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Objectives, approach and sources of research

The  dissertation  gives  an  overview of  social 
imaginaries  as  existing  in  individual  world  views 
between  1938  and  1956.  With  an  interdisciplinary 
approach, it investigates how this period was viewed 
by those who lived in it, and what factors and impacts 
affected the image they formed about their age. It also 
strives  to  find an answer to  the question how these 
actors  imagined  the  community  they  lived  in,  how 
they positioned themselves in it, what aroused in them 
the feeling of familiarity, strangeness or aversion, and 
to  what  extent  this  affected  their  behaviour  and 
everyday decisions. The dissertation gives the analysis 
of diary entries made from the year of the passing of 
the first act on Jews and the suppression of the 1956 
revolution.  

The  characteristic  individual  structuring  and 
system of relations of the social imaginaries acquired 
make up the world view, with the help of which the 
individual  interprets  the  surrounding  world.  This 
world  view  also  includes  self-definitions,  the 
knowledge about events occurring in the world as well 
as  the  mental  ’map’ generated  about  it..  This  latter, 
narrower  set  of  imaginaries  concerning  the  social 
environment is considered to be view of  society in the 
dissertation.  This  also  incorporates  the  stereotypes, 
prejudice and indicators through which the individual 
perceives  another  person  as  distinguishable  from 



him/herself  and  his/her  group.  The  most  important 
objective of the dissertation is to reveal these views of 
society.

The adolescent age group is especially suitable 
for the investigation of the views of society because in 
their  case,  the  family  and  school  socialisation 
environment in which the process of the conveyance 
and  acquisition  of  imaginaries  took  place  while  it 
would be much more troublesome to reconstruct this 
in  the  case  of  adults.  The  comparative  analysis  of 
diaries is hopeful to give results in the investigation of 
social  imaginaries because in them, the authors also 
expressed such ideas that cannot be revealed in similar 
depth with the help of other sources. It is an additional 
advantage that their viewpoint is not retrospective.  

For  the  investigation  of  social  imaginaries, 
adolescents’  diaries  completely  neglected  in 
Hungarian  special  publications  so  far  offered 
themselves as sources.  Wherever it was possible, the 
analysis  of  the diaries was supplemented by that  of 
other  contemporary  sources  like  the  short  stories, 
plays, poems and letters written by their authors.

The  dissertation  relies  on  fifteen  diaries  as 
source  material.  Of  these,  six  are  manuscripts  in 
private  ownership.  Two  of  them  are  preserved  in 
public  collections  while  seven  have  already  been 
published.  When  their  authors  started  writing  them, 
they were between the age of nine and eighteen. In the 
cases where the entries spanned several decades, the 
analysis was not stopped at the end of the adolescent 



age as in this way, the change or stability of views of 
society could better be grasped.  

The  three  main  sections  of  the  dissertation  are 
focussed on three groups of questions.

I. The first step to reveal the imaginaries formed 
about people and groups perceived as strangers 
was  to  investigate  the  identities  of  the 
adolescents  writing  the  diaries  along  the 
following  questions:  What  differences  were 
there  in  the  self-definitions  of  Jewish  and 
Christian  Hungarians?  What  was  the  social 
identity of the youngsters like? Where did they 
position themselves in society, which imagined 
groups  did  they  identify  themselves  with? 
What kind of political value systems prevailed 
in  their  families?  What  was  the  approach  of 
these  children,  growing  up  in  families  with 
different self-definitions, to the major slogans 
(revisionism, anti-communism, Horthy cult) of 
the  political  regime  between  the  two  world 
wars,  and  what  meanings  did  they  attach  to 
them?  How  did  the  different  laws  of 
remembrance  of  socialisation  environments 
affect the interpretation of the different events 
of the past?

II. The main part of the dissertation presents the 
views  of  society  of  adolescents  which 
prejudice  and  stereotypes  naturally  formed 



parts  of.  In  this  respect,  relevant  research 
questions include the following: what role did 
the different socialisation environments play in 
the  conveying  and  ’acquiring’  of  these 
imaginaries? Did the different self-definitions 
lead  to  the  formation  of  different  views  of 
society?  From  what  groups  and  along  what 
power relations did the view of society build 
up in the minds of diarists Why did they feel 
strangers different from themselves, what ideas 
did  they  associate  with  them  and  what 
characteristics did they attribute to them? How 
did  these  imaginaries  affect  the  diarists’ 
everyday  decisions,  and  what  influence  did 
these have on their practice of making friends 
and  relationships  and  on  the  stability  of  the 
latter? What effect did the behaviour motivated 
by  the  diarists’  prejudice  have  on  those 
considered to be strangers, how did the latter 
survive  the  humiliations?  What  reactions  did 
the  persecution  of  their  acquaintances  and 
friends labelled as Jews by law and considered 
as such by them, too, evoke from adolescents 
who  considered  themselves  Christian 
Hungarians?

