprising that since 1989, Hungarian public life often appears to be 
drawn towards an exploration of its past tradition. During the era of Soviet domi-
nation, the people of Hungary, like those of East Europe, were discouraged from 
exploring their national identity. Hungary’s national traditions were treated as a 
sensitive subject and open expressions of national sentiments were actively frowned 
upon. In such circumstances, people felt inhibited about publicly discussing their 
attitudes towards their nation’s past or even how they identifi ed themselves. Offi cial 
state doctrine actively discouraged the adoption of a distinct Hungarian identity. 

 Of course, even during the communist era, the interest in Hungarian identity 
and Hungary’s place in the world could not be entirely extinguished. For example, 
a collection of essays titled  Our Place In Europe  (1986) sought to engage with this 
interest by providing a variety of views on this subject that were published dur-
ing the twentieth century. 33  However, this was a very safe and risk-averse text that 
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self-consciously sought to avoid controversy and one which treated the question of 
what it meant to be a Hungarian as a problem that was dealt with and resolved in 
the past. The issue was further avoided by focusing on the old question debated in 
the nineteenth and fi rst half of the twentieth centuries of whether Hungary belonged 
to East, Central, or Western Europe. In this way the normative problem of tradition 
and identity was recast as a geographical issue of Hungary’s place in the world. 

 For many Hungarians the establishment of an independent nation free from the 
yoke of Soviet domination stimulated an interest in the traditions of the pre-1945 
past. The very fact that this past was one that was frequently condemned by the dis-
credited Stalinist regime encouraged a section of the public to look to it to validate 
their identity. Hostility to Hungary’s communist past was often paralleled by the 
adoption of an interest in the past that pre-dated it. For many Hungarians, this was 
a past that was, until recently, hidden from their view. 

 Political parties that were linked to the old communist regime and their allies 
were reluctant to dwell on Hungary’s past because, like their counterparts in West-
ern Europe, they regarded national sentiments and traditions as inherently dangerous 
and potentially volatile. At the same time, they were aware that nationalist senti-
ments and symbols continued to exercise a powerful infl uence over the outlook 
of the Hungarian electorate. Before his election as the socialist prime minister of 
Hungary in 1994, Gyula Horn, formerly a leading member of the old communist 
government and then head of the Socialist Party, told an interviewer that ‘I consider 
all matters “national”’, and added that ‘our national consciousness has its traditions’. 
He recalled that this was a tradition with strong links with the history of the Hun-
garian left. ‘The populist-national trend in Hungary, so often mentioned these days, 
started on the Left, and its values, aims even its representatives were leftists,’ argued 
Horn. 34  

 Horn’s attempt to reclaim the legacy of populist nationalism for the left repre-
sented a pragmatic attempt to associate his party with Hungary’s national sentiment. 
However, by the time that Parliament debated the proposal in 1999 that led to 
the  Lex Millenaris  – the Millennium Law – the parties of the left were at a loss 
as to know how to relate to nationalist sentiment. The debate on the law, which 
incorporated the Crown of Saint Stephen as the symbol of the nation, unleashed 
fundamental differences of opinion towards the nation’s past. 

 The Law, which was the fi rst of the new millennium – Act. I./2000 – represented 
an explicit attempt to provide a legal expression to Hungary’s historical continu-
ity. At the time the Socialist Party (MSZP) and the Alliance of Free Democrats 
(SZDSZ) opposed the calls to endow the Crown with legal signifi cance on the 
grounds that, despite being a national treasure, it was an outdated relic. 35  However, 
once it became evident that the law would pass and that it enjoyed popular sup-
port, opposition became more muted. Instead of explicitly opposing the enactment 
of Saint Stephen’s Crown, those hostile to it opted to minimize the law’s status by 
arguing that it possessed only a symbolic signifi cance. However, what the debate 
surrounding the Crown indicated was that this symbol could help to legitimate the 
Hungarian state by providing it with a sense of historical continuity. 
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 Concern and anxiety with the wording of the Act. I./2000 amongst anti-
traditionalists was intensifi ed by the realization that the Hungarian public reacted 
positively to it and was drawn towards the sense of tradition and historical conti-
nuity. The symbolic and cultural authority of the Crown represents the antithesis 
of precisely the values – identities detached from national history – celebrated 
by Habermas. 36  For the anti-traditionalists, unable to relate to the national sen-
timents held by millions of people, the Crown merely symbolized a dark and 
ominous past. 

 This outlook was articulated in a lecture given at Cornell University by Hun-
gary’s permanent critic, Kim Scheppele. She stated that the interpretation and 
meaning attached to the Crown is ‘fraught with toxicity from a progressive per-
spective’. However despite its supposed toxicity, Schepelle could not bring herself 
to simply denounce Saint Stephen’s Crown. A report on this lecture indicated that 
Scheppele argued that ‘the Crown is too deeply embedded in the hearts of Hungar-
ians to let conservative interpretations of it go unanswered’. Apparently her ‘project’ 
was to develop the argument that the Crown was embedded in a ‘far more progres-
sive tradition than is traditionally understood’. 37  

 Yet the very idea of inscribing the Crown within a new, allegedly different tra-
dition is likely to unravel, so long as its advocates regard the very idea of tradition 
as toxic. Alternative new traditions that are invented instrumentally lack the moral 
depth required to motivate or inspire. There are of course a number of competing 
versions of Hungarian history and of the historical signifi cance of Saint Stephen’s 
Crown. But what gives the Crown its symbolic infl uence is not a particular narra-
tive of the past: it is its capacity to offer a meaningful sense of continuity to people’s 
quest for identity. That is precisely what the law enshrining its symbolic status 
attempted to achieve. 

 The revival of public interest in the Crown caught many Hungarian intellectu-
als and commentators unawares. From their standpoint it was the association of the 
Crown with the historical past that condemned it as totally irrelevant to the needs 
of the twenty-fi rst century. As Lászlo Péter wrote in his study ‘The Holy Crown 
of Hungary’: 

 it was generally taken for granted, even by opponents of the Communist 
regime, that political traditions, like the ideas of the Holy Crown, however 
important they had been in past centuries, were closely tied to the institution 
of the monarchy that had irretrievably perished by the end of the Second 
World War. 38  

 Commenting on the unexpected re-emergence of the Crown as a symbol of 
Hungarian identity, Péter writes how the ‘Holy Crown, like that fabled Egyptian 
bird, the phoenix, miraculously came forth with new life’. 39  Public acceptance of 
traditional historic symbols, which many thought were curiosities of interest to 
museums and collectors of antiques, showed that the question of the nation’s tradi-
tion retained its salience for public life. 
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 Hungarian opponents of the restoration of the Crown tradition regarded the cer-
emony surrounding its enactment as a meaningless performance. Balázs Trencsényi 
was scathing about what he described as these ‘pompous celebrations’. 40  Neverthe-
less, even this critic acknowledged that this attempt to re-invent an old tradition 
constituted a response to an evident problem of legitimacy of the newly emerged 
Hungarian state. Trencsényi observed that the institutions of the post-communist 
Hungarian state had ‘limited historical referentiality’, and their relationship with 
the public lacked moral depth and meaning. In other words, the immediate post-
communist Hungarian state had only a tangential relationship to the nation’s past 
and could not draw on historical experience to validate itself. Trencsényi wrote 
that ‘this framework turned out to be unable to provide mass support for the gov-
ernment’, which is why, he claimed, ‘Orbán and the intellectual circle around him 
opted for a more history-centred strategy of legitimization’. 41  

 The controversy surrounding the status of Saint Stephen’s Crown, and more gener-
ally of the role of tradition, was implicitly a debate about how the legitimacy of a state 
and its institutions are constituted. This problem of legitimacy is one of the fundamen-
tal issues confronting public life – and not just in Hungary, since ultimately it highlights 
the question of what constitutes the foundation for the authority of the state. 

 The problem of foundation 

 Throughout history, the foundation on which authority has rested has been subject 
to variation. At times the source of authority was located in religion, or tradition and 
custom, or popular sovereignty, or science, or in the persona of a charismatic leader, 
or in legal rules and procedures. The political theorist Hannah Arendt, in her excel-
lent essay ‘What is Authority?’, took the view that historically, tradition, religion, and 
authority were mutually reinforcing institutions, and of these tradition ‘has proved 
to be the most stable element’. 42  Her essay suggests that attempts to displace tradi-
tion with an alternative source of legitimation, such as science or legal rules, lack the 
moral and normative foundation necessary for accomplishing this task. 

 The relevance of Arendt’s insight was strikingly confi rmed by the experience 
of Hungary, where the institutionalization of the post-communist regime lacked a 
normative foundation and the cultural resources to enjoy legitimacy amongst the 
public. The post-communist transition paradigm, which was underpinned by the 
acceptance of European institutional practices and liberal-democratic procedural 
rules, provided a consensus that could be accepted by the different factions of the 
political elite. However, respect for this new paradigm and for its procedural rules 
simply signalled acceptance of the rules of the game. It did not provide the state 
with the normative foundation on which its authority could rest. 

 To a signifi cant extent, the legitimacy of the new regime rested on its relationship 
to Europe and its association with the historical triumph of Western capitalism over 
Soviet communism. What the regime lacked was normative foundation, which, as I 
discuss elsewhere, constitutes the  problem of foundation . 43  Historical experience indi-
cates that newly enacted rules, procedures, and laws possess no intrinsic authority. 



Why hide our shared values? 41

The legal scholar Harold Berman explains that ‘in all societies’, the law ‘derives its 
authority from something outside itself ’. That ‘something’ which is separate from, 
and logically prior to, the formulation of a rule or the codifi cation of a law is the 
 source  or the  foundation  of its authority. The issue of normative foundation is par-
ticularly signifi cant in the aftermath of a serious political transition such as that of 
the regime change in Hungary. When ‘a legal system undergoes rapid change,’ 
notes Berman, ‘questions are inevitably raised concerning the legitimacy of the 
sources of its authority’. 44  

 Regime change in Hungary occurred under conditions that avoided debate on 
what constituted the normative foundation of the new regime. Though an engage-
ment with this issue could be postponed, it could not be avoided indefi nitely. As 
it turned out, the gradual erosion of the transition consensus took the form of a 
clash of values about the meaning of Hungarian identity and the relationship of the 
nation to its historical past. Trencsényi argues that this  Kulturkampf  was ‘linked to 
the reactualization of the interwar confl ict of populists and urbanites, which, after 
1989, was often reduced to a clash of “ethno-nationalists” and “cosmopolites”’. 45  

 This observation fails to recognize that there was an essential difference between 
the interwar and the post-1989 debate. The early debate was one in which, despite 
fundamental differences, all sides recognized that questions such as Hungary’s place 
in the world and the meaning of Hungarian identity were important to address. 46  In 
contrast, in the post-communist era, the anti-traditionalist political protagonists in 
this drama sought to avoid a debate that drew on the experience of the past. 

 Since 1989, anti-traditionalist intellectuals and politicians have attempted to 
avoid a debate about the past by arguing that it represents a diversion from present-
day problems. While dwelling on the past can certainly be used as a tactic of diver-
sion, reason for condemning it in this instance was often caused by a reluctance or 
inability to give meaning to national sentiment. From this standpoint, attachment 
to national tradition was perceived as a disturbing character fault. For example, the 
Hungarian journalist, János Széky, wrote of the ‘Curse of Continuity’ in reaction 
to the fact that the ‘Hungarian nation-state has a singularly strong and continu-
ous pre-communist political tradition’. Why? Because this tradition was ‘essentially 
undemocratic’ and did not provide the political left with a legacy that it could 
draw on. Thus, Széky decried Hungary’s political traditions because they provided 
right-wing politicians with an unfair advantage over their left-wing opponents. 
He wrote that ‘Fidesz, which emerged as the dominant right-wing party in the late 
1990s, consciously built up an image of the “great Hungarian past” out of second-
hand fragments of pre-1944 ideology, while there was very little that left-wingers 
and liberals could set against the emotionally powerful, history-based nationalist 
agitation’. 47  

 That Hungarian ‘left-wingers and liberals’ were at a loss to know how to engage 
in a battle of values over the nation’s historical legacy was in part infl uenced by 
their constant underestimation of its importance for addressing the problem of state 
legitimacy. Széky’s use of the term the ‘Curse of Continuity’ signalled a prefer-
ence for the presentist historiography favoured by academic partisans of European 
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federalism. What can best be characterized as the Year Zero history promoted by 
the EU is a history of discontinuity between the past before 1945 and afterwards. 48  
Such history celebrates the achievements of the EU since 1945 while discreetly 
freeing itself from the legacy of the bad old days before 1945. Such a history begged 
the question, what was the relation between a nation and its past? It self-consciously 
avoided working out the historical legacy on which the post-1989 Hungarian state 
could draw. 

 Year Zero history is symptomatic of the trend of ‘hiding the values of the past’ 
by EU leaders that we discussed in the previous chapter. Historical continuity 
may be a curse, but without the legitimacy offered by a meaningful legacy, the 
exercise of political authority will invariably be called into question. There are 
no examples of successful political systems that could entirely bypass establish-
ing a relationship with a tradition that possesses some meaning to their citizens. 
Hannah Arendt’s discussion of the successful founding of the United States is 
pertinent in this respect. 

 Arendt noted how the Preamble of the American Declaration of Independence 
contains an appeal to ‘nature’s God’, ‘which relates to transcendent source of author-
ity for the laws of the new body politic’. In this respect Thomas Jefferson’s famous 
words ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident’ clearly gives voice to a truth that is 
not a product of reasoning. It is a truth that is beyond debate and discussion. Agree-
ment is with a truth ‘that needs no agreement since, because of its self-evidence, it 
compels without argumentative demonstration of personal persuasion’. 49  Such a 
powerful assertion of truths that are beyond discussion required at least an implicit 
agreement on the traditions that underwrote the American way of life. 

 While the eighteenth century American Constitution was successful in provid-
ing a solution to the problem of normative foundation, there are very few truths left 
in contemporary Europe that are held to be ‘self-evident’. That is why supporters of 
the enactment of the Crown of Saint Stephen opted to spell out, at length, a story 
of foundation for the Hungarian state. A key passage from the Act 1/2000 states: 

 One thousand years ago, the coronation of St István united the Hungarian 
people in a Christian faith to the rest of the European people. Hungary has 
been an integral part of Europe ever since. This has ensured the survival of 
Hungarians and their decisive role throughout the centuries. Hungary is still 
based on St István’s state founding work. 

 The act also claimed that in ‘national consciousness and in the tradition of Hungar-
ian common law, the Holy Crown lives on as a relic manifesting the continuity and 
independence of the Hungarian state’ 50  

 Whether the enactment of the Crown and related rituals designed to both revive 
and invent a sense of tradition succeeds in capturing the Hungarian public’s imagi-
nation remains to be seen. But this attempt at a very public affi rmation of historical 
continuity and traditions at least attempts to deal with the problem of foundation. 
It stands in sharp contrast to hiding the values of the past. 
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 Tradition and authority 

 The controversy that has surrounded relations between Hungary and the EU in 
recent years is not simply due to differences over policy and procedure. They are 
underpinned by a clash of values. They are also fuelled by a very different appreciation 
of historical continuities and the role of tradition. As noted previously, the approach 
of the EU on these matters is most coherently expressed by Jürgen Habermas, whose 
critique of historical continuity and of tradition is founded on the premise that these 
supposedly irrational infl uences inevitably lead to xenophobia and racial confl ict. 

 The current fashionable critique of tradition is based on a uniquely fatalistic 
teleology of gloom that regards the Holocaust as the inexorable consequence of the 
political appeal of national traditions and historical continuities. However, this argu-
ment is essentially an updated version of earlier and more mainstream criticisms of 
tradition. Such criticisms have their roots in the eighteenth-century Age of Reason, 
when science, rationality, and enlightenment were portrayed as the polar opposite 
to tradition. This attitude was frequently displayed by the French  philosophes . In his 
 Encyclopédie , Diderot celebrated ‘trampling on prejudice, tradition, universal consent, 
authority’ since he believed that these values enslaved people’s minds. 

 The arguments of the  philosophes  emphasized the irrational, mystical, and anti-
modern features of traditional values. In their more extreme version, such arguments 
made no attempt to distinguish between values that were demeaning or harmful and 
those that possessed virtue. They were all rejected because they were old traditions. 

 These sentiments gained ascendancy in Western societies in the twentieth century, 
and a long time before the Holocaust, European elite culture became increasingly 
distanced from the values of tradition. The appropriation of the Holocaust into the 
armoury of anti-traditional arguments was designed to enhance the legitimacy of 
sentiments that have long pre-dated this tragedy. 

 In his study  Tradition and Authority  (1972), Carl Joachim Friedrich, the German-
American political theorist, drew attention to the tendency to treat tradition as a 
form of misleading prejudice. 51  Unlike many of his colleagues, Friedrich sought to 
rescue and reinvigorate tradition as a concept that was relevant for modern times. 
In particular, he insisted that tradition is not ‘unrelated to reason and reasoning’ and 
that ‘tradition is often the very basis of reasoning and rational argument’. Friedrich 
claimed that tradition was only a problem if it was promoted as an end in itself; 
he argued that ‘too much tradition ossifi es a political order, but equally surely, too 
little tradition undermines and dissolves the community and its order’. 52  Fried-
rich contrasted the concept of tradition to that of traditionalism. He asserted that 
traditionalism was the ‘self-conscious and deliberate insistence upon the value of 
tradition’ that attempted to make it ‘a norm of behaviour’ and warned that if carried 
too far, it would become an ideology. 53  Friedrich sought to provide an argument for 
getting the balance right between the relying on the experience of the past and the 
use of reasoning in the present. 

 In her writings on the modern condition, Arendt was concerned with what she 
perceived as the declining infl uence of tradition. She understood that the infl uence 
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of tradition and its values on modern society were likely to become marginalized. 
Though she was concerned about the erosion of tradition, she insisted that the 
consequences of this process were not entirely negative. She wrote that: ‘with the 
loss of tradition we have lost the thread which safely guided us through the vast 
realms of the past, but this thread was also the chain fettering each successive gen-
eration to a predetermined aspect of the past.’ 54  Arendt suggested that the loss of 
this ‘thread’ could have some positive outcomes: ‘It could be that only now will the 
past open up to us with unexpected freshness and tell us things no one has yet had 
ears to hear.’ 55  In other words, the loss of a particular tradition could help society 
to look back upon the past with ‘unexpected freshness’ and rediscover experience 
and  traditions that were obscured by the more recent traditions that dominated its 
view of the world. 

 Despite the advantage of freeing the younger generations from the chain link-
ing them to the past, Arendt seems to suggest that the damage that such a complete 
break from tradition could cause outweighs its benefi ts. She argued that ‘it cannot 
be denied that without a securely anchored tradition – and the loss of this security 
occurred several hundred years ago – the whole dimension of the past has also been 
endangered.’ In particular, she feared that humanity could deprive itself of ‘one 
dimension, the dimension of depth in human existence’. For Arendt such depth was 
inextricably linked with the capacity to refl ect on and engage with the meanings 
of the past. She reminds us that ‘memory and depth are the same’ and that ‘depth 
cannot be reached by man except through remembrance’. 56  

 The dimension of depth in human existence touches on the realm of meaning 
and of values. That is why in some form or another, genuine authority needs to 
draw upon the legacy and experience of tradition and the past. Like Arendt, the 
German sociologist Max Weber understood that in the modern world the infl uence 
of tradition had declined and could not be expected to provide the foundation for 
authority. To explore and explain this development Weber worked out his infl uen-
tial typology of the grounds on which legitimate authority was based: 

  Rational grounds , grounded on belief in the validity of legal rules issued through 
legal authority. 

  Traditional grounds , based on long-standing beliefs in the ‘sanctity of imme-
morial traditions’ and customs and which endows traditional authority with 
legitimacy. 

  Charismatic grounds , based on the popular acclaim and loyalty to the ‘excep-
tional sanctity, heroism or exemplary character of an individual person, 
expressed through charismatic authority’. 57  

 Numerous social theorists have questioned the utility of this typology on the 
grounds that it draws too direct a contrast between the rational/legal and the tra-
ditional grounds for constructing legitimacy. What is said to be rational may be the 
outcome of a priori subjective preference and what is characterized as traditional 
may well be the product of previous reasoning. Friedrich has criticized the typology 



Why hide our shared values? 45

for drawing a direct contrast between traditional and rational-legal authority,  taking 
particular issue with the tendency to represent tradition as irrational and the rational-
legal as its opposite. 58  

 Weber posited a model that claimed that the rationalization of social life would 
lead to the ascendancy of authority based on rational grounds. However, this dis-
placement of traditional reasoning by instrumental attitudes raised the question of 
what was the normative foundation of the technical rules linked with rational-legal 
authority. As the experience of the EU and of the immediate post-1989 Hungarian 
government indicated, legal and bureaucratic rules need a normative foundation 
if authority is to have real meaning. Impersonal rules on their own are unlikely to 
provide the foundation for authoritative action. 

 What values? 

 Max Weber was aware of the limited potential that legal-rational rules have to inspire 
belief in the legitimacy of the political order. Indeed, one reason why Weber became 
so interested in the problem of authority was because he could not convince himself 
that with the decline of tradition, the modern state could draw on a new source of 
foundational authority. 

 Experience suggests that Weber’s concept of legal-rational legitimacy provides a 
relatively fragile foundation for authorizing political rule. As one of Weber’s critics 
wrote: he had ‘great diffi culties in pinning legal legitimacy down to beliefs and nor-
mative compliance, partly because procedural regularities in legal-decision making 
do not provide a satisfactory alternative to substantive justice and natural law’. 59  
The rational-legal lacks the cultural and moral resources possessed by tradition to 
motivate and infl uence the public. As one legal sociologist observed, the law is 
‘rather cold and bloodless’ and ‘cannot replace traditional authority in the expressive, 
emotional sense’. He added that it ‘is possible to worship the idea of law; but law 
does not hold authority in the modern world because of its grip on the emotions’. 60  
Weber was all too aware of the limited capacity of rational-legal norms to inspire 
the public. ‘Compared with fi rm beliefs in the positive religiously revealed character 
of a legal norm or in the inviolable sacredness of an age-old tradition, even the most 
convincing norms arrived at by abstraction seem to be too subtle to serve as the 
bases of a legal system,’ he wrote. 61  

 Moreover the law itself needs to draw on cultural resources external to itself 
to render it not just valid but morally compelling. As the social theorist David 
Beetham argued, there are ‘substantive and moral questions about the content and 
justifi cation of law itself ’. 62  He has gone as far as to claim that the failure to ‘provide 
any account at all of the normative (as opposed to the juridical) legitimation of the 
law’ actually ‘invalidates Weber’s account of legitimacy’. 63  

 Without any moral or normative content, it is far from evident how belief in 
rules and procedures gives meaning to authority. The political scientist Robert Graf-
stein stated that ‘belief in legality amounts to an empty verbal resolution of the 
substantive problem of accounting for obedience under conditions of diversity’. He 
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added that ‘Weber simply fails to establish an adequate motivational basis for sub-
mitting to varied decisions that are grounded by their mode of genesis rather than 
their content’. 64  The legal scholar Lawrence Friedman echoed a similar point. He 
concluded that the displacement of traditional forms by rational-legal authority cre-
ated a problem since the law is ‘a limited authority’. 65  In other words, legal-rational 
authority does not possess equivalent infl uence to that of the authority of tradition. 
Something more than just legal rules are needed for the constitution of authority. 

 The debate in the European Parliament in January 2012 was ultimately grounded 
on two very different conceptions regarding the normative foundations of political 
authority. In this debate, the European Parliament’s opponents of the Hungarian 
Constitution were not simply reacting to the specifi c clauses of the document. They 
intuitively understood that a constitution founded on an appeal to the traditions of 
the past directly contradicted the EU’s project of developing a form of transnational 
authority based on respect for rules and procedures. 

 Jürgen Habermas has consistently pointed to the contradiction between legitimacy 
based on the normative foundation of tradition and one based on the law. His objective 
is the establishment of a form of political authority that relies upon a democratically 
‘juridifi ed decision-making and administrative power’. Habermas’ attachment to the 
EU project is, in part, linked to his belief that transnational institutions tend to trans-
form political issues into juridical ones, thereby reducing the necessity for legitimating 
the authority of the political. His ultimate objective is a world Parliament where deci-
sions are ‘monitored by courts’. Habermas’ attempt to liberate authority from any 
direct relationship to a national constituency and national traditions lead to a world 
that is managed by an alliance of enlightened technocrats and courts. He noted that a 
‘fortunate consequence of the restriction to legal but fundamentally moral matters is a 
defl ation of the demands on legitimation of the world organization’. 66  

 If the experience of the EU is anything to go, the strategy of seeking to defl ate 
‘demands on legitimation’ through policies of technocratic juridifi cation is unlikely 
to prove effective. In particular, the issue of legitimation cannot be suppressed once 
political disputes assume the form of confl ict over values. As François Foret and 
Annabelle Littoz-Monnet argue, ‘the specifi c nature of value-based controversies 
calls into question traditional legitimation mechanisms of EU-level governance’. 67  
Foret and Littoz-Monnet point out that the institutions of the EU, which tend to 
rely on the authority of the expert regulator, fi nd it diffi cult to respond to values-led 
challenges to its legitimacy. 

 With the best will in the world, the reference to Christianity and values associ-
ated with Hungary’s national traditions in the Fundamental Law would be perceived 
as a provocation by politicians wedded to a style of governance based on expert-
oriented mechanisms of legitimation. That the EU oligarchy is uncomfortable with 
values and almost instinctively seeks to bury them is the direct outcome of its own 
insecure sense of legitimacy. Foret and Littoz-Monnet note: 

 Because EU policy-making was long perceived as essentially regulatory in nature, 
expertise was accepted as a central justification and legitimation mechanism for 
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policy choices. The rise of value-based controversies has thrown into question 
the EU’s output centered legitimation strategies. Both the public and academic 
commentators have become critical of exclusive reliance on expertise as a means 
of escaping ordinary means of public accountability. 68  

 It is the recognition that the claim to expert authority is insuffi cient to legitimate 
the EU that has fuelled the acrimony towards populist movements that raise ques-
tions about its values. Expert authority regards populist values – particularly the 
avowal of popular sovereignty – as a direct threat to its authority. 

