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Ildikó Barna’s and Andrea Pető’s Political Justice in Budapest after World War II is 
a groundbreaking work for two reasons: first, the authors shift the focus of  
historical research from the wartime elite to the general Hungarian population 
and, second, they adopt an applied quantitative methodology. Furthermore, 
instead of  limiting themselves to the political leaders of  the Horthy and Szálasi 
regimes and other prominent war criminals, they expand the scope of  their 
inquiry to the everyday defendants of  the so-called People’s Courts and bring 
not only the accused but also the witnesses to the fore. This is a significant 
step, since the thousands of  ordinary Hungarians who were brought before the 
tribunals to testify were also very much part of  the country’s wartime history in 
general and the denazifying processes in particular.

It is worth underlining that, given the immense quantities of  available 
archival materials, the research team understandably was not able to look 
through them in their entirety, only 500 cases out of  approximately 22,000 
(p.33). This explains why the authors themselves dub their findings estimations 
rather than exact results (pp.42–43). Moreover, as Pető and Barna note on 
page 35, due to the diverse nature of  the files, the quantitative research method 
could not be fully applied to the study of  these documents. Another limitation 
of  their book is territorial: although people’s courts functioned in several 
Hungarian towns and cities in the immediate post-war years, the authors 
decided to focus on the best documented and probably most important 
tribunal of  the retribution process, the Budapest People’s Court. In addition 
to the people’s court, which are in the focus of  Political Justice in Budapest after 
World War II, postwar retribution in Hungary had at least two other pillars. 
First, shortly after the Nazi Germans left Budapest, thousands of  civilians 
fell victim to Soviet soldiers hunting for people who could be used as forced 
laborers, including ordinary Hungarian citizens who happened to be ethnic 
Germans. Second, so-called justificatory committees (igazolóbizottságok) were 
set up by major employers, professional organizations, trade unions, etc. Their 
task consisted of  finding war criminals among their own colleagues. These 
committees even had the right to propose the internment of  those who had 
not committed actual crimes during the war, but for other, non-specified 
reasons were considered “a threat to the rebuilding of  the country along 
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democratic lines.”1 And interestingly, it was the political police who made 
decisions regarding proposed internment on the basis of  the 138.000/1945 
B.M. decree. The rulings of  the justificatory committees could be appealed, 
however, and the appeal court was the National Council of  the People’s Court 
(Népbíróságok Országos Tanácsa), the top echelon of  the denazification system.

In my view, one of  the most important results of  Pető’s and Barna’s inquiry 
is found in the general description of  the files, in which the authors classify the 
groups of  the Budapest People’s Court’s cases (pp.45–47). According to their 
results, the vast majority of  the files deal with wartime crimes. Thus, in their 
assessment it would be misleading to define the People’s Court as nothing more 
than a tool in the Communist Party’s quest for absolute power. On the contrary, 
43 percent of  the cases were related to wartime crimes committed against “Jews,” 
a proportion that is significantly larger than the second largest group of  files (26 
percent), for which the main accusation was being or having been a member 
of  the Arrow Cross Party or another armed far-right organization. The third 
group (12 percent) consists of  the cases that were related to crimes committed 
against “non-Jews” during World War II. If  one sums up the first three groups, 
they comprise a little more than four-fifth of  all of  the files (81 percent), and—
as is worth reiterating—they involve exclusively acts committed during World 
War II. The flipside of  the coin is that no less than 19 percent of  the files deal 
with post-war cases, which was a unique feature of  the Hungarian retribution 
system: while the obligation of  bringing war criminals to trial followed from the 
armistice agreement with the Allies, the established tribunals could also pass 
judgment on individuals who had broken the law after the end of  World War II. 
Out of  the remaining 19 percent, no more than 12 percent were ideologically led 
trials with the clear purpose of  silencing political opponents of  the Communists. 
By drawing attention to this relatively low number, the authors persuasively 
undermine the popular claim that the people’s courts primarily served the 
struggle of  the Communists leaders against their political competitors (p.46). 
Finally, the last 7 percent of  trials were initiated because of  allegations of  post-
war (mostly verbal) anti-Semitism.

In practice, the members of  the research team processed each and every 
court file by filling out a questionnaire. All data was transformed into numbers, 
for instance, the number 1 indicated that the defendant was male and the number 

1 Tibor Zinner, “Háborús bűnösök perei. Internálások, kitelepítések és igazolóeljárások 1945–1949.” 
[Trials of  War Criminals: Internments, Resettlements and Justificatory Processes, 1945–1949]. Történelmