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Going Against the Flow: Sinn Féin’s Unusual Hungarian ‘Roots’
David G. Haglund* and Umut Korkut

Can states as well as non-state political ‘actors’ learn from the history of cognate
entities elsewhere in time and space, and if so how and when does this policy
knowledge get ‘transferred’ across international borders? This article deals with
this question, addressing a short-lived Hungarian ‘tutorial’ that, during the early
as a desirable political model for Ireland, with the party’s leading
ual, Arthur Griffith, insisting that the means by which Hungary had
d autonomy within the Hapsburg Empire in 1867 could also serve as the
or securing Ireland’s own autonomy in the first decades of the twentieth
. This article explores what policy initiatives Arthur Griffith thought he
the Hungarian experience that were worthy of being ‘transferred’ to the
uation.
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I. Introduction: the Hungarian tutorial

To those who have followed the fortunes and misfortunes of Sinn Féin in recent dec-
ades, it must seem the strangest of all pairings, our linking of a party associated how-
adays mainly, if not exclusively, with the Northern Ireland question to a small
country in the centre of Europe, Hungary. At first glance, the party of Gerry Adams
and Martin McGuinness would not seem to have anything at all to do with Hungary,
or if there were a plausible connection to be made between the two, it might simply
be a situational one, in that both the political party and the small country exist in
out-of-the-way parts of Europe, and are nothing if not marginal to the great political
currents sweeping the planet today. But so to belittle the comparison that serves as
inspiration for our article would be to be blinded by a perverse form of ‘presentism’,
one that well-nigh guarantees the miscomprehension of developments that at one
time did possess a great deal of significance, to both Irish and European political his-
tory. For there was a short time, a century or so ago, when Hungary appeared to
matter a great deal indeed to Sinn Féin, and did so at a time when the latter was
becoming of more than marginal importance to transatlantic relations, in its own
right.
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Our purpose in this article is to recount that brief interlude when the Hungar-
ian experience was being drawn upon by a few Irish activists bent on overturning
the political status quo in the Emerald Isle. We hope, in what follows, to overcome
the bias of presentism, by focusing upon the use that some Irish political figures
were making of the Hungarian ‘tutorial’, in an era when fewer questions in British
and even transatlantic political existence could possess greater urgency than the
long-running ‘Irish Question’* As improbable as it might seem today, there existed
an interlude during which policy inspiration for a way out of Ireland’s impasse
with Britain was being sought in Hungarian political developments dating from
the mid-nineteenth century. We focus upon that interlude, and the arguments
made therein by one political actor in particular, Arthur Griffith, so often her-
alded as having been the founder of the Sinn Féin party in early twentieth-century
Ireland. Griffith had been a leading political activist from the turn of the century
on, and had in 1903 formed a National Council, which amalgamated in 1907 with
Bulmer Hobson’s Sinn Féin League, the new entity being initially called the ‘Sinn
Féin Organisation’, and subsequently, after 1908, simply ‘Sinn Féin’. Notes the
leading student of the party, ‘[iJt was soon forgotten that Griffith had not been a
member of the first party which called itself “Sinn Féin,” and that during the few
months of its existence, from April to September 1907, his attitude towards it had
been 2both suspicious and resentful. The title became permanently associated with
him.’

In developing our argument, we seek to derive conceptual succor from a phenom-
enon in which some political scientists have lately been evincing a growing interest —
namely the phenomenon dubbed ‘policy transfer’. We are going to treat policy trans-
fer as a specific instance of a broader and older process, known alternatively as social
or even historical ‘learning’. In particular, we seek to determine why and how Grif-
fith and some of his colleagues thought that Irish political activists could have any-
thing to learn from the example of Hungarian political activists a half century before
them. Few today would recall that Sinn Féin, a political party founded in the new
century’s first decade to advance the separation of Ireland from the United King-
dom, took from the outset, if only briefly, specific policy guidance from that earlier
(and succesful) Hungarian bid for self-determination. And no one believed more in
the merits of this form of ‘policy transfer’ than did Arthur Griffith, who expounded
upon the promise of Hungary for Ireland in an important political tract of 1904, The
Resurrection of HungaryA Parallel for Ireland .2

So in what follows, we intend to explore those now-forgotten Hungarian ‘roots’
of Irish independence — roots rendered all the more unusual because of the counter-
intuitive notion that the political fate of a part of the United Kingdom might some-
how be linked (or at least be thought to be linked) with mid-nineteenth-century devel-
opments in Central Europe. How could anyone have imagined that the Hungarian
quest for autonomy contained lessons for Ireland? And, what, exactly, were those les-
sons supposed to be? Some four decades ago, there appeared one of the very rare
scholarly assessments of the topic upon which we focus here. The author of that ear-
lier study, Donal McCartney, advanced the highly understated though quite accurate
claim that ‘[i]t was evident to his better informed and more critical contemporaries
that Griffith’s account as a history of Hungary in the nineteenth century left much to
be desired .. .. Some critics also felt that the parallel between the two countries was
not nearly so strong as Griffith would have his readers believe.”* This author knew
whereof he wrote, and we intend to demonstrate, drawing upon Hungarian sources



unavailable to McCartney, just how much more complicated the Hungarian picture
was than that idealised by Griffith.

Specifically, Griffith missed three key features of Hungarian political develop-
ment that, together, would make it highly improbable that much significant ‘policy
transfer’ would be effected from Central Europe to the British Isles. First, there was
no elite unity as to the best path for Hungary to take in its quest for greater control
over its own fortunes. Secondly, the country’s independence thrust was organically
linked with its economic modernisation®, something whose meaning was apparently
not fully understood by Griffith. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the interna-
tional, and European, balance of power would have an impact upon Hungarian
developments in a way that could not possibly be duplicated in the case of Irish ones.
This was so because Prussia’s rising power, as we will show below, necessarily condi-
tioned the responses Vienna would, or had to, adopt toward Hungarian demands for
greater autonomy.

In our view, Griffith largely erred in assuming that Hungary could serve as a
model for Ireland, and this was because he fundamentally misunderstood those three
key apects of the Austro-Hungarian compromise, so determined was he to tailor the
Hungarian example to Ireland’s needs, as he understood these latter. We build this
argument in the following manner. The section immediately below constitutes a brief
theoretical and conceptual discussion of policy transfer, featuring some commentary
upon the manner in which the variant of transfer known as ‘conditionality’ has fig-
ured in recent intra-European developments, an element that speaks to the point to
which this article’s title alludes, namely the direction in which policy knowledge is
thought to flow in Europe. Following this, we turn to the job of contextualising that
Hungarian tutorial, firstly by discussing the Irish political situation of the early twen-
tieth century, and then by probing both what Griffith thought he saw in Hungary
that could have such relevance for the future of Ireland, and what actually was taking
place. We move on to assess some normative considerations that might have been
expected to sully the Hungarian model, but which did not. And we conclude by
showing how inappropriate — or if not inappropriate, at least terribly incomplete —
the Hungarian tutorial turned out to be, in the final spurt for Irish self-determination
subsequent to the historic events of April 1916.
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Western institutions as the European Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation (NATO), which nearly all CEE countries sought to join in the aftermath of
the cold war.* Usually, and certainly in respect of membership in NATO, those
Western institutions have applied conditionality as part of their broader agenda of
‘security sector reform’, in effect getting aspirant members from Central and Eastern
Europe to clean up both their civil-military relations and the ways in which they
manage their administration of justice so as to make our practices their practices.

Hence the irony contained in this section’s title: we are so used to thinking that
the only direction in which intra-European policy transfer can occur is eastward,
that it becomes hard to imagine that, in the not too-distant past, there were some pol-
icy entrepreneurs in a Western European country who delighted in stylising a part of
Central Europe as the very model for their own political development. That it should
have been Hungary, which today is widely regarded with suspicion if not disdain by
its Western European compeers, only adds to this counter-Berkeleyian irony. For
sure, there was never a question of Hungary’s imposing, or even musing about, polit-
ical conditionality; for those Irish who looked in the direction of Budapest, what was
appealing about the Hungarian tutorial was its decidedly voluntary aspects.

This leads us to the question that prompted us to write this article: How could
Griffith have imagined Hungary to be an inspiration for the transfer of useful, nay
essential, policy ideas of acute relevance to Ireland’s own dilemmas of a century or
so ago? To begin to answer this question, we need to contextualise the Irish political
situation at the time Griffith was gazing so raptly upon Hungary’s ‘resurrection’.

III. Hungary celebrates, Ireland agitates: a tale of two polities

Despite the strangeness of contemporary Hungary’s inspiring policy envy in any
other country, much less one located in Western Europe, there really was nothing all
that unusual in political observers at the turn of the last century discerning elements
of promise in Hungary’s recent political experience, that of the period covering the
years 1850 to 1900. As the nineteenth century was drawing to a close, Hungary was
celebrating its millennium (in 1896), doing so at a moment in which its arts and let-
ters were flourishing, and its capital, Budapest, appeared the very model of architec-
tural splendour. Moreover, ever since the Compromise of 1867, which had given it
the kind of freedom from imperial intrusion into its domestic affairs that could only
have been dreamed about in Dublin, Hungary was finding itself, from the perspective
of both autonomy and security, in its most enviable position since the battle of
Mohécs, back in 1526, when its army had been routed by the Ottoman sultan, Sulei-
man 1123 Indeed, as C.A. Macartney has written: ‘In some respects, the nation had
never before in its history been so truly master of its own destinies. From Pozsony
[Bratislava] to the Iron Gates, from the Tatras to Nagykanizsa, a single law reigned,
administered by one government, which was able to express its will, and that of the
parliament to which it was answerable, in a far wider field and with far fewer limita-
tions than ever before.” With good reason, the Hungarians had cause for
‘extraordinary self-congratulation’ in celebrating the millennium of their country’s
founding.™*

The contrast with Ireland’s own political situation at the time was striking. The
long-standing geopolitical interrogation that had become known as the Irish Ques-
tion continued to defy an easy answer, even if it is true that, for the moment at least,
it seemed that the Irish quest for greater self-determination, perhaps even complete



independence, was increasingly going to be a peaceful one, conducted in parliamen-
tary and constitutional fora. That quest for Irish freedom had not always been char-
acterised by peaceful and constitutional means, and at various moments during the
lengthy (seven-century) period of English dominance over the island, violence had
been a chosen means of liberation, even if never a successful one. The English inva-
sion of 1169 is regarded as the starting date for Ireland’s lengthy period of subjuga-
tion, though it took a few centuries for English rule to become consolidated,
something finally accomplished through the intensification of the campaign to make
of Ireland a Protestant as well as an English domain, during the years 1541 to 1691.*

No matter the fortunes of the violent road to self-determination — a road always



the Dublin Easter Rising of 1916! — that physical-force nationalism had become a
spent force, so much so that ‘the whole Irish agitation is thoroughly peaceful and
constitutional.”*® This was in sharp contrast with recent decades in Ireland, where
the flames of violent revolution had continued to flicker — and sometimes more than
flicker — down to the end of the nineteenth century. It was also in contrast with devel-
opments in Hungary, where those same flames had been effectively snuffed out since
the failed 1848 revolution.?

The Irish physical-force tendency would find many enthusiasts during those latter
decades of the century, and after 1858 would take institutional shape around an
organisation called the IRB - initially standing for the Irish Revolutionary Brother-
hood, but over time being more widely known as the Irish Republican Brotherhood,
and even coming to be enveloped under the more generic category of ‘Fenianism’.?
The IRB was hardly the first, or only, movement dedicated to the violent overthrow
of the Irish political order, but it would turn out to be the most effective one. It
would dominate among physical-force nationalists until it was itself supplanted by a
product largely of its own creation, the Irish Republican Army (IRA), during the
civil war of 1922-3.%2 The generic label by which the movement was commonly
known had its origins in Irish historical lore, which celebrated a legendary band of
warriors, the Fianna Eireann, famed for their fighting prowess.**