 Since the 2012 European Parliamentary debate on Hungary, disputes about val-
ues have become far more prevalent, and the EU has found it diffi cult to develop a 
mechanism for reconciling different versions or interpretations of European values. 
It is far easier to resolve arguments over economic resources or political reforms than 
disputes over cultural values. Since values touch on the meaning of life and fi rst prin-
ciples, those committed to a different outlook often fi nd that they express themselves 
in a language that is incomprehensible to others. A lot can get lost in translation in a 
debate on values. That is why, as Foret and Littoz-Monnet explained, ‘the emergence 
of value-based controversies in EU politics raises specifi c problems in terms of con-
fl ict settlement mechanisms at the supranational level’. They observed that: 

 Value-based controversies consist of debates over first principles, in which at 
least one advocacy coalition involved portrays the issue as one of morality 
and uses moral arguments in its policy advocacy. As a result, they do not lend 
themselves well to traditional negotiation mechanisms in supranational arenas, 
characterised by bargaining techniques such as issue linkages and trade-offs. 
Those might indeed be ineffective in issues where values are perceived to 
be at stake. In situations where a clash of values is present, reaching a policy 
compromise is highly unlikely. Thus, the presence of values in EU politics 
poses new problems related to the management of diversity, when differences 
are too insurmountable. 69  

 In recent years, the Culture Wars have become internationalized, and disputes about 
lifestyle, family life, sexual orientation, or the nature of community life are no lon-
ger confi ned to the domestic sphere. In Europe as well as internationally, culture 
has become politicized around issues such as the role of multiculturalism, mass 
migration into the continent, the nature of borders, the challenge posed by radical 
Islamists groups, the nature of marriage and family life, and sexuality. Muslim jihad-
ists are not just fi ghting with bombs: they are directly questioning Western liberal 
values and denouncing them as immoral. Radical Muslim websites condemn the 
West for its materialism, consumerism, and sinful behaviour. In turn, supporters of 
Western post-traditional values criticize societies in the Middle East for the way 
they treat women and homosexuals. Even Russia has been pulled into the frame, 
frequently denounced by Western commentators for its conservative and traditional 
attitude towards women and homosexuality. 
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 In response to the anti-traditionalist values celebrated in the United States and 
the West, Vladamir Putin, the President of Russia, has sought to assume the posture 
of the global leader fi ghting for traditionalism and a Christian way of life. There 
is little doubt that the government of Russia is a willing participant in what it 
regards as a war over moral values and beliefs. Since early 2012 President Putin has 
explicitly expressed his conviction that ‘cultural self-awareness, spiritual and moral 
values, codes of values are an area of intense competition’. Putin has stated that the 
struggle ‘to infl uence the worldviews of entire ethnic groups, the desire to subject 
them to one’s will, to force one’s system of values and beliefs upon them is an abso-
lute reality, just like the fi ght for mineral resources that many nations, ours included 
experience’. 70  

 Vladimir Putin self-consciously cultivates the image of Russia as a moral crusader 
fi ghting for the survival of human civilization. In his annual State of the Nation 
speech in 2013, Putin responded to Western criticisms of Russia’s attitude to homo-
sexuality by lamenting the decline of morality in the West, and drawing attention 
to what he perceived as the morally disorienting consequences of Western social 
engineering. ‘This destruction of traditional values from above not only entails neg-
ative consequences for society, but is also inherently anti-democratic because it is 
based on an abstract notion and runs counter to the will of the majority of people,’ 
he claimed, arguing that traditional family values were the only effective defence 
against ‘so-called tolerance – genderless and infertile’. 

 Although directed at the Russian public, Putin’s denunciation of ‘genderless and 
infertile’ lifestyles was also messaged for a global audience. Just a few days before 
the delivery of this speech, an infl uential Kremlin-linked think-tank published a 
report titled ‘Putin: World Conservatism’s New Leader’. The report claimed that 
ordinary people throughout the world yearn for the stability and security offered by 
traditional values and argued that people believe in the traditional family and regard 
multiculturalism with suspicion. Dmitry Abzalov, a spokesman, told the press that ‘it 
is important for most people to preserve their way of life, their lifestyle, their tradi-
tions’ and because of that they ‘tend toward conservatism’. 71  

 It is not yet clear whether Moscow’s celebration of conservative traditional values 
will amount to more than an exercise in state propaganda. But regardless of the conse-
quences, this demonstrates that even in the twenty-fi rst century, tradition and the values 
associated with the past continue both to inspire and repel. The confl ict between the 
federalist minded leaders of the EU and the Orbán government refl ects in miniature 
the growing tendency for international disputes to assume a cultural form. 
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 Confl icts over values and traditions run in parallel with competing conceptions about 
the nature of authority and identity. As has been widely noted, since the rise of moder-
nity, such differences have been often expressed through the contrast drawn between 
religious and secular values. In more recent times the contestation of authority is 
frequently focused on the nation. The anti-populist cultural script frames national 
sentiment as an outdated, dangerous, and irrational prejudice. This representation of 
nationalist consciousness has gained widespread traction in elite culture, where it tends 
to be derided as the bigotry of ordinary people. Anti-populist ideology continually 
signals the idea that if awakened, this narrow-minded sensibility will have harmful 
consequences. 

 In contemporary Western political discourse, nationalism, and its cognate terms – 
national attachments, national identity, national sentiments – have acquired the kind 
of negative qualities that usually invite moral condemnation. One of the criticisms 
mounted against Hungary is that this society has not moved with the times and is 
disoriented by its continued adherence to national attachments. Indeed the claim 
that Hungarian nationalism possesses uniquely disturbing psychological features 
serves to validate what I characterize as the theory of Hungarian exceptionalism. 

 Moral devaluation of nationhood 

 Since Carlton J. H. Hayes’ infl uential essay ‘Nationalism as a Religion’ (1926), there 
has been a discernible tendency in the academic literature to treat nationalism as 
the irrational functional equivalent of religion. Often, nationalism is associated with 
atavistic, mystical, and emotional properties that have the capacity to disrupt the 
prevailing order. Hayes claimed that this secular religion possesses great emotional 
infl uence over the masses and noted that ‘an emotional loyalty to the idea or the 
fact of the national state’ was one that was ‘so intensely emotional that it motivates 
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all sorts of people and causes them to subordinate all other loyalties to national 
loyalty’. 1  Hayes’ essay, which expressed the reaction of the liberal intelligentsia to 
the devastating consequences of the First World War, indicted nationalists as ‘either 
ignorant and prejudiced or inhuman or jaundiced’. He added that nationalism was 
‘artifi cial’ and was ‘far from ennobling’, describing it as ‘ patriotic snobbery ’. 2  

 Writing in the 1930s, John Hobson summed up this outlook, when he warned 
of the ‘chief perils and disturbances associated with the aggressive nationalism of 
today’. 3  Hobson’s condemnation of ‘aggressive nationalism’ coexisted with the rec-
ognition that there could be non-aggressive or ‘healthy’ nationalisms. In the 1940s 
and 1950s, many liberal theorists wrote approvingly of the English variety, while 
deploring others. Hans Kohn’s classic text of the 1940s praised Western nationalism 
as one that adhered to a basically ‘rational and universal concept of political liberty 
and looked towards the city of the future’. 4  He drew a sharp contrast between ratio-
nal nationalism and Eastern nationalism, which he claimed was ‘basically founded 
on history, monuments, on graveyards, even harking back to the mysteries of ancient 
times and tribal solidarity’. 5  

 The rise of Nazi aggression, the catastrophe of the Second World War, and the 
Holocaust are often perceived as the inevitable consequence of nationalist rival-
ries and ideologies. From this standpoint, national attachments are interpreted as a 
cultural resource that is dangerous because they can be mobilized to promote exclu-
sionary and racial causes. That is why, in practice, the classical distinctions drawn 
between patriotism, identifi cation with the nation and republican, civic, cultural, 
religious, and racial nationalism has lost some of its force. According to this teleo-
logical conception of nationalism, what at fi rst appears as an innocent manifestation 
of national identity and loyalty in the nineteenth century inevitably crystallized into 
menacing political ideology, of which Nazism is the most barbaric manifestation. 

 Nationalism is almost single-handedly blamed for the catastrophe that engulfed 
the world between 1939 and 1945. The tendency to portray national attachments 
as not simply potentially dangerous but also as inherently a threat to global secu-
rity gained momentum in the 1930s, and by the 1940s, it acquired the status of an 
incontrovertible truth. This sentiment was captured by a commentary published in 
 Foreign Affairs  in 1943, which observed that ‘the word . . . [nationalism] . . . is now 
synonymous with the most vulgar racism’. It added that ‘the work of this monster 
has culminated in two world wars and thirty million dead’. 6  

 In the 1940s, some of the critics of nationalism still acknowledged that national 
sentiments and loyalties were not intrinsically harmful. In 1944, Frederick Herz 
wrote in his  Nationality in History and Politics  that ‘few people would condemn 
nationalism outright’, adding that ‘English usage identifi es it with national senti-
ment and the complete elimination of this sentiment would be widely deplored 
and resisted’. 7  Herz was deeply troubled by the phenomenon of nationalism and 
remarked that it was ‘no longer possible to state’ where ‘the line of demarcation 
between benefi cial and harmful nationalism is’. 8  However, the willingness shown 
by Herz to portray national sentiment as least a neutral, if not always positive, force, 
gradually gave way to a more negative assessment of this feeling. 
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 By the 1960s many accounts of the topic of nationalism treated it as an unwel-
come irrational pathology. Some theorists called into question the very essence of 
nationalism and national sentiments and portrayed those who still held onto such 
prejudices as lower forms of human beings. In his book,  Nationalism and Its Alter-
natives , the Czech American political theorist Karl Deutsch could barely hide his 
contempt for those who hold national sentiments. ‘A nation so goes a rueful Euro-
pean saying’, he wrote, ‘is a group of persons united by a common error about their 
ancestry and a common dislike of their neighbour’. 9  

 If Herz were writing in the twenty-fi rst century, it is unlikely that he would 
make the statement that ‘few people would condemn nationalism outright’. In the 
contemporary era, the very legitimacy of the nation state has been put to question. 
This sentiment acquired a dominant infl uence amongst the Western intelligentsia 
in the post-Second World War era. As Johanna Möhring and Gwythian Prins 
point out, ‘for more than two intellectual generations, since 1945, there has been an 
ascendant narrative in international affairs which has represented the nation state as 
pathological in its very nature’. 10  Such sentiments led many supporters of the EU 
to regard national sentiments as an expression of primordial attachments, which by 
defi nition do not have a positive role to play in a modern society. 

 EU policymakers often give the impression that they believe that national loy-
alties constitute an outdated prejudice and prefer attachments that are directed at 
rules and legal principles. Their references to national loyalties imply that if these 
sentiments are held too strongly they will provide a cultural terrain where exclu-
sionary tendencies are likely to fl ourish. From this perspective the Fundamental 
Law of Hungary, particularly its Avowal of National Faith, represents an unwelcome 
throwback to an irrational pre-modern past, and it is perceived as problematic not 
only for its coupling of ‘national’ with ‘faith’ but also for its unapologetic celebration 
of loyalty to the nation. 

 The preference of European federalist intellectuals for a denationalized form of 
civic identity is the polar opposite of the approach adopted by the authors of the 
Fundamental Law, who self-consciously uphold the ideal of loyalty to the nation. 
As this chapter outlines, confl icting views about the status of national values and 
identity underpin the cultural tension between Hungary and the leaders of the EU. 

 It is important to note that the hostility of liberals towards national loyalties is a 
relatively recent development. The emergence of the modern world and of liberal 
Enlightenment ideals coincided with the rise of nation states and national loyalty. In 
the aftermath of the French Revolution, its leaders adopted the language of nation-
alism. Loyalty was singled out as a value worthy of respect by the drafters of the 
Constitution of the First Republic of France in 1793. Indeed in both the American 
and the French Constitutions, the ideas of sovereignty, people, and the nation are indis-
solubly bound together. In France, the form through which the General Will came 
to be expressed was the nation. This principle was enshrined in the Constitution of 
1791, which stated that ‘sovereignty is one, indivisible, inalienable and imprescrip-
tible’, and ‘belongs to the Nation; no one section of the people, no one individual 
can claim the right to exercise it’. 11  Article 3 of the 1789  Declaration of the Rights
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of Man and of the Citizen  stated that the ‘sources of all sovereignty resides essentially 
in the nation; no body, no individual can exercise authority that does not proceed 
from it in plain terms’. 

 This invocation of the nation as the source of all sovereign authority was paralleled 
by an outburst of enthusiasm for human liberty and individual rights. At least in the 
American and French context, it was the infl uence of liberal and humanitarian ideals 
that helped to strengthen the ‘new principle that all sovereign authority emanates 
from the nation as a whole and that the central government is the only legitimate 
executor of that authority’. 12  Today it is the authority of this nation state – in both 
its liberal and conservative form – that has been increasingly contested. Academic 
cosmopolitan theorists, who regard their current historical crusade against nationalism 
as the historical equivalent of the struggle against religious superstition in the early 
modern era, most explicitly convey this view. ‘Just as Christian theology had to be 
repressed at the start of the Modern Period in Europe, the political sphere of action 
must be opened up today anew by taming nationalist theology’ advised one of the 
foremost exponents of cosmopolitanism, the German sociologist Ulrich Beck. 13  

 Divergent paths 

 References to the nation state and nationalism by European policymakers and aca-
demics are inescapably infl uenced by their reaction to the negative experience of 
the Second World War. Post-nationalist commentators interpret this global catas-
trophe as an experience that fi nally, and irrevocably, morally negates the legitimacy 
of the sense of nationhood and of identities forged around national cultures. Such 
views gained widespread infl uence in Western Europe, but particularly in Germany, 
where the burden of guilt imposed on the public psyche has discouraged the culti-
vation of national identity. 

 Unease regarding cultural or political appeals to the authority of the nation is 
often justifi ed on the grounds that such appeals threaten to undermine the infl uence 
of rational civic deliberation over public life. Critics of the nation state also claim 
that national sentiments contain an inherent tendency towards escalating into hos-
tility and aggression towards those of other nationalities. In the post-Second World 
War era, such criticisms were not confi ned to liberal and left-wing critics of politi-
cal nationalism but also endorsed by many European conservative and European 
Christian Democratic leaders. 

 Despite the traditional association of conservatism with national culture, many 
prominent Christian Democrats became wary of nationalism; in the aftermath of the 
Second World War, one of their immediate aims was to contain the long-standing 
national rivalry between France and Germany. From this perspective, some form 
of European unity was perceived as the antidote to the threat posed by a potential 
confl ict between these two nations. In a speech at Zurich University in September 
1946, Winston Churchill spoke about the ‘tragedy of Europe’, and argued that ‘we 
must build a kind of United States of Europe’. For Churchill, the precondition for 
European unity was the forging of a ‘partnership between France and Germany’. 14  
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Churchill did not express any animosity against nationalism or the sense of nation-
hood as such: his focus was on the elimination of national rivalry between two old 
enemies. A similar outlook was conveyed by the Schuman Declaration of 1950, 
which proposed the pooling of coal and steel production as ‘a fi rst step in the fed-
eration of Europe’, and stated that the ‘coming together of the nations of Europe 
requires the elimination of the age-old opposition of France and Germany’. 15  

 Although the early attempts to promote European unity were not explicitly 
directed against the integrity of the nation state, many of the advocates of European 
federalism were clearly disenchanted with, and suspicious of, the role of nationalist 
attachment. Though at this point in time the authority of the nation state was rarely 
questioned explicitly, the positive sentiments that surrounded the sense of nation-
hood when it emerged in the nineteenth century had clearly lost much of their 
appeal in post-war Europe. 

 Leading Christian Democratic politicians – the French statesman Robert Schuman, 
the German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, the Prime Minister of Italy, Alcide De 
Gasperi – played an important role in the building of institutions of European unity in 
the 1940s and 1950s. In part, their enthusiasm for European unity represented a reac-
tion to what they perceived as the excesses of nationalism. As one study of this process 
observed: 

 ‘European Christian Democratic parties supported the integration of West-
ern Europe as a means of rebuilding the economies of their countries in the 
aftermath of the war, ensuring more stable political systems and overcoming 
nationalism’. 16  

 This reaction against nationalism was particularly infl uential in Germany, where the 
post-Second World War elite felt the need to distance themselves from this nation’s 
past. Chancellor Konrad Adenauer took the view that the integration of Germany 
into Europe would assist his nation in this way, and after the end of the Second 
World War, the Christian Democratic Party (CDU) enthusiastically adopted the 
policy of European unifi cation. As the German political scientist Ernst Haas noted, 
‘in leading circles of the CDU, the triptych of self-conscious anti-Nazism, Christian 
values, and dedication to European unity as a means of redemption for past German 
sins has played a crucial ideological role’. 17  

 Some studies of the leading role assumed by Christian Democratic politicians in 
the project of European unifi cation have gone so far as to argue that this movement 
was intrinsically hostile to the ideals represented by the nation state. The cosmopoli-
tan political theorist Jan-Werner Müller claims that nationalism is ‘one of Christian 
Democrats’ prime ideological enemies’, and that they, ‘like Catholics, international-
ists by nature – placed little value on the nation state’. 18  However, it was pragmatic 
calculations rather than any fundamental internationalist principle that led Chris-
tian Democrats to adopt the cause of European unity. Müller overstates his point 
on this matter by suggesting that nationalism was Christian Democrat’s ‘prime 
ideological enemy’. Perhaps in the seventeenth century, during the rise of the nation 
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state, the Roman Catholic Church regarded this force as a major ideological threat; 
but in the post-1945 era it had a variety of other, far more immediate, problems to 
worry about, such as communism, secularism, and selfi sh consumerism. 

 It is important to note that all mainstream political parties reacted to the catastro-
phes of the 1930s and the 1940s by adopting a similar outlook. The anti-nationalist 
sentiments adopted by Christian Democrats in the 1940s were motivated by a con-
cern to avoid, or at least minimize, the disruptive impact of nationalist confl ict on 
global security. However, the immediate post-war reaction to the politicization of 
nationalism was far more restricted in scope than today. In the twenty-fi rst century 
it is not only political nationalism, but the very sense of national pride, that has been 
branded as problematic by those wedded to a federalist or cosmopolitan outlook. 

 Contemporary Christian Democrat’s suspicion of nationalism is exemplifi ed by 
the political orientation of the German CDU, particularly under the leadership of 
Angela Merkel. In recent years, but especially since the mass movement of migrants 
to Germany in 2015, Merkel has sought to draw a sharp contrast between her poli-
cies and those motivated by nationalist concerns. Müller claims that Merkel has, 
in effect, forced ‘believers in Europe to choose between her own brand of “com-
passionate conservatism” and the “Christian national” vision of Fortress Europe, 
propounded by leaders such as Hungary’s Viktor Orbán and Poland’s Jaroslaw 
Kaczynski’. 19  

 Müller is right to suggest that the difference separating Germany and Hungary 
on the migration question is not simply about the status of national borders: what is 
at stake are fundamental differences between the way that the sense of nationhood 
is understood. So when Orbán stated that EU member states ‘should not be afraid 
of being good patriots’, and added, the ‘idea of nationalism is a danger for Europe is 
an idea I cannot accept’, he implicitly drew attention to the sentiments that divide 
the two camps. 20  The term ‘good patriot’ no longer translates into a positive vision 
in the political vocabulary of the EU elites. 

 For the elites who are invested in European unifi cation, nationalism represents 
the ‘bad old days’: but for a signifi cant section of East European and Hungarian 
people, the sense of nationhood is still fundamental to their identity. 

 Hungary – a nationalism  sui generis ? 

 In recent decades, the conviction that national sentiments and attachments are respon-
sible for all the woes that have affl icted modern European societies has acquired the 
status of a taken-for-granted truth within international cultural and political institu-
tions. In particular, the EU promotes a political narrative that depicts nationalism as 
itself the cause of war and political violence. The conservative British philosopher 
Roger Scruton refers to the ‘founding myth’ of European integration, the claim that 
‘belief that nationhood and national self-determination were the prime causes of the 
wars that had ruined Europe’. 21  

 Promoters of the EU continually justify the existence of their institutions on 
the grounds that they have successfully prevented the outbreak of yet another 
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nationalism-driven European war. At the same time, they caution against com-
placency and call for vigilance against the possible resurgence of such confl icts. 
Warning of the ‘demons of nationalism’ Jean-Claude Juncker, the former prime 
minister of Luxembourg and head of the EU Commission, pointed to the growth 
of nationalist parties in Europe and stated that ‘I am chilled by the realization of how 
similar circumstances in Europe in 2013 are to those of 100 years ago’. 22  

 Although in theory, EU policymakers are prepared to make a distinction 
between patriotism and nationalism, in practice they tend to view all forms of 
national sentiment with suspicion. They are particularly suspicious of expres-
sions of national sentiment in the Eastern part of the continent, which even 
today is sometimes described as a form of ‘Balkan tribalism’. As one EU offi-
cial warned during the Yugoslav confl ict, ‘if we do not Brusselize them, they 
will Balkanize us’. 23  A similar sentiment informs the animosity directed by 
advocates of European federalism towards Hungary. They frequently attack this 
nation’s celebration of national symbols and sentiments for its violation of their 
post-modern and post-national ethos and denounce the importance that the 
Hungarian government attaches to the promotion of national identity as an 
affront to the anti-national and multicultural philosophy of the EU. Conseq uently, 
Hungarian nationalism is often depicted as a unique and particularly virulent 
strand of xenophobia. 

 The language used to castigate the Hungarian sense of nationhood often adopts 
a strident and emotional tone. Hungarian nationalism is often depicted as a unique 
and a particularly toxic variant of this ideology. This sentiment was forcefully 
expressed by Bono, of the rock band U2, when he informed an American Senate 
subcommittee that the reaction by ‘hyper-nationalist’ Hungary and Poland to the 
migration crisis represented an ‘existential threat’ to Europe. 24  The use of the term 
‘existential threat’ was self-consciously used to raise the temperature and signal the 
warning that unless something was done, it was only a matter of time before the 
jackboots were back on the streets of Budapest. 

 Commentators frequently assert that Hungarian political culture lacks any genu-
ine democratic traditions and is therefore exceptionally authoritarian or chauvinist. 
Writing in this vein, a commentator for  Al Jazeera  claimed that: 

 The Hungarians obviously never embraced the culture of democracy, opting 
instead for a powerful authoritarian leader who shifts blame to everyone else 
but them for the miserable state of the country. Orbán’s tirades against the EU, 
the West and Hungary’s other perceived enemies obviously find resonance in 
the country. 25  

 Other commentaries focus on the supposed insecurity of Hungarian national iden-
tity and its defensive, even pathological, dimensions. One commentator writes that 
‘there is hardly another country that swings as radically between the emotional 
extremes of nationalist megalomania and deep-seated feelings of guilt’. 26  From 
this perspective, the allegedly toxic nationalist culture of contemporary Hungary 
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is depicted as merely the most recent variant of the nation’s age-old legacy. As one 
exposition of the defects of Hungarian exceptionalism insists: 

 When observing the ugly manifestations of extremism in Hungary or the 
maverick policies of its current government, foreign commentators usually 
perceive the underlying nationalist sentiments, but tend to interpret them as 
just another brand of nationalism in ‘New Europe’. Hungarian nationalism, 
however, stands out in central Europe. It is particularly forceful and, to use a 
mild term, nervous. It is always on the alert, wary of possible vicious attacks 
and lashing out when no one would expect, as there was no apparent or 
unprovoked offence. 27  

 According to the stereotype of a ‘particularly forceful’ Hungarian nationalism, this 
is an irrational, highly volatile, and  sui generis  phenomenon. 

 The claim that Hungarian nationalism is in a class of its own is a contention 
that echoes criticisms directed at Hungary’s political culture since the nineteenth 
century. It emerged during the debates that surrounded the nationalities question 
in the Habsburg Empire in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 28  
That similar criticisms continue to be re-raised in the very different context of the 
twenty-fi rst century serves as testimony to the durability of historical stereotypes 
and the prejudices they invoke. 

 It is frequently argued that nationalism in Hungary has always been different and 
far more unstable than those of other European societies. Writing of the apparent 
resurgence of a ‘Hungarian ethnic nationalism’ which ‘deploys increasingly irreden-
tist themes’, a commentary in the  National Interest  in 2015 warned that ‘Hungary 
as a source of countervailing trends with Europe should come as no surprise’ since 
‘Hungary has always been a land of contradictions’. 29  

 The historian Peter Sugar, in his essay ‘The More It Changes, the More Hun-
garian Nationalism Remains the Same’, forcefully advances the assertion that 
Hungarian nationalism has always contained an inherent aggressive and xenophobic 
dimension. He notes that: 

 The literature dealing with Magyar nationalism is extensive. The general 
impression created by its manifestations during the last roughly two and a 
half centuries has been that it had been aggressive and disrespectful of the 
rights of other nations living in the lands of historical Hungary, occasionally 
even bordering on the criminal. This evaluation did not originate with R. W. 
Seton-Watson . . . [British historian] . . . but was certainly disseminated widely 
by the works he published under the pen names of Viator and Scotus Viator. 
While some of the judgments passed on Magyar nationalism were exaggerated 
and even unjustified, the correctness of the general picture cannot be denied. 30  

 That Hungarian nationalism has had its dark side is not in doubt. But the claim that 
this nationalism was always driven by destructive passions and possessed no positive 
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qualities overlooks the changing contours of its history. For example, the Hun-
garian Revolution of 1848 was widely and rightly interpreted as an enlightened 
attempt to achieve freedoms usually associated with the nineteenth-century version 
of liberal democracy. The pathologization of Hungarian nationalism also ignores 
and minimizes the destructive and distortive infl uence of wider regional and global 
confl icts on Hungarian society through the centuries. 

 At times, Hungarian nationalist politicians behaved oppressively towards eth-
nic minorities within the Habsburg Empire. But as the historian Stephen Borsody 
explains, the oppression of minorities by Magyar elites in the decades leading up to 
the Great War was far from unique to Hungary: 

 Neither assimilation motivated by the ideal of the homogeneous nation state, 
nor alliances to serve nationalist interests, are uniquely Hungarian phenom-
ena. Hungary’s neighbours had committed similar, and sometimes even worse, 
crimes in the pursuit of nationalist objectives, in particular after the Second 
World War. 31  

 Nevertheless, propaganda during the First World War ensured that Hungarian 
nationalism gained a reputation as a particularly evil political force. The portrait 
drawn by Eduard Benes, the Czech nationalist leader, of the corrosive impact of the 
Magyars on regional stability resonated with the outlook of some policymakers in 
France and Britain during the First World War. In his essay ‘Detruisez l’Autriche-
Hongrie!’, Benes held the Magyars responsible for the outbreak of the 1914 War, 
blaming Hungarians for the promotion of the Habsburg Empire’s anti-Slav Balkan 
policy, which in turn was depicted as the trigger for the confl ict that led to the 
outbreak of the First World War. 32  

 If there is an element of continuity that appears to transcend historical time, it 
is the way that Magyar nationalism has been represented and subjected to a dou-
ble standard of moral evaluation. The contribution of the British historian Robert 
William Seton-Watson is paradigmatic in this respect. Seton-Watson’s book  Racial 
Problems in Hungary , published in 1908, had huge impact on the way that Hungary 
came to be regarded in Great Britain and large parts of the Western world. At the 
time Seton-Watson was regarded as the leading international expert on Hungary. 
During the First World War, he became an advisor to the British Foreign Offi ce; and 
following the war, he and some of his like-minded colleagues played an important 
role in infl uencing the proceedings of the Paris Peace Conference. One fateful out-
come of these proceedings was the enactment of the Treaty of Trianon in June 1920. 

 The Treaty of Trianon is widely perceived by Hungarians as one of the greatest 
tragedies that befell this nation in modern times. The treaty led to the dismember-
ment of Hungary, leaving three million Hungarians (one-third of ethnic Hungarians) 
outside the borders of this newly-constructed geographical entity. From the stand-
point of Seton-Watson’s critique of Hungarian nationalism, the punishment infl icted 
on this country was a proportionate price to pay for the previous inequities perpetu-
ated by Magyar nationalists on other ethnic groups in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 
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In his Preface to  Racial Problems In Hungary , Seton-Watson argued that, unlike other 
students of the Dual Monarchy, he gradually came to the conclusion that the ‘racial 
question in Austria is far less diffi cult and less important than the racial question in 
Hungary’. 33  In other words, he concluded that the cause of the problem of nation-
alities and ethnic tension that affl icted the Habsburg Empire lay not in Vienna but 
in Budapest, and Magyar chauvinism was singled out as a malevolent force that was 
far more selfi sh and destructive than the other nationalist movements in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. 

 There is no doubt that the Hungarian authorities were, at times, callous and brutal 
towards ethnic minorities. Their coercive Magyarisation policies directed at other 
ethnic groups were unjust and inevitably provoked hostility and resentment. However 
Seton-Watson’s presentation of this problem one-sidedly relieves all other parties of 
moral responsibility for the nationality problems that plagued the Hapsburg Empire. 
What is also striking about this study of  Racial Problems  is the author’s singular lack of 
self-consciousness about his own ‘racial problems’ with Hungarians and Jews. 

