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Confined among clever madmen,
We suffer, like hidden bread.

The eternal love of our captive hearts,
The wide world calls us in vain!

(Attila József ‘Hungarians’, 1924)1

Introduction

“Monks! On your knees, to prayer!” The view still persists in Hungarian
political folklore that those words were spoken by Viktor Orbán in 1991,
in the first parliament following the change of system. Although it is not
possible to prove that he shouted precisely those words, the story is un-
questionably based on reality. Bertalan Andrásfalvy, at that time minister
for culture and education made the following remarks regarding Viktor
Orbán in his speech in parliament on 25 February 1992: “Democracy not
only tolerates but also values otherness, the opinion, world-view, party alle-
giance, culture and origin of others. In the same way as it values itself. I
know it is difficult when we are often trying to make the convictions of
the other person look ridiculous, even here in Parliament ... when the
Christian Democratic side is saying something about religion or the
church, the faction leader behind me [Viktor Orbán] shouts: To prayer, or
let’s sing the national anthem.”2

Twenty-eight years later, on 13 May 2019 Donald Trump received Vik-
tor Orbán in the White House. At the press conference held in the Oval
Office, after words of praise, the US President said to the Hungarian Prime
Minister: “And you have been great with respect to Christian communi-

1

1 Attila József (1905–37) was one of the most important lyric poets in Hungarian lit-
erature.

2 Andrásfalvy’s speech can be read in the official parliamentary record: https://www.
parlament.hu/naplo34/180/1800086.html
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ties. You have really put a block up, and we appreciate that very much.”3

The photo in which Trump welcomes with outstretched arms the visibly
happy Orbán soon appeared on the website of FIDESZ (the Hungarian rul-
ing party). The caption quotes the words spoken by Orbán in the Oval Of-
fice: “we are very proud to stand together with the United States on fight-
ing against illegal migration, on terrorism, and to protect and help the
Christian communities all around the world.”4 On the basis of the media
representation, this was a meeting of two leaders who attach importance
not only to the protection of national interests, but also to the cause of
Christianity, and indeed who openly confess their religion.

It is not the intention of the present article to determine whether the
ideology of Viktor Orbán, one of the poster figures of the neo-nationalist
wave, is ignominious or not; it is not the aim here to adopt a position on
questions of current politics.5 Rather than expressing an opinion I consider
it more important here to show the process whereby the neo-nationalism
that has dominated Hungarian political life since 2010 and the Christian
churches with their steadily weakening social base have found each other.
As a cultural anthropologist I do not consider it my task to qualify contem-
porary political happenings, but rather to throw light from several direc-
tions on those political processes that can show 1) that the religious orien-
tation of contemporary neo-nationalism has roots not only in the present
political circumstances, 2) it appears not only at the level of “high” ideolo-
gies and institutional connections, and 3) it cannot be simplified merely to
a connection of subordination-superiority in which religion is simply a de-
fenceless tool, but it is propelled by basic human mass demands.

Accordingly, in this study I approach the analysis from two angles: on
one hand I analyse at the official, institutional level and on the other I ex-
amine the empirical dimension of nationalism, the everyday culture that
began as a grassroots movement. On the basis of empirical experience in
Hungary it is justified to take the two levels into account simultaneously
since the neo-nationalism is shaped not only by the rhetoric of party polit-
ics but also by cultural products and discursive forms emerging within civ-

3 https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-prime-
minister-orban-hungary-bilateral-meeting/

4 https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-prime-
minister-orban-hungary-bilateral-meeting/ See the image on page 293.

5 After his third election victory – with a two-thirds majority – Orbán’s voters have
almost blind trust in him, while researchers of the Central European University or
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences that have been the target of political attacks
warn of the danger of autocracy.
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il and market frames, that are expropriated in the course of everyday prac-
tice (Feischmidt 2014, 20).

 
„we are very proud to stand together with the United States on fighting against illegal 

migration, on terrorism, and to protect and help the Christian communities all around the 

world.” Source: 

https://www.facebook.com/FideszHU/photos/a.10150098801139307/10158372818434307/?t

ype=3&theater 

2 Intertwining. Nationalism and Religion 
It is well known that religion and nationalism come into contact in many areas and have many 

common features. It is also known that the appearance of nationalism at the turn of the 18th to 

the 19th century was closely connected to Christianity. However, the connections between the 

two cannot be approached uniformly: they can assume various forms in time and space, by 

denomination and ethnic group. Nationalism was shaped and functioned differently for example 

in the years of the Cold War on the two sides of the Iron Curtain, or today in Islamic, Jewish or 

Christian contexts, or even in individual EU member states. What Hayes wrote more than half 

a century ago remains true for today’s neo-nationalism: “Let me stress, however, that there are 

variant kinds and degrees of nationalism. Some can be reconciled or allied with historical 

supernational religion. Others can be utilized to give quasi-religious sanction to an intrinsically 

materialist and atheist movement like communism. Still others can be religions in themselves, 

mutually jealous and exclusive.” (Hayes 1960, 18) Although the European Union’s religious 

indicators are extremely complex and we are well aware that we cannot speak uniformly of 

“European” religious changes, nevertheless it is as though Hayes was to some degree right when 

he spoke about how nationalism as a quasi-religion takes the place of religions. Of course, we 

„we are very proud to stand together with the United States on fighting against ille-
gal migration, on terrorism, and to protect and help the Christian communities all
around the world.”
Source: https://www.facebook.com/FideszHU/photos/a.10150098801139307/10158
372818434307/?type=3&theater

Intertwining. Nationalism and Religion

It is well known that religion and nationalism come into contact in many
areas and have many common features. It is also known that the appear-
ance of nationalism at the turn of the 18th to the 19th century was closely
connected to Christianity. However, the connections between the two can-
not be approached uniformly: they can assume various forms in time and
space, by denomination and ethnic group. Nationalism was shaped and
functioned differently for example in the years of the Cold War on the two
sides of the Iron Curtain, or today in Islamic, Jewish or Christian contexts,

2

Religious Neo-Nationalism in Hungary

293https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748905059-291
Generiert durch IP '207.241.231.83', am 09.12.2020, 22:57:07.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://www.facebook.com/FideszHU/photos/a.10150098801139307/10158372818434307/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/FideszHU/photos/a.10150098801139307/10158372818434307/?type=3&theater
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748905059-291


or even in individual EU member states. What Hayes wrote more than half
a century ago remains true for today’s neo-nationalism: “Let me stress,
however, that there are variant kinds and degrees of nationalism. Some can
be reconciled or allied with historical supernational religion. Others can
be utilized to give quasi-religious sanction to an intrinsically materialist
and atheist movement like communism. Still others can be religions in
themselves, mutually jealous and exclusive.” (Hayes 1960, 18) Although
the European Union’s religious indicators are extremely complex and we
are well aware that we cannot speak uniformly of “European” religious
changes, nevertheless it is as though Hayes was to some degree right when
he spoke about how nationalism as a quasi-religion takes the place of reli-
gions. Of course, we can now see that because the classical secularisation
theories were not realised in practice, quasi-religious (neo)nationalism
does not replace religions but occupies a place beside them. Indeed, in our
region, joining forces with institutionalised religion, it offers everyone –
the religious and non-religious masses – a basically religious world-view.
One that is based on the mythological world-view operating with bipolar
oppositions, in which “foreign”, “evil”, “other” forces have conspired to
overthrow the “good”, “Christian”, European world order and the “Chris-
tian family model”. This Manichean-type black-and-white thinking that
runs throughout human history basically functions as a conspiracy theory,
based partly on the need for identification/opposition (Rokeach 1960), and
with the cognitive characteristic that it is always easier to see things in
black and white rather than in the complexity of real causes, and the more
uncertain the grasp of cultural/political, etc. processes, the greater the de-
mand for such attractively simple, readily understandable explanations.
For this reason neo-nationalist discourse focuses on an enemy image,6 and
opposition to it provides the foundations of the neo-nationalist identity.

As a consequence of these paradigmatic characteristics – as shown by
Gingrich and Banks – neo-nationalism must be regarded as a form of na-
tionalism appearing under the changed social and political circumstances,
principally under the influence of globalisation and the transnational pro-
cesses, and to a great extent as a response to those processes (Gingrich/
Banks 2006). Its basis in society is created largely by the social insecurity of

6 Before the wave of migrants and refugees in 2015 in Western Europe this enemy
image appeared mainly as certain immigrant minorities, while in Hungary (in
Eastern Europe) it was the Roma. After 2015 the Eastern European discourse was
entirely dominated by the super-conspiracy of migrants with the secret intention of
destroying the culture (Barkun 2003), providing the point of departure for all po-
litical action.
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certain social strata that perceive the “national” as “endangered identity”,
and that express the feeling of danger and uncertainty in the national lan-
guage, in a national narrative (Feischmidt 2014, 15–16).7

In Search of Hungarian Neo-Nationalism

However contemporary and recent the examples presented here of the op-
eration of neo-nationalism in Hungary, the phenomenon should not be ex-
amined only under the circumstances of the 21st century. We must be
aware that Hungarian public thinking and national politics are still under
the influence of the “Trianon trauma”, and in the popular culture of neo-
nationalism, rejection of the Treaty of Trianon (4 June 1920) that dismem-
bered the country is practically the wellspring of everything. The “Trianon
trauma” forms the foundation of national thinking at the national level:
both contemporary neo-nationalist symbolical politics and the neo-nation-
alist material mass culture turn back towards the Horthy era of the inter-
war years (1920–1944). A thesis repeatedly expounded at the level of gov-
ernment policy is return to the Christian-nationalist spirit of the Bethlen
era (1922–1931), holding up as an example the leading politicians of that
time (István Bethlen prime minister, Pál Teleki prime minister, then Kunó
Klebelsberg minister for religious affairs and education), and this orienta-
tion is also manifested in the restoration of Kossuth Square in front of the
Hungarian parliament which aims at a perfect recreation of the square as it
stood in the last year of the Horthy regime.8 If we examine the materialist
side of the neo-nationalist mass culture that appeared after the change of
system, then spread explosively largely from Hungary’s accession to the EU
in 2004 and the widespread use of the internet by the general public, we
find here too that the great majority of the symbols that appear today arose
from the irredentism of the interwar years and many of them are revivals
of those same symbols. Just as in the Horthy era, the symbols of Greater
Hungary, the Calvary of the Hungarian people, symbols referring to its di-
vinely chosen role have appeared on objects of everyday culture. Just as
they were close to a century ago, they can be seen today on plates, wall dec-
orations, decorative objects, newspapers, wall hangings, etc.

3

7 Not only Gingrich and Banks, but also Appadurai (2006) and Kalb (2011) have
highlighted the importance of social insecurity, fear and anger in generating popu-
lar receptiveness for populist ideologies of ethnic or religious neo-nationalism.

8 On the reconstruction of Kossuth tér in Budapest, see: http://hungarianspectrum.o
rg/2011/10/26/stopping-time-back-to-the-horthy-regime-kossuth-square-1/.
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recreation of the square as it stood in the last year of the Horthy regime.8 If we examine the 

materialist side of the neo-nationalist mass culture that appeared after the change of system, 

then spread explosively largely from Hungary’s accession to the EU in 2004 and the widespread 

use of the internet by the general public, we find here too that the great majority of the symbols 

that appear today arose from the irredentism of the interwar years and many of them are revivals 

of those same symbols. Just as in the Horthy era, the symbols of Greater Hungary, the Calvary 

of the Hungarian people, symbols referring to its divinely chosen role have appeared on objects 

of everyday culture. Just as they were close to a century ago, they can be seen today on plates, 

wall decorations, decorative objects, newspapers, wall hangings, etc. 

 

 
8 On the reconstruction of Kossuth tér in Budapest, see: http://hungarianspectrum.org/2011/10/26/stopping-time-
back-to-the-horthy-regime-kossuth-square-1/. 

Wooden “great Hungary shaped” plates representing irredentist symbols (e.g. map
of pre-Trianon Hungary, ancient Sekler-Hungarian “runic” scripts, the double-
cross)
Photo by I. Povedák, 2013.
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In addition to all these, in the Horthy era there was full agreement be-
tween the Christian churches, and even the Jewish denomination and the
government9 on that the Hungarian people have the right to recover the
territories of Saint Stephen. The feast of Saint Stephen, founder of the
Hungarian state (20 August) became the principal national day, and there
were frequent references in the religious and political press and discourses
to “Hungary, the country of the Virgin Mary”10. As Hanebrink writes:
“Hungary’s political leaders made innumerable speeches praising István’s
legacy as a Christian ruler ... politicians and public intellectuals insisted
that Christian values were essential to Hungary’s recovery. They main-
tained that Hungarians, shattered and humiliated, needed to remember a
fundamental truth: Hungary was a Christian nation. Hungarians, they ar-
gued, had lost sight of this truth in the decades before the war and invited
disaster. Only by embracing Christianity again could the nation beat back
the destructive forces of revolution, regain its sense and purpose, and make
the country whole again. In a reconstructed Christian Hungary, Christian
values would again dominate national life.” (Hanebrink 2010, 61) This
heated Christian nationalism hibernated from 1947/48 for four decades
until it gradually reawoke from this state of suspended animation after the
collapse of communism and the dismantling of the Iron Curtain.

The Triumphant March of Neo-Nationalism

The wave of demonstrative religiosity that swelled up after 1989 had long
subsided11 when, in the early 2000s, a somewhat more consolidated but
still racist and chauvinist mass culture and identity industry with a consid-
erable degree of hatred for Roma people began to emerge from the far-
right subculture of the 1990s (Glózer 2013). The neo-nationalism that at
first built mainly on the intellectual and support basis of the radical right-
wing Jobbik party, following the parliamentary elections in 2010 increas-
ingly became a characteristic also of the governing Fidesz party. Indeed, af-

4

9 On how the Jewish denominations supported the irredentism and nationalism of
the Horthy era, see Glässer/Zima (2011).

10 According to the legend of Saint Stephen, he dedicated Hungary to the Virgin
Mary before his death (Györffy 1994).

11 In the majority of post-socialist countries – including Hungary – there was a sharp
rise in religious indicators for a short while after the change of political system.
However, this wave ended by the mid-/late 1990s. In Hungary there has been a
decline in the religious indicators for the population in the 2000s (Tomka 2005).

Religious Neo-Nationalism in Hungary

297https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748905059-291
Generiert durch IP '207.241.231.83', am 09.12.2020, 22:57:07.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748905059-291


ter the international refugee and migration crisis in 2015, neo-nationalist
discourse became the main determining factor of Fidesz that was being
radicalised and shaped into an all-right party.