There was a second, huge, difference between the Hungarian and Irish cases: the
Irish, in a manner that neither the Hungarians nor very many other ethnicities could
ever approximate, constituted a ‘diaspora’ that, because of its size and the sites to
which it was dispersed, was guaranteed to take on powerful political significance. In
particular, it was the diaspora’s United States-based political activism that would so
set it apart at a time when the political fate of Ireland was becoming hotly contested
in transatlantic circles.?*



twentieth century, and that whatever superficial similarities might have existed
between the two countries* independence movements during the revolutionary fer-
ment of 1848 would long since have faded over the intervening decades. This skepti-
cism about a Hungarian tutorial might have been widespread among supporters of
the IRB (had they ever bothered to think about Hungary, which they did not regu-
larly do), but matters were otherwise for Arthur Griffith. To him, Hungary’s example
was excruciatingly relevant for Ireland. Why? Why did Griffith and some of his Sinn
Féin associates in the early years of the new century begin to be referred to (not
always flatteringly) as that "green Hungarian band’??°



Hungarian national state. National public opinion, though still limited in scope, was
being painstakingly fostered through the efforts of poets, writers, and educated mem-
bers of the nobility, who, since the end of the eighteenth century, had been demand-
ing, and preparing for, the creation of an academy to promote national culture.®®

It is difficult to overstate the significance of this cultural aspect of developmental-
ism, a central element of which would be the flourishing of the Hungarian language.
The cultural components of Széchenyi’s programme extended beyond the country’s
liberal circles, and found numerous adherents among conservatives who themselves
were grappling with the dilemmas of modernisation. This meant that liberalisation in
Hungary would become imbued with romantic, pro-capitalist, ideals.>® In Ireland,
by contrast, the liberals tended not to be romantics, and the romantics tended to be
anti-capitalist. But in Hungary, ‘[clivic virtue was associated both with social and
economic equality, which nurtured solidarity among citizens, and with economic
independence, which ensured that citizens need not rely on the charity of the oth-
ers.”®” Hungarian liberals stylised the entrepreneur almost as a heroic knight, an
explorer, or an artist — someone who could expel the Hungarian noble landowners
from the ranks of capital-owner classes. Yet it is important to stress that the basis of
liberalism in Hungary was not, as it was in Ireland, the merchant, industrial,
entrepreneurial citizen, but rather the professional intelligentsia who came to nomi-
nate themselves as liberals, in opposition to absolutism.
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advantage of the Hungarian reformers, whose support for the Empire had suddenly
become more essential than ever. And to gain that support, the Emperor showed
himself open to taking the measures that would become known as the Compromise
of 1867, which in practice, ‘restored to Hungary her own laws, as agreed between
King and Parliament, in all areas except those designated “common affairs” and
those that continued to be expressly reserved to the sovereign’s prerogative’.*” This
1867 settlement, called in German the Ausgleich and in Hungarian, the Kiegyz €s,
would guarantee for Hungary what Griffith would later seek for Ireland: constitu-
tional independence.

VI. My Hungary, right or wrong?

Griffith’s reading of Hungarian experience during the second half of the nineteenth
century was a highly idealistic one, and he often found it necessary to bend the Hun-
garian past to the purposes of his preferred Irish future. His fixation upon making
Hungary into what a sympathetic biographer termed a ‘parable’, and an ‘arousing
myth’®, blinded Griffith to some of the less admirable portions of Hungary’s record
in between the Compromise of 1867, giving it self-determination, and the publication
in 1904 of Griffith’s panegyric on the country’s ‘resurrection’. Among the blots on
the escutcheon of the restored Hungary one stood out (though not to Griffith),
namely the Magyars‘ handling of the ‘minorities’ question post-1867, when a succes-
sion of Hungarian leaders would undertake to ‘Magyarise’ the country’s politics and
culture even though, or perhaps precisely because, the Magyars were themselves a
minority (albeit the largest such) among Hungary’s 15.5 million people in 1867. As
Hoensch has noted, from that year until the very end of Habsburg rule after the First
World War, the ‘uncompromisingly defended fiction of a Magyar nation state on the
western European model led to a denial of the political existence of the non-Magyar
nationalities’ — nationalities that together would, until 1890, comprise the majority of
the country’s population.*® Only in the century’s final decade did Hungary’s Mag-
yars become the majority of the population, and even then they were but a bare
majority of 51%.°