 The way in which Seton-Watson adopted the racial outlook and rhetoric of 
his times is not unusual in early twentieth century historiography. It is impor-
tant to adopt a balanced view of the turn of the twentieth-century discussion on 
the nationalities in question and not to judge the protagonists in accordance with 
the conventions and standards of the contemporary era. However, what strikes the 
twenty-fi rst-century reader is the casual manner with which this critic of ‘racial 
problems’ embraces dubious racial stereotypes. Re-reading  Racial Problems  and some 
of Seton-Watson’s other works, it is diffi cult to know whether the real culprits in 
his story were the Hungarian political elites or the Jews who so enthusiastically 
and dramatically assimilated into Magyar society. Time and again, he accused the 
Magyar elites of allowing their society to come under Jewish domination, writing 
of the ‘all powerful Jewish publican and usurer’ who used their infl uence to control 
the outcome of local elections’ at the expense of the non-Magyar nationalities. 34  

 Seton-Watson pointed out that during the nineteenth century, Hungary’s rela-
tively liberal attitude towards Jewish people encouraged the latter to wholeheartedly 
embrace a Magyar nationalist identity. He seems to believe that it was not sincere 
conviction but opportunism that led Jewish people to embrace Magyar culture. 
Seton-Watson expressed dismay at this development, since he believed that Jewish 
support for the Magyarisation of the region assisted the project of oppressing ethnic 
minorities in Hungary: remarking that ‘the Catholic Church and the Jews form today 
the two chief bulwarks of Magyar chauvinism’. Seton-Watson also condemned Jews 
for using the freedom they were granted to assume a dominant position over Hun-
garian culture and the economy. In his discussion of the local government reforms 
of 1886, he remarked that ‘its true signifi cance lay in its unnamed but no less real 
concessions to the growing Jewish bourgeoisie, who cunningly assumed a mask of 
Magyar Chauvinism, in order to gain control of the fi nance, the trade and the munici-
pal government of the country’. He criticized the Magyar magnates and gentry for 
being ‘blinded by racial ardour’ and accepting Jews as ‘valuable allies in the national 
struggle’, adding that ‘too late they have awakened’ to the ‘fact that not only the towns, 
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to which they were indifferent, but even the counties are falling more and more to 
Jewish hands’; 35  and lamented the fact that ‘in the twentieth century trade, fi nance 
and journalism have well-nigh become a Jewish monopoly in Hungary’. 36  

 Although at the time, Seton-Watson’s distaste towards Jewish culture was shared 
by many Anglo-American intellectuals, his tendency to regard turn of the century 
Hungary as a veritable Jewish fi efdom struck some of his correspondents as unwor-
thy of a serious scholar. The Hungarian liberal social scientist Oszkár Jászi regarded 
Seton-Watson’s writings favourably and corresponded regularly with him. But even 
he was taken aback by Seton-Watson’s casual anti-Semitic reference to the domi-
nation of Hungary by the Jews. In his 1911 study  The Southern Slav Question and 
the Habsburg Monarchy , Seton-Watson noted that ‘in Hungary the Jews alone are 
triumphant in politics, in the Press, in fi nance, in commerce’; and he warned that 
the Austrian anti-Semitic politician, Karl Lueger’s ‘offensive gibes at the “Judaeo-
Magyars” contain a painful element of truth; for Hungary is in danger of becoming 
a Zionist rather than a Magyar national state’. 37  In his review of  The Southern Slav 
Question , Jászi could not let this remark pass and noted that ‘our distinguished English 
colleague allowed himself to be infl uenced by the worst kind of Christian Socialist 
petty bourgeois ideology’. 38  

 Jászi was of course aware of the pernicious role of Lueger in the public affairs of 
the Habsburg Empire. Lueger, the mayor of Vienna and leader of the anti-Semitic 
Christian Socialist Party, was bitterly hostile to Hungarians, and his animosity towards 
them was only exceeded by his detestation of Jewish people. He coined the term 
‘Judeo-Magyar’ to express his hatred for both Jews and Hungarians. 39  His identifi ca-
tion of Magyars and Jews as the twin evils affl icting the Habsburg Empire expressed 
attitudes that, in a more restrained form, were similar to those of Seton-Watson. 

 However one assesses the scholarly value of Seton-Watson’s work, it is diffi cult 
to avoid the conclusion that he did not hold himself to the rigorous standard of 
non-racial probity that he applied to Hungarian society. His own uncritical use 
of racial categories to interpret historical development indicates that his version of 
 Racial Problems in Hungary  were not untainted by the faults that he attributed to the 
targets of his polemic. 

 One of Seton-Watson’s British collaborators was Henry Wickham Steed, the cor-
respondent of the  Times  in Vienna. During the First World War, both men were 
appointed co-directors of propaganda directed against Austria-Hungary and played 
an important role providing advice to Western negotiators involved in drawing up 
the post-war peace treaty. Steed, like Seton-Watson, had previously drawn the con-
clusion that Hungarians were a destabilizing infl uence on the region and the cause 
of most of the problems of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire. And like Seton-Watson, 
he discerned the infl uence of shadowy Jewish interests behind developments in 
Austria-Hungary. 

 Henry Wickham Steed’s book  The Habsburg Monarchy , published in 1913, is 
interesting for its portrayal of Magyar nationalism as the helpless victim of a Jew-
ish conspiracy. He wrote that ‘in truth, there is no Hungarian question’ – there is a 
‘Jewish question, and this terrible race means not only to master one of the great 
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warrior nations in the world, but it means, and is consciously striving, to enter the 
lists against the other great race of the north (the Russians)’. 40  Echoing Seton-Watson’s 
concern about ‘Judaeo-Magyars’, Steed reminded his readers that Budapest is ‘com-
monly nick-named “Judapest”’. 41  

 The role of the critics of Judaeo-Magyar nationalism in contributing to the 
subsequent emergence of the thesis of a Hungarian nationalism  sui generis  remains a 
subject that is rarely explored in the historical and sociological literature. Yet it was 
a term that was suffi ciently infl uential to enter the vocabulary of some policymakers 
and diplomats in the interwar era. For example, the historian Gusztáv Kecskés cites 
the French Consul in Kolozsvár (Cluj-Napoca), writing in 1928 about the Judaeo-
Magyars – that is, Jews who identifi ed with Magyar aspirations in Transylvania. 42  

 It is worth noting in passing that critics who fi ercely criticize Hungarian anti-
Semitic nationalist politics of the interwar period tend to give a free pass to the 
anti-Semitic sentiments directed against Hungarian Judaeo-Magyar nationalism. 
This selective approach towards assessing the character of Hungarian nationalism 
continues to this day. 

 During the post-First World War peace negotiations, the views expressed by 
Steed and Seton-Watson about Hungarian political culture clearly infl uenced the 
attitudes of the British Foreign Offi ce negotiators. One Foreign Offi ce offi cial, 
Harold Nicolson, made no attempt to hide his anti-Hungarian prejudices. In his 
recollection of the proceedings of the peace conference Nicolson wrote: 

 My feelings toward Hungary were less detached. I confess that I regarded, 
and still regard, that Turanian tribe with acute distaste. Like their cousins 
the Turks, they had destroyed much and created nothing. Buda Pest was a 
false city devoid of any autochthonous reality. For centuries the Magyars had 
oppressed their subject nationalities. The hour of liberation and retribution 
was at hand. 43  

 Nicolson’s ‘distaste’ directed at Hungarians and their ‘false city’ communicated a 
spirit of chauvinism that implied that Magyar society and culture were devoid of 
any redeeming features. 

 The exotic othering of the Turanian tribe – allegedly the ancestors of the Finno-
Ugric people like the Magyars – has continued to infl uence Western perceptions 
of Hungarian society. As late as the early 1980s, an essay published in  National 
Geographic  informed its readers that, ‘by all rights, some say, the Hungarians should 
not be in Hungary at all; if their language is incomprehensible to their neighbors, 
if their history has been problematic, it is their own doing’. The author poses the 
question of ‘where have they come from’ and speculates that probably ‘just East 
of the Urals in Western Siberia’. 44  The sentiment that this tribe of exotic non-
Western people are not like their geographical neighbours is rarely expressed in 
explicit terms in the twenty-fi rst century. However such views served to legitimate 
the post-First World War settlement, which had such destructive consequences for 
Hungarian society. 
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 The Treaty of Trianon fundamentally altered the inner content of Hungar-
ian national identity and weakened its civic dimension. Contrary to some of the 
Orientalist literature that presents Hungarian nationalism as essentially ethnic or 
tribalist, at times it’s far more civic than some of its Western counterparts. As Robert 
Bideleux notes, the nationalism of the kingdom of Hungary was ‘more “civil” and 
“cosmopolitan” than “ethnic”, while those that developed in some of Europe’s 
“western fringes” (Ireland, Scotland, the Basque country, Catalonia) as well as Bel-
gium, Scandinavia and Germany were decidedly ethnic’. 45  The dismemberment of 
Hungary led to the fragmentation and separation of different Magyar communities. 
No longer bound together by an affi liation to the institution of a common Hun-
garian nation state, there occurred a distinct shift from a civic to a cultural form of 
national identity. 

 The thesis of the continuity of Hungarian nationalism fails to grasp the impor-
tance of this dramatic moment and the shift in the form of national identity that 
occurred in the post-Trianon era. During the interwar era, the civic conception of 
nationhood that prevailed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century gradu-
ally gave way to an emphasis on the cultural practices and attitudes that bound 
together otherwise geographically dispersed Hungarian communities. 

 Hungarian nationalist sentiment could never reconcile itself to the legacy of Tri-
anon. During the interwar era, the sentiment of resentment and vengeance fostered 
a climate where nationalism acquired a self-destructive and racial dimension. The 
fantasy that under German hegemony Hungary could regain its lost territory 
and its people could be reunited encouraged groups of nationalists to support the 
Nazi cause. However after the Second World, under Soviet occupation, it became 
 evident to most Hungarians that the geographical reality of the post-Trianon era 
was unlikely to be reversed. 

 During the period of Soviet occupation, Hungarian society was under power-
ful pressure to break from its historical past, to the point that there was little outlet 
for expressing national sentiments or for the cultivation of a Hungarian identity. 
Following the Stalinist takeover of Hungary in 1948, the very idea of the nation 
was denounced as an outdated and reactionary institution. The Soviet-imposed 
puppet regimes actively discouraged Hungarians from publicly discussing the fate 
of their brethren in the surrounding regions. As the Hungarian philosopher János 
Kis noted, ‘until about the end of the 1960s, the mere fact of the existence of eth-
nic Hungarians beyond the borders of Hungary was largely ignored within the 
country’. 46  Borsody noted that as a result ‘despite the seriousness of the problem, 
the world seldom hears of the Hungarian minorities’, pointing out that an ‘offi cial 
silence’ was ‘imposed on Hungary, a member-state of the Soviet bloc, as a fraternal 
obligation to Communist solidarity’. 47  

 The quarantine that the Soviet-dominated regimes imposed on the manifesta-
tion of Hungarian national identity meant that Trianon and its legacy could not 
be discussed and debated in public. As one study published in 1983 noted, ‘during 
the past three-and-a-half decades the open discussion or teaching of the nature and 
impact of this . . . [Trianon] . . . treaty has been a taboo in Hungary. 48  The policing 
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of the memory of Trianon by the communist authorities was thoroughgoing. As 
an illustration of this trend, the historian Steven Vardy points out how a ‘short and 
inoffensive article published by historian Karoly Vigh on the occasion of the sixti-
eth anniversary of Trianon’ in 1980 was ‘promptly withdrawn from circulation’. 49  

 It was only towards the early 1980s that individual writers and intellectuals felt 
suffi ciently confi dent to contest the taboo on Trianon. In 1981, the historian Peter 
Hanák published an essay in the literary periodical  Élet és Irodalom  that explored the 
consequences of this offi cially promoted amnesia. Hanák observed: 

 We have been unable to digest Trianon consciously until our very own days. 
[After 1945] the whole complex problem of Trianon was placed on this list 
of those taboos that touched the path of nationalism. True, we did mention 
occasionally that the Treaty of Trianon was an unjust and an imperialistic 
peace. But we also added immediately that interwar revisionism was conceived 
in the nuptial bed of nationalism. Moreover, even though each of these asser-
tions were true individually, and each contained valid value judgments, neither 
from a logical, nor from a psychological or consciousness point of view were 
we able to resolve the contradictions between them. This is all the more lam-
entable as without examining the lasting shock impact of Trianon, we can 
neither approach, nor hope to understand the Hungarian Weltanschauung and 
the Hungarian national consciousness in the twentieth century. 50  

 The policing of Hungary’s national memory profoundly infl uenced the signifi -
cance that sections of this society attach to the cultivation of their national identity 
in the twenty-fi rst century. It helps explain and place in perspective the renewed 
interest that sections of the Hungarian political establishment and the intelligentsia 
have in the forging of relationship between contemporary national identity and the 
historical symbols of the past. 

 Coming to terms with the past 

 In the post-Second World War era, it was not uncommon for societies to distance 
themselves from their historical past. The defeated Axis powers of Germany, Italy, and 
Japan were, in particular, under formidable pressure to acknowledge their war guilt 
and to avoid cultivating a national identity that was too closely linked to their past. 
Throughout the 1960 and 1970s, the legacy of the Nazi epoch made the attempts 
to revive a German identity an intensely sensitive issue. And yet the question could 
not be entirely ignored. 

 Franz Josef Strauss, one of Germany’s leading post-war conservative politicians, 
argued in the course of the 1987 election campaign: 

 It is high time that we emerge from the shadow of the Third Reich . . . and 
become a normal nation again . . . To idolise the nation is catastrophic and 
disastrous: but to deny the nation, to deny one’s national identity, to destroy 
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our national identity, to refuse to return to it, to a purified national conscious-
ness, is just as disastrous. 51  

 Strauss’ sentiments expressed views that were widely held by right-wing German 
conservatives. But the importance of national sentiment and attachments was also 
recognized by sections of German Social Democrats. In May 1981, following his 
return from Israel, Social Democratic Chancellor Helmut Schmidt declared that 
‘German foreign policy can and will no longer be overshadowed by Auschwitz’. 
His call to lift the burden of the legacy of the Holocaust on the direction of Ger-
man foreign policy was reaffi rmed by Christian Democrat Chancellor Helmut 
Kohl in 1984. 52  

 The  Historikerstreit  (1986–1987), the controversy that erupted between left- and 
right-wing historians about how to interpret and remember Germany’s Nazi past, 
can also be seen as a debate about whether it was permissible to affi rm and nor-
malize this nation’s identity. Jürgen Habermas led the attack on the attempt by 
conservative historians to reassert Germany’s national traditions. However by this 
time, even the leadership of the Social Democratic Party felt that the time had come 
for Germany to come to remove the stigma of war memory. The intervention of 
Social Democratic Party Secretary Peter Glotz during a debate on the role of the 
past indicated that the quest to ground Germany’s national identity in its history 
had gained bipartisan support. Glotz stated; 

 Is the search for one’s own identity merely hocus-pocus? This is where I start 
to disagree with Jürgen Habermas. I doubt whether it is enough for democ-
racy to base itself on a universalistic morality and a logical chain of reasoning, 
as for example in the text of our constitution. The need to take bearings and 
self-knowledge, but also self-confidence and pride from one’s own history is 
not automatically right-wing. 53  

 The debate on Germany’s wartime past and its relevance for the country’s future 
indicated that the relationship between history and national identity could not be 
simply evaded. As the German experience showed, the attempt to distance society 
from its historical legacy and to discourage the cultivation of its national identity – 
no matter how well-intentioned – tends to displace rather than solve the problem 
it seeks to tackle. 

 The highly charged atmosphere surrounding the German history debate was 
largely due to the formidable problems involved in the normalization of a past that 
was so dramatically associated with the devastating experience of the Nazi era. 
Whether or not it was acknowledged explicitly, the debate about how to come to 
terms with the experience of the Holocaust served as a medium for attempting to 
remove a signifi cant obstacle to the reworking of a German national identity. 

 In the event, the German political and cultural elites opted for a course of action 
that reframed national identity through the narrative of the  Good European . Back in 
December 1949,  Time Magazine  ran on its cover page the title ‘Germany: A Good 
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European’. Thomas Mann’s 1953 pronouncement that ‘we do not want a German 
Europe, but a European Germany’ expressed the dominant orientation of Germany’s 
elites towards the construction of their nation’s identity. As one study points out, ‘the 
political elites of the Federal Republic of Germany have thoroughly Europeanized 
the German national identity since the 1950s’. 54  

 This federalist consensus has remained remarkably stable up to the present 
time. Even after German reunifi cation, this approach continued to defi ne govern-
ment policy, and, arguably, the emphasis on the European rather than national 
dimension reached its high point during Merkel’s response to the migration crisis 
of 2015. 

 The Europeanization of German nation state identity was relatively successful 
and helped to create a situation where the tension between national sovereignty 
and federalist authority are comparatively easily managed. Moreover, in adopting 
the identity of the Good European, Germany has in effect demonstrated to the rest 
of the world that it had made the necessary amends for its past. In circumstances 
when German national interests are both realized and enforced through the EU, 
the argument that people’s identity has become ‘post-national’ is at least plausi-
ble. Arguably that is why so many of the leading ‘post-national’ and cosmopolitan 
thinkers in Europe, including Jürgen Habermas and Ulrich Beck, are German. 
Their understandable revulsion towards Germany’s past encourages their quest for a 
non-national and post-traditional identity. 

 Given the economic and political weight of Germany, it was possible for this 
country to realize its national aspirations by embracing the Europeanization of its 
identity. In practice the distinction that Thomas Mann drew between a European 
Germany and a German Europe had lost some of its relevance in the post-war 
epoch, as this country became the  de facto  economic hegemonic power in Europe. 
However, Germany’s strategy of the Europeanization of its national identity was not 
an alternative that would work for some of the other EU member states. 

 For Eastern European societies, the Europeanization of national identity was not 
an option, but a condition of entry to the EU. In 2000, the EU’s former Enlarge-
ment Commissioner Günter Verheugen laid down a doctrine ‘which targeted the 
rise of populist and nationalist parties in Central and Eastern Europe before the 
accession’. 55  A study by Julian Pänke noted that this doctrine ‘affi rmed that a lead-
ing political role of any such parties in government after elections would block EU 
membership’. As Pänke explained: 

 Before the parliamentary elections in Slovakia in 2002, Günter Verheugen 
reminded the electorate of the negative repercussions should they take the 
wrong choice. Thus, adherence to European norms supersedes the outcomes 
of free democratic elections. 56  

 The terms on which East European states were allowed to join the EU clearly pre-
cluded them from promoting political sentiments that Verheugen had characterized 
as ‘populist and nationalist’.  Although sections of the East European elites, particularly 
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members of the old  nomenklatura , were enthusiastic about becoming ‘European’, sig-
nifi cant sections of their society remained untouched by this sentiment. 

 From the German perspective, Günter Verheugen’s strictures against East European 
states ‘taking the wrong choice’ made perfect sense. However from the perspective 
of recently freed states, such as Hungary, such external pressure on the exercise of 
national sovereignty represented a continuity with the kind of taboos that were previ-
ously imposed on the discussion of this country’s national identity. Moreover, given 
the decades-long moratorium on public discussions on this subject, sentiments that 
had no opportunity to express themselves in the past would eventually fi nd a way of 
gaining their voice. 

 After its accession to the EU, Hungary, along with some of the other East European 
states, was frequently lectured to follow the example of Germany and ‘come to terms 
with its history’. The burden of its argument was to suggest that, having collaborated 
with the Nazis during the Second World War, Hungarians should follow the example 
of their German cousins and trade-in their nationalist past for a European future. What 
such commentaries overlook is that, unlike in Western European societies, the Hungarian 
historical imagination needed to process not only the experience of the Second World 
War but also the legacy of more than four decades of Soviet domination. Moreover, 
despite the unprecedented gravity of the Hungarian Holocaust for most Hungarians, the 
legacy of post-1948 totalitarianism has a far greater temporal immediacy. 

 In the Hungarian historical imagination, the sense of responsibility for the atroc-
ities of the Second World War is mediated through the humiliating and oppressive 
experience of the Soviet-imposed puppet regimes that followed it. The Hungarian 
novelist Sándor Márai offers a compelling account of the workings of this dynamic 
in his  Memoir of Hungary 1944–1948 . Writing of the pillaging of the Hungar-
ian countryside by Russian soldiers, he observed that, ‘if there was some kind of 
guilty conscience because of the past in Hungarian society, the Russians’ attitude 
and behaviour extinguished its last faint glimmer’. 57  

 The divergent historical experience of East and Western societies has led to a 
differential orientation towards the national past. Having been forced to avoid discus-
sions of important historical episodes, such as the Treaty of Trianon, Hungarians are 
understandably interested in recovering their national past. From the standpoint of a 
‘Europeanized’ identity, the traditions of the past are irredeemably fl awed: until the 
launching of the project of European unifi cation, there were very few ‘good old days’ 
for the EU ideologue. In contrast, many people and political leaders in nations such 
as Hungary regard their historical traditions as the foundation on which their com-
munity is built. Hungarians might not have had many ‘good old days’, but many of 
them regard their historical experience as an important legacy for the generations of 
the future. 

 The denationalization of identity 

 By the time Hungary and other East European nations joined the EU, the terms 
on which questions to do with nationhood and national identity were discussed 
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had changed. During the  Historikerstreit  of the 1980s, the conservative right felt 
suffi ciently confi dent to reaffi rm the national past. The essay by the German histo-
rian Ernst Nolte, titled ‘The Past That Will Not Pass Away’, which kicked off this 
debate, exemplifi ed a growing confi dence in reasserting Germany’s national tradi-
tion. However, within a few years, the terms on which the discussion of nationhood 
was debated had acquired a defensive tone. 

 The  Historikerstreit  coincided with a moment where the advocates of European 
federalism became increasingly wedded to the elaboration of a system of transna-
tional values that explicitly sought to weaken national identities and sentiments 
that were attached to the feeling of nationhood. This project was motivated by the 
realization that in order to strengthen the legitimacy of the EU, people’s cultural 
attachment to their national affi liations needed to be weaker. The leaders of the EU 
came to the conclusion that the success of the federalist project could not simply 
rely on the maintenance of economic prosperity: people needed to identify with 
European values. The concern that the European project was losing its appeal was 
clearly articulated by the 1993 De Clercq report on the future public relations 
strategy of the EU. This report was motivated by the recognition that ‘for the fi rst 
time’ there was ‘a break in the traditional support of European citizens for the cause 
of European integration’, and added that ‘for the fi rst time, it would appear that 
the worthiness of the “good project ”  – in other words, European construction and 
integration – is being questioned’. 58  

 Vincent Della Sala noted that the EU’s foundational myth was based on the con-
trast drawn between itself and the destructive forces of nationalism in the 1930s and 
1940s. 59  However, with the passage of time, simply reminding people of the mem-
ory of Nazism and of totalitarianism had become less and less effective in inspiring 
loyalty to the EU project. As Chris Shore noted in his study  Building Europe: The 
Cultural Politics of European Integration , the EU sought to strengthen its legitimacy by 
displacing people’s national cultural perspective with a European one. This cultural 
campaign attempted to promote a historical memory where Europe, rather than the 
nation, enjoyed central status. 

 In the early 1990s, supporters of European federalism called for the ‘European-
ization’ of mass education and the rewriting of history. Shore reported that ‘typically, 
offi cials justify their attempts to promote the rewriting of history books to refl ect 
the “European perspective” on the grounds that this is necessary to combat the 
hegemony of nationalist ideology, which they see as the principal obstacle to Euro-
pean Union’. 60  Pedro Correa Martín-Arroyo has described this project as one of 
‘histoeuropeanisation’, by which he means the increasing historiographical conver-
gence witnessed in the last decades towards a ‘more European’ history of Europe , 
‘ in detriment, to a certain extent, of the traditional national historical traditions’. 61  

 As Martín-Arroyo explained, the principal objective of histoeuropeanisation was 
to encourage denationalization of history: 

 In recent years, an increasing number of politicians, intellectuals and insti-
tutions have explicitly or implicitly expressed their wish to witness the 
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Europeanisation of the various national memories or even the emergence of a 
clearly distinct supranational European memory. In fact, some countries have 
been urged to harmonise their memory laws according to a certain European 
standard. As a consequence, the interpretation of the past is becoming less and 
less a ‘national privilege’. It could be said indeed that we are witnessing the 
process of the ‘denationalisation of history’, by which the ‘competences’ of 
history and memory are being reallocated from the national to the European 
supranational sphere. 62  

 This quest to denationalize history also coincided with a more thoroughgoing 
strategy of discrediting the national feeling of belonging. 

 During the 1990s, cosmopolitanism emerged as a central element of the 
European federalist self-consciousness. Cosmopolitan theory emphasized the infe-
riority of the national to the transnational consciousness. It also celebrated cultural 
diversity as a fundamental value that represented an enlightened alternative to an 
outdated and allegedly monolithic national identity. In effect, diversity became 
‘celebrated constantly as a core European value’. 63  Initially the concept of diversity 
was used by the EU elites to refer to the ‘diversity of national cultures’. However 
by the turn of the twenty-fi rst century, it was employed not to defend national 
cultures but to devalue them. Increasingly, national cultures were represented 
as artifi cial entities designed to negate the heterogeneity of real life. From this 
 perspective, national consciousness represented a threat to the diverse minorities 
that inhabited a common geographical space. Squeezed between a transnational 
cosmopolitanism and diverse minority identities, there was simply no legitimate 
place for national cultures. 

 The de-legitimation of nationalism along with the celebration of cultural 
diversity gained signifi cant infl uence amongst European academics, cultural entre-
preneurs, and policymakers. One infl uential advocate of this outlook was Ulrich 
Beck. Beck’s attachment to a transnational  Weltanschauung  was motivated by the 
conviction that politics had to be ‘deterritorialised’ and identities ‘denationalised’. 
His call to ‘denationalize’ national politics was justifi ed in part on the grounds that 
national politics had become ineffective in a globalized world. But his more fun-
damental objection to the nation state was that, through its exclusionary powers, it 
violated the new sacred principle of diversity. That is why he supported ‘overcom-
ing the lie of the national age that says: basic rights can be divided by nation – and 
denied to everybody else’. 64  

 Beck claimed that ‘nation states embody the denial of diversity’ and asserted that 
states ‘represent a threat to their own domestic diversity, to the multiple loyalties 
associated with the fl ows and exchanges that take place within their borders’. 65  For 
Beck and his fellow cosmopolitans, diversity assumed a status that verged on the 
sacred. An article he co-wrote with the leading British sociologist Anthony Gid-
dens stated that ‘from a cosmopolitan point of view, diversity is not the problem; it 
is the solution’. 66  The question – solution to what? – was answered by the title of 
the article: ‘Nationalism has become the enemy of Europe’s nations’. 
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 At fi rst sight the transformation of a physical fact – diversity – into a moral value 
makes little sense. Diversity is not used simply as a synonym for a plural or multi-
ethnic society. It is not only a term of description but a quasi-moral category that 
attributes superiority of heterogeneity over homogeneity. Promoters of diversity often 
display a sense of loathing towards homogenous social arrangements, especially ones 
that are rooted in community tradition. Habermas regards concepts like ‘the people’ 
or ‘the nation’ as a dangerous fantasy used by ‘right wing populism’ to undermine 
diversity. He explains his antipathy to national consciousness in the following terms: 

 After half a century of labour immigration, even the European peoples, given 
their ethnic, linguistic and religious diversity, can no longer be conceived as 
culturally homogeneous entities. 67  

 Müller echoes Habermas’ disdain for the people and asserts that ‘the idea of the 
single, homogeneous, authentic people is a fantasy’. 68  

 In fact, the fantasy is the belief that homogeneity is an essential ingredient of 
national consciousness or of movements that are characterized as populist. Homo-
geneity plays a role in racial nationalism, such as National Socialism. But to make 
a conceptual leap from the Nazi focus on racial purity to claim that all forms of 
nationalism and populism are devoted to a homogeneous ideal of nation is an exer-
cise in polemical acrobatics rather than serious analysis. 

