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“Communism as a common enemy?
Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Horthy’s Hungary”

(Abstract)

The following comparative analysis of the role of anti-communist thinking in Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Horthy’s Hungary focuses both on domestic and on foreign policy. Two significant aspects of this subject will be analysed in detail.
First, the rise of the three regimes and their antagonism to communism will be thoroughly explored: In November 1919 Admiral Horthy came to power through his victory over the Hungarian Soviet Republic led by Belà Kun. Only three years later Mussolini’s promise to fight against the communists was an important element of his pact with Italy’s old elites whose fear of communism had generated their support for the fascist leader. In 1933, the German communists - whom the Storm Troopers (SA) had already been fighting in violent street battles during the last years of the Weimar Republic - were among Hitler’s first and declared enemies after his takeover. The anti-communist line of attack in all three cases is more than obvious.
The development of the diplomatic relations between Italy, Hungary and Germany between 1937 and 1941 is the second focal point of this analysis. In 1936 the Anti-Comintern Pact between Germany and Japan was signed. Nominally it was directed against the Comintern but more specifically, it was aimed against the Soviet Union. Italy joined the alliance only one year later, Hungary did so in 1939. A closer look at the German “Akten zur deutschen auswärtigen Politik” and the Italian “Documenti Diplomatici Italiani“ will show to which ex-tent anti-communist motifs formed the basis of Hungary’s joining the Anti-Comintern Pact and of its participation in the war against the Soviet Union since 1941.
______

“Communism as a common enemy?
Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Horthy’s Hungary”

A) Introduction
-A few words on the structure of what I am going to say: two main aspects will be examined:
a) The rise of the three regimes and their antagonism to communism
b) The development of the relations between Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Hor-thy’s Hungary (1937-1941)

B) Main Part

a) The rise of the three regimes and their antagonism to communism
- Hungary: The Hungarian Soviet Republic (Belà Kun) and Admiral Horthy’s coming to power
- Italy: Fear of communism, Mussolini’s pact with Italy’s old elites and his “March on Rome”
- Germany: the street battles during the last years of the Weimar Republic, Hitler’s “Machtergreifung” and Hitler’s immediate action against the Communist

b) The development of the relations between Fascist Italy, Horthy’s Hungary and Nazi Germany (1937-1941)
- Basis: “Documenti Diplomatici Italiani”, “Akten zur deutschen auswärtigen Politik”, further coeval sources
- Course of Events:
1936: Anti-Comintern Pact between Germany and Japan
1937: Italy joins the alliance
1939 Hungary joins the Anti-Comintern Pact
1941 Hungary participates in the war against the Soviet Union

C) Conclusion
Communism as a common enemy? - Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Horthy’s Hungary

___________


A) Introduction

Today I am going to speak about “Communism as a common enemy? Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Horthy’s Hungary”. I will focus on two main aspects of this topic and explore them thoroughly. The first central issue is one of domestic politics: The rise of the three re-gimes and their antagonism to communism will be analysed more closely. The second central issue of my talk is one of foreign politics: I will concentrate on the development of the diplomatic relations between Italy, Hungary and Germany between 1937 and 1941. I am trying to show to which extent anti-communist motifs formed the basis of Hungary’s joining the Anti-Comintern Pact in 1939 and of its participation in the war against the Soviet Union since 1941.
Both the rise of the fascist regime in Italy and the national socialist takeover in Germany have been subject of much scientific and often comparative research. Contrary to this, there still is a striking lack of literature on Horthy’s regime in Hungary. Apart from Thomas Sakmyster’s excellent biographical study on Admiral Miklòs Horthy from 1994, a number of books dating back to the 1960s and 1970s and a few articles in historical magazines published in the last two decades, there is hardly anything available at all on the alliance between Hitler, Horthy and Mussolini in the late 1930s - at least not in any western language. But even without being able to speak Hungarian, it is possible to trace the overall course of events, since the German “Akten zur deutschen auswärtigen Politik” and the Italian “Documenti Diplomatici Italiani” offer a sufficient basis for such a study.
I am going to follow the chronological order of events - thus beginning with the rise of the three regimes and their antagonism to communism. Please acknowledge that - apart from the Hungarian case - I will focus on a structural point of view including just as many historical facts as necessary.