III. The  last  main  section  of  the  dissertation 
reveals  how  the  diarists’  different  notions 
affected  their  interpretation  and  reception  of 
the  events  and  news of  the  world,  and  with 
what  techniques  they  tried  to  verify  the 



authenticity  of  these  interpretations.  To  what 
extent  did  they  react  differently to  the  news 
spread by the  official  media  or  interpersonal 
communication?  What  approach  did  diarists 
have to the official media, and to what extent 
and how was the evaluation of the reliability of 
the  official  media  affected  by  the  political 
value system represented by them? 

MAJOR RESEARCH RESULTS

Christian  and  Jewish  Hungarian  adolescents  had  a 
basically different view of the society they lived in, 
which points beyond the religious affiliations forming 
part of their identity. 

In  this  period,  adolescents  of  Christian 
Hungarian identity considered Jews a different (that is, 
not  Hungarian)  race  while  young  people  defining 
themselves as Hungarian Jews defined themselves as 
Hungarians who were Jews by religion.  There is  no 
absolutely consistent  picture  in  the  case  of  families 
and  children  defining  themselves  as  Jews.  Among 
them, there were people who considered the Jewish 
community  a  genealogical  group  and  they  regarded 
themselves members of it  but for them, this did not 
generally  involve  that  they  would  not  ’naturally’ 
consider themselves Hungarians. Depending on their 
identities,  young people  with  Jewish Hungarian  and 
Christian  Hungarian  self-definitions  attributed  a 
basically different meaning to the word ’Jew’. 



The  self-definition  of  adolescents  who  were 
Hungarian  Jews  by religion  was completely lacking 
from the  imaginaries  formed  about  society  by their 
Christian Hungarian peers. This is clearly revealed by 
the wording of their diaries, too, as there are no such 
expressions as ’Hungarian Jew’ in them at all.  They 
only used the much more simplifying label ’Jew’. 

Diarist  adolescents  belonged  to  the  middle 
class or the petty bourgeois. They viewed themselves 
as  the  members  of  a  ’gentlemanlike  upper  class’, 
associated  with  positive  notions.  In  their  views  of 
society,  their  belonging  to  this  social  stratum  was 
affected  by  neither  their  property  status  nor  the 
possession or lack of material goods.  For the diarists, 
the  expression  ’gentlemanlike  upper  class’  had  no 
completely consistent meaning.  In the view of society 
of  adolescents  with  a  Hungarian  Jewish  identity, 
labelling as ’gentlemanlike upper class’ was related to 
assumed or real anti-Semitism.

Approval of and the cult of irredentism were 
not dependent on the different self-definitions as every 
diarist identified him/herself with this as all of them 
felt addressed by these as Hungarians.  In the families 
where there were no such narratives about the flight of 
the generations of parents or grandparents, these were 
replaced  by  school  excursions  organised  to  the 
disannexed territories.

During World War II,  loyalty to the political 
establishment was again not parallel with the different 
identities.  Miklós Horthy was equally popular among 



students  of  different  religious  affiliations.  Even  the 
students deemed to be Jews by law trusted him hoping 
that their discrimination was only temporary and the 
governor  would  protect  them  from  its  escalation. 
Thus,  they separated anti-Semitism from his person. 
There  was  only  one  family  where  his  person  was 
rejected as he was linked to the persecution of Jews 
going on right from the period of White Terror.

The positive or negative view of the Hungarian 
Soviet Republic and the political ideology giving rise 
to  it  did  not  run  parallel  with  the  different  self-
definitions, either. 

Different  self-definitions  involved  different 
views  of  society.  Adolescents  of  different  identities 
had different imaginaries about the society they lived 
in,  about  its  groups  and  power  relations.   These 
imaginaries  were  characterised  by  a  high  level  of 
stability as their acquisition and imprinting was mostly 
part of family socialisation. 

Adolescents  mainly  acquired  the  prejudice 
forming part of their views of society in the course of 
family  socialisation.  This handed  down  behavioural 
norms,  views  of  society  and  value  systems  across 
political  systems,  independently  from  declassing. 
School communities also played an important role in 
the  acquisition  of  prejudice  as  the  different 
conversations  and  games  also  imprinted  these 
imaginaries on students’ minds even if they were not 
acquired or they were not  emphasized in  the home. 
According to these sources, the small communities or 



groups  within  the  classes  were  not  affected  by  the 
changes having an impact on the whole of education. 
There were hardly any changes in the views of society 
prevailing in the family as a socialisation environment 
as  these  were  handed  down  from  generation  to 
generation  independently  from the  dividing  lines  of 
political periods or the lifespan of regimes.