 The purpose of transforming diversity into a value is that it can be operational-
ized to corrode and undermine national and indeed community attachments. The 
ideological politicization of diversity is oriented towards the project of undermin-
ing majority cultures within a nation and related appeals to ‘the people’. To realize 
this ambition, concepts like ‘the people’ or ‘the nation’ are not simply depicted as 
illegitimate – they are also treated as fantasies and illusions that are the product of 
the imagination of malevolent populists. In this vein, Müller dismisses any claim to 
speak for or represent the people as a ‘metapolitical illusion’: 

 The term  illusion  is justified here. For the whole people can never be grasped 
and represented – not least because it never remains the same, not even for a 
minute: citizens die, new citizens are born. Yet it is always tempting to claim 
that one can actually know the people as such. 69  

 That people change is, like birth and death, a fact of life. But the attempt to convert 
a biological fact into a political argument against the endeavour to represent the 
people exposes the absence of substantive content of diversity. 

 Historical claims to represent the people may have, at times, been self-serving 
or misplaced, but they have not been founded on the assertion of actually speaking 
for every individual. What is ‘grasped and represented’ are not biological entities 
but the sentiments, interests, traditions, and practices through which a people are 
constituted. Speaking for the people in its different political forms has always been 
central to the principle of democratic representation. 
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 Paradoxically, the valuation of diversity works as the mirror-image of the eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century worship of pure homogenous communities. It is also redo-
lent of a double standard. While national identities are deplored for treating their 
citizens as if they were homogenous, the diverse identities that trump the appeal to 
‘the people’ are held to a different standard, 70  with minorities and identity groups 
invariably represented as if they all speak with one voice. The fl ip-side of diver-
sity in Western society has been the fossilization of minority group identity and 
the homogenization of social and cultural experience, which is far more dominant 
amongst anti-populists than their opponents. The language of identity politics is 
replete with rigid and grotesquely essentialized assumptions. From this standpoint, 
the cultural identity conferred by race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, or lifestyle choice 
defi nes the individual members of the group. 

 One inconsistency of the representation of diversity as an unquestionable value 
is that, in its application, it encourages a relativist indifference towards the values 
of minorities. Diversity in theory has meant multiculturalism in practice. Many 
multiculturalists, who insist that national identity is an artifi cial construction, take a 
very different approach to ‘multi’ identities. Multiculturalism relentlessly promotes 
the idea of acceptance and discourages the questioning of people’s beliefs and life-
styles. Its dominant value is non-judgmentalism – but with one important caveat: it 
is prepared to decry national identity as exclusionary while treating other identities 
as inclusive. 

 Anti-nationalist supporters of diversity and cosmopolitanism often support what 
they call  constitutional patriotism  as an alternative to loyalty to the nation state. This 
concept, which emerged in post-war West Germany, proposed a form of legalistic 
patriotism that focused on procedures and rights rather than historical identities. 71  
For Müller, the main advantage of constitutional patriotism is that it helps provide 
a medium for those who are looking for a ‘post-national’ or non-traditional attach-
ment for ‘increasingly multicultural societies’. 72  The chief target of promoters of 
constitutional patriotism is the sense of traditional – homogenous – nationhood. 

 The target of constitutional patriots is not simply extreme nationalism, nor even 
only conservative or right-wing nationalism. Not even civic nationalism escapes 
responsibility for encouraging homogeneity and marginalizing diversity. Müller 
contends that civic nationalism ‘still aims at homogeneity among citizens’. He also 
objects to liberal nationalism on the ground that it: 

 essentially reifies ‘national culture’ and is likely to opt for immigration and 
integration policies that are highly assimilationist; it’s also more likely to place 
limits on political dissent and insist, for instance, that heroic national histories 
can’t be questioned since they allegedly need to serve as sources of “national 
pride”. 73  

 In other words, it is the  national  quality of a culture that is the object of this critique. 
From this standpoint, the apotheosis of diversity makes perfect sense. The positive 
qualities attached to diversity, heterogeneity, multiculturalism, and anti-assimilationism 
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are that they divest the state of any cultural and national underpinning. The nation 
state becomes denuded of cultural content. 

 The stigmatization of assimilation is an important message communicated through 
the anti-populist cultural script. From this perspective, the American tradition of 
assimilation, as expressed through the metaphor of the melting pot, is treated with 
scorn. The very principle of attempting to assimilate people from diverse back-
grounds into a common community is often portrayed as unjust and exclusionary. 
The condemnation of assimilation is, as Müller indicates, inspired by a disdain for 
the valuation of a national community. The anti-assimilationist orientation towards 
upholding cultural segmentation and multiculturalism exposes the hollow content of 
its narrative of cosmopolitanism. 

 The imperative that animates the advocacy of constitutional patriotism is the 
desire to decouple ‘the majority culture from the wider political culture’. 74  Through 
substituting loyalty to rules and procedures, cultural and national traditions cease to 
have a signifi cant role in political life. In effect, a system based on loyalty to rules 
and procedures would be detached from any sense of historical continuity, sense of 
nationhood, or even pre-political loyalties to community traditions. One account 
explained the outcomes of this decoupling process in the following terms: 

 In as far as this process of decoupling is successful, it breaks the historical link 
between republicanism and nationalism and shifts the solidarity of citizens 
onto a constitutional patriotism, which re-directs citizens’ sense of loyalty 
and attachment away from pre-political entities such as the nation, ethnos or 
the family and towards the fundamental principles enshrined in the political 
culture and the basic law . . . 

 Membership of the nation of citizens no longer rests upon an appeal 
to a shared language or common ethical and cultural origins, but merely 
reflects a shared political culture based upon standard liberal constitutional 
principles. 75  

 For constitutional patriots like Habermas, even a shared language serves as an obsta-
cle to the detachment of people from their historical and cultural traditions. That is 
why a transnational institution based on technical regulatory instruments and pro-
cess like the EU is perceived as the terrain where the denationalization of political 
identity could fl ourish. 

 Experience has shown that the politicization of diversity, and attempts to decou-
ple majority culture from political life, rarely lead to the fl ourishing of constitutional 
patriotism. Loyalty to process does not provide a foundation for political unity. 
Perversely, the main accomplishment of the cosmopolitan advocacy of diversity 
has not been the separation of culture and politics. While it has helped to under-
mine the status and authority of majority culture, arguably the institutionalization 
of diversity, paralleled by the proliferation of process, has led to the growth of the 
politics of identity. It is a testimony to the narrow technical vision of contemporary 
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cosmopolitanism that its worship of heterogeneity has contributed to the current 
cultural valuation of parochial identity politics: hardly a Kantian vision of a univer-
salist world citizen. 

 Historically the encouragement of the non-national and narrow particularism 
of diversity politics was associated with imperial ambitions. Empires as different 
as the Roman, Ottoman, British, and Habsburg empires encouraged the decou-
pling of culture and politics in an attempt to enforce their imperial domination. 
In the case of the British Empire, the politicization of diversity was pursued 
through the policy of Indirect Rule. One of the unhappy consequences of this 
policy was the cultivation of tribal identity. The divisive consequence of tribal-
ism in Africa is a destructive legacy that haunts the continent to this day. 

 Not surprisingly, the politicization of diversity by twenty-fi rst-century cosmo-
politanism has close affi nity with the idea of denationalizing identity in an imperial 
context. In their study  Cosmopolitan Europe , Ulrich Beck and co-author Edgar 
Grande proposed using ‘the concept of  empire  to describe the novel forms of politi-
cal authority which are acquiring exemplary shape in Europe’. 76  Beck and Grande 
idealize the EU as a ‘cosmopolitan empire’ or a post-imperial empire based not 
on ‘national demarcation and conquest, but on overcoming national borders, vol-
untarism, consensus, transnational interdependence and the political added value 
accruing from cooperation’. 77  For Beck and Grande, ‘overcoming national borders’ 
through the construction of a cosmopolitan empire is the natural progression from 
the messy world of demarcated nations. 

 The close connection between cosmopolitan theorists and the EU is grounded 
in their common mistrust of, and aversion to, the nation state. As Beck explained, 
‘the concept of the cosmopolitan state is based on the principle of national indiffer-
ence towards the state.’ Using a historical analogy with the separation of religion and 
state that was ratifi ed by the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, Beck contends that global 
stability would now be enhanced by the ‘ separation of state from nation ’. 78  

 On paper, a cosmopolitan empire run by a world government can appear as an 
attractive alternative to the messy business of national politics. However, nations and 
the borders that divide them are not simply the redundant relic of history. They 
provide the historical foundation and geographical space on which popular sover-
eignty can be exercised. As the Hungarian social theorist István Bibo explained, ‘the 
nation seems to be the largest political community with which the majority today 
are able to communicate without diffi culty’. He argued: 

 Beyond the limits of the nation people feel foreign. The framework of the 
nations and its state provide the conditions for successful communal activity, 
within the comprehension of people. This is so regardless of size: it applies to 
small and great, and even to irrationally formed national communities, and 
is independent of any ideology. This is the state of affairs today between the 
nation and the nation state on the one hand and higher forms of integration 
on the other. 79  
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 Bibo’s comments were not directed at attempts to forge transnational institutions 
but against the denial of the centrality of the nation state for the pursuit of ‘success-
ful communal activity’. 

 During his presidency of the EC, Barroso spoke enthusiastically of the EU’s 
transformation into an empire. ‘We are a very special construction unique in the 
history of mankind,’ stated Barroso in July 2007. He noted that ‘sometimes I like 
to compare the EU as a creation to the organisation of empire’, and added ‘what 
we have is the fi rst non-imperial empire’. 80  In reality, the EU is far from being an 
empire. That it has imperial ambitions is not in doubt. That it welcomes any expres-
sion of the denationalization of political identity is absolutely clear. But despite its 
best efforts, it has not succeeded in displacing historical national attachment with 
loyalty to its transnational institutions. 

 Constitutional patriots are intuitively attracted to the imperial ideal. From their 
perspective nationalist movements in Europe not only represent the antithesis of 
their preferred denationalized political identity; they also threaten the integrity of 
the Empire. Some of Hungary’s fi ercest Western intellectual critics sublimate their 
cosmopolitan disdain for this society through calls on the EU to intervene and pun-
ish its nationalist minded government. For example, Jan-Werner Müller has written 
at length about the need to safeguard democracy in the EU by countering ‘recent 
illiberal turns in Hungary and Romania’ through intervention. His ‘principled’ – in 
effect, imperial – argument for intervention in Hungarian domestic politics is justi-
fi ed on the grounds that what happens in this society has immediate consequences 
for all citizens of member states: 

 Every European citizen has an interest in not being faced with an illiberal 
member state in the EU. After all, that state will make decisions in the European 
Council and therefore, at least in an indirect way, govern the lives of all citizens. 
Strictly speaking, there are no purely internal affairs in EU member states; all 
EU citizens are affected by developments in a particular member state. It might 
be true that there are far-away countries containing people about whom we 
know nothing – but as long as they are in the EU, they concern us. 81  

 It is paradoxical that an argument that begins with a call to protect ‘liberal democ-
racy’ in the EU member states from the illiberal turn of Hungary and Romania 
concludes with a very illiberal call for imperial intervention. This example shows 
that the spirit of constitutional patriotism is not motivated by the virtues of democ-
racy, but a disdain for nationhood. 

 In one sense it is understandable that Hungary has become the object of cos-
mopolitan resentment. More than most European societies, Hungary has remained 
relatively immune to calls for celebrating diversity and multiculturalism. Since the 
regime change in the late 1980s, political leaders recognized that they could not 
remain indifferent to the goal of cultivating a Hungarian national identity. József 
Antall, the fi rst prime minister of post-transition Hungary, who represented the 
Hungarian Democratic Forum, argued that ‘we are convinced that the idea of the 
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nation has not lost its relevance by the end of the twentieth century’. 82  The dura-
bility of such sentiments is in part a reaction to previous attempts to prevent the 
Hungarian public from openly engaging with its national identity. 

 Advocates of diversity continually declare that homogeneous communities are a 
fi ction and that twenty-fi rst-century people live in multi-ethnic and diverse societ-
ies. From this perspective, Hungary is a diversity ideologue’s nightmare. Even bitter 
critics of Hungarian nationalism are forced to recognize that ‘in reality Hungary 
remains an overwhelmingly homogeneous population’. 83  That is why, even if Hun-
gary had the most ‘enlightened’ government in the world, wedded to every value 
invented by the Brussels bureaucracy, it would still stand accused of not taking the 
promotion of diversity seriously. 

 Concluding remarks 

 No sooner did Barroso declare his enthusiasm for the ‘fi rst non-imperial empire’ 
than the confl ict between rival national interests surfaced within the EU. From this 
point onwards, the war of words directed at manifestations of national consciousness 
acquired a new intensity. 

 During the Eurozone crisis of 2009–2010, the concern that people would be look-
ing for national solutions to the economic crisis lead - consistency, lead to an escalation 
of the anti-nationalist rhetoric of EU leaders. According to one study of this reaction: 

 These were far more than exaggerated attempts at fear mongering by those 
frustrated with public opinion which seemed to be reverting back to national 
narratives. They were evocations of one of the most enduring political beliefs 
of the European Union: that only an integrated Europe stood between 
stability and peace, on the one hand, and a return to the nightmare of twentieth-
century instability and war fuelled by ideology, particularly nationalism, on 
the other. European leaders sought to transform a complex economic and 
governance crisis into simple, understandable terms which provided reasons 
why governing should take place at the European level. It was the past, sym-
bolized by war and nationalism, which gave reason for the present and the 
future status quo of European integration. 84  

 It was in this context that the anti-national ethos of European federalism became 
increasingly explicit, leading to the emergence of a narrative that treats virtually any 
form of nationalism as the xenophobic foe of diversity. 

 As we will discuss in the next chapter, the focus on the denationalization of 
identity was fi xed, not only on the present, but also on the past. The denationaliza-
tion of memory is also one of the by-products of the propaganda war directed at 
national sovereignty. Writing of twenty-fi rst century Germany, the historian Chris-
tian Meier remarks that ‘national identity has ceased to be of great moment’. For 
Meier, this development is closely linked to ‘the extent to which historical con-
sciousness has diminished in political associations within the country’. 85  Differences 



76 Consciousness vs identity

in attitude towards national consciousness and identity are intimately linked to the 
confl ict between the German/EU vision of the relationship of the present to the past, 
and that held by Hungary. 
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 It is very diffi cult to entirely ignore the past. But since the 1980s, Western culture 
has exhibited a discernible attempt to decouple the present from the past. In part 
this trend is fuelled by a palpable sense of Western society’s estrangement from its 
historical legacy, which transcends the conventional ideological divide. From radi-
cal postmodernism to mainstream liberal and conservative thought, the West has 
become emotionally disconnected from the past. Thus in reference to racist inci-
dents in football, the former British Conservative prime minister, David Cameron, 
could declare in February 2012 that ‘we will not let recent events drag us back to 
the bad old days of the past’. 1  His use of the phrase ‘bad old days’ constituted more 
than a response to a single ugly incident. 

 Unease towards the legacy of the past is even more pronounced within leftist 
and liberal opinion. That scepticism towards the relevance of the legacy of the past 
unites virtually all sections of the Western intelligentsia was strikingly affi rmed by 
Gareth Stedman Jones, a former member of the editorial board of the  New Left 
Review , when he wrote: 

 The once magical invocation of history’s numinous and redemptive powers 
now looks either tawdry or sinister. From Passchendaele to Auschwitz, from 
the Gulag to Hiroshima, and so on to the Killing Fields, the twentieth century 
has remorselessly torn away from us all remaining vestiges of a simple nine-
teenth century faith in progress. 2  

 Not all accounts of the past are as negative as Stedman Jones’; but within Western 
popular and high culture alike, positive accounts of a nation’s history are conspicuously 
rare. The usage of the term ‘Victorian values’ or ‘Victorian morality’ in Britain often 
conveys the connotation of narrow-minded and bigoted attitudes, a rigid social code 
of conduct, an unhealthy culture of sexual restraint, and the scandal of child labour. 

 4 
 MEMORY WARS OR THE 
CRUSADE AGAINST THE PAST 
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 The metaphor of the ‘bad old days’ is often deployed as a useful corrective to 
the supposed nostalgia of populism. Anti-populist commentators often ridicule the 
targets of their polemic as simple and gullible people who, unlike them, actually 
believe that the past possesses some redeeming features.  ‘ Populists will pine for an 
imaginary, whitewashed past until politicians offer a credible future,’ asserts Cas 
Mudde of the University of Georgia. 3  The critique of nostalgia does not merely 
caution people about the problem of living in the past: it also seeks to de-legitimate 
the values and customs that prevailed yesteryear. Mudde, who accuses populists of 
whitewashing the past, appears to be unaware of his own impulse to represent it as 
an unending story of oppression and hypocrisy. The outcome of the cultural war 
against the past is to morally distance society from its history. 

 Some historians have gone so far as to claim that the people of Europe have become 
psychically distanced from the past to such an extent that they no longer need history 
to cultivate their identity or to make sense of who they are. ‘Clearly Europeans have 
a sense of themselves as survivors of a history they have left far behind them; they do 
not see history as their origin or the foundation on which they stand’, argues Meier. 
He adds: 

 History is not something they desire to carry on (in a better way if possible). 
Hence they feel no gratitude to their forebears for what they achieved with 
so much labor; on the contrary, they are fixated on all the things they don’t 
understand (and are making an effort to understand), such as wars, injus-
tice, discrimination against women, slavery, and the like. They feel uncoupled 
from their history, the seriousness of which they are, generally speaking, less 
and less able to imagine. 4  

 As evidence of this trend, Meier cites the EU’s attempt to detach itself from Europe’s 
historical past: ‘Thus, as far as I can see, the European Union is emerging as the fi rst 
political entity of the modern era that has no need for its own history and for a 
historical orientation’. 5  

 Up to a point, Meier is right to highlight the tendency of advocates of European 
federalism to detach the societies of the continent from their national history. To a 
signifi cant extent, the project of European unifi cation was driven by an understand-
able impulse to start afresh and leave the ‘bad old days’ behind. However, not even an 
institution like the EU could expect the citizens of Europe to identify with it with-
out drawing on the authority of history. And certainly since the 1980s, the past has 
become an important issue for the EU. In order to strengthen its authority, the EU 
has sought to exploit the resources provided by history to legitimate its institutions. 
Its politics of memory are inextricably linked to the values that the EU acclaims 
as its own. Yet the politics of memory often provoke confl ict – there is more than 
one version of the past, and the stories promoted by the EU often contradict those 
advocated by other groups, parties, and nations that inhabit the European continent. 

 As we argue in this chapter, the EU’s narrative of the past fundamentally con-
tradicts the way that Hungary and some of the other Eastern European nations 
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deal with their history. Indeed, the cultural confl icts that we explored in previous 
chapters are closely linked to this contradictory approach towards the past. This 
difference in approach is most strikingly expressed in the contrasting emotional 
tone and attitude towards history: in the case of the EU, it is one of an embarrassed 
alienation, whereas in Hungary it is one of respect. This memory war is also directly 
linked to contrasting attitudes to the nation state. In the case of Hungary, the poli-
tics of memory are directed towards the mobilization of resources that support the 
authority of its status as a sovereign nation, and against the non-national political 
culture that was institutionalized during the communist dictatorship. Inevitably 
the reaction against its previous non-national and anti-patriotic memory regime 
assumes a national form. In contrast, EU historiography is drawn towards the pro-
motion of a transnational, even anti-national, representation of the past. 

 The memory wars raging between Hungary and partisans of the EU can also 
be interpreted as revolving around the question of who gets to decide the meaning 
of the past. The issue of the relationship of the past to Hungarian identity was sus-
pended during the Stalinist era – precisely the time that the EU was busy elaborating 
its transnational version of history. So while Hungarians were acutely conscious that 
they had been dispossessed of their past, which some experienced as a loss of their 
patrimony, EU-phile commentators and historians were busy minimizing the rel-
evance of national histories to contemporary life. 

 As it turned out, after the regime change in Hungary, the anti-nationalist version 
of history favoured by the ideologues of the EU directly contradicted many of the 
traditions that underpin attempts to constitute Hungary’s national identity and that 
of large parts of East Europe. In their quest for legitimacy, upholding their respec-
tive view of the past was, and remains, essential for both parties in order to affi rm 
their authority. 

 The politicization of history 

 There is little doubt that in Hungary and large parts of East Europe, history has become 
an important terrain for cultural contestation. Such debates centre on competing 
claims about the status of different symbols of nationhood, contrasting inter-
pretations of historical events and which historical fi gures should be acclaimed or 
castigated. The most controversial topic of debate in Hungary is the question of 
how the period between 1918–1945 should be assessed and memorialized, followed 
by controversies over how the communist era ought to be evaluated. As one critic 
of the politicization of history noted, the ‘expression “emlékezetpolitika” – memory 
politics – has returned to the Hungarian language, and is used to qualify political 
actions which, following a specifi c agenda, attempt to use political memory as a way 
of forming shared identity and of infl uencing the behaviour of voters’. 6  

 One striking manifestation of the politicization of memory in Hungary is the 
number of disputes surrounding the renaming of streets and the initiatives to erect 
statues honouring right-wing and, in some cases, anti-Semitic nationalist politicians 
from the interwar era, such as Bálint Hóman and György Donáth. There have also 
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been heated exchanges about the removal of statues from public places. Kossuth 
Square, just outside the Parliament building in Budapest, has seen the removal of the 
statues of two historical fi gures: Mihály Károlyi, a former prime minister, and the 
poet Attila Jozsef. There have been constant disputes about the siting of a memorial 
to the victims of the Second World War in Freedom Square in Budapest. Opponents 
of this memorial complain that the memorial simply points the fi nger at Germany 
for the horrors affl icted on the nation during the Second World War and absolves 
Hungarian collaborators of responsibility for the war crimes that were perpetuated 
in this era. Hungary’s role during the Second World War, the signifi cance of the 
Holocaust, the legacy of the communist dictatorship, the meaning of Trianon, and 
the question of how the 1956 Revolution should be remembered are recurrent 
themes in Hungary’s memory wars. 

 Numerous Western commentators take the view that the preoccupation of East 
European nations such as Hungary with their past is qualitatively different from 
the more rational, future-oriented practices of Western societies. But such ethno-
centric perceptions of Hungarian memory politics fail to account for the fact that 
the EU has devoted considerable resources towards promoting a historical narrative 
that legitimates its existence. In the 1990s, it sponsored the publication of an ill-
fated European history textbook for use in schools throughout the continent. 7  Its 
public relations campaigns, which were designed to invent a new narrative for the 
EU, recognized the importance of historical memory as a source of legitimacy: the 
 New Narrative for Europe  project was based on the premise that a ‘common history is 
obviously the main source of collective identity for a community’. 8  The EU’s most 
ambitious attempt to infl uence the cultivation of a European memory is the yet-to-
be completed House of European History project in Brussels. As one account of the 
‘Politics of Remembrance at the House of European History’ observed, ‘the past 25 
years have seen a veritable boom in historical museums and exhibitions in Europe’. 9  

 Many studies indicate that since the 1980s, the EU has become increasingly 
devoted to developing a version of history that can provide the foundation for a 
European identity. Indeed, the more the EU has had to justify its legitimacy, the 
more it has sought to develop its own vision of a transnational past. As Oriane 
 Calliagro argued, the ‘use and overuse of the past by EU actors is a symptom of a 
crisis of European integration’. 10  

 Despite their constant references to the past, EU actors have succeeded in deceiv-
ing themselves into believing that they are exempt from the charge of politicizing 
history. For example, a booklet published by the European Parliament’s Socialist 
Group argues that: ‘this abuse of the past – based on rather nationalist ideas – and 
other rhetoric about being truly “Polish” were echoed in similar nationalist phrases by 
Fidesz in Hungary and – albeit somewhat milder – by President Klaus in the Czech 
Republic’. 11  The booklet asserts that this ‘political use of the past is against the very 
idea of European integration, based on peaceful cooperation without bringing up the 
past for political means’. EU-phile inspired commentaries often claim that, unlike 
East Europeans who desperately cling on to the archaic symbols of ancient times, the 
EU has freed itself from the burden of its past. Yet the European federalist project has 
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always been in the business of myth-making. The use of the portrait of the Greek 
mythological fi gure of Europa on euro banknotes offers one illustration of the EU’s 
willingness to draw on the symbols of antiquity to validate itself. 

 Critics of Hungary’s celebration of ancient national symbols were conspicuously 
quiet when the EU opted to draw on the memory of the Acropolis to link its proj-
ect to the ‘birth’ of democracy in Athens. One supporter of the instrumental use of 
this symbol outlined: 

 In 2003, 46 years after the signature of the Rome Treaties and 14 years after the 
fall of the Berlin wall, the representatives of Europe’s citizens were gathered 
in another symbolic place of Europe history, at the Acropolis in Athens – the 
birth place of Democracy – to celebrate the signature of the adhesion of 10 
new countries to the European Union. As stressed in the declaration, this 
meeting was seen as ‘a historical moment’. 12  

 As one study explained, ‘there is plenty of evidence that myth-making has been very 
much part of the European project and the success of integration is in some ways 
related to the degree to which myths have been diffused and become entrenched 
in political discourse and practice’. 13  

 The double standard that allows Western European commentators to conve-
niently overlook their own society’s practice of myth-making, only to deplore their 
Eastern neighbours’ obsession with their dark past, echoes the colonial disdain 
towards the exotic cultures of the nineteenth century. As international relations 
scholar Maria Mälksoo observed: 

 Orientation to the past, rather than to the future, has often been regarded as 
part of some putative ‘East European syndrome’. Yet, this typically Orientalist 
approach obscures the fact that memory, as well as forgetting, is a constitutive 
feature of any culture or social imaginary . . . Furthermore, the claims of a 
‘special historicism’ of East European peoples, their heightened propensity to 
understand the present through the past and thus to see history as a weight 
restraining and enabling the choices that can be made in the present, deny 
the extent to which the ‘memory boom’ has also been a firm accompaniment 
in Western European societies in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries. 14  

 Of course, the memory boom fl ourishing in Western Europe promotes symbols, 
values, and ideals that are very different to those that prevail in the Eastern part 
of the continent. However, both parties are engaged in the practice of politicizing 
memory. What divides them is the kind of memory they wish people to remember 
and celebrate. 

 As suggested in previous chapters, Europe’s foundational myth is based on the 
contrast it draws between itself and the past cultivated by national historians. Since 
the end of the Second World War, the central theme of the foundational narrative 
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of European unifi cation was its triumph over a past in which nationalist confl ict 
threatened to destroy the continent. One study of the political myth surrounding 
the EU argued: 

 Its basic premise is that nationalism brought the continent to the point of ruin 
in the twentieth century but it was in its darkest moment that the vision for a 
new order took root. The rise of fascism and the destruction of war were seen 
as the death knell of political power entrusted and enshrined in the sovereign 
nation state. A united Europe emerged as the response to the failures of the 
first half of the twentieth century. Moreover, it has been responsible for the 
peace and prosperity that has followed. We see a clear narrative structure in 
this morality tale that presents the reasons and the basis for the postwar con-
struction of the EU. 15  

 The EU’s political myth is underwritten by a teleological historical philosophy that 
posits the European project as akin to the ‘End of History’. This outlook is clearly 
conveyed by EU statements that convey the impression that the transition from the 
nation to European integration is a ‘metaphysical and historical necessity’. 16  What 
is claimed to be a necessity for the cause of European federalism is experienced as 
corrosive of the national culture of some of the member states. 

 The divergent orientation towards the past was the topic of a speech by Viktor 
Orbán in October 2007. Orbán observed that Hungarians had suffered a ‘major 
defeat’ in their debate with their Western interlocutors about what constituted the 
main historical threat from the past and that the reason for this defeat was that 
Western public opinion regarded the ideologies and nationalist movements of the 
pre-Second World War era as the main threat to contemporary Europe, rather than 
that posed by the more recent experience with the communist dictatorships. Orbán 
stated that the focus of the West on the threat posed by the revival of xenophobic 
nationalism was in part a response to the outbreak of confl ict in the Balkans, and 
he implied that preoccupation with the return of pre-war nationalism meant that 
the West underestimated the far more urgent task of settling scores with the legacy 
of the communist dictatorship. 17  Evidently the contrasting historical experiences of 
these two regions of Europe has not only encouraged mutual misunderstanding but 
also created divergent demands on the past. 

 Divergent demands on the past 

 A preoccupation with the politics of memory transcends the cultural gulf between 
the different protagonists disputing the past. What divides them is a fundamental 
difference in how historical memory is perceived and used, a divide between the 
impulse to settle scores with the past and the impulse to break away from it. 

 In its most dramatic form, post-nationalist theoreticians call for the disavowal of 
the past and for a thoroughgoing break with everything that occurred before 1945. 
Their disavowal of the past does not mean that they are not interested in the politics 
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of memory: on the contrary, they constantly iterate the gory details of history, such 
as slavery and the Holocaust, and instrumentally deploy them as cautionary tales 
against their ideological foes. The refrain ‘it is just like the 1930s’ serves as a front-
line rhetorical weapon to discipline those who defy transnational conventions. The 
main target is the affi rmation of historical continuity, which is often justifi ed on the 
grounds that after the Holocaust, appeals to the legacy of the past and to histori-
cal continuity must be cast aside. This proposition is most forcefully asserted by 
Habermas, for whom a total break from ‘historical life’ is an ethical imperative. He 
warned that: 

 Auschwitz has become the signature of an entire epoch – and thus con-
cerns all of us. Something happened there that no one could previously have 
thought possible. It touched a deep layer of solidarity among all who wear a 
human face. Until then – despite the monstrosities of world history – we had 
simply taken the integrity of this deep layer for granted. A band of naivete 
was torn to shreds at Auschwitz – a naivete from which unquestioning tradi-
tions had drawn their authority, from which historical continuities in general 
had lived. Auschwitz altered the conditions for the continuation of historical 
life – and not only in Germany. 18  

 At fi rst sight, the anti-humanist thesis proposed by Habermas appears as a thought-
ful attempt to draw attention to the singular signifi cance of the Holocaust. But on 
closer inspection, his endeavour to turn the Holocaust into a secular version of 
original sin turns this tragedy into a moralistic exhortation for constituting a new 
form of personhood. Habermas’ narrative of the Fall of Men demands that people 
not only renounce their past but also their traditions, nationality, and history. The 
principal target of this narrative is the consciousness of historical continuity. 

 The adoption of a post-nationalist attitude towards history has far less appeal in 
the East than in Western Europe. To be sure, sections of the Eastern European intel-
ligentsia have expressed an affi nity towards post-nationalist culture and history. In 
Hungary, intellectuals who perceived themselves as Westernized liberals have often 
found it diffi cult to relate to popular national sentiments. For example, the Hungar-
ian dissident George Konrad is, like Habermas, bitterly hostile to ideas that support 
the sovereignty of nationhood. In his book  Antipolitics , he put his faith in the leading 
role of an ‘international intelligentsia’ and expressed a preference for his identity as 
a European over all else. He claimed that ‘what is most important today . . . is to 
emancipate thinking people from the narrow vision of national teamwork under 
state auspices and to engage in a dialogue high above the level of governments and 
national boundaries’. 19  

 Because of their estrangement from the  demos , Konrad, like some of his intellec-
tual colleagues in the democratic opposition to the communist Regime in the 1970s 
and 1980s, even looked upon the 1956 Hungarian Revolution with ambivalence, 
regarding ‘uncontrolled mass movements’ with disdain and feeling more at home 
with ‘patient’ cosmopolitan intellectuals. 20  The historian Miklós Szabò, in an essay 
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titled ‘An Embarrassing Revolution’ (1991), observes that in the aftermath of 1956, 
in private conversations amongst the Hungarian intelligentsia, the consensus was 
that if there had been no revolution the nation would have progressed far further 
along the path of de-Stalinization. 21  The logic of this perspective led to the conclu-
sion that it was far better to forget the 1956 Revolution than to memorialize it. 

 This attitude of embarrassment towards the events of 1956 was, and remains, 
symptomatic of a reluctance to come to terms with the oppressive regime that 
dominated Hungary between 1948 and 1989. It also serves as testimony of an alien-
ated sensibility and psychic distance from the single most important expression of 
popular aspiration for freedom in the history of post-war Hungary. Since the 1956 
Revolution is the anti-populist’s nightmare, their reaction to this mass movement for 
freedom is understandable. 

 Even sources that are sympathetic to the outlook of the Hungarian liberal 
intelligentsia acknowledge that this group is wedded to an elitist and anti-popular 
sensibility. 22  The reluctance of this section of society to settle scores with the expe-
rience of the communist dictatorship contributed to the evasion of confronting 
Hungary’s troublesome past during the negotiations surrounding regime change and 
in the immediate period that followed. For a while, it appeared that issues thrown up 
in Hungary’s past would become minor questions of interest only to a small group 
of professional historians. However, this hesitant de-politicization of Hungary’s past 
could not endure for long. 

 The negative legacy of the Stalinist era could not disappear overnight, and its 
injustices weighed heavily on the outlook of a signifi cant section of Hungarian 
society. In such circumstances, it was inevitable that any serious attempt to confront 
this legacy would raise the question of what it means to be a Hungarian – and the 
very posing of this question would lead to a renewed interest in nationhood and 
national history. Consequently, the years following regime change in Hungary saw 
the emergence of the politics of national revival and the attempt to fi nd meaning 
in the nation’s history. 

 National revival in Hungary emerged as a reaction to the anti-nationalist, or dena-
tionalized, political culture of the communist era. As one British academic explained, 
‘across the “national” camp’ as a whole, Hungarian nationhood is ‘now constructed 
primarily against communism’, adding that, ‘like many other post-communist nation 
builders and state builders, therefore, Hungary’s “national” camp sees itself as seeking 
to overturn the communist legacy’. 23  Unfortunately, some Western commentators 
interpreted Hungary’s national revival as proof that the dangerous force that wreaked 
havoc in the 1930s had returned to haunt Europe. From this perspective, the very 
attempt to mobilize Hungary’s memory to cultivate its national identity was perceived 
as a challenge to the post-national ethos that informed their worldview. 

 National revival in Hungary coincided with the rise of powerful anti-national 
currents in Western European historiography. From the 1980s onwards, even the 
slightest interest in national history was treated with suspicion and in some circles 
‘national history’ was condemned as an accomplice to xenophobic politics. ‘We, 
historians, need to refl ect on how to deal with national histories especially after 
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they have demonstrated to be so dangerous in the past by legitimating wars and 
genocides,’ argued one of its opponents. 24  Historians such as Stefan Berger portray 
national histories as a dangerous virus that needs to be contained. Berger has argued 
that such a containment strategy demands that the ‘naturalisation’ and ‘essentialisa-
tion’ of national narratives should be forcefully ‘denaturalised and ‘de-essentialised’ 
in order to reduce the harms they can cause. He also asserted that the threat posed 
by national history should be limited by the creation of ‘kaleidoscopic national his-
tories’ that recast national memory into multiple diverse fragments. 25  

 EU-phile critics of the construction of national historical narratives rightly point 
out that memory is sometimes manipulated in order to manufacture a glorious golden 
age and a heroic national past. Yet they are no less committed to inventing a past 
that fl atters their vision of a post-national, transnational, kaleidoscopic, cosmopolitan 
world. Whatever the defects of national histories, they pale into insignifi cance when 
compared to the propagandist project of fabricating a shared European memory and 
a common European history. 

 Some of the supporters of the project to construct a shared European memory 
explicitly acknowledge the instrumental and artifi cial character of their scheme. The 
French EU-phile political scientist Fabrice Larat, an enthusiastic proponent of this 
endeavour, wrote that the ‘instrumentalization of the past for means of legitimization 
and community-building is not restricted to nation states’. 26  For Larat, the instru-
mentalization of the past is an essential precondition for ensuring that all members 
of the EU sign up to what he characterized as an ‘ Acquis historique communautaire ’ – a 
historical memory that communicates ‘a shared belief about the historical purpose of 
the common system of governance that is now the EU’. 27  The objective of an  acquis 
historique communautaire  was to ensure that the values of the project of European uni-
fi cation are underpinned by a common narrative of history. Larat’s version of the past 
is based on distilling references to history from the technical and legal documents 
drawn up during the course of European unifi cation. He asserts that: 

 The core values of European integration expressed in the leading narratives 
of the history of European integration have, with time, been crystallised into 
a corpus of guiding principles and soft norms implicitly intended to conduct 
the politics of the Union. They are all related to the official interpretation 
of the past and build together the historically based objectives of European 
unification. 28  

 The perfunctory appeals to history in the preambles to EU offi cial documents have 
an essentially rhetorical character. Stringing them together into an  acquis historique 
communautaire  simply highlights the artifi ciality of this enterprise. What Larat offers 
is a policy-led history dictated by the demand for a common European memory. 

 The instrumentalization of the past by the partisans of a shared European memory 
is essentially an administrative exercise conducted through technocratic practices. 
This is a public relations campaign, which Shore well described as a ‘characteristi-
cally top-down, managerial and instrumental approach to “culture building”’. 
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Shore rightly questioned ‘its assumption that “European identity” can somehow be 
engineered from above and injected into the masses by an enlightened vanguard of 
European policy professionals using the latest communication technologies and mar-
keting techniques’. 29  

 The project of Europeanizing memory has relied on administrative fi at and the 
rewriting of history. It depends, not on the elaboration of a sophisticated or sub-
tle historiography, but on its institutional power to subject EU member states to 
political and cultural pressure to denationalize their past. According to the vision 
projected by partisans of the Europeanization of memory, the interpretation of the 
past becomes a shared enterprise in a post-national Europe. Their aim is to under-
write economic and political harmonization with the coordination of historical 
memory. Attempts to promote common memory laws on Holocaust denial or the 
denial of the Armenian Genocide illustrate some of the initiatives undertaken to 
institutionalize the Europeanization of memory. 

 Schemes designed to rewrite history textbooks and to promote transnational his-
toriography at the expense of national ones are regular themes in the EU’s memory 
war. The EC’s fi nancial support for historical research is infl uenced by its politi-
cal objectives and consequently, as one recipient of its largesse noted, ‘academic 
selection criteria were not strictly applied’. 30  Oriane Calliagro’s study of the EU’s 
research policy concluded that this institution ‘actively encouraged deterritorialised 
and teleological histories of Europe while simultaneously worrying that by doing so 
it replicated the efforts of so-called “totalitarian” states to rewrite history’. 31  

 One commentary on the EU’s attempt to Europeanize memory concluded that 
‘the aspiration to use history to foster a postnational European identity is prob-
lematic’. 32  It is simply too diffi cult to construct a version of historical memory 
that would satisfy all the member states. An example of the challenge faced by 
transnational memory entrepreneurs is illustrated by the failure of the EU’s ‘A New 
Narrative for Europe’ project. This project was charged by the EC, during 2013–
2014, with the task of framing a new narrative about shared history and values in 
order to create a ‘transnational memory in Europe’. 33  One of the project’s aims 
was to provide a ‘strong historical perspective’, and the managers of this initiative 
demanded ‘a common framework of shared stories’. However the participants of 
this project found it diffi cult to come up with any compelling shared stories. In 
face of disagreement about the meaning of the past, the commission was forced to 
change its terminology from ‘narrative’ to narratives’. 34  

 The divergent demands on the past are unlikely to be overcome through com-
promise or diplomatic negotiation. The most signifi cant division on this matter 
corresponds to the contrasting historical experience of East and West Europe. This 
point is clearly recognized by supporters of the Europeanization of memory, such 
as Larat: 

 When debating about the virtues of nationalism in the light of EU-integration, 
a line of demarcation seems to run through Europe between citizens of West-
ern countries on the one hand and those from Central and Eastern European 
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countries on the other. This particularly holds true in combination with 
interpretation of the past as part of national and of what could be our com-
mon European identity. Collective memories in Europe after the eastern 
enlargement are split up and by far not always consensual. The dark shad-
ows of Europe’s pasts that are the memories of wars, military occupation, 
genocides and totalitarianism obviously represent a new kind of invisible but 
omnipresent wall dividing the continent. This historical curtain is made up of 
misunderstandings, prejudices, and competing and conflicting memories that 
together lead to dissension, and sometimes to mutual accusations between EU 
member states. 35  

 The competing and confl icting memories alluded to by Larat have encompassed a 
variety of different subjects. However, the most pivotal controversy over the politics 
of European memory hangs on the question of the relative balance between the 
legacy of the Holocaust and that of the Gulag. 

 Competing claims about the relative status of the memory of the Holocaust and 
the Gulag became increasingly voiced after the enlargement of the EU. As we explain 
in the next section, from the 1980s onwards, the memorialization of the Holocaust 
was transformed into the foundational normative value for the legitimation of the 
EU. Some of the new member states felt that their own memory of suffering under 
Soviet domination was neglected by the unique signifi cance attached to the Holo-
caust in the EU’s politics of memory. Substantive political debates about the past 
were not possible during the course of the EU membership negotiation process. As 
one study of this ‘Potemkin Europeanization’ noted, ‘EU pressure’ in Hungary ‘stifl ed 
the “ Kulturkampf ’ between so-called ‘westernisers’ and ‘traditionalists’. 36  However the 
confl icting approaches to the nation’s past soon came to the surface. Larat observed 
in 2008 that the ‘memory of the Holocaust which has been a core element of the 
“ acquis historique communautaire ” until now is challenged by other dramatic experi-
ences from the past such as communism or national memories that are object to 
confl icting interpretations in different parts of the EU’. 37  

 It is to the questions raised by the Europeanization of memory through the 
medium of the Holocaust that we now turn. 

 When does history begin? 

 In the midst of the prominent role that memory politics achieved in twenty-fi rst 
century European culture, it is easy to overlook the fact that the sacralisation of the 
Holocaust played a relatively minor role in the early phase of European unifi cation. 
In the 1940s and 1950s, European federalist propagandists had not yet assigned the 
memory of the Holocaust its current pivotal role. As one study recalled, ‘post 1945 
West European societies relied very much on the myth of resistance’; the memory 
of the Holocaust was portrayed as a variant of the ‘victimization’ suffered by nations 
such as Austria, Belgium or Holland’. 38  In the 1940s and 1950s, the main emphasis 
of the European federalist version of the past was to draw a moral contrast between 
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its vision of the future and the grim events that led to the outbreak of two world 
wars. The new Europe’s foundational narrative was based on the drawing of a moral 
contrast between itself and the destructive politics of nationalism. The image of a 
disunited and confl ict-ridden old Europe served as the negative counterpoint to a 
unifi ed and harmonious post-national continent. 

 The narrative that emerged in the 1950s told of a tale of how the original mem-
ber states of the EU emerged, phoenix-like, from the ashes of the war to renounce 
nationalism as a basis for conducting relations between states. According to this 
version of events, European unity was responsible for transcending the national-
ist confl icts that had led to numerous wars and also for creating the conditions for 
economic prosperity in the post-Second World War decades. From this standpoint, 
the achievement of European unity was portrayed as a secular equivalent of historic 
redemption. In this story, European federalism symbolized a sacred cause, while 
nationalism was assigned the role of anti-Christ. 

 One of the unfortunate consequences of this myth of redemption was that it 
went beyond the renunciation of the dark era of 1914–1945 to repudiate much of 
the past. Europe’s pre-1945 past was increasingly depicted in negative terms. In part, 
this attitude was a reaction to the abuse of history by politically motivated national-
ist historians during the previous two centuries. It also expressed the concern that 
dwelling too closely on the pre-1945 era would exacerbate confl ict between mem-
ber states and other European nations. The EU’s cultural and educational initiatives 
consequently peddled a simplistic account of history that made little attempt to 
educate people to understand the legacy of European civilization. Young people 
embarking on the study of the past could easily gain the conviction that Europe was 
born in the aftermath of 1945. 

 For the EU educational establishment, the history of the continent before 1946 is 
an alien, hostile territory. Take for example  The EU Explained: A Toolkit for Teachers , 
published by the London-based Hansard Society. 39  This toolkit is entirely focused 
on providing pupils with an understanding of the EU’s institutional framework. Its 
underlying objective is to outline advantages of being a member of the EU; it offers 
no insight into what it means to be a European and contains only one very short 
paragraph that touches on the historical legacy of the continent: 

 After the Second World War, the countries of Europe were left devastated 
and they were determined not to let such destruction happen again. Europe 
began thinking of ways in which future conflict could be prevented. 40  

 An inspection of the educational resources on this subject indicate that  The EU 
Explained  is typical of a tendency to discuss Europe outside of any historical, philo-
sophical or, indeed, intellectual context. 41  The end of the Second World War marks 
the beginning of all that is good. 

 Year Zero history has been instrumentalized to work as a cautionary tale regarding 
the dangerous consequences of seeking a national solution to social and economic 
problems. During the Eurozone crisis of 2010–2013, leading EU representatives, like 
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Herman van Rompuy, often warned that if his institution were to fail, ‘the spectre 
of nationalism and war would once again reign over the continent’. 42  In a speech 
marking the fall of the Berlin Wall, Van Rompuy stated, echoing François Mit-
terand: ‘Le nationalisme, c’est la guerre’. 43  

 Periodic attempts to dig deeper into Europe’s past and draw on its legacy are 
quickly abandoned because of apprehensions about the divisions that they are likely 
to provoke between member states. The debate on the Draft Treaty for establishing 
a constitution for Europe in 2004 illustrates this danger. Politicians from differ-
ent parties and nations clashed on the question of whether Christianity should 
be evoked in the document as part of Europe’s heritage. Following a long debate, 
the authors decided not to include a reference to Christianity in the Preamble to the 
constitutional document. 44  From the standpoint of Year Zero history, erasing Chris-
tianity from Europe’s offi cial memory is a small price to pay for avoiding coming 
to terms with a complicated past. 

 Although the EU’s advocacy of 1945 as Year Zero history avoids having to deal 
with messy confl icts, such a negative vision does little to inspire people. It also fails 
to confront the question of how to construct a focus for a transnational European 
memory. The salience of this issue was recognized in the late 1970s when it became 
evident to EU policymakers that it was necessary to tackle the question of how 
to motivate people to develop a sense of European identity. Numerous scholars 
contend that from the 1990s onwards, the Holocaust was increasingly perceived ‘as 
having the potential to become the EU’s defi nitional myth’. 45  By defi nitional myth, 
Littoz-Monnett meant ‘a narrative chosen by a given society in order to explain how 
it came about and who it is. In other words, a defi nitional myth provides societies 
with a story about their origins and a basis for the defi nition of their identity’. 46  

 One of the consequences of the adoption of the Holocaust as the EU’s defi -
nitional myth was that it was transformed into an ahistorical, transcendent sacred 
experience. The sacralization of the Holocaust initially evolved in Western Euro-
pean societies in the 1990s. In these countries, memory work on Nazi crimes had 
acquired an unprecedented degree of momentum and infl uence. Whereas in the 
early phase of European unifi cation, the genocide directed at European Jews was 
‘scarcely a point of reference’, by the 1990s the Holocaust became a central theme of 
EU-supported memory work. From then on, however, EU elites within the Euro-
pean Parliament and the EC began referring to the Holocaust as the tragic event 
that changed the values of European societies. As Klas-Göran Karlsson explains in 
his study of this process, ‘to date the best example of a canonisation of history in the 
name of the European dimension is the case of the Holocaust’. 47  

 EU statements about how the values of European societies had changed in light 
of the Holocaust were rarely rendered explicit. However, in practice this implied a 
willingness to repudiate Europe’s past and the values with which it was traditionally 
associated. Müller spelled out this approach when he claimed that the repudiation 
of the past by the EU might provide that foundation for a new form of political 
legitimacy. 48  European federalists used the threat of a possible descent in to the hor-
rors of the Holocaust as a warning against the critics of their project. For example, 
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in a Victory Day speech in Thereisienstadt in 2005, the Swedish EU commissioner 
and the then vice president of the European Community, Margot Wallström, told 
her audience that the Second World War was caused by greedy nationalists, that the 
EU was founded to eliminate such evils, and that Eurosceptics risked a ‘return to 
the Holocaust’. 49  The ease with which Wallström made the conceptual leap from 
Euroscepticism and to the spectre of an impending Holocaust demonstrated the 
usefulness of the canonization of this tragic genocide. 

 It was during the 1990s that the EU took steps to initiate the project of Euro-
peanizing the memory of the Holocaust. EU heritage policies became increasingly 
devoted towards deploying resources to the memorialization of the victims of Nazi 
crimes. The Holocaust was more and more evoked as an all-purpose warning 
against the dangers of all forms of nationalism. 

 On 21 June 1995, the European Parliament unanimously agreed to launch a 
Holocaust memorial day in all the member states. The different EU institutions 
promoted the memorialization of the Holocaust as a sacred duty from which no 
member state could opt out. As one study pointed out, resolutions passed by the 
European Parliament obliged would-be East European member states to sign up to 
its defi nitional myth. It noted that, in effect, ‘candidate EU states were asked to per-
form their duty of “coping with their past”, either as perpetrators of or accomplices 
to racist crimes committed during World War II, before they could join the EU’. 50  
The suitability of candidate states like Hungary was to be judged on this point. 
Müller argued that the Holocaust had become a ‘test case’ of the liberal-democratic 
morality for East European countries. 51  

 As we will see, the  de facto  issuing of such an ultimatum was unlikely to win 
hearts and minds. In the long run the elevation of the Holocaust into the core value 
of offi cial EU dogma actually undermined the authentic and genuine attempts to 
give meaning to this unique tragedy. 

 The authors of the canonization of the Holocaust shamelessly promoted the 
rewriting of history. For example Beate Winkler, former director of the  European 
Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia , explained to her audience at a confer-
ence of the Organisation for Security and Co-operation (OSCE) in Europe in June 
2005 that ‘the Shoah is the traumatic experience of Europe’s recent history; it has 
driven the EU’s founders to build a united and peaceful Europe, and thus been at 
the very root of the European integration project’. 52  European integration based 
on the need to regulate confl ict between Germany and France, the exigencies of 
the Cold War, and the demands of the Marshall Plan was cynically reinterpreted as 
a therapeutic initiative designed to come to terms with the traumatic experience 
of the Shoah. 

 One of the consequences of the sacralization of the Holocaust was that it became 
torn from its historical context and turned into a preachy morality play that could 
be opportunistically used to assist the cause of forging a shared European mem-
ory. A former European commissioner for Research, Innovation and Science, Máire 
Geoghegan Quinn, justifi ed the teaching of the Holocaust on the grounds that it was 
a ‘good way to have future generations understand the importance of fundamental 
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rights, which are one of the central pillars of “European” citizenship” ’. 53  Her 
exhortation to adopt the Holocaust as a useful teaching aid illustrates the instru-
mental and fundamentally political use to which its memory was put. 

 The Gulag memory versus the Shoah memory 

 Although the sacralization of the Holocaust continues to play a key role in the 
memory politics of the EU, its singular moral authority has come under question 
in recent years. In part this has been caused by Holocaust fatigue – the constant 
appeal to the authority of this memory has encouraged some to adopt the attitude 
of ‘I don’t want to hear about this anymore’. More importantly, many of the new 
East European member states of the EU inevitably reacted to the expectation that 
they had little choice but to subordinate their concern to settle scores with their 
communist past to the imperative of commemorating the Holocaust. Political lead-
ers throughout the post-Soviet world argued that the failure to assign the crimes of 
Soviet domination the same moral status as the evils committed by the Nazis was 
manifestly unfair. As Laure Neumayer remarked, ‘anti-Communist activists set out 
to fi ght against what they perceived as the ‘double standards’ in the political, moral, 
and legal judgment of Nazism and Stalinism’. 54  

 One of the consequences of the EU’s Eastern enlargement was that from 2004 
onwards, ‘the status of the Holocaust as the defi nitional myth of the European proj-
ect started to be debated’. 55  Eastern European states often took exception to the 
minor and undistinguished role that was assigned to their distinct experience in EU 
memory politics, and they articulated an alternative version of European memory 
‘according to which Nazi and Stalinist crimes are comparable and should, as such, 
occupy an equally signifi cant place in EU commemoration and identity policies’. 56  
Their arguments, put forward in different venues, were based on a historical inter-
pretation that highlighted ‘the equivalence of the two “totalitarianisms”, Stalinism 
and Nazism’. It ‘directly challenged the prevailing Western European narrative con-
structed on the uniqueness of the Holocaust as the epitome of evil’. 57  

 The principal objective of East European memory entrepreneurs was the demand 
that the EU recognize ‘more explicitly the sufferings endured by the “other Europe” 
under Nazi occupation and Communism’. 58  The equivalence that they drew 
between the crimes of the Nazi and Stalinist regimes called into question ‘the sin-
gularity of the Holocaust as the crime against humanity of the twentieth century’. 59  
One of the lamentable consequences of this attempt to gain recognition for the 
injustices suffered under Stalinist domination was to give weight to the trend towards 
the relativization of the Holocaust. 

 The challenge to the EU’s defi nitional myth gained signifi cant headway during 
the years 2007–2010. For example, a conference on ‘European Conscience and 
Communism’ organized by the Czech Institute of National Memory in June 2008 
resulted in a declaration that insisted that ‘the moral, political, and legal treatment of 
Communism be placed on a par with that of Nazism’. 60  The ‘Prague Declaration 
on European Conscience and Totalitarianism’ was endorsed by numerous dissidents 
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such as Va´clav Havel, Joachim Gauck, and Vytautas Landsbergis and by 50 mem-
bers of the European Parliament. Although the resolution stated that the Nazi and 
communist totalitarian regimes should ‘each be judged by their own terrible mer-
its’, the text stressed the ‘substantial similarities’ between them. 61  

 The cumulative effect of the campaign to alter the EU’s memory politics was the 
adoption of the ‘Resolution on European Conscience and Totalitarianism’ by the 
European Parliament on 2 April 2009. During the debates that led up the adoption 
of this resolution, numerous representatives of the new member states insisted that 
as matters stood, their nations were excluded from the memory of Europe. Arguing 
against what was perceived as a double standard in the approach to the management 
of the communist and Nazi legacies, the Hungarian MEP, Lászlo Tökés, stated: 

 The European Community must abandon the double standard that is evident 
in the different ways in which Nazism and Communism have been judged. 
Both inhumane dictatorships deserve equal condemnation. I ask the Euro-
pean Parliament to stand in solidarity with the victims of Fascist Communism 
and to help defeat the enduring legacy of Communism in accordance with 
the aforementioned moral, historical and political exigencies. Only in this 
way can a divided Europe be truly unified. 62  

 The passing of the Resolution on ‘European Conscience and Totalitarianism’ rep-
resented a concession to the aspiration of some of the new member states to have 
their experience of victimization recognized. 

 Mälksoo wrote of the ‘memorial militancy’ of the ‘new Europeans’, whose 
emphasis on communist crimes had an unsettling impact on their Western coun-
terpart. It is important to note that this memorial militancy was also directed at the 
domestic political scene, where anti-communist politicians and commentators took 
exception to the fact that their opponents were not forced to take responsibility for 
their actions before regime change. Many of the memorial militants believed that 
as a result of the careful management of regime change and the accession process to 
the EU, former leaders and benefi ciaries of the old regimes were let off the hook. 
From their perspective, a recalibration of their national memory was necessary not 
only to set right the historical record but also to settle the score with the still infl u-
ential members of the old  nomenklatura . 