B) Main Part

a) The rise of the three regimes and their antagonism to communism

The end of World War I brought along the outbreak of revolutionary events in great parts of Europe and it saw the final downfall of the three multi-ethnic states on its territory: Austria-Hungary, Czarist Russia and the Ottoman Empire.
A number of new nation-states arose from the ruins of the Habsburg Monarchy - leaving the former mainland Austria and Hungary in a very poor condition. Hungarian nationalists seized the chance to declare their independence and soon a very fragile republic was established in Budapest. But this system was overthrown by radical forces very rapidly. After Czarist Russia the young Hungarian nation-state was the second country to experience a successful commu-nist revolution. The Hungarian Soviet Republic of Belà Kun lasted only for a few months - but it played a key role in Miklòs Horthy’s coming to power.
The last commander-in-chief of the Austro-Hungarian Navy had handed his ships over to the new South Slavonian State in Pola on the very day of the Hungarian declaration of independ-ence from the Dual Monarchy. Then he had retreated to his family estate in Kenderes without any interest in getting involved in political affairs as he later repeatedly underlined in his memoirs. From there he watched the rise of the communist regime and the permanently suc-cessful military attacks of young Czechoslovakia and Romania on his weakened homeland. However unwilling he may pretend to have been - Horthy did nothing to prevent himself from becoming a central part of the swiftly emerging counter-revolution. He voluntarily went to Szeged, one of the centers of the counter-revolution, where among others proto-fascists, na-tionalists and radical right-wing representatives had gathered. A kind of shadow government was established there and Horthy became commander-in-chief of a “national army”, which was actually organized by Captain Gyula Gömbös who should stay a close associate of Hor-thy in the years of his governance. Striving to reestablish order in Western Hungary some of the army’s detachments committed a significant number of atrocities especially against Jews. Although Horthy never participated in those acts of “White Terror” personally, it is certain that he not only knew of but even approved of them. An estimated 1.000 to 5.000 people lost their lives between 1919 and 1920 - thus far outnumbering the death toll of the “Red Terror” of the Hungarian Soviet Republic. But it was not the “National Army” which finally put an end to the Communist Regime. It simply did not survive the capture of Budapest by the Ro-manian army. After skillful negotiations with the western Allied emissaries Horthy could lead his forces into Budapest on 16th November, 1919 - presenting himself as the liberator of his fatherland. As he had done before in other Hungarian cities, Horthy rode into town on a white horse - reminding everybody of legendary Arpad, the tribal chief who had led the Magyars into the Danubian Basin more than one thousand years ago. This symbolical march into the capital - though far from being anything like a “March on Budapest” - connected Horthy in-separably to Hungary’s liberation from Communism. The “Admiral on Horseback” had al-ready been a symbol of continuity, authority and discipline but now he seemed the only one capable to restore order in the weakened country. For this reason none of the weak provisional governments could prevent Horthy’s seemingly inevitable rise to power. On March 1, 1920 Admiral Miklos Horthy was elected “Regent of Hungary” by a Hungarian Parliament intimi-dated by the presence of special detachments all around the Parliament building. He received the promise that his powers should even exceed the ones designed to be his in Law I of 1920, passed on 28th February - and indeed, they did so. Horthy was to rule Hungary in an autocratic kind of way, being a strange mixture of dictatorial, anachronistically monarchal and tradition-ally nationalist elements soon to be known as the “Horthy System”. Although it is not unlikely that a man like him might have risen to power anyhow, his takeover stays closely and clearly connected to the rise and fall of the Hungarian Soviet Republic.

The developments in Hungary at the end of World War I show all characteristic traits of a country in heavy crisis: military defeat, heavy loss of land, political and social uncertainty about the future, a lack of both stability and balance. This state of events can easily be com-pared with the situation in Italy in the years immediately after the war. Notwithstanding the fact of being among the victorious forces of the great military conflict, Italy felt more like a loser than a winner - the famous phrase of the “vittoria mutilata” (the mutilated victory) coined by Gabriele D’Annunzio soon became the prominent expression of this sentiment. In addition to this Italy moved from wartime into a permanent political, social and economic crisis. Living beyond its means throughout the war, it had ruined the national budget, suffered from high inflation and a rapidly increasing level of unemployment. A series of strikes shook the country, factories were occupied by the workers and - especially in the south - peasant laborers began to occupy farmland. The old liberal ruling classes whose political ideology dated back to the Age of the Risorgimento could not deal with this crisis. Neither the Italian liberals nor the socialists were able to find a satisfactory solution to this problem. Given the social troubles and the occupations it is not surprising that a permanent fear of communism spread among the owning classes. This fear was the basis for the approximation between Mussolini’s fascists and the old elites in the years 1921 to 1922. After leaving behind their syndicalist, anti-monarchic and anti-clerical ideas of 1919 the fascists and especially their combat troops, the “squadre”, presented themselves as capable partners in the fight against the apparently soon-coming revolution. Land-owners funded their expeditions against unwilling workers and occupied territories, factory owners paid them to break the strikes and do away with their leaders. It was Mussolini himself who was responsible for this change in the struc-ture and ideology of the fascists. His action against the general strike of August 1922 proved the powerful position which the fascists had gained and it can be seen as his first step to power. The government had not been able to get a grip on the situation. A strange coalition of conservative and reactionary forces - the so-called “fiancheggiatori” - helped Mussolini be-come the new leader of Italy in October 1922. The famous “March on Rome” was nothing more than a propaganda event, for at first Mussolini was only the head of a coalition govern-ment. Between 1922 and 1925 he was able to become more and more powerful and to get rid of most of the influence of his allies.

Contrary to this, it took his self-declared admirer, Adolf Hitler, only a few months to do far more than that. After his coming to power in January 1933 as Chancellor of the “Reich” it soon became obvious that the concept of “taming Hitler” which dominated the imagination of his conservative partners in the new-formed coalition would fail. They did nothing to prevent him from attacking his most prominent political enemies - the communists. Hitler’s Storm Troopers (SA) had already been fighting in violent street battles against the German commu-nists in the last years of the Weimar Republic. Communism, which in Hitler’s thinking was closely linked to Jews, was one of his main enemies and thus the German communists were among the first actual victims of the National Socialist Regime. It is well-known that the burning of the Reichstag gave sufficient excuse for a number of legislation acts that formed the basis of the totalitarian National Socialist dictatorship. The communist party was forbid-den and its members were imprisoned in the newly-built concentration camps of whom Da-chau was to be only the first.

If one compares the German situation of late 1932 and early 1933 with the cases of Italy in 1922 and Hungary from 1919 to 1920 it is clear that anti-communist motifs played a certain role in the takeover of the new leaders. As to Germany and Hungary, anti-communism was a central aspect of Hitler’s national-socialist ideology sharing its anti-semitic component with Horthy’s personal attitude and some of the events taking place against Jews under the “White Terror”. Contrary to this Mussolini’s “March on Rome” is just strongly linked to anti-communism and to the fear of a coming revolution - without showing significant traces of anti-semitism. Neither Germany nor Italy had experienced a successful communist revolution at least if you neglect the case of the Bavarian Soviet Republic of 1919. The new political situation in Hungary and Italy can be viewed as an immediate consequence of World War I whereas the connection between Hitler’s rise to power and this war is still much discussed among scholars and far from being inevitable. The longer the distance between the Russian Revolution of 1917, the end of the war and the rise of new regimes becomes the more impor-tant the ideological and not the physical threat of communism grows.

b) The development of the relations between Fascist Italy, Horthy’s Hungary and Nazi Ger-many (1937-1941)

But anti-communism did not only play its part in the rise of our three regimes, it stayed an important factor in their political actions – at least insofar as propaganda is concerned. An-other motif that should not be neglected is the unsatisfactory outcome of World War I for all three countries. Given the peace treaties of Versailles and Trianon both Germany and Hun-gary were among the losers of the war actually and Italy felt like one too because of the “vit-toria mutilata” mentioned above. The antagonism of National Socialist Germany and Soviet Russia became especially obvious in 1936 when the Anti-Comintern Pact between Germany and Japan was signed. Nominally it was directed against the Comintern but more specifically, it was aimed against the Soviet Union. About the same time Mussolini had lost international credit because of his imperial war in Abyssinia in 1935 and was getting in closer touch with Hitler. After forming the Axis Rome-Berlin, Italy joined the Anti-Comintern Pact in 1937 and after Horthy visiting Germany in 1938, Hungary did so in 1939. The latter country was shocked by the Pact between Hitler and Stalin which came completely unexpected only a little time later. Maybe as a consequence, Hungary stayed neutral during Hitler’s war against Po-land and even allowed Polish soldiers to escape over her territory. But Germany had too much to offer: Having already benefited from the consequences of the Treaty of Munich in 1938 other territorial losses caused by the Peace Treaty of Trianon could be nullified. Finally, Hun-gary even joined Germany’s attack on the Soviet Union in 1941 although her revisionism had been satisfied. In this alliance once again the common opposition to communism and to its most outstanding representative – the Soviet Union – was stressed. Horthy had probably got-ten himself and his country involved too much to stand back.

A closer look at the diplomatic documents available shows that there was not only unanimous friendship between the three partners. Hungary feared the powerful National Socialist Ger-many and there were many debates with Italy concerning south-eastern Europe and the spheres of influence there. Though never being a fascist state, Hungary in its striving to undo the consequences of Trianon had chosen two of Europe’s most appalling political systems as intimates. It did not benefit from this in the long run, as the military disasters of the Second World War, the short but terrible government of Szalasi and the “freeing” of Hungary by the Red Army would soon prove.

C) Conclusion
Communism as a common enemy? - Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Horthy’s Hungary

To put it in a nutshell: Communism was a common enemy to Horthy’s Hungary, Fascist Italy and National Socialist Germany. The rise of Soviet Russia had created the political and ideo-logical basis for them and it had blinded Europe’s few democracies who - because of their fear of communism - often preferred right-wing movements to anything else. Apart from sig-nificant territorial interests the anti-communist motif was a basis for the alliance which finally led Hungary and Italy into war against the Soviet Union at the side of National Socialist Ger-many. The reference to this subject dominated the official press releases and the propaganda accompanying the military actions. But in the end the “common enemy” could not be de-feated. The Soviet Union did not only survive the War – it even became one of the two he-gemonial powers of the whole word for more than forty years.
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