Religion in Politics

The first aspect of the intertwining of neo-nationalism and religion, one
that thanks to reports in the media is most obvious to everyone, comes
when politics turns towards religion, involving religion in its ideology and
discourses and among its preferred areas to receive support. This can be
seen both in the trend that results in a) the visibly increased role and pub-
lic representation of religious persons with church ties in the top-level po-
litical decision-making process; and in b) increased religious references,
weight and presence of religious language and symbolism in official politi-
cal communication, and c) an increase in the volume of church-related
projects among the areas given priority for support.

In the case of neo-nationalism in Hungary the process has been present
on all three planes, with growing intensity, practically since the elections
in 2010. At first this appeared to be natural: the principles and activity of
the socialist-liberal government in power between 2002 and 2010 had not
been in harmony with the aims of the main Christian churches. Of the
four churches with the largest following, only the Pentecostal-charismatic
Faith Congregation had been a constantly openly committed supporter of
the liberal political trend since 1989, while the two biggest churches – the
Catholic and Calvinist denominations – obviously supported the Fidesz-
KDNP (Christian Democratic People’s Party).12 It was therefore not sur-
prising when, from 2010 Viktor Orbán appointed two theologians to lead-
ing government posts. The Catholic Zsolt Semjén – who cultivated good
relations with conservative members of the conference of bishops and was
even regarded as their political spokesman – became deputy prime minis-
ter and minister responsible for national policy. Zoltán Balog, a Calvinist
minister, who was already a personal advisor to the prime minister be-
tween 1998 and 2002, was appointed state secretary from 2010, then from
2012 to 2018 headed the ministry responsible for culture, education and
health, the Ministry of Human Capacities.13

4.1

12 On this, see the next chapter!
13 Already in 2002 Balog and Semjén published an article titled A magyar modell

[The Hungarian Model], in which they outlined the vision of the future that con-
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In 2011, the new constitution adopted despite its rejection by all opposi-
tion parties, gave a legislative frame to rechristianisation. Accordingly,
while individual freedom of conscience can be assured also for those who
are not Christians, they are obliged to respect the Christian direction of
the state as set out in the constitution and the dominance of cultural Chris-
tianity. The constitution contains “references to God, Christianity, the fa-
therland, the ‘Holy Crown of Hungary,’ and traditional family values, rais-
ing opposition fears about the future rights of Hungary's atheists, homo-
sexuals and single-parent families.” According to the extensive internation-
al protests, the constitution “forces its Christian ideology on the country
and limits civil liberties.”14

Use of the word Christianity in referring to the only path to be followed
has become an almost everyday practice among the political leaders and
basically with two different contents. We find a) manifestations emphasis-
ing the importance of the rechristianisation of Europe and Hungary, and
b) speech defining the religious enemy image. An example of the former
was when, after the victory in the 2018 parliamentary elections Viktor
Orbán concluded his first public speech with the words: “I owe everything
to, soli Deo gloria!” (Glory to God alone!)15 But it was not particularly sur-
prising when in 2017 at the national commemoration held for the 500th

anniversary of the Reformation, Orbán declared that “It is a manifestation
of the grace of God that Hungary today is led by a committed Christian
government.”16 He also uses a religious image when he paints a vision of
the future paradise that will be ushered in thanks to the Fidesz govern-
ment, with the spiritual extension of the Trianon borders:

“We want a future not only where everyone has work – we have practi-
cally already achieved that – but also one where all forms of work serve
the glory of God ... the final and great unification of the nation will

tained the long-term plans of Fidesz, including their dissociation from the church
policy of “a few western countries guided by the secularist myths of the past cen-
tury”, the equal standing of church and state, the need for their harmonious coop-
eration that also meant that if the church undertakes a public task it must be fi-
nanced in full by the state (Balog/Semjén 2002).

14 Hungary’s parliament passes controversial new constitution. Deutsche Welle
18.04.2011. https://www.dw.com/en/hungarys-parliament-passes-controversial-ne
w-constitution/a-14998392

15 The Soli Deo Gloria also appeared on Orbán’s social media site. https://www.orig
o.hu/itthon/20180408-orban-viktor-egyedul-istene-a-dicsoseg.html

16 https://www.origo.hu/itthon/20171031-orban-viktor-a-nemzet-osszefogott-talpra-al
lt-es-megerosodott.html
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need the truth that not only makes us free but also keeps us together,
and binds together not only the different parts of the nation, but also
the Hungarian souls ... We are struggling together and praying togeth-
er for God to bless the Hungarians.”17

In 2015 Fidesz launched a “national consultation” on “immigration and
terrorism”, in which it flooded public spaces in Hungary with giant
posters financed from public funds. A counter-campaign soon began in re-
sponse to the anti-migration political messages displayed on a blue back-
ground. Humorous messages using the same background colour and the
same font attempted to hold up a distorting mirror to the nationalist,
Christian Democratic government. One quoted a passage from the Gospel
of Matthew: “For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat; I was
thirsty and you gave me something to drink; I was a stranger and you invit-
ed me in.” (Mt 25: 31)18 In this seemingly paradoxical situation the Chris-
tian Democratic government intending to defend Christianity was at-
tacked with a biblical quotation in an effort to convince people that their
government’s proclaimed religious narratives were only political tools to
gain the support it desired.

Speeches defining the religious enemy image – in a natural way follow-
ing the migration crisis – refer to the expansion of Islam, its dangers and
potential apocalyptic outcome. This mood is well reflected in the follow-
ing statement by deputy prime minister Zsolt Semjén: “If the Muslim im-
migrants settle here, we will never be able to rid ourselves of them because
there will then be family reunification, with 3–4 wives and 8–10 children,
in no time a parallel society will arise. We could become a minority in our
own country.”19

All these examples show that on the one hand interpretation of the na-
tion is the subject of rival discourses and on the other that the characteris-
tic and community of this discourse can always be produced with refer-
ence to the foreign and otherness. In the words of Verdery, pressure exer-
cised in the direction of homogeneity always attributes significance to such
differences as ethnicity, gender, locality and race, that appear as individual
forms of difference from the viewpoint of the state’s unifying program

17 https://www.origo.hu/itthon/20171031-orban-viktor-a-nemzet-osszefogott-talpra-al
lt-es-megerosodott.html

18 https://www.nyugat.hu/tartalom/cikk/96426_a_plakathaboru_legujabb_bizonyite
kai_szombathelyen

19 https://www.delmagyar.hu/morahalom_hirek/semjen_kisebbsegge_valhatunk_saj
at_hazankban/2597312/
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(Verdery 2004, 385). Besides this, Girard’s scapegoat mechanism can be ob-
served behind the statements that discover some kind of conspiracy (e.g.
George Soros, Emmanuel Macron, European liberal parties) as the “cause
of the crimes” behind every happening and tendency regarded by the gov-
ernment as negative; they define the enemies of Christian identity against
whom they launch a “propaganda crusade”.

In possession of overwhelming political support, from 2010 the Orbán
regime set about building, step by step, a new economic, ideological, cul-
tural and legal system in which actors loyal to the regime were given the
leading role. Among state investments, special attention was paid to pre-
serving and developing the Christian cultural heritage. In the words of
Miklós Soltész – the secretary of state responsible for church and nationali-
ty relations – in 2019: “While in the western part of Europe churches are
being closed one after the other, in Hungary and the Hungarian-inhabited
settlements of the Carpathian Basin in the past nine years 2800 churches
have been renovated and 120 built with the support of the Hungarian gov-
ernment.”20 Practically all the cathedrals in the episcopal sees have been or
are being renovated and at the same time provided with visitor centres,
new exhibition spaces and exhibitions. Special support is given to the
church educational institutions and Christian education because, as János
Lázár, the minister defining the period 2014–2018 declared “the Hungari-
an successes of the past thousand years depended on whether young Hun-
garians were Christians and whether they dared to become good Hungari-
ans ... these are the two most important pillars of Hungarian upbringing
and Hungarian education”.21 But in addition to all this, among others, a
football stadium and sport centre was built from state funds in Szeged, in
the diocese of Bishop László Kis-Rigó, a personal friend of Viktor Orbán.22

20 https://mandiner.hu/cikk/20190511_soltesz_2800_templom_ujult_meg_kilenc_ev
_alatt_a_kormany_tamogatasaval.

21 https://hirtv.hu/ahirtvhirei/lazar-kijelenteseit-kifogasoljak-1373743.
22 In his youth Bishop Kiss-Rigó was a football goalkeeper. Even as a prelate he con-

tinues to be an enthusiastic fan of football. Among others this is manifested in the
establishment in his diocese of a football academy with a team that reached the
second league in 2019. Bishop Kiss-Rigó and prime minister Orbán share a love of
football.
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The Nationalism of Religions

Does this mean that religion is the handmaiden of neo-nationalism, nod-
ding to the regime only as a consequence of the material and ideological
support? The answer is considerably more complex than that. We have to
see not only that the Christian churches, visibly weakening as the census
figures indicate, found themselves in a political situation controlled by a
government with an explicitly Christian orientation that offered the
churches its ideological and material support as a lifebelt, but also what led
up to this situation.

We must take into account, for example, that 2004 brought a personal
and at the same time politically significant success for Viktor Orbán:
thanks to the efforts of Zsolt Semjén and the Catholic hierarchy, Pope
John Paul II awarded him the Grand Cross (civil division) of the Order of
Saint Gregory the Great, one of the most prestigious recognitions from the
Vatican. From then on, he regarded himself as the unquestionable leader
of Christian Hungary and defender of the Christian West. Catholic bish-
ops, priests, monks and civil organisations then openly took a position in
support of him, even though he lost two elections between 2002 and 2010
and was not a factor in the power equation. At the same time, due to the
corruption scandals of the socialist-liberal government, the financial crisis,
the falling standard of living, growing unemployment and the inability of
people to repay escalating loans taken out in foreign currency, between
2002 and 2010 broad masses became disillusioned with the liberal govern-
ment and global capitalism, and also with the European Union that
proved incapable of warding off the crisis. The public mood also influ-
enced the Christian churches, strengthening their Fidesz orientation. It
definitely cannot be claimed that the Fidesz orientation of the Christian
churches dates from after the elections of 2010. However, in that year both
the Catholic and the Calvinist churches covertly encouraged their follow-
ers to support Fidesz: “We all experience the tragic situation of health care
and public education, the widespread impoverishment and the growth of
unemployment ... the erosion of the values of the family ... the discrimina-
tion faced by our church schools and other institutions from year to year.
On top of this is the general corruption and the disillusionment with insti-

4.2
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tutions ... Our country needs major change, and the elections now offer an
opportunity for that.”23

The paradigmatic change occurred in 2010. The Calvinist church that
earlier tended to be more in support of Jobbik24, the Catholic church, then
from 2015 the Pentecostal-charismatic Faith Congregation that earlier had
been quite anti-Fidesz and close to the liberal trend, have all consistently
represented the position of Viktor Orbán in both foreign and internal af-
fairs.25 László Kiss-Rigó, Roman Catholic bishop of the Szeged-Csanád dio-
cese said the following about his relationship to Orbán and Fidesz in an
interview by a journalist from Magyar Hang [Hungarian Voice]:

“I did not support Fidesz. The question arose of which political force
was most behind Christian values. At the time and since then that was
quite clearly Fidesz. It is the duty of church people to speak about this,
just as it is of all decent people … It is true, I have known the prime
minister for a long while. – Friends? – Ask the prime minister. I am
not worthy to say how famous people whom I respect regard me. We
agree on almost all things, and it is morally an honour for me to be
able to support such a person.”26

This support can be observed most strikingly in connection with the assess-
ment of the migration question. Although Pope Francis declared already

23 Circular letter of the Hungarian conference of bishops on the election.
23.03.2010. http://www.magyarkurir.hu/hirek/magyar-puespoeki-kar-valasztasi-ko
erlevele

24 Jobbik had a number of Calvinist ministers among its members before 2010.
25 A number of former liberal PMs were among the members of the Faith Congre-

gation. The church, with the fourth largest number of members, operates its own
radio and television station and publishes a weekly paper. At the time of the first
Orbán government (1998–2002) its relationship with Fidesz was distinctly cool.
From 2012 under the provisions of the Act on Churches the Faith Congregation
was given the status of officially recognised church. Parallel with this the church
replaced its liberal political orientation with rapprochement towards the conser-
vative Fidesz. Sándor Németh, the minister at the head of the church has ex-
pressed his loyalty to Orbán on a number of occasions, principally in connection
with the handling of the migration crisis. Before the 2019 parliamentary elections
he openly adopted a position on the side of sovereignism, in face of the “imperial-
ists”, at the same time expressing indignation at the infringement proceedings
against Hungary. https://444.hu/2019/05/21/nemeth-sandor-olyan-hangot-engedne
k-meg-brusszelben-orbannal-szemben-ami-minden-jo-erzesu-magyar-embert-serth
et

26 https://magyarhang.org/belfold/2018/11/15/szinte-mindenben-egyetertek-orban-vi
ktorral-a-teljes-letiltott-interju/
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in 2015 that “with hundreds of thousands of refugees flowing into Europe,
Catholics across the continent had a moral duty to help by opening their
churches, monasteries and homes as sanctuaries,27 bishop László Kiss-Rigó
said to the Washington Post “They’re not refugees. This is an invasion ...
They come here with cries of ‘Allahu Akbar.’ They want to take over ... I’m
in total agreement with the prime minister ... The pope, by contrast,
‘doesn’t know the situation’. The situation, as Kiss-Rigó describes it, is that
Europe is being inundated by people who are posing as refugees but actu-
ally present a grave threat to the continent’s ‘Christian, universal values.’ ...
he judged them unworthy of assistance because most of them ‘have mon-
ey’. They leave rubbish in their wake, he said, and refuse when offered
food. ‘Most of them behave in a way that is very arrogant and cynical’.”28

In the light of events, it is not by chance that in spite of the request
from the Catholic church, Pope Francis has not visited Hungary. On 1
June 2019 he celebrated mass in Şumuleu Ciuc [Csíksomlyó], the most im-
portant place of pilgrimage of all Hungarians, before a crowd of hundred
thousand. From the viewpoint of Hungarian Christian democracy, the fact
that Şumuleu Ciuc lies 600 km from the Hungarian border, in Transylva-
nia, Romania, rather detracts from the situation.

The Popular Culture of Religious Neo-Nationalism

An approach differing from previous ones is to analyse neo-nationalism
and its religious connections not top-down, from the institutional level,
but from the bottom up, from its appearance in popular culture. Although
analyses of this kind naturally resemble deep drilling and rarely bring read-
ily quantifiable results, this basically cultural anthropological method is
able to throw light on the extent and the way the two intermingle in every-
day culture, and the degree to which they become a basis of vernacular
world-views. The Hungarian example confirms that what we call neo-na-
tionalism can be discovered not only in state rhetoric, but also to at least
the same extent in “civil” forms (Feischmidt 2014, 19), that often appear
independently of and before the neo-nationalism of high politics. Thus the

4.3

27 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/hungarian-bishop-says-pope-is-wrong-ab
out-refugees/2015/09/07/fcba72e6-558a-11e5-9f54-1ea23f6e02f3_story.html?noredi
rect=on&utm_term=.3d24c3977a7b

28 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/hungarian-bishop-says-pope-is-wrong-ab
out-refugees/2015/09/07/fcba72e6-558a-11e5-9f54-1ea23f6e02f3_story.html?noredi
rect=on&utm_term=.3d24c3977a7b

István Povedák

304 https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748905059-291
Generiert durch IP '207.241.231.83', am 09.12.2020, 22:57:07.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/hungarian-bishop-says-pope-is-wrong-about-refugees/2015/09/07/fcba72e6-558a-11e5-9f54-1ea23f6e02f3_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.3d24c3977a7b
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/hungarian-bishop-says-pope-is-wrong-about-refugees/2015/09/07/fcba72e6-558a-11e5-9f54-1ea23f6e02f3_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.3d24c3977a7b
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/hungarian-bishop-says-pope-is-wrong-about-refugees/2015/09/07/fcba72e6-558a-11e5-9f54-1ea23f6e02f3_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.3d24c3977a7b
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/hungarian-bishop-says-pope-is-wrong-about-refugees/2015/09/07/fcba72e6-558a-11e5-9f54-1ea23f6e02f3_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.3d24c3977a7b
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/hungarian-bishop-says-pope-is-wrong-about-refugees/2015/09/07/fcba72e6-558a-11e5-9f54-1ea23f6e02f3_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.3d24c3977a7b
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/hungarian-bishop-says-pope-is-wrong-about-refugees/2015/09/07/fcba72e6-558a-11e5-9f54-1ea23f6e02f3_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.3d24c3977a7b
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748905059-291


neo-nationalism and religiosity appearing in vernacular culture can defi-
nitely not be regarded as static, but as Edensor also stressed, national iden-
tity is being continuously recreated as a consequence of globalisation, it is
embedded in new cultural elements and fertilises new areas, cultural forms
and practices (Edensor 2002, 33). This everyday nationhood (Brubaker et
al. 2006; Fox/Miller-Idriss 2008) can be found in practically every segment
of today’s Hungarian culture, confirming Edensor’s opinion that the forms
of nationalism operating today must be sought in popular culture (Eden-
sor 2002). Its religious colouring first appeared in the local ethno-pagan-
ism, that from the mid-1990s draws heavily on alternative historical writ-
ings emphasising the glorious history and prophetic role of the Hungarian
people (Hubbes/Povedák 2014; 2019). Alternative historical ideologies at-
tributing a prophetic role to the Hungarian people were first spread by in-
dividuals who had lived in emigration before 1989 (mainly in Argentina
that took in persons associated with fascism!) and returned to Hungary af-
ter the Iron Curtain came down and started to publish their ideologies on
the mysterious origin of the nation. Their “doyen” BadinyJós returned
from Argentina, established a university department at Miskolc and pub-
lished books and articles on the genetic connection between Hungarians,
Scythians, Parthians and Sumerians, stating that Jesus was basically of
Hungarian origin (Badiny Jós 2003). According to him, Hungarians were
the first Christians and their “Scythian Christianity” (curiously resembling
Zoroastrianism and Manicheism) was the original Christianity. The ideolo-
gy, drawing a contrast between Scythian-Hungarian Christianity and
“Judeo-Christianity”, contains strong anti-Semitic attitudes and easily
found its way to far-right political circles and to neo-pagans who intended
to revitalize Hungarian shamanic traditions. These ethno-pagan ideologies
affected mainly the base of the radical right-wing parties until Fidesz
opened towards the radical right, and they were regarded as an alternative
subculture. However, with this political expansion a series of phenomena
previously regarded as alternative, radically right-wing became officially
supported or accepted by the government. Authors earlier qualified as
pseudo-scientific and their writings with quasi-religious characteristics
(Hammond 1980) emphasising the national prophetic consciousness, and
events (Povedák 2012) based on the folkloresque (Foster/Tolbert 2016) rep-
resentation of the invented myth of a glorious history that fell outside and
in many cases specifically opposed academic scholarship, received state
support during the third and fourth Orbán government (2014–18, 2018-).
As they won the support of the highly popular Fidesz they began to be cov-
ered in the government media and what had been an alternative, radical
right-wing subculture has now been transformed into a mass culture in-
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dustry. It can be observed that while earlier the government played the
main role in defining Hungarian nationalism, today the grassroots move-
ment of neo-nationalism and the identity policy industry based on it has
become at least as important as a determining factor.29 The collective self-
justification made use of the symbolic resources that could serve as sources
of pride and dignity (Miller-Idriss 2009).30