 Inevitably  ‘ the upsurge of World War II-related memories in the East has thus 
often been regarded as obstructing the progress of the European project’. 63  It 
became evident that the ‘new states did not identify with the EU’s discourse on the 
Holocaust and attempted to impose their own memory narrative’. 64  What these 
debates indicated was that the reliance of the EU on the Holocaust as its defi nitional 
myth could no longer work as an unquestioned, taken-for-granted source for a 
European memory. 

 Some commentators have characterized the campaign to establish a relationship 
of equivalence between the crimes of the Nazi and Stalinist regimes as an attempt 
to set the ‘“Gulag memory” against a “Shoah” memory’. 65  One of the unfortunate 



Memory wars 95

consequences of this process of competitive claims-making was to encourage a 
binary, zero-sum conception of the relationship between the crimes of Nazism and 
Stalinism. During the course of the debate it often appeared that some believed that 
affording the crimes of Stalinism serious recognition would diminish the value of 
the memory of the Holocaust. At the same time, the implication that the resources 
devoted to the memorialization of the Holocaust would necessarily be at the expense 
of giving due recognition of the crimes of Stalinism was also frequently conveyed. 

 The main loser of this zero-sum view of the past was a sense of history that 
placed both of these tragedies in their proper historical context and tried to make 
sense of them as catastrophes in their own right. The fact that the tension between 
the Gulag and the Shoah memories is not just the product of regional differences 
between East and West Europe, but often also corresponds to confl icts of view 
between left and right, ensures that the memory wars over these two events are far 
from resolved. Instead of genuinely acknowledging the suffering that both of these 
tragedies imposed on humanity, the politicization of memory has unleashed a mean 
spirited process of competitive claims-making. 

 The quest for historical continuity 

 Although competing claims about the relative status of the Gulag and the Holocaust 
often overshadow discussions on the politics of memory in Europe, arguably more 
fundamental questions tend to be overlooked. Ultimately the most important issue 
at stake in these controversies is whether or not national communities can imagine 
themselves as the embodiments of some form of historical community. Although 
communities can be formed voluntaristically, existing nations need to be able to 
situate their understanding of themselves in relation to events in the past. Year Zero 
historiography seeks to displace this need by offering a negative version of his-
tory, where people’s identity is supposedly forged through a common affi rmation 
of writing off the past as a series of terrible events. It is what the historian Henry 
Rousso has characterized as ‘negative history’. 66  

 The Roman philosopher Cicero understood far more about the relationship 
between history and human development than promoters of the Year Zero approach 
to Europe’s past, when he stated that ‘not to know what has been transacted in for-
mer times is to continue always a child’. Without a sense of continuity of history, 
many people feel disoriented. They also intuit that they have lost their national 
distinctiveness. ‘After the Second World War, slowly, we became grey,’ argued Orbán 
at the National Image Conference in December 1999. 67  A grey, non-descript, and 
non-historical world would be all too familiar to any sensitive individual who has 
lived through the Stalinist era in Hungary. The aspiration for a sense of distinctive-
ness linked to the sensibility of historical continuity remains particularly important 
in post-communist societies. 

 It is worth noting that even before regime change in Hungary, groups of young 
populist dissidents had attempted to reconnect with their national folk culture and 
some of the folk music and traditions that were at risk of being lost. Since regime 
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change, conservative nationalist movements and leaders proved to be most sensitive 
to this concern and have most consistently pursued the quest for historical continu-
ity. Hungarian socialists and liberals felt estranged from such concerns and made 
little attempt to offer an alternative vision of Hungary’s relation to its past. 

 The near total estrangement of the non-conservative wing of the post-Soviet 
Hungarian political class from the lives of the  demos  is one the most remarkable 
developments in the political culture of this society. Historically Hungary possessed 
a tradition of leftist populism. Prominent populist intellectuals like István Bibo, 
Mihaly Babits, and Laszlo Német had a natural affi nity towards national concerns. 
Today, when the Hungarian left regards the concern with the injustices of the Treaty 
of Trianon as a right-wing cause, it is well worth recalling the poem ‘No, No Never’ 
that Attila Jozsef (1905–1937) wrote in 1922. ‘No, No, Never’ was a nationalist 
slogan that was widely used by Hungarians concerned with the dismemberment 
of their nation, and it articulated their determination not to accept this humiliating 
treaty. To this day, the slogan symbolizes an aspiration for the reunifi cation of all 
Hungarians. Attila Jozsef enthusiastically endorsed this sentiment and in his poem 
pledged that Hungarians would rather die than abandon their historical heritage. 
Yet this poet was far from being a right-wing nationalist: he possessed a radical 
social conscience that eventually led him to join the illegal Hungarian Communist 
Party in 1930. His poetry often conveyed a powerful mood of anger and bitterness 
about the plight of the poor and the absence of social justice. 

 During the Stalinist era, Attila Jozsef was treated as a national icon and as the 
leading representative of Hungarian proletarian poetry. But the Stalinist cultural 
elite did not want the public to be acquainted with this poet’s anguish about Tri-
anon, and they attempted to extinguish his poem from the historical memory. None 
of the many editions of his poetry published during the Stalinist era in Hungary 
included his poem ‘No, No Never’. It was only after regime change in 1989 that 
this poem was republished and rediscovered. But by this time, there were very few 
people on the Hungarian left who were likely to be moved by the stirring call to 
arms of this radical patriotic poet. It is a sad refl ection of the contemporary era that 
Attila Joszef ’s poem is widely featured on the website of the far-right Jobbik Party 
and is unlikely to fi nd a home on leftist media outlets. 

 The poem ‘No, No Never’ concludes with the vow that Hungary will never 
betray the heritage of Árpád, who was the ruler of the confederation of Hungarian 
tribes at the turn of the ninth and tenth centuries. It is a poem that vows to put 
right the injustices perpetrated through the dismemberment of Hungary by refer-
ence to the duty to preserve the nation’s historical heritage. In striking contrast to 
this sentiment, in the course of regime change, concern with historical continuity 
became subordinated to the informal  acquis historique communautaire , and a signifi -
cant section of the Hungarian intelligentsia came under the infl uence of the EU’s 
outlook of Year Zero history. 

 One of the most interesting attempts in post-regime change Hungary to counter 
the philosophical assumption behind the negation of historical continuity was a short 
essay, titled ‘Conservative Manifesto’ (2002), by the Hungarian neo-conservative 
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Straussian philosopher András Lánczi. The essay expressly addressed the question 
of continuity. 68  Lánczi stated that ‘the foundation of every form of conservatism is 
namely ‘preservation, conservation and the maintenance of continuity’. The prob-
lem he raised was, what did ‘conservation and the maintenance of continuity’ mean 
in the context of post-regime change Hungary? 

 From a classical conservative nationalist standpoint, it certainly did not mean 
the preservation of what Lánczi saw as the living legacy of the previous com-
munist regime. He argued that in the current historical conjuncture, it was those 
people who were ‘most closely connected to the old order who had something to 
conserve’. According to Lánczi, conservatives faced the paradox that the ‘postcom-
munists can behave in a conservative manner while their opponents act radically’. 
Lánczi was reluctant to draw out the implication of his observation on this point. 
He warned that going down the road of radicalism was a trap which a ‘genuine 
conservative’, despite his ‘legitimate passions’, must avoid. Although initially, con-
servative nationalists adopted a hesitant approach towards the politics of memory, 
from 2000 onwards they wholeheartedly embraced a radical orientation towards 
the rehabilitation of Hungary’s history through the promotion of a national revival. 

 As it turned out, the question of how to engage with historical continuity was 
not simply an issue for East European societies. For example, during the course of 
the attempt to draw up a  New Narrative for Europe , it became clear that members of 
the committee charged with drawing up this document had very different views 
about the past and the meaning they derived from it. As one study of the process 
explains, the most important source of the controversy was over status assigned to 
the role of Christianity in the legacy of Europe. It noted that long-term ‘historical 
references are far more contentious now than they were after the Second World 
War, especially any connections between European integration and the Christian 
heritage which is at odds with the prevailing inclusive political discourse’. 69  Typi-
cally the response to controversy over confl icting interpretations of the past was to 
minimize references to long-term historical events. 

 The upshot of the reluctance of the authors of the  New Narrative  to engage 
with the historical continuity of Europe was to provide an incoherent story, which 
emphasized the tragic experience of the Second World War, the fall of the Iron 
Curtain, and, bizarrely, the economic and fi nancial crisis in the Eurozone. Given 
the arbitrary choice of these episodes, it is not surprising the declaration made ‘no 
attempt at all to connect them’. 70  

 Looking over the experience of the post-1945 era, it becomes evident that the 
ascendancy of Year Zero history was informed by a hesitant, often undeclared, 
reaction to the cultural legacy and moral norms of the past. Despite the occa-
sional celebratory declarations about Ancient Greece, Renaissance humanism, and 
the Enlightenment, the EU intelligentsia felt uneasy with affi rming and genuinely 
embracing the values that these historical moments stood for. In particular, it was 
unable to acknowledge the historical contribution of Christianity to European civi-
lization for fear that it would disturb the secular consensus of post-Second World 
War Europe. Unlike pre-Second World War Secular Liberal and Socialist thought, 
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which recognized Christianity’s enormous contribution to European civilization, 
the intellectual partisans surrounding the EU were too insecure to acknowledge 
what was an incontrovertible historical fact. 71  

 This mood of cultural insecurity was exposed during the debate on the preamble 
to the EU’s proposed Constitution in 2004. Throughout this debate, the West 
European media tended to treat Christianity as a ‘controversial question’. Seven 
of the member states led by Italy urged the EU to recognize a ‘historical truth’ 
and include an explicit reference to the ‘Christian roots of Europe’ in its proposed 
Constitution. However, the majority opinion in the EU took the view that such a 
course of action would exclude Muslims and Jews and therefore it would be wrong 
to have references to the role of religion. The European Parliament went so far as 
to reject a proposal from Christian Democrat MEPs to include a reference to the 
continent’s ‘Judaeo-Christian roots’. 72  Even the reference to God was considered to 
be too controversial by many European parliamentarians. In the end, the preamble 
to the draft Constitution adopted the tactic of using the words ‘spiritual’, ‘religious’ 
and ‘humanistic’ to describe Europe’s cultural heritage. However, MEPs were just 
about brave enough to refer to traditions in Europe ‘nourished by the Greek and 
Roman civilizations’. 73  

 The debate on the preamble of the draft European Constitution is often pre-
sented as a confl ict between modern secular political thought and old-fashioned 
religious dogma. But despite the historical tension between temporal and religious 
authority, the secular  per se  is not necessarily hostile or fearful of religion. Histori-
cally, liberalism treats religion as a private matter and not as an outlook that must 
be abolished from the historical memory. The reluctance even to acknowledge the 
historical role and contribution of religion to the evolution of humanity is a rela-
tively recent development that is bound with the current phase of the Culture War 
against traditional values. 

 No doubt differences on the subject of religion played a signifi cant role in the 
debate on the EU’s Constitution. But the fundamental issue at stake was on the 
question of whether or not the legacy of the past could provide a source of moral 
guidance for human action in the twenty-fi rst century. From the standpoint of Year 
Zero history, the issue is not simply that of religion but also the traditions and values 
of the past. The imperative driving the transnational and cosmopolitan imagination 
is to distance society from any form of moral language that is rooted in the past. 

 Moral norms that are drawn on a sense of historical continuity are rejected 
precisely because they negate the project of promoting policy-led values that are 
manufactured through process and rule-making. Adopting a clear and unequivocal 
stand against values that have emerged organically on the basis of historical experi-
ence is often motivated by the realization that administratively-constructed norms 
lack the moral depth to compete with those that are deeply embedded in people’s 
memory. Administratively produced values crafted through the efforts of commit-
tees of experts and policymakers lack an organic relationship to a system of belief 
and shared experience. Such values are inherently unstable because they constantly 
invite questioning and scepticism. On their own, administratively created rules and 
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procedures lack the moral resources to motivate and give meaning to human life, 
and the major questions about the meaning of existence are left unresolved. 

 It is relatively simple for an institution like the EU to reject historically derived 
moral norms. However, it is much more diffi cult to invent values that are credible 
if they have little organic relationship to the past. The solution adopted by the EU 
was to make a virtue of the decoupling of its outlook from the past and opt for an 
approach that emphasized difference and unconnected fragments of its kaleidescoping 
account. Typically its values statement upholds explicitly relativistic conceptions like 
difference, diversity, and multiculturalism. It focuses on people’s attitudes to others 
rather than on people’s values as such. It evades having to engage with the question 
of making a moral judgment by adopting non-judgmentalism as one of its principal 
virtues. In the absence of having any actual moral values of its own that it upholds 
unconditionally, cosmopolitan thought prefers to restrain those who take their own 
values seriously. That is why in some Western European societies like Britain there 
are calls to tone down the celebration of Christmas and render religious symbols 
invisible in public life. In numerous cases, UK employers have banned Christmas 
decorations from their offi ces because they do not want to offend other faiths. 74  

 It is not surprising that critics of Hungary have seized on the inclusion of references 
to God and Christianity in the preamble to this nation’s Fundamental Law. Whereas 
the preamble to the draft EU’s Constitution sought to distance itself from a Christian 
historical legacy, the Hungarian Constitution explicitly sought to reconnect its national 
identity with the past. This difference in approach to the salience of historical conti-
nuity is founded upon the contrasting memory politics of those seeking to preserve a 
sense of nationhood as opposed to those cultivating a cosmopolitan identity. 

 It is worth noting that for cosmopolitan EU-philes, constitutional references to 
God and Christianity represent something of a cultural crime. In his call on the EU 
to intervene to safeguard democracy in Hungary, Jan-Werner Müller cited a state-
ment made by Orbán to the effect that the real source of difference between himself 
and his West European Leftist opponents was that they ‘did not like his advocacy of 
national pride, Christianity and family values’. 75  Müller found this statement offen-
sive because he felt that it wrongly attributed the issues at stake to a  Kulturkampf  
rather than to Hungary’s violation of the EU’s institutional norms and practices. Yet 
as the current controversy on the status of national sovereignty throughout Europe 
indicates, a Culture War is in full swing – and it is fought by advocates of Year Zero 
history no less fi ercely than its opponents. The memory wars and the cultural con-
fl icts with which they are aligned will continue at least until Europe begins to take 
its history more seriously. 

 Sociological refl ections on the memorialization 
of the Holocaust 

 After being neglected by Western historical memory in the 1950s and the 1960s, 
the Holocaust has emerged as a powerful symbol of human barbarism. As we noted 
previously in our discussion of the EU’s adoption of the Holocaust as its defi ning 
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value, it has also become thoroughly politicized. The Holocaust has been torn from 
its tragic historical context and transformed into a generic metaphor of evil. Con-
sequently, the remembrance of the Holocaust often has little to do with a genuine 
act of grieving or remembering, instead, it works as an offi cial ritual that allows 
sanctimonious politicians and public fi gures to put their superior moral virtues on 
public display. 

 The belated transformation of the Holocaust into a transcendental sacred value 
in Western Europe was not so much an act of sincere atonement but an attempt 
to come to terms with the moral malaise affl icting society. The absence of moral 
clarity, which has led to so much confl ict over values has created a demand for 
symbols and rituals that confer a measure of coherence on the social order. In 
a world where society fi nds it diffi cult to differentiate clearly between right and 
wrong, it is important that some kind of line is drawn between acceptable and 
unacceptable behaviour. Without a moral grammar to express ideas about right and 
wrong, ethical guidance often has a forced and artifi cial character. For institutions 
like the EU, the sacralization of the Holocaust has served as an important resource 
for supporting its moral authority .

 The sacralization of the Holocaust has also provided society with a powerful 
taboo. Not being against the Holocaust is probably the most ritualized and institu-
tionalized taboo operating in Western societies. In 14 countries, Holocaust denial is 
a crime that, in some cases, carries a prison term of up to ten years. Preaching about 
the horrors of the Holocaust helps society avoid working out its own moral view of 
the world. Its transformation into a universal symbol of evil has helped promote a 
simplistic moral formula: to be against it is good, and to be for it is evil. 

 The Holocaust has become one of the most overused metaphors for evil in 
contemporary times. Animal rights activists in Canada refer to a Holocaust of seals; 
anti-abortion campaigners in the United States have denounced the Holocaust of 
foetuses; in Australia there is talk about the Holocaust against Aborigines. Then 
there is the African American Holocaust, the Serbian Holocaust, the Bosnian Holo-
caust, and the Rwandan Holocaust. The label ‘Holocaust’ can be appropriated to 
attack just about any target, from the erosion of biodiversity to a loss of jobs. Moral 
entrepreneurs constantly embrace the Holocaust to lend legitimacy to their enter-
prise. They also insist that anyone who questions their version of events should 
be treated in a manner that is similar to those who deny the real Holocaust. The 
expansion of the usage of the Holocaust metaphor has the unintended consequence 
of gradually diminishing its moral impact. 

 The demand that we ‘learn the lessons of the Holocaust’ has become a regu-
lar refrain that is adopted to promote a bewildering variety of causes. Frequently, 
warnings about a particular problem or threat are concluded with the assertion of 
‘it is just like the Holocaust’, ‘just like the Nazis’, or ‘it may lead to a Holocaust’. 
Such statements offer a claim for moral authority and can be deployed in the most 
unlikely of circumstances. When the Australian feminist Germaine Greer walked out 
of the Celebrity Big Brother House in January 2005, she attacked her housemates 
for refusing to support her defi ant stand against the “fascist” bullying of Big Brother. 
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‘Persecution is what happens, holocausts are what happens when good people do 
nothing’, she lectured the public. 76  

 Greer’s throwaway remarks exemplify a widespread tendency to instrumental-
ize the sense of sincere guilt and horror that images of the Holocaust can provoke. 
Unfortunately, this rhetorical strategy often leads to the cynical manoeuvre of guilt-
tripping. Within Europe, countries are often judged on whether or not they make 
the mandatory gestures of remembrance. Sometimes they are criticized for not 
devoting suffi cient resources to the teaching of ‘the lessons of the Holocaust’. For 
example, two educators, Swaan van Iterson & Maja Nenadovic ‘, have indicted Hun-
garian schools for not facing up to the history of the Second World War. They 
argue that the lack of resources devoted to this task is not unconnected to presence 
of extremism and anti-Semitism in Hungarian society, 77  and they write that the 
‘Hungarian educational system’s failure to deal adequately with Hungary’s World 
War II history and the country’s role in the Holocaust, has to be considered in 
evaluating the causes of present-day anti-Semitism, Romaphobia, and xenophobia 
in Hungary’. 78  

 Van Iterson and Nenadovic ‘, are not simply interested in the provision of quality 
Holocaust education – they are relying on the moral authority of the Holocaust 
to substantiate their argument against the teaching of Hungarian national history 
itself. They claim that: 

 History lessons in Hungary regularly seem to convey a pervasive sense 
of national victimhood, loss, betrayal, and injustice. Such lessons have been 
criticized for paying too much attention to ancient and medieval history at 
the expense of twentieth-century history, its legacy and impact on the cur-
rent events. 79  

 Their criticism of ‘paying too much attention’ to ancient and medieval history 
constitutes an argument against a curriculum that takes seriously the question of 
historical continuity. Their usage of the phrase ‘at the expense of twentieth history’ 
exposes an approach that assumes that all the events of the past must be subordi-
nated to the memory of the Holocaust. 

 There is no doubt that Hungary, like many other societies, remains blighted by 
the curse of anti-Semitism. But the constant exhortation by Western moral entre-
preneurs to ‘remember the Holocaust’ has, if anything, provoked cynicism. In a 
fascinating essay, Agnes Gagyi offers an incisive account of the way that the issue of 
anti-Semitism was turned into a political football and used by different parties for 
contrasting objectives. She cites the example of the anti-Semitic MDF politician, 
István Csurka, who sought to connect Western support for Hungarian politicians 
of Jewish origins in the Liberal Party with his argument that this coalition repre-
sented a conspiracy against the nation. 80  In response, ‘the Socialist-Liberal block 
stigmatized any mentioning of international dependence or economic plight con-
nected to Hungary’s capitalist integration as anti-Semitic “Csurkism”’. 81  In this way, 
any serious criticism of the deleterious economic impact of the terms on which 
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post-regime change Hungary was integrated into the global markets could be criti-
cized as anti-Semitic. 

 In effect, the charge of anti-Semitism was turned into a weapon to discredit 
nationalist politics. Gagyi observed that, 

 The polarization of post-socialist Hungarian elites resulted in two, mutually 
reinforcing constellations of symbolic bridging between elite blocks and their 
constituencies. Conservatives claimed to defend ‘national’ interest against the 
coalition of old socialist power and foreign capital, invoking sentiments of 
national identity to bridge the gap between the interests of national capi-
tal and proletarianized groups. The coalition of Socialists and Liberals relied 
heavily on Conservatives’ definition of ‘national interest’, and built its legiti-
macy on defending democracy from ‘national interest‘ as an anti-Semitic, 
nationalist, populist claim. 82  

 One of the lamentable consequences of this debate was the growing practice of 
treating nationalism, populism, and anti-Semitism as mutually harmonious concepts. 
This interpretation – particularly as it related to Hungary – was readily assimilated 
by partisans of the EU, who then began to promote the claim that Hungary is a 
uniquely anti-Semitic society. Their constant focus on Hungarian anti-Semitism 
not only encouraged a mood of Holocaust fatigue, but it also triggered resentment 
of those who promoted this message. 

 Back in January 2006, I warned in an article in  The Daily Telegraph  that the trans-
formation of the Holocaust into a political symbol and its constant usage threatened 
to deprive it of its important moral meaning. 83  Worse still, the more that the terrible 
experience of the Nazi era has become institutionalized through Holocaust days, 
Holocaust memorials and museums, Holocaust curricula, and Holocaust fi lms, the 
more it has become a focus of competitive claims-making. 

 I noted that instead of serving as a focus of unity, Holocaust Day merely encour-
ages different groups to develop an infl ated sense of past suffering and to demand 
public recognition for it. It encourages different cultural groups to represent them-
selves as victims of historical injustices. Such a response is not surprising, since it is 
diffi cult for a single experience of barbaric violence to serve as a universal symbol 
of suffering. It is one thing to recognize the scale of destruction and the unique 
dimension of the Holocaust. It is quite another to turn it into a moral tale that can 
inspire all people at all times. 

 If Holocaust Day were just another meaningless ritual, there would be little 
reason for concern. But such initiatives actually help create an environment that 
encourages scepticism about what actually happened during the Nazi era. False 
morality always incites the response of cynicism, and Holocaust-mongering is no 
exception. In 2004, a poll conducted in nine European countries by the Ipsos MORI 
market research organization indicated that 35 percent of those interviewed stated 
that Jews should stop playing the role of Holocaust victims. Although the West-
ern media usually castigates East European societies – particularly Hungary – for 
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tolerating anti-Semitism, it is worth noting that none of these nine countries were 
behind the old Iron Curtain. They are Italy, France, Belgium, Spain, Austria, the 
Netherlands, Luxembourg, Germany, and Britain. 84  

 At present, this mood of scepticism is still unformed. But it is only a matter of 
time before the obsessive institutionalization of the cult of the Holocaust will create 
a situation where scepticism will invite disbelief. 

 The concerns that I raised in January 2006 have become far more relevant to 
the situation today. Scepticism, and even the denial, of the Holocaust has grown 
signifi cantly – and in parallel with the expansion of public initiatives designed to 
memorialize it. A report circulated in January 2017 citing Dr Nicholas Terry, a 
history lecturer at Exeter University, estimates that there are now thousands of ‘low-
commitment’ Holocaust deniers online. 85  In December 2016, the top hit on Google 
in response to a search for the question ‘Did the Holocaust happen?’ was a link that 
claimed that the murder of six million Jews was a hoax. 86  

 It is inconceivable that back in the 1950s, 1960s, or 1970s – before the public 
sacralization of Holocaust memory took off – there would have been such an inter-
est in conspiracy theories that suggested that this act of genocide was a hoax. The 
experience of recent decades suggests that those who are interested in a genuine 
memorialization of the Holocaust need to take their distance from the current prac-
tice of treating it as a memory to which all others must be subordinated. 
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 One of the curious consequences of the memory wars is that the line between the 
past and the present has become blurred and confused. It is diffi cult to pick up a 
newspaper without encountering references to the Second World War or the Wei-
mar Republic. Arguments over the alleged problem of populism or Euroscepticism 
inevitably lead to asides about the imminent danger of fascism – indeed, fascism has 
become an all-purpose epithet that can be hurled at any target of a disagreement. 
Hungary, in particular, has become the object of accusation that it has become either 
a fascist nation or is on the road to becoming a fascist dictatorship. Since the elec-
tion of Donald Trump to the American Presidency, the ‘f word’ has also migrated 
across the Atlantic. The cultural script of anti-populism warns that a return to the 
fascist era is the inexorable outcome of populist politics. 

 The tendency to interpret twenty-fi rst-century issues directly through the mem-
ory of the tragic events of the 1930s and 1940s is motivated, in part, by a fear about 
returning to the bad old days and in part by a sublimated expression of anxiety 
about the contemporary moral order. It is the uncertainty about the resilience of 
the moral order that has led a signifi cant section of the Western political and cul-
tural establishment to periodically express its angst about the dangers of a ‘return of 
nationalism’ or, worse still, of some type of totalitarian movement. This sentiment 
remains integral to the outlook of many of the liberal Eastern European dissidents 
who achieved a prominent role during the transition to the post-Soviet era. Many 
of these intellectual dissidents, who had developed a close association with their 
Western co-thinkers, came to adopt the conviction that the revitalization of national 
sentiment in post-Soviet societies was the greatest threat to the establishment of 
democracy in their countries. 

 In the 1980s and 1990s, Western NGOs and international institutions collaborated 
with East European liberal intellectuals and politicians to educate post-communist 
societies about the pitfalls of nationalism and the virtues of a non-national, civic 
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values based society. These initiatives were inspired by the concern that former 
members of the Warsaw Pact were historically disposed towards the embrace of 
highly volatile and irrational forms of ethnic nationalism. Curing East Europe from 
its proclivity to adopt immoderate national sentiments was one of the main themes 
at a three-day conference of the Soros-MTA Foundation in Krakow in Septem-
ber 1991. This subject was the focus of Hungarian émigré Péter Kende’s speech, 
‘Return to Tradition . . . What Tradition?’, in Kraków: 

 One has to relativize the so-called national traditions which originate more in 
rhetoric and pious wishes than the real state of collective conscience. Nothing 
is more uncertain, fleeting and ill than this conscience. One has to invest, now 
that the moment of healing has come, not in the exploration of the past, . . . 
but in the reconstitution of the national collective on the basis of civic virtues 
inherent to a democracy: the defense of rights, the toleration of difference and 
active solidarity (liberté – égalité – fraternité). 1  

 For Kende, the ‘moment of healing’ required a determination to avoid an explora-
tion of the past. His speech articulated a lack of empathy and sensitivity towards 
the meaning that national tradition and sentiment could have for large sections of 
society. That is why national traditions were prefaced by the de-legitimizing term 
‘so-called’. His call to ‘relativize’ national tradition in effect represented the aspira-
tion to deprive them of meaning. 

 Kende intuitively feared the durability and power of ‘resurgent nationalism’. Yet 
he could not face up to this challenge, which is why he unwittingly contradicts 
himself by claiming that this national conscience was ‘uncertain’ and ‘fl eeting’. 
For Kende and his colleagues in Kraków – consistency national sentiment was a 
 disease that required a political cure. Kende himself appeared to be drawn towards 
 Habermas’ idea of constitutional patriotism. However, the very attempt to recast 
patriotism into a neutral, non-national affi liation to legally binding rules only high-
lighted his isolation from the realities of people’s lived experience. 