Now, the liberal that he was, and erstwhile defender of the rights of small nations
(he had been a strong partisan of the Boers during their recent war with Britain),
might have led Griffith to experience some qualms about the Magyars* treatment of
Hungary’s minorities, but this did not deflect him in the slightest from the conviction
that Hungary resided on the side of the angels in international politics. Indeed,
Griffith’s Hungary was universally praiseworthy, not only because of the leadership
of the saintly Dedk, but also because of its cultural nationalism. Griffith himself, as a
young man in the Dublin of the mid-1890s, had fallen in with Maud Gonne’s circle
of political and cultural nationalists, among whose ranks were William Butler Yeats,
Douglas Hyde, James Connolly, and John O’Leary.**

Because he saw great virtue in the resurgence of ‘Gaelic’ pride at the turn of the
century, Griffith could hardly have found in ‘Magyarisation’ campaigns much that
was either reprehensible or incomprehensible, so long as these were conducted non-
violently.>® After all, was not the whole point of the fi-de-si écle cultural national-
ism precisely to liberate the dominant group from the sullying impact of other lan-
guages and cultures, so that it might realise its ‘true’ collective self?*® Thus it hardly
required any effort on Griffith’s part to come around to the position that Hungary’s
minorities warranted the treatment that was doled out to them by the dominant






The story did not end there, for the country’s national minorities were also organ-
ising, and advancing goals of their own. Hungarian liberals offered to share all the
newly won liberties with them as co-citizens of Hungary, but the minorities were not
satisfied with this, and instead aspired to their own territorial self-government. In the
end, Hungary’s revolutionary forces were defeated by the Imperial Army (with a bit



Redmond, leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP), on the grounds that Irish
service in the war effort would be compensated by Brtiain’s granting of home rule.°
Moreover, the only prospect of enticing Protestant Ulster into participating in an all-
Irish parliament inhered, or so Griffith argued, in keeping a connection with Britain
alive via the monarchy.®*

VII. Conclusion: the demise of the Hungarian tutorial

In the end, developments in Ireland would fundamentally and rapidly alter the con-
text of self-determination, and to do so in such a way as to make the Hungarian tuto-
rial appear to have been singularly ill-chosen for the purposes of policy transfer.
There would be — indeed, could only have been — limited appeal in the dual-monar-
chy model, and eventually the proto-republican elements of Irish self-determination
would yield a full-fledged Irish republic, albeit after a period of some ambiguity in
the 1920s and 1930s, during which Ireland’s southern counties (along with three
from the province of Ulster) would exist as a ‘Free State’ with a tenuous institutional
connection to a newly named ‘British Commonwealth’.

More significantly, the Hungarian tutorial’s emphasis upon nonviolence and pas-
sive resistance, to both of which Griffith had clung tenaciously, would become
eclipsed during the events of the half-decade following the Easter Monday rising of
1916, the suppression of which set in train a new dynamic in the struggle for Irish
freedom. In this new dynamic, physical force would emerge as the dominant means
for securing the transformation of the status quo. In a way that few would have been
able to predict just a decade previously, Ireland’s self-determination would now be
attained not by the evolutionary methods espoused by Griffith but by the revolution-
ary ones championed by the IRB, the Irish Volunteers, and eventually the IRA. It is
more than a little ironic that the 1916 Easter Rising itself should have so quickly
been styled, by its opponents, both among unionists and home rulers, as the ‘Sinn
Féin Rising’, for violence was emphatically not the preferred means of Arthur Grif-
fith, and there is no evidence of any party involvement in the planning of the insur-
rection. Yet because it became so widely (if incorrectly) associated with the Rising,
the party was able to benefit from a surge in popularity in 1917 and 1918, fuelled by



enjoy the kind of electoral success that, prior to 1916, would have been utterly
inconceivable.

By the time all the ballots had been counted on 28 December 1918, Sinn Féin had
completely routed the once-dominant Irish Parliamentary Party, capturing seventy-
three of the 105 Irish seats, and reducing the IPP to a rump of six. Sinn Féin took all
but two of the seats in Ireland’s three southern provinces (Leinster, Munster, and
Connaught), with their unionist rivals registering comparable success of their own in
the fourth province, Ulster, where they carried twenty-six seats, enabling them to
place second overall in the election.®® Just as Dedk had urged upon his Hungarian
colleagues, so too did Griffith counsel his Irish ones with the advice that they refrain
from sitting in the imperial (i.e., the Westminster) parliament and instead reconsti-
tute the national parliament, in Dublin. And with that gesture, soon to be overrun
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