A special manifestation of this mingling of neo-nationalism and religion
in popular culture, differing from any previous forms, is the personality
cult that has arisen around Viktor Orbán. It is true of the Orbán cult too,
that if we analyse it only in the context of the contemporary neo-national-
ist environment and strongly authoritarian government culture, we could
draw mistaken conclusions. The Orbán cult certainly cannot be regarded
as an artificial product of the present Orbán regime. Our earlier investiga-
tions showed the atmosphere of awaiting a messiah around the person of
Orbán already in the period between 2002 and 2010, in which his venera-
tion had already taken on a religious colouring. (Povedák 2014) This did
not change after 2010 and it can now be said that a substantial part of the
Fidesz support base is made up of not “only the Fidesz voters”, but of
Orbán’s personal “faithful”. So, once again we find religious forms, but in
this case, they can be interpreted quite differently. For if the veneration of
Orbán shows religious patterns, its consequences can also be understood
on the basis of religious mechanisms. The slide of politics into the field of
religion not only suspends argumentation based on reasoning or the rules
of logic, but also attributes an exclusive role to an absolutistic and exclu-
sively emotional attitude that is “beyond reason”, based on the uncondi-
tional nature of faith. For it follows from the essence of the religious atti-
tude that all other directions than its own are regarded as mistaken, depar-
tures from the true path, a betrayal of the “one and true God”. In this way
those who reject Orbán’s patriotic views come to be regarded as “traitors of
the nation”, “henchmen of Soros”, people serving the interests of foreign

29 Feischmidt notes that it creates an identity industry that affects many different ar-
eas of individual and collective social action, from cultural consumption to phi-
lanthropy, from remembrance to sport or tourism (Feischmidt 2014, 13).

30 It is a regrettable consequence that these “alternative knowledges” have preserved
their most important characteristics and continue to be strongly anti-academic,
with a tendency to conspiracy thinking. And the fact that they have come under
the protective umbrella of the neo-national government (indeed, László Kásler,
head of the Ministry of Human Capacities himself believes in such ideologies) has
considerably increased their influence and the consequences can already be felt in
the forced reorganisation or quasi dissolution of the Hungarian Academy of Sci-
ences.
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powers (gods). Power acquires a sacral character, “civil religion” (Bellah
1967) becomes a basic criterion, the leader blessed with a sense of mission
for his community enjoys absolute respect. What we are actually talking
about here is political fundamentalism in a religious guise, the most dread-
ful examples of which we have already met in the time of the 20th century
dictatorships.

Conclusion

Although Fidesz under the leadership of Viktor Orbán won an absolute
majority in all European Parliament and national elections since 2009, its
neo-nationalism has not become its exclusive policy. Its overwhelming suc-
cess does not mean that the earlier forms of nationalism have disappeared
or that all Christians, Christian Democrats, nationalists have lined up be-
hind the neo-nationalism. As Katalin Lukácsi, a former KDNP MP31 re-
marked:

“In our country there are two forms of patriotism, Christianity, civil
thinking, perhaps even two sets of democratic values. There are two
forms of pro-Europeanism and Atlantic commitment, there are even
two right wings. One does not willingly acknowledge the existence of
the other, and the other barely understands the former. One right
wing makes the values mentioned dependent on loyalty to Viktor
Orbán – or perhaps I should say – on trust in Viktor Orbán, the other
is guided by its own internal compass … It is sad that how individuals
judge Viktor Orbán’s policy is a stronger dividing line than whether
they regard themselves to be Christian or a citizen.”32

Neo-nationalism (in Hungary) is present not only in the political culture,
it also imbues the dimensions of everyday culture. Its religious character is
not only the result of an alliance of interests in which either the political
side or the church institution participates merely for the sake of the benefit

5

31 Katalin Lukácsi left the KDNP in 2017 when for a short while the FIDESZ-KDNP
party alliance adopted a position in opposition to Pope Francis, bought up and
closed down Népszabadság, the biggest opposition newspaper and launched an at-
tack against the CEU.

32 Lukácsi, Katalin. Két jobboldal, egy ország. [Two right wings, one country] Ma-
gyar Hang, 07.20 – 26.2018, 10.
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inherent in the cooperation; it is rooted more deeply than that.33 There has
long been a mass demand from grassroots level for the sacralisation of the
nation, that Fidesz as an umbrella party of the right wing has sensed. Simi-
larly, the personality cult of Orbán preceded the emergence of religious
neo-nationalism and recognising this he succeeded in creating in the me-
dia the image of a celebrity politician (Wheeler 2013) working tirelessly for
the fate of his nation and strongly defending it. But paradoxically, the
search for an enemy also greatly contributed to development of the reli-
gious character, an enemy that was found in the international refugee and
migration crisis and what was thought to be the spread of Islam associated
with that crisis. However, if we examine the process from the angle of the
benefit principle, we do not necessarily find a relationship of subordina-
tion in which one side is the user and the other side the means; instead we
can often observe a symbiosis in which the borders between the two are
blurred. And this is the point where the most important questions arise re-
garding the regime. What will be the long-term outcome of the intertwin-
ing of Christianity and neo-nationalism, because we know that the ideolo-
gy of neo-nationalism does not rest basically on the creation of enemy im-
ages? Which ideology will prove stronger? The nationalisation of Christian-
ity or the Christianisation of nationalism? And finally, will there ever be a
Hungarian political culture not based on hatred and a Hungary that does
not hate and exclude?
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