 At least one person who attended the conference in Kraków understood that 
in East Europe, national conscience was far from fl eeting. Marion Gräfi n Dönhoff, 
editor of  Die Zeit , wrote after the conference: 

 There in Cracow, I realized that nationalism, which we Westerners regard with 
a lot of skepticism, had been indispensible for the survival of the East Europe-
ans. That was the only way they had been able to fight for their identity and 
finally achieve freedom. 2  

 Dönhoff recognized that the possession of a robust national identity was essen-
tial for the achievement of freedom in East Europe. Nevertheless, in line with 
the mainstream ethos of West European political culture, she concluded that now, 
‘everything depends on them . . . [East Europeans] . . . returning to a form of normal 
liberalism’. 
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 In all but name, Kende’s exhortation to ‘relativize’ national traditions represented a 
call to dispossess history of a sense of continuity, or at least to empty society’s mem-
ory of most of its national traditions. This response, fuelled by a one-dimensional 
interpretation of the national as an inherently volatile and dangerous phenomenon, 
was widely shared by many prominent leftist and liberal Hungarian intellectuals 
and politicians. Consequently, they adopted a policy of minimizing its signifi cance. 
They tended to approach outstanding historical issues, such as the legacy of the 
Treaty of Trianon, as an irritating diversion to be avoided rather than as an opportu-
nity to work out policies that would offer Hungarians a new focus for their national 
identity. One account of this debate noted that since 1989, ‘the right wing has 
kept the Trianon trauma in the agenda as a source of nationalism while the left has 
swept the problem under the carpet’. The Hungarian émigré journalist Paul Lend-
vai wrote that ‘as a consequence of the populist, increasingly aggressive rhetoric of 
the right and the passivity of the left, the rightwing interpretation of Trianon has 
prevailed among the adult population in the last decade’. 3  

 What Lendvai characterized as the ‘passivity’ of the left on the issue of Trianon – 
that is, a failure to address the national question – was the outcome of an acute sense 
of anxiety having to engage with the public’s national sensibilities. On matters such 
as Trianon, it preferred historical amnesia to remembrance, and regarded national 
consciousness as a volatile, inherently dangerous force that needed to be prevented 
from infl uencing public life. 

 To a signifi cant extent, the hostility towards the sense of nationhood that charac-
terized the outlook of the EU oligarchy was refracted through Hungarian domestic 
politics. In the aftermath of regime change, those in leftist and liberal political circles 
sought to consolidate their authority by developing a close special relationship with 
the West. They used their informal alliance with Western institutions and their repre-
sentatives to promote the claim that they were best placed to promote the interest of 
Hungary in a globalized world. This orientation towards external political actors further 
distanced this layer of Hungarian society from national realities. The anti-nationalist 
political culture of the informal alliance between the EU leadership and the Hun-
garian liberal left provoked a reaction from conservative nationalists, who sometimes 
perceived Western institutions as the allies of their political opponents. The reliance of 
the Hungarian liberal left on its connections with Western transnational institutions, 
NGOs, and the EU oligarchy had the cumulative effect of weakening its capacity to 
engage with the problems facing the people of Hungary. These factors ‘created an 
environment which has undermined support for the cosmopolitan ideals of Hungary’s 
left-liberal political elites,’ concedes a bitter critic of the Orbán Government. 4  

 Matters were made worse by the proclivity of anti-Fidesz political actors to call 
on the EU and Western governments to fi ght its domestic battles in Hungary. The 
self-defi ned left has adopted the practice of writing open letters and articles implor-
ing Western political actors to put pressure on the Hungarian government to put 
right the wrongs it had committed. In placing faith on its transnational Western 
co-thinkers, rather than attempting to appeal to and mobilize Hungarian public 
opinion, it reinforces its isolation from society. 
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 The hostility directed against Hungarian national sensibilities by the left/liberal 
bloc echoed the EU’s proclivity to promote diversity and minority rights as a coun-
terpoint to the authority of the nation. From their standpoint, minority rights were 
 de facto  logically prior and morally superior to the principle of nationality. Their 
affi rmation of identity politics, paralleled by their devaluation of national sentiment, 
constituted the pivotal point in an undeclared Culture War. In effect minority 
rights served as a medium through which nationalist claims could be restrained and 
put in its place. As Agnes Gagyi argued, as against the upholding of ‘the symbolic 
value of the nation’ by conservatives, their opponents offered a version of solidarity 
that was directed at the defence of groups ‘typically referred as minorities (Roma, 
Jews, women, LGBTQ)’. Gagyi wrote: 

 This practice split social grievances into illegitimate nationalist claims, and 
legitimate minority claims. The conservative bloc could easily rely on that 
split in its own symbolic compensation techniques, to argue that the nation 
is under attack by alien interests both from above and below. One stinging 
implication of that argument was that the aid Liberals, the Soros Foundation, 
and their Western partners offer to the Roma contributes to the demographic 
threat they represent to Hungarians. That argument, on its turn, worked to 
solidify democratic antipopulists’ claim to defend democracy and minorities 
from Hungarians’ racism. 5  

 Although Gagyi is not a friend of the conservative bloc, she recognized that the purpose 
of the importation of EU style identity politics into Hungary was to de-legitimate 
nationalist politics. 

 One of the unfortunate consequences of the tactic of attempting to devalue nation-
alist claims by elevating those of minorities to a pre-eminent status was to encourage 
an unresolvable confl ict of interest between the two. It set in motion a dynamic 
whereby both sides would see their claims as directly antithetical to one another. 

 The meaning of anti-populism 

 The constant allusions to ‘it’s just like the 1930s’, together with expressions of anx-
iety about resurgent nationalism, can be interpreted as a form of psychological 
displacement of the concern about people’s ability to behave as responsible citizens. 
Since the 1930s, liberal-democratic theory has been unsettled by the realization 
that, at least in part, Hitler’s rise to power was based on his electoral success. The 
relative success of the Nazi Party in using elections to its advantage was interpreted 
as a warning about the unreliability of the electorate. Many opponents of Nazism 
adopted a mistrustful stance regarding the workings of popular democracy. They 
could no longer take for granted the competence and reliability of citizens to act 
responsibly. 

 The German social psychologist Erich Fromm voiced his pessimistic diagnosis of 
the events of the 1930s in the following terms: ‘we have been compelled to recognize 
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that millions in Germany were as eager to surrender their freedom as their fathers were 
to fi ght for it’. 6  The political philosopher and social reformer John Dewey tended to 
regard the psychological attitudes of the masses as a threat to democracy in the United 
States. ‘The serious threat to our democracy,’ he asserted, ‘is not the existence of foreign 
totalitarian states’, but the ‘existence within our personal attitudes and within our own 
institutions of conditions which have given a victory to external authority, discipline, 
uniformity and dependence upon The Leader’. 7  

 By the mid-1930s, democracy itself was frequently held responsible for unleash-
ing the destructive and irrational powers sweeping the world. In his 1933 essay ‘The 
Democratization of Culture’, the Hungarian-born sociologist Károly Mannheim 
asserted that it was democracy itself that created the terrain for the fl ourishing of 
totalitarian movements: 

 Dictatorships can arise only in democracies; they are made possible by the 
greater fluidity introduced into political life by democracy. Dictatorship is 
not the antithesis of democracy; it represents one of the possible ways in 
which a democratic society may try to solve its problems. 8  

 In the decades that followed, the scepticism of liberal commentators towards democ-
racy hardened. In particular, apprehensions about the capacity of the  demos  to resist the 
totalitarian temptation of nationalism were frequently voiced. 

 It is in the context of this long-standing apprehension about the sway of xeno-
phobic nationalism over the public imagination that the cosmopolitan ideology 
of the EU needs to be situated. Its rigid and unyielding anti-populist stance com-
municates both a fear of, and a disdain for, the people. Its defensive attitude towards 
the demos has if anything become far more entrenched since the Eurozone crisis of 
2008. Orbán’s assessment of the EU’s anti-populism places it in its proper historical 
context. Orbán argued, in 2002, that in the post-Second World War era Western 
leaders: 

 feared not communism or fascism any more, but the masses, especially the 
politically active masses. Because of the fact that fascism won power demo-
cratically, today’s Western European elite thinks that one should be cautious 
with the people, because the decisions of the people can cause big difficul-
ties. So, democracy is regarded by them to be important but it is still better 
if power is not exercised by the people. This is how one can summarise the 
attitude of contemporary Western-European elite towards the people, towards 
its own people. 9  

 As we discuss later, the Western European political class, particularly the leader-
ship of the EU, regards popular democracy with ambivalence. Its strong strand of 
anti-populism is, at least in part, stirred by an apprehension about the reliability 
of national electorates. That is why Habermas can so casually write off national 
electorates as ‘the preserve of right-wing nationalism’ and condemn them as ‘the 
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caricature of national macrosubjects shutting themselves off from each other’. 10  His 
reaction and those of his fellow EU-philes is an outcome of its recognition that 
when it comes to a political debate with nationalist parties, they struggle to win 
the hearts and minds of the public. They fi nd it easier to blame the ignorance and 
prejudices of the people than acknowledge the diffi culty they have in elaborating a 
compelling normative foundation for their authority. 

 The upshot of this hesitant ambivalence towards the people is that despite an 
avowal to the principles of liberal democracy, many Western cosmopolitan com-
mentators and their Hungarian allies regard democracy as a mixed blessing that 
needs to be exercised with clinical care. Kim Lane Scheppele, one of the most hostile 
critics of Hungarian conservative nationalist politics, personifi es the suspicion that 
anti-majoritarian commentators display towards popular sovereignty. This sociol-
ogy professor from Princeton University constantly alerts Western policymakers 
and the public about Hungary’s slide towards an authoritarian society. Yet she is less 
than enamoured by the exercise of freedom through the workings of representative 
democracy. 

 Scheppele, like many supporters of the EU’s style of technocratic governance, 
is an enthusiastic supporter of judicial activism and the practice of endowing 
the courts with great political power and authority. She regarded the Hungarian 
 Constitutional Court, which was the outcome of the roundtable negotiations that 
led to regime change, with great affection. Her preferences are clearly articulated 
in the title of her essay, ‘Democracy By Judiciary (Or Why The Courts Can 
Sometimes Be More Democratic Than Parliaments)’. 11  Scheppele saw the newly 
established Hungarian Constitutional Court as a positive alternative to politicians 
squabbling in Parliament. From her standpoint, the messy business of electoral 
politics needed to be tamed, and ultimately controlled, by a powerful court run by 
a small group of unelected judges. 

 Like the Constitutional Court established in West Germany after the Second World 
War, the aim of its Hungarian equivalent was to insulate the political system from 
popular pressure. As László Sólyom, president of the Constitutional Court from 1990 
to 1998 and President of Hungary from 2005 to 2010, explained: 

 The new constitutional courts were created out of a deep mistrust for the 
majoritarian institutions, which had been misused and corrupted in the 
Fascist and Communist regimes. In this given historical setting, the constitu-
tional courts believed they represented the essence of the democratic change, 
and enjoyed ‘revolutionary legitimacy’. Little wonder if some constitutional 
courts have been inclined to replace the motto ‘we the people’ with ‘we the 
court’. 12  

 To his credit, Sólyom acknowledged the fact that an unelected group of judges 
could, in all but name, override the infl uence of the people and their parliamentary 
representatives. The ascendancy of such a powerful judicial institution was linked 
to the transition deal forged by the Westernized Hungarian elites and their EU 
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negotiating partners. 13  For many EU technocrats, the establishment of a powerful 
counter-majoritarian institution like the Constitutional Court offered a guarantee 
that Hungary would behave in accordance with their political ethos. 

 When the Constitutional Court was established in 1989, there was very little 
disquiet raised about the formidable powers that this institution possessed. At the 
time, one of the few to raise concern about this development was the Hungarian legal 
scholar Béla Pokol, who argued that the power awarded to the Hungarian Constitu-
tional Court was far greater than anywhere else in Europe. He explained that: 

 In Hungary, a Constitutional Court keeps in check the parliamentary major-
ity and the government, and this Constitutional Court is relatively perhaps 
more powerful than any other judiciary body anywhere in the world, and 
our ombudsman further widen, as watchdogs of the constitutional rights, the 
sphere of checks and balances vis-à-vis government. 14  

 In effect, in its early phase, the Hungarian Constitutional Court possessed powers 
that are usually associated with the executive. As Scheppele explained: 

 In creating the Constitutional Court, the Roundtable had effectively created 
a new governmental system that was not presidentialism or parliamentarian-
ism (the usual two choices), but instead a ‘courtocracy’. Through the early 
1990s, the Constitutional Court was for all intents and purposes running the 
country. Or at least the Court had as much power in the Hungarian system 
as the President has in France or the Parliament in the UK. 15  

 Scheppele assertion that this arrangement was more democratic than parliamentary 
democracy serves as testimony of the anti-populist disdain for both popular and 
parliamentary sovereignty. Instead of the people being the authors of their law, they 
become its submissive recipients in Scheppele ideal scenario. 

 One reason for the high regard that Scheppele had towards the newly established 
Constitutional Court was that this institution promised to enforce the outlook of 
the EU’s political culture in Hungarian society. She was delighted that the Court 
‘frankly adopted the precedents of other European constitutional courts in deciding 
what the Hungarian Constitution meant’, and remarked that: 

 This has led to a dominant ‘transnational constitutionalism’ in which the prin-
ciples of the Hungarian constitutional order are assessed against the backdrop 
of internationally agreed-upon ideas of what a constitutional, rule-of-law 
democratic republic should be. Soviet-era laws were selectively struck down 
as unconstitutional only if, upon review, they were found to violate some 
specific aspect of the new, liberal, democratic Constitution. 16  

 Her preference for transnational constitutionalism even extended to a willingness 
‘selectively’ to perpetuate the authority of some ‘Soviet-era laws’. 
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 Aside from the dubious democratic credentials of an omnipotent Constitutional 
Court, the aim of its transnational constitutionalism was to dispossess, or at least 
restrain, the kind of law-making that is based on the exercise of national sovereignty. 
Scheppele response to subsequent measures taken to develop a more Hungarian 
version of constitutional law exemplifi es an intemperate sense of intolerance and 
insensitivity to the project. Her denunciation of Hungarian conservative jurispru-
dence and its attempt to endow the Crown of Saint Stephen with constitutional 
signifi cance evoked the spectre of an imminent return of the dark forces of fascism. 
She warned, back in 2000: 

 Since much of this discourse emphasizes the ethnic purity and territorial 
ambitions of the ideal Hungarian state, it is but a short step from there to the 
justification of fascist politics. That is what defenders of transnational consti-
tutionalism have to fear from the new Hungarian constitutional conservatism. 
The crown stands, simply enough, for much of what is dangerous in contem-
porary Hungary. 17  

 Scheppele could have provided a reasoned argument based on liberal constitutional 
principles against her conservative opponents. But like many of her co-thinkers, she 
opted for the simplistic scare tactic of warning, that it is but a ‘short step there to 
the justifi cation of fascist politics’. What is particularly tendentious about the stance 
adopted by Scheppele and many other critics of ‘authoritarian’ politics in Hungary 
is that they are very selective about which kind of authoritarianism they do not like. 
They have little objection to authoritarianism as such – so long as it is exercised by 
a small group of transnationally educated, unelected judges. 

 Since the enactment of the Fundamental Law in January 2012, the power of the 
Hungarian Constitutional Court has signifi cantly diminished. The loss of authority 
of the Constitutional Court has not been welcomed by the EU technocracy and 
international advocates of transnational constitutionalism and judicial activism, and 
it is frequently cited by international critics of the Fidesz government as proof of 
its violation of liberal standards of democracy. However, what these critics fail to 
acknowledge is that this institution was established in its original form precisely to 
restrain the exercise of democracy and parliamentary democracy. 

 Although Jan-Werner Müller has called on the EU to intervene in Hungarian 
domestic affairs in order to ‘safeguard’ democracy, he at least recognized that the 
founding of constitutional courts have little to do with the objective of expanding 
democracy. He wrote that in post-war Western Europe, constitutional courts were 
adopted in order to insulate the institutions of the state from pressure from below: 

 The architects of the post-war West European order viewed the ideal of pop-
ular sovereignty with a great deal of distrust. After all, how could one trust 
peoples who had brought fascists to power or extensively collaborated with 
fascist occupiers? Less obviously, elites also had deep reservations about the 
idea of parliamentary sovereignty. 18  
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 Not trusting people to do the right thing is at the core of transnational constitu-
tionalism. As far as the EU was concerned, when it comes to not trusting people, 
Hungarians and East Europeans are in a class of their own. Writing in this vein, 
Müller alludes to the fact that the imperative of constraining democracy through a 
Constitutional Court does not necessarily apply to all countries. He cites the exam-
ple of Britain ‘where de facto constraints on – in theory unlimited – parliamentary 
sovereignty have had a more informal character’. Apparently unlike in the more 
politically backwards societies of East Europe, people in Britain ‘are more likely to 
trust themselves, instead of empowering unelected institutions’. 19  

 Distrust of the people and parliamentary sovereignty is reinforced by the con-
cern that, on its own, liberal democracy lacks the normative foundation to inspire 
the loyalty and affection of ordinary citizens. The political culture of the EU and of 
transnational legal theory avoids the need to engage with the electorate and to con-
vince citizens to adopt views that are generally unpopular in wider society. It relies 
on the authority of transnational or international institutions to avoid having to win 
the argument on contentious issues – especially those with a moral dimension, such 
as capital punishment. Anthony Barnett, despite being an editor of a publication 
titled  openDemocracy , illustrates this instinct to constrain the exercise of the popular 
will. He stated that he is staunchly against ‘the UK parliament taking a decision on 
the death penalty’, claiming to be reassured that Britain’s elected Parliament ‘may 
debate but it cannot in fact introduce the death penalty’, because the European 
Court of Human Rights has ‘ruled that the death penalty does in fact contravene 
the European Convention [on Human Rights]’. 20  

 One reason why the West European political establishment is prepared to endow 
the European Court of Human Rights with a quasi-sacred authority is to ensure that 
fundamental questions touching on moral norms are taken out of the realm of politics. 
The outsourcing of moral and political authority to an apparently independent institu-
tion like the Court of Human Rights or the Constitutional Court is symptomatic of 
the diffi culty that post-war liberal democracy has in dealing with the realm of values. 

 The institutionalization of anti-majoritarian practices is accepted as sound prac-
tice by partisans of the EU. In addition to depoliticizing decision-making through 
the use of courts, the supporters of the federalist project in Europe rely on expert 
and technocratic authority to assume responsibility for policy-making. Andrew 
Moravcsik, professor in international relations, outlined the justifi cation for this 
procedure in the following terms: 

 The apparently ‘counter-majoritarian’ tendency of the EU political institu-
tions insulated from direct democratic contestation arises out of factors that 
themselves have normative integrity, notably efforts to compensate for the 
ignorance and nonparticipation of citizens, to make terrible commitments to 
rights enforcement, and to offset the power of special interests. 21  

 From this standpoint, the existence of popular sovereignty serves to distort the 
running of the institutions of the EU, and counter-majoritarian institutions are 
necessary to tame the people. 
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 The two faces of illiberalism 

 In recent years, anti-populist political commentators appear to be obsessed with the 
interrelated topics of the crisis of liberalism and the threat posed by populism to a 
free and open society. An exemplar of this genre of scaremongering literature was 
an article published in  Foreign Policy  in July 2016. The short essay, titled ‘Liberalism 
Isn’t Working’ and written by the American journalist James Traub, conveyed a 
sense of quiet despair. The target of Traub’s polemic was the alleged rise of illiberal-
ism and the peril that it represented to the survival of liberal-democratic values. One 
of the main targets of his article was Hungary. ‘I wonder if the West is sleep-walking 
towards “illiberal democracy,” the ideology championed by Hungary’s Viktor 
Orbán’, he asked. 22  Although Traub highlighted Orbán as the leader of his illiberal 
Rogue’s  Gallery, he also castigated Poland’s Law and Justice Party, Donald Trump, 
and Turkey’s ‘increasingly autocratic’ Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, for 
endorsing elements of the ‘ideology’ of illiberal democracy. 

 Before exploring the meaning of ‘illiberal democracy’, it is important to note 
that Traub and his fellow critics of populism often adopt a double standard when it 
comes to the question of illiberalism. This is particularly the case in the context of 
the debates surrounding the EU. The EU’s partisans frequently imply that any chal-
lenge to this body is comparable to the kind of attacks that illiberal forces mounted 
against democratic institutions in the interwar era. Their criticism is conveyed in a 
dramatic tone, and it frequently concludes with the illiberal assertion that those who 
defy the authority of the EU are the enemy of  liberal democracy . Donald Tusk, the 
president of the European Council, recently characterized Poland’s arguments with 
the EU as an expression of the ‘different values and different strategic aims’ to those 
of liberal democracy. And that is not, apparently, permissible, for: ‘whoever attacks 
the European Union harms America,’ and ‘whoever undermines the foundations of 
liberal democracy harms one and the other’. 23  Scepticism towards the EU is no lon-
ger regarded as a legitimate standpoint: it is condemned as the ideology of the enemy. 

 Traub also possesses an unabashedly illiberal elitist view of populism. A week 
before he went on the offensive against Orbán’s illiberalism, Traub penned an article 
titled ‘It’s Time for the Elites to Rise Up Against the Ignorant Masses’. Here, he 
draws out the deep-seated mistrust of the people that has led him and his co-
thinkers to react with such bitter hostility against the  demos . Traub argues that 
developments such as Britain’s vote for Brexit show that the ‘political schisms of 
our time’ are not between left and right but ‘the sane vs. the mindless angry’. 24  He 
views the ‘ignorant masses’ as his moral inferiors who need to be re-educated by the 
enlightened elites, and comments: 

 Did I say ‘ignorant’? Yes, I did. It is necessary to say that people are deluded 
and that the task of leadership is to un-delude them. 25  

 The conviction that the people who support the wrong kind of political movements 
are ignorant and stupid allows Traub to adopt a paternalistic tone that is usually asso-
ciated with authoritarian elitism. If such a tone of superiority and dehumanizing 
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language was used by his political foes towards people that Traub exempts from the 
charge of ignorance, it would be condemned as biased, prejudiced, and probably racist. 

 In the contemporary era, critics of illiberalism often possess attitudes that are very 
similar to those they attribute to their opponents. However they rarely acknowledge 
their prejudices and appear blissfully unaware of the way that their bias infl uences 
their conduct. They also appear to be unaware of the fact that many of their views 
have little in common with the tradition of classical liberalism. 

 Historically, liberalism has been in the forefront of expanding the domain of 
freedom. As Steven Holmes observed in his important study  The Anatomy of Antilib-
eralism , religious toleration and freedom of discussion are two of the ‘core practices’ 
of liberalism. 26  Yet in recent times, self-declared liberals have found it diffi cult to 
be tolerant of religion and, as we discussed in relation to the debate on the pre-
amble of the proposed EU Constitution, they found it diffi cult to even recognize 
the contribution that Christianity made to the European heritage. More impor-
tantly, Holmes noted that ‘public disagreement could be as a creative force may have 
been the most novel and radical principle of liberal politics’. 27  Certainly on this 
point, self-described twenty-fi rst-century liberals have often been found wanting. 
Throughout the Western world they have been actively engaged in lobbying for 
laws that regulate and limit the freedom of speech. The new genre of hate laws, 
which criminalizes the voicing of hate, is the outcome of political campaigning by 
activists associated with liberal causes. 

 However, it is within the system of higher education that the paternalistic and 
authoritarian temper of twenty-fi rst-century liberalism becomes most evident. In 
universities, liberalism has developed authoritarian tendencies that express them-
selves in the policing of speech and through social engineering initiatives directed 
at pressurizing people to alter their views and attitudes. 28  Demonstrators in US 
universities carrying placards stating ‘Free Speech is Hate Speech’ illustrate the low 
regard with which this precious freedom is regarded by sections of the academic 
community. 

 That the valuation of free speech is frequently called into question on the cam-
puses of ostensibly liberal universities indicates that almost imperceptibly, the liberal 
value of tolerance has mutated into the illiberal advocacy of censorship. Critics 
of the Orbán Government’s campaign against the institutional integrity of the 
 Central European University in Budapest rarely raise concerns about the illiberal 
and  censorious climate that prevails on Anglo-American campuses. 

 The main reason why some Western critics take objection to Viktor Orbán’s argu-
ment for illiberal democracy is, as we have seen, not because they have a principled 
objection to illiberalism but because of a fundamental difference in values between 
their version of illiberalism and that promoted by Orbán. In his July 2014 speech 
outlining his conception of illiberal democracy, Orbán alluded to the importance 
that he attached to conservative nationalist values. The outlook that he espoused is 
conservative, communitarian, nationalist, and Christian. His endorsement of illib-
eral democracy appears to be a reaction to what he perceived as liberalism’s failure 
to affi rm the values that underpin family, community, and national life. His speech 
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stated that the objective of his government was to ‘harmonise relationship between 
the interests and achievement of individuals – that needs to be acknowledged – with 
interests and achievements of the community, and the nation’. In part, this objective 
was guided by a reaction to the diffi culty that Western polities have in providing 
their communities with a web of meaning through which their citizens can make 
sense of their place in the world. 

 The concept of illiberal democracy outlined in the July 2014 speech is most 
congruent with the Burkean version of conservative thought. An emphasis on the 
maintenance of an organic relationship with a community’s tradition was a central 
theme in Edmund Burke’s idealization of a contract between generations. As Ferenc 
Hörcher pointed out, the ‘National Avowal’, a preamble to the Hungarian Funda-
mental Law, echoes Burke’s well-known analogy of this inter-generational contract. 
The avowal states: 

 Our Fundamental Law shall be the basis of our legal order: it shall be a cov-
enant among Hungarians past, present and future; a living framework which 
expresses the nation’s will and the form in which we want to live. 29  

 Unlike the scepticism that liberal philosophy directs towards the values of the past, 
the Burkean celebration of tradition regards them as providing the moral founda-
tion for political order. 

 In his speech, Orbán asserted that his commendation of illiberalism was not 
directed at liberalism as such, but against the project of resting the authority of the 
state solely on a liberal foundation: 

 Hungarian nation is not a simple sum of individuals, but a community that 
needs to be organized, strengthened and developed, and in this sense, the new 
state that we are building is an illiberal state, a non-liberal state. It does not 
deny foundational values of liberalism, as freedom, etc. But it does not make 
this ideology a central element of state organization, but applies a specific, 
national, particular approach in its stead. 30  

 In other words, this argument asserts that there is more to life then liberalism. What 
really irritated his Western critics was that this conception of illiberal democracy 
directly called into question the transnational outlook so central to cosmopolitan 
ideology. In publicly fl aunting his adherence to illiberal democratic values, Orbán 
communicated the simple message that he was an unashamed nationalist in his cul-
tural outlook and, above all, a Hungarian. This stance was unlikely to endear him to 
partisans of the anti-nationalist political culture of the EU. 

 The primacy that Orbán assigned to national interest and the signifi cance that 
he attached to Christianity was also directly antithetical to the outlook of the EU 
oligarchy. In addition, its emphasis on supporting and defending the national econ-
omy directly challenged the pro-globalization and market liberalization consensus 
of Brussels. 
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 From the standpoint of cosmopolitan-minded commentators, the most scandal-
ous feature of Orbán’s July 2014 speech was that it unashamedly and explicitly 
advocated values that called into question their moral authority. Whatever the 
intent that lay behind this speech, many Western policymakers and commentators 
interpreted it as a provocation, if not a declaration of intent to wage a Culture War 
against their values. The unapologetic defence of the nation state directly called into 
question some of the core principles of the EU, such as diversity and multicultural-
ism. That a leader of an EU member state was prepared to extol the virtues of values 
that Brussels and other transnational institutions have deemed outdated and discred-
ited raised the spectre of other European nations adopting a similar orientation. 

 According to the  Oxford English Dictionary , in the political meaning of the term, 
illiberal refers to ‘one who is not liberal in opinions, etc.; one who is opposed to lib-
eralism in politics’. This defi nition captures the outlook communicated by Orbán’s 
version of illiberal democracy. However, the term ‘illiberal’ also conveys another 
meaning, which pertains to attitudes towards the views and freedoms of others. In 
this sense, the  Oxford English Dictionary  defi nes illiberal as ‘not generous in respect 
to the opinions, rights, or liberty of others; narrow-minded, bigoted’. Illiberalism 
in this sense often characterizes the attitude and behaviour of those who otherwise 
take exception to the idea of illiberal democracy. 

 One of the most striking features of the cultural confl ict between the two ver-
sions of illiberalism is that the critics of populism and of Hungarian conservative 
nationalism are simply not aware of their own illiberal attitudes and assumptions. 
One of the most unattractive features of such illiberal liberals is that they assume 
that they have the right to impose their attitudes and views on those who do not 
share them. This unpleasant and arrogant behaviour is now all too visible in univer-
sities in the Anglo-American world, where in some cases students are expected to 
attend seminars that train them to become aware of their bias and thus change their 
attitudes. In some American universities, students are expected to participate in 
diversity awareness classes and to adopt the values they promote, regardless of their 
previous inclinations. Such illiberal paternalistic behaviour is bad enough when it 
occurs within the confi nes of a university. It becomes far more insidious when it 
assumes the form of lecturing people in a different nation and society about what 
values they should live by. It becomes even worse when, as in the case of the dispute 
about European values, some of the supporters of the federalist project threaten a 
nation such as Hungary with the ultimatum – change your values or else! 

 There is more than a hint of cultural superiority about the tone adopted by 
Western critics of Hungary. Remarkably, their imperious attitude echoes colonial-
ist practice of branding as exotic or inferior a whole people. James Traub, in his 
article ‘Hungary’s 500 Year-Old Victim Complex’, reduces a whole nation to a 
psychologically illiterate and morally dissolute community. The language he uses 
not only displays ignorance of Hungary’s history but a breathtaking insensitivity 
towards the historical challenges it faced. He contends that ‘Hungarians share a 
collective pathology known as the “Trianon syndrome”’. 31  The sense of histori-
cal injustice and loss that many Hungarians feel towards Trianon is here recast into 
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a psychological pathology. Through medicalizing Hungarian national attitudes, a 
whole people is pathologized and rendered morally inferior. 

 Speculation about Hungary’s victim complex is integral to a political narra-
tive that attributes this nation’s cultural attitudes and opinions to qualities that are 
usually associated with the status of inferiority. One need not be a supporter of 
the Fidesz government to grasp that what is at work in this confl ict is the proj-
ect of rendering Hungarian cultural attitudes inferior to those of its critics. As 
Agnes Gagyi concludes, the language of ‘superiority/inferiority’ has even been 
internalized by domestic opponents of Fidesz, whose ‘discourse were addressed in 
the sharpest language of essentialized inferiority’. What is astonishing about the 
language adopted by critics of ‘Hungarian racism’ is the ‘terminology of human 
inferiority’ they developed in addressing “Hungarians”’. 32  

 According to the critics of Hungary’s collective pathology, one of the main 
symptoms of this disease is this nation’s reluctance to celebrate the value of diversity. 
This point was frequently reiterated during the heated exchanges that surrounded 
the Hungarian government’s refusal to abide by the EU’s migration policy in 2015. 
At the time Hungary was not merely condemned for closing its borders to migrants 
but also for not signing up to the values of diversity and multiculturalism. In effect, 
what was at issue was that Hungary chose to remain a ‘monoethnic’ society. In his 
journey to Budapest, James Traub was surprised to discover that even opponents of 
the Hungarian government were less than enthusiastic about the project of turning 
the nation into a multicultural society. Traub reported: 

 Like much of Eastern Europe, Hungary is a monoethnic society. Only 1.5 per-
cent of Hungary’s population has foreign citizenship, and one-third of these 
people are ethnic Hungarians. Outside of tourist districts, you don’t see black 
or Asian or Arab people on the streets of Budapest – not to mention in the 
rest of the country. That struck most people I spoke to as a precious asset to 
be preserved. Hungarians look at Germany and France and see what they 
call “parallel societies,” where Turks or Algerians live in their own worlds, 
suspicious of their hosts and threatening to them. And those are rich coun-
tries; Hungary has a stagnant economy that cannot offer jobs to newcomers. 
Why would Hungary want immigrants who don’t want to integrate or sim-
ply can’t? 33  

 Traub’s verdict on Hungary’s reluctance to follow Germany and France down the 
path of multiculturalism was to concede that it ‘needs to be acknowledged that 
resistance to accepting and resettling refugees from Middle Eastern wars, at least 
in the monoethnic societies of Eastern Europe, is natural, logical, and inevitable’. 
Other critics are far less charitable on this point: they insist that Hungary needs to 
fall in line with the EU’s regime of diversity whether it likes it or not. 

 Those who bemoan Hungary’s reluctance to internalize the value and practice 
of diversity are typically selective about what kind of diversity they value. They are 
enthusiastic about promoting diversity within a national community. But they are 
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not prepared to accept the right of different nations to pursue a different path on 
their approach to domestic diversity. Their celebration of diversity does not extend 
to welcoming diversity between the political cultures of different nations. In prac-
tice, for illiberal liberals the right of nations to self-determination has become an 
outdated credo. 

 Crisis of valuation 

 Writing in  The Washington Post , Miklos Haraszti, the former Hungarian dissident 
and opponent of the Fidesz government, warned his American readers, ‘I watched 
a populist leader rise in my country’ and added that, ‘that’s why I’m genuinely 
worried about America’. 34  Describing Hungary as a ‘populist autocracy’, Haraszti 
warned that the election of Donald Trump threatened to drag America down the 
same illiberal democratic path. Haraszti, like numerous illiberal liberal commenta-
tors, uses the term ‘populist’ interchangeably with ‘illiberal democracy’. Indeed, in 
the cosmopolitan vocabulary the word populist serves to describe morally inferior 
people, ‘who are not like us’. Typically populism is portrayed as authoritarian, illib-
eral, anti-democratic, and even racist. ‘How can we resist illiberal democracy and 
populism?’ was the title at a conference for NGO activists devoted to discussing ‘the 
growing trend toward illiberal democracy, autocracy, and populism’ held in Novem-
ber 2016 at the Human Rights House in Belgrade. 35  

 The current tendency to portray populism as autocratic, illiberal, and xeno-
phobic is the outcome of a polemical exercise designed to cast opponents in the 
worst possible light. In the twenty-fi rst century, the meaning of populism has 
been distorted through the tendency of its opponents to attribute a wide range 
of negative qualities to it. ‘As it is being used today, “populism” is a term of abuse 
applied by establishment thinkers to people whose lives they have not troubled to 
understand,’ argued the British philosopher John Gray. 36  This usage of populism is 
principally directed at the values that the targets of its polemics possess. The hostil-
ity of anti-populist thinkers and policymakers towards populism to a large measure 
refl ects the confl ict between their values and those that infl uence the everyday life 
of people. This tendency is particularly visible in the media, where anti-populist 
contributors are often unable to take seriously people whose values are opposed 
to its worldview. 

 Anti-populist commentators are particularly uncomfortable with openly and 
explicitly engaging with a nation’s citizens. In place of relying on winning an argu-
ment with the people, they prefer to rely on handing over policy decision-making 
to experts. The EU, where democracy is carefully limited and rationed so that the 
technocrat and expert can have the fi nal say, has turned this practice of technocratic 
governance into an art form. Though critical of contemporary populism, the politi-
cal scientist Cas Mudde has recognized that it constitutes what he calls an ‘illiberal 
democratic’ response to ‘undemocratic liberalism’. Mudde wrote that populism 
‘criticises the exclusion of important issues from the political agenda by the elites 
and calls for their repoliticisation’. 37  
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 Mudde is right to underline the aspiration of a so-called populist for a democratic 
voice. But what really provokes the fury of anti-populists is the challenge to their 
values that this movement represents. As the political theorist Margaret Canovan 
pointed out, unlike so-called social movements, populism does not merely challenge 
the holder of power but also ‘elite values’. Therefore its hostility is also directed at 
‘opinion formers and the media’. 38  Often the challenge posed by populist movements 
to elite values is expressed through their reluctance to abandon customs and traditions 
that elites have discarded: sentiments described by the use of that confusing term ‘nos-
talgia’. This point is exemplifi ed in an article titled ‘Europe’s Dangerous Nostalgia’ by 
Javier Solana, the former secretary general of NATO. Solana writes: 

 The European Union has a dangerous case of nostalgia. Not only is a yearn-
ing for the ‘good old days’ – before the EU supposedly impinged on national 
sovereignty – fueling the rise of nationalist political parties; European leaders 
continue to try to apply yesterday’s solutions to today’s problems. 39  

 Solana points his fi nger at Poland and Hungary, where ‘nationalism and anti-EU 
sentiment have surged’. 

 It appears that nostalgia is ‘dangerous’ because it draws people towards gaining 
meaning from the values of the past – such as national sovereignty. From this stand-
point, the very search for meaning in tradition is likely to encourage opposition to 
the value system of the anti-populist defenders of the cultural  status quo . 

 Many of the reactions and attitudes associated with populism constitute what 
Hannah Arendt would have characterized as the search for pre-political authority. 
The common quest for gaining meaning by forging pre-political solidarity can often 
express itself in affi rming traditional family and community life and religion and 
solidarity. The attempt to reappropriate the moral goes directly against the grain of 
contemporary cosmopolitan thought and practice. In a sense, the tension between 
anti-populist illiberal liberalism and Hungary’s illiberal democracy can be interpreted 
as a symptom of a  crisis of valuation . 

 The concept of a crisis of valuation and the diffi culty that liberal thought had with 
the domain of values was directly raised and discussed in the middle of the Second 
World War, by Károly Mannheim. In his wartime essays, Mannheim blamed liberal 
democracy’s reluctance to engage with the realm of moral values for its political indeci-
siveness and defensiveness. The central point that he sought to convey was that society 
needed to believe in something tangible and that democracy had to come up with 
some convincing answers regarding the values that people should live by. He asserted 
that the simple affi rmation of laissez-faire liberalism lacked the cultural depth neces-
sary to inspire the public, and he sought an ethos that ‘will differ from the relativist 
 laissez faire  of the previous age’ and ‘will have the courage to agree on some basic values 
which are acceptable to everybody who shares the traditions of Western civilization’. 40  
Mannheim was far from clear about the constitution of these values, although his ref-
erence to values ‘inherited from classical antiquity and even more from Christianity’ 
showed a disposition towards the reappropriation of the legacy of Western civilization. 
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 Mannheim’s preoccupation with what he characterized as ‘the crisis of valuation’ 
anticipated some of the issues that surround the disputes over cultural values in 
Europe. The corrosive effects of the absence of consensus on basic values disturbed 
him. He wrote that ‘there is nothing in our lives, not even on the level of basic habits 
such as food, manners, behaviour, about which our views are not at variance’; he 
observed that there is not even any agreement as to ‘whether this great variety of 
opinions is good or bad, whether the greater conformity of the past or the modern 
emphasis on choice is to be preferred’. Nevertheless, Mannheim was certain that it 
is ‘defi nitely not good to live in a society whose norms are unsettled and develop in 
an unsteady way’. The conclusion he drew from his assessment of the crisis of valu-
ation was that ‘the fi rst step to be taken by democracies in contrast to their previous 
laissez-faire policy will consist in giving up their disinterest in valuations’. 41  

 The problems raised by Mannheim over 70 years ago have rarely been directly 
confronted. Instead they have been evaded to the point that even some of the val-
ues that Mannheim could take for granted in the 1940s have become an object of 
dispute. Mannheim could still assume that his audience embraced ‘the traditions of 
Western civilization’ and looked upon it as a legacy to be passed on to future gen-
erations. That can no longer be assumed today. 

 As we noted in the previous chapters, twenty-fi rst-century Western society has 
become ambivalent and even alienated from its civilizational legacy. And as far as its 
cultural elites are concerned, the very attempt to uphold that legacy constitutes a dan-
gerous form of irrational populism. Such a stance serves as a form of self-justifi cation 
that absolves anti-populist elites from the responsibility of having to engage and dis-
cuss with people who are not like them. There is no dialogue or communication 
between the anti-populist and the populist, which is why the current polarization 
between antithetical values is so dangerous. 
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 The questions raised by Mannheim in his discussion of the crisis of valuation were 
rarely explored during the decades following the Second World War. The climate 
of ideological polarization during the early years of the Cold War made it relatively 
easy to avoid engaging with the unresolved problem of values, but from the 1950s 
onwards, the status of traditional values and the constitution of moral authority 
became a frequent subject of discussion. In Western societies, those who affi rmed 
traditional values as sacred were directly challenged by modernizers who sought to 
promote the superior insights of science and expertise as the foundation of author-
ity. By the 1960s and 1970s this confl ict mutated into a veritable Culture War where 
tradition was increasingly forced on the defensive. 1  

 Tradition and the knowledge that emerges through change have always existed 
in an uneasy relationship with one another. The tension between tradition and new 
values was already evident in Athens during fi fth century  BC , where the relationship 
between  doxa  (belief and opinion) and  episteme  (newly found knowledge) became 
a focus for debate. 2  Although societies such as Rome and Medieval Europe had a 
greater reverence for the traditions of the past than the Greeks, their uneasy relation-
ship with changing knowledge has been a constant theme in human history. 

 In modern times, and especially during the post-Second World War era, the tension 
between the authority of tradition and other forms of legitimation, such as science, 
expertise, or the rule of law, have deepened. Consequently, traditional cultural symbols 
of meaning and customs have lost much of their commanding force. However their 
moral authority, and the web of meaning they provided to communities, has not been 
replaced by a comparable alternative system of non-traditional values. The Culture 
Wars that followed the 1960s have been far more effective in undermining tradition 
than in constructing a substitute focus for the constitution of moral authority. 

 During the 1960s, the crisis of valuation that Mannheim discussed re-emerged in 
a purer cultural form. Despite its economic prosperity and considerable technological 

 CONCLUSION 
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achievements, Western societies appeared to lack the moral resources with which to 
legitimate their way of life. Consequently, authority in all of its different dimensions 
was exposed to contestation. 3  The most striking manifestation of the moral crisis of 
the West was that it was not simply one form of authority that was put to question, 
but the  authority of authority . Already, back in the 1950s, Hannah Arendt claimed that 
authority had become ‘almost a lost cause’. In an essay that self-consciously referred 
to authority in the past tense – titled ‘What Was Authority?’ – Arendt insisted that 
‘authority has vanished from the modern world, and that if we raise the question 
what authority is, we can no longer fall back upon authentic and undisputable experi-
ences common to all’. 4  Arendt’s narrative of loss left little room for retaining illusions 
that authority in its classical form could survive. She drew attention to a dramatic 
development in the ‘gradual breakdown’ of ‘the authority of parents over children, of 
teachers over pupils and, generally of the elders over the young’, 5  and observed that 
this is ‘the one form of authority’ that existed in ‘all historically known societies’, as 
it is ‘required as much by natural needs, the helplessness of the child, as by political 
necessity’. However, ‘ours is the fi rst century in which this argument no longer carries 
an overwhelming weight of plausibility and it announced its anti-authoritarian spirit 
more radically when it promised the emancipation of youth as an oppressed class and 
called itself the “century of the child”’. Arendt was less interested in the implosion 
of generational authority itself as she was in the extent to which it signifi ed ‘to what 
extremes the general decline of authority could go, even to the neglect of obvious 
natural necessities’. 6  

 At the time, Arendt’s lament about the ‘lost cause’ of authority did not provoke 
much response, and in the decades to follow, concern with the question of moral 
authority was confi ned to a relatively small group of mainly conservative intel-
lectuals and commentators. One of the clearest responses to the narrative of loss 
of cultural authority was that of the conservative sociologist Robert Nisbet, who 
warned that the ‘revolt against authority has already reached a higher point than in 
any other period in the West since perhaps the fi nal years of the Roman Empire’. 7  

 The devaluation of the moral status of the people 

 The response of the cultural elites of Western societies to the problems outlined by 
Arendt was to avoid an explicit engagement with the question of authority. Instead, 
 t he problem was sublimated into a concern about the moral status of the people 
and, in particular, those people who insisted on holding onto their traditions and 
refused to abide by the wisdom of the emerging class of non-traditional experts. 
This anti-populist ethos emerged a long time before the ascent of the post-Cold War 
populist movement. 

 The sublimation of the concern about the fragile state of authority into a preoc-
cupation with the reliability of the public was connected to the widespread revulsion 
against authoritarianism that swept the West in the 1940s. In the immediate after-
math of the Second World War, the loathing against Nazism tended to intensify 
the sentiments of suspicion and hostility towards authority. This reaction fostered 
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a climate of estrangement from authority, which was frequently interpreted as 
merely a milder version of authoritarianism. In this historical context, the practice 
of obedience was itself called into question and often associated with a negative 
and potentially pathological form of behaviour. The image of an obedient public 
unthinkingly following the orders of a demagogic Führer haunted the thinking of 
anti-populist thinkers. 

 In the immediate post-war period, concern about the reliability of the  demos  was 
frequently expressed through antipathy towards mass culture and the emotions it 
fostered. The emotional defi cits of the people were depicted as one of the forces 
responsible for the scourge of authoritarian dictatorships. Refl ections on the prob-
lem of authoritarianism frequently took the form of deprecating the capacity of the 
 demos  for informed consent. In 1950, the argument put forward by radical social 
critic Theodor Adorno that people inevitably defer to authorities that act against 
their interest, resonated with the anti-authoritarian temper of the times. Adorno 
observed that ‘throughout the ages’, since the oligarchy arose in Greece, ‘the major-
ity of the people frequently act blindly in accordance with the will of powerful 
institutions or demagogic fi gures, and in opposition both to the basic concepts of 
democratism and their own rational interest’. 8  

 Adorno was right to link his classical disdain for the people to the Greek elite’s 
contempt towards populism. Anti-populist political theory developed in Athens 
in response to the failure of the oligarchy to assert its authority over the people. 
Athens was a community where authority was invested in the people and the 
opinions they expressed through the Athenian assembly and other public ven-
ues. The legitimacy enjoyed by public opinion and its democratic culture was 
reinforced by historical events such as the defeat of the Persians by the Athenian 
navy at the battle of Salamis: it was the poor sailors of the navy rather than heroic 
upper-class warriors who were identifi ed with the glory of Athens. According 
to one account, the victory at Salamis ‘helped open the public arena in both size 
and substance beyond anything known in the Hellenic world by legitimating the 
claims to power and authority of the poor whose courage and steadfastness had 
won the victory’. 9  

 Athens provides an early example of the authorization of popular sovereignty. 
In fi fth century  BC , Plato’s Socrates provided one of the earliest critiques of popu-
lism. He regarded the authority of public opinion as far too wedded to custom 
and tradition; he was preoccupied by the authority enjoyed by the  demos  and con-
cerned by the insuffi ciency of its opinion to point the way to the truth. In some 
of the comments attributed to him in the  Apology , what he seeks is not opinion 
but ‘opinions that are better informed and more completely thought through’. 10  
Socrates argued that society was ready to defer to the views of experts and ignore 
the opinion of ordinary folk on technical matters such as shipbuilding and archi-
tecture, and he was at a loss as to why the same approach was not adopted in 
relation to political life. In his dialogue with Protagoras, Socrates states that ‘when 
it is something to do with the government of the country that is to be debated, the 
man who gets up to advise them may be a builder or equally well a blacksmith or 
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a shoemaker, a merchant or ship owner, rich or poor, of good family or none’. 11  
As far as he is concerned, ‘what most people think’ on political matters is far less 
important than the views of the one man who really understands the issues at 
stake – the expert. 12  That Adorno echoed his views more than two thousand years 
later illustrates the enduring tension between an expert-directed polity and one 
based on popular sovereignty. 

 Plato’s disdain for the  demos  and his advocacy of the authority of the expert reap-
pears in a modern form in anti-populist cultural script. So it is not surprising that 
during the EU Referendum campaign in Britain in June 2016, anti-populist com-
mentators reacted with outrage to the statement made by the conservative cabinet 
minister Michael Gove, that ‘I think the people of this country have had enough 
of experts’. The palpable sense of horror with which the anti-populist media 
responded to this statement indicated that from its standpoint, the authority of the 
expert stood between civilization and the dreaded populist masses. 

 If not the expert, then who will exercise authority over the  demos ? This was 
a question that was formulated a long time before the emergence of the cur-
rent anti-populist cultural script. The conviction that the people are morally and 
intellectually inferior to their enlightened superiors constitutes the historical foun-
dation of the anti-populist imagination. Historically, this sentiment tended to be 
associated with the oligarchical defenders of the prevailing social hierarchy. In 
recent decades, such sentiments pervade the language of illiberal liberalism. Anti-
populist commentators are convinced that the  demos  is a) rarely capable of grasping 
its own interest and b) easily swayed through the manipulation of its irrational 
emotions by the simplistic arguments of populist politicians. ‘Do you feel like you 
live in a nation of idiots?’ asked the consummate cynic Michael Moore, knowing 
that his very educated American readers will share his contempt for his moral 
inferiors. 13  

 Back in the early 1990s, the American cultural theorist Christopher Lasch drew 
attention to the growing grudge that the illiberal liberal elites appeared to bear towards 
populism. He observed that, whereas ‘formerly liberals had worried about the decline of 
popular participation in politics’, now ‘they began to wonder whether “apathy” might 
not be a blessing in disguise’. 14  Since the 1990s the anti-populist sentiments that Lasch 
identifi ed have hardened into a rigid ideology that is directed towards de-legitimating 
the customs and attitudes of ordinary people. Many of the themes explored earlier – 
the distancing of people from the past, the decoupling of nationality from the state, the 
cultural war against tradition – are integral to a wider project of re-educating people 
through calling into question the values into which they were socialized. 

 It is ironic that anti-populist commentators claim to be outraged by Orbán’s 
idea of illiberal democracy, when they themselves adopt such profoundly illiberal 
attitudes towards the practice of democracy of the people. The outlook of anti-
populism feeds on a diet of negative values. It continually deploys the politics of 
fear and uses warnings about the threat posed by populism to infl uence public life. 
Despite its advocacy of transnational institutions and cosmopolitan values, the cur-
rent ideology of anti-populism is ultimately far more parochial than the targets of 
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its critique. Its focus is on group rights and, in the context of the EU, it is devoted 
to gaining privileges for them. Illiberal liberalism has lost sight of the need to affi rm 
the common good and prefers to deal with members of different identity groups 
rather than with individual citizens. The individual citizen, who has been central to 
the politics of classical liberalism, has been displaced by the interests of the group. 

 Given the infl uence of anti-populist culture in Western institutions and the 
media, its profoundly anti-democratic sensibility is rarely commented upon. 
Indeed anti-populist critics of illiberal-minded political movements and politicians 
rarely recognize their own problem with liberalism. For example, anti-populist 
writers claim that the conception of the people put forward by populist politicians 
strongly resembles that of the German right-wing legal theorist Carl Schmitt. 
Schmitt’s authoritarian political theory appealed to many intellectual supporters 
of the Nazi Party and remains attractive to sections of the twenty-fi rst-century 
far right; however, his polemic against liberalism bears an uncanny resemblance to 
the rhetoric that contemporary anti-populists adopt towards their opponents. In 
his most infl uential book,  The Concept of the Political , Schmitt argued that all true 
politics were ultimately founded on the distinction between friend and enemy. 
His highly polarized friend-enemy distinction left no space for the kind of dia-
logue and debate that is associated with an open democratic society. Unfortunately, 
anti-populist politicians and thinkers have unthinkingly adopted the friend-enemy 
conception of the political, and they frequently communicate this disturbing atti-
tude towards public life. 

 The battle lines between friend and enemy were unambiguously drawn 
by Hillary Clinton during the 2016 American presidential elections when she 
notoriously referred to supporters of Donald Trump as a ‘basket of deplorables’. 
That they were not to be regarded as simply misguided political opponents but as 
the enemy was spelled out by the headline of a comment piece in  The Washington 
Post:  ‘Trump can’t just be defeated. He must be humiliated’. 15  Schmitt would 
certainly have approved the title of an article by Dean Obeidallah in the  Daily 
Beast : ‘Donald Trump Can’t Merely Be Defeated- He and His Deplorables Must 
Be Crushed’ 16  

 The Schmittian friend-enemy distinction has become far too infl uential in the 
framing of the confl ict over values in Europe. There are far too few voices who are 
prepared to uphold a genuinely liberal orientation in public life, even in the heat of 
the confl ict. Yet the stakes are high, and it is likely that if anything, the confl ict over 
values will acquire an even greater force in the years ahead. 

 The clash between the EU oligarchy and Hungary has touched on a variety of 
issues. But the most fundamental difference between the two sides is their contrast-
ing positions on the status of national sovereignty. Table 1 outlines the key points of 
difference between the two sides in Europe’s Culture War.     

 The main reason why the question of national sovereignty has become so impor-
tant in the current cultural confl ict in Europe is because it is in the context of a 
national community that most people gain meaning and develop their identity. That 
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is why the debate on migration and borders in Europe is not simply a dispute about 
immigration; it is about a much wider existential question of ‘who am I and where 
do I stand in this world?’ 

 The casual attitude that the EU appears to adopt towards borders is founded 
upon its hostility to the principle of national sovereignty. As we noted, it regards 
loyalty to the nation as a marker for populism and prefers people to adopt attach-
ments either to transnational institutions or to sub-national minority causes. Yet 
borders, which are essential for the maintenance of national sovereignty, are so far 
the only foundation that humanity has discovered for the institutionalization of 
democratic accountability. It is within familiar borders that citizens felt confi dent to 
work out their ideas and enter into dialogue and debate with one another. Without 
borders a citizen becomes a subject to a power that cannot be held to account: and 
this is why – from a democratic perspective – it is so important to counter the anti-
populist crusade against national sovereignty. 

 The experience of history indicates that popular sovereignty and the values asso-
ciated with its exercise is the most robust foundation on which public life can 
fl ourish. Fukuyama argued that there is ‘no universal principle of legitimacy other 
than the sovereignty of the people’. 17  Unfortunately this principle remains con-
stantly challenged by anti-populist opinion, which has no trust in the capacity of 
the people to make intelligent choices. Illiberal anti-populism constitutes the prin-
cipal threat to democracy in Europe today. 

 Notes 

 1 For a discussion of this chapter of the Culture Wars, see Furedi (2014) Chapter 6. 
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 4 Arendt (2006) p. 81. 
 5 Arendt (1956) p. 403. 
 6 Arendt (1956) p. 404. 
 7 Nisbet (1972) pp. 3, 4, 12. 
 8 Adorno (1950) p. 418. 
 9 Euben (1997) p. 65. 

 10 Euben (1997) p. 107. 

  TABLE 1  Competing cultural values 
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Community Diversity

Popular sovereignty Authority of the expert
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 12 See  Crito  (47b10–11). 
 13 Moore (2001) p. 87. 
 14 Lasch (1991) p. 153. 
 15 See www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/trump-cant-just-be-defeated-he-must-be-

humiliated/2016/10/21/d03ed0e0-9792-11e6-bb29-bf2701dbe0a3_story.html?utm_
term=.5741c8157c22. 

 16 www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2016/11/02/donald-trump-can-t-merely-be-defeated-he-
and-his-deplorables-must-be-crushed.html. 

 17 Fukuyama (1992) p. 45. 
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