Family memory had a decisive role in handing 
down knowledge  concerning  the  past,  not  so  much 
with respect to the facts insignificant from the aspect 
of social imaginaries but rather in the formation of an 
emotional approach to them. The stories related in the 
course  of  everyday  communication  and  having 
positive  or  negative  content  usually  included  the 
evaluation of particular events, politicians or regimes, 
as well.  Family memory played a primary role in the 
evaluation of recent historical events determining the 
life  of  the  generation  of  parents  and  grandparents. 
These stories included narratives about the losses and 
grievances  of  the  family,  which  were  also  handed 
down from generation to generation. The family as a 
remembrance  community  was  not  affected  by  the 
approach of official historiography, adapting to current 
ideology,  or  the  radically  changing  opinion  about 
certain persons or events. 

Adolescents  defining  themselves  as  Christian 
Hungarians imagined the group of people labelled by 
them  as  Jews  as  a  dominant  group  dangerous  for 
Hungarians and suppressing them. The major element 
of the bipolar view of society existing in the minds of 



these diarists was the opposition between Hungarians 
and  Jews.   In  the  period  investigated,  Jews  were 
considered  by  them  to  be  permanently  suppressing 
Hungarians  with  different  means.  Consequently, 
diarists  with  a  Christian  Hungarian  self-definition 
uniformly  accepted  the  discriminative  measures 
modifying the property and power relations that they 
thought to be unequal and unfavourable for them until 
the German occupation. Most of them even accepted 
these until  the coming into power of the Hungarian 
fascists. Practically, they never protested against them 
and they never questioned their legality in their diaries 
because  the  stereotypical  interpretation  of  their 
experiences  supported  the  appropriateness  of  these 
measures. They thought of them as the restoration of 
the social  order considered to be ideal and acquired 
during socialisation by them. 

The losses of the holocaust and the experience 
of persecution did not undermine the Hungarian self-
definition of the overwhelming majority of the diarists 
with a Hungarian Jewish identity. In most of the cases, 
the  idea  of  becoming  a  Zionist  did  not  even  arise. 
Zionism  was  not  only  unacceptable  for  the  older 
generation of parents and grandparents but also for the 
majority of adolescents. This was because they saw it 
as giving up their  Hungarian identity,  and they also 
rejected  it  because  in  contrast  to  their  own  self-
definition,  Zionism regarded Jews not as a religious 
community but as a race. 



The basic structure of the imaginaries relying 
on the opposition between Hungarians and Jews and 
characterised by bipolar views of society showed no 
change.  In  this,  only  a  minimum  alteration  was 
brought about by the end of the world war. Diarists 
with  Christian  Hungarian  self-definition  envisioned 
the social distribution of power before the passing of 
the acts on Jews and after the world war in the way 
that  the  Jews  (whom  they  did  not  consider  to  be 
Hungarians) would suppress them. After the war, the 
only change in this idea was that Jews were imagined 
to  be communists  and supporters of  the Soviet-type 
political establishment. This was especially valid for 
the Rákosi era and Stalinism. In contrast, the period of 
Imre  Nagy  as  Prime  Minister  was  specifically 
considered to be ’Hungarian’.

Independently from his/her self-definiton, each 
adolescent found his/her way in society with the help 
of  different  indicators.  They  mostly  perceived 
strangeness and categorised it as different visually. In 
this,  a  decisive  role  was  played  by  different 
anthropological  features,  to  which  sometimes  even 
political affiliations were attached. Youngsters with a 
Christian Hungarian self-definition, not falling under 
the  scope  of  the  acts  on  Jews,  basically  identified 
those categorised by them as Jews with two indicators: 
norm-violating  behaviour  and  different 
anthropological  features.  Prevailing  imaginaries 
showed no change in the period investigated.



It  is  clear  from the remarks  made by Jewish 
and  Christian  youngsters  about  their  friends  and 
acquaintances that categorising them as different did 
not  prevent  them  from  keeping  up  relationships  of 
different intensity with those they viewed as different 
from themselves.  Only those  broke  up  relationships 
with  people  they  perceived  as  different  from  them 
who did not only view them as strangers or different 
from themselves but also as their complete opposites. 

There  is  a  difference  in  the  intensity  of 
prejudice  concerning  individuals  and  the  whole 
community.  The diarists  with a  Christian  Hungarian 
self-definition, falling outside the scope of the acts on 
Jews, did not associate their negative notions related 
to  the  whole  community  in  their  view  of  society 
beyond  categorisation  with  their  own  friends  and 
acquaintances  known  to  be  Jews.  The  relationship 
established  with  people  considered  to  be  different 
affected views of society in different ways depending 
on whether the diarists experienced it  as positive or 
negative. 

According  to  adolescents  with  a  Christian 
Hungarian  self-definition,  the  order  of  society  was 
overturned several times in the period investigated, for 
the  first  time  after  the  fascist  takeover  and  for  the 
second time, during the Soviet occupation. In relation 
to the imaginaries of society of those who were not 
persecuted, the fascist regime, and especially the terror 
raging  in  the  capital  were  particularly  important. 
Adolescents  had  a  highly  hierarchical  and 



differentiated  view  of  society,  within  which  they 
positioned themselves in the upper middle part, in any 
case  strongly  detaching  themselves  from  the  lower 
(non-gentlemanlike)  social  strata  which  they viewed 
with  heavy  prejudice.  Almost  all  the  adolescents 
interpreted the fascist  regime as  the takeover  of the 
latter.  Consequently,  they  regarded  fascists  to  be 
endagering  their  own assumed  or  real  social  status, 
financial  safety  or  even  lives.  On  the  other  hand, 
almost all of them were loyal to the governor, and all 
of them approved of his attempt to pull out of the war.

The most  radical  change in  views of  society 
was caused by fascist terror although this change was 
only temporary and superficial. In the entries made in 
this  3  or  4  months’  period,  a  detachment  from 
prejudice  and its  momentary leaving  behind can  be 
observed.  Basically,  adolescents’ reactions  were  the 
same  to  fascist  terror,  uniformly  taking  the  side  of 
those  persecuted  despite  the  fact  that  their  entries 
before  and  after  this  period  were  characterised  by 
precisely the opposite idea. Beyond the aforesaid, this 
sudden change may also be led back to other factors. 
On  the  one  hand,  youngsters  in  Budapest  directly 
experienced the acts of fascists or heard about them 
from completely  authentic  sources.  Thus,  for  them, 
cruelty was an undeniable fact. Many of them thought 
that  after  the  Jews,  fascists  would  apply  the  same 
treatment  to  Christians,  too.  Their  self-image  as 
Christians  also  played  an  important  role  as  it  was 
incompatible with the tolerance of fascist bloodshed. 



Sympathy with those persecuted primarily originated 
from  fear  and  from  the  fact  that  the  diarists  also 
considered themselves to be potential victims. Entries 
made  at  this  time  are  completely  free  from  any 
prejudice.  Although  in  the  period  investigated, 
prejudice and several stereotypes were associated with 
people considered to be Jews, this did not mean that 
the diarists would have identified themselves with the 
objectives and means of Szálasi’s fascist followers.

The diaries show a different perception of time 
from common narratives. Sovietisation is presented in 
them as a much quicker and shorter process than it is 
indicated  by  the  historical  division  of  the  period 
according to events. Diarists – or at least, the diarists 
studied  –  experienced the  1945 –  1948 period  as  a 
transition to a much smaller extent: as early as in the 
final year of the war, Christian adolescents regarded 
the establishment  of the country to  be a  communist 
authoritarian regime.

Opinion about the reliability of the radio and 
the press depended on the political value system of the 
family,  acquired  by  the  youngsters  in  the  home. 
Family  interpretations  or  experience  of  particular 
events  had  a  basic  impact  on  when  the  diarists 
considered a particular political regime and its official 
news  service  to  be  non-legitimate.  First,  they 
contrasted the broadcasts  of the official  mass media 
with the news obtained from mostly illegal channels. 
In  the  second  place,  they  usually  tried  to  decipher 
inland  news  using  inverse  interpretation,  giving  a 



completely  opposite  meaning  to  what  they  were 
reading  in  the  newspapers  or  heard  on  the  radio. 
Thirdly,  they  contrasted  the  content  of  the  news 
disseminated by the restricted,  heavily censored and 
controlled mass media with their personal experience. 

The contrastive analysis of adolescents’ diaries 
clearly shows that neither the world war nor the end of 
it, neither the takeover of the communists nor that of 
the fascists caused any profound changes in the view 
of society forming part of their world view. Thus, in 
this sense, we cannot speak about a new period after 
1945:  the  major  element  was  clearly  continuity  as 
independently  from  the  momentary  changes  in 
institutionalised  education,  the  inhabitants  of  the 
country  –  or  at  least,  the  adolescent  diarists 
investigated  –  had  the  same  vision  of  society  as 
before.  These views were left  intact  by the political 
changes. While the statements and ideas that could be 
openly expressed during the war were pushed back to 
the  private  sphere,  they  survived  unaltered  in  the 
minds  of  individuals,  being  handed  down  from 
generation  to  generation  as  a  part  of  family 
socialisation up to the present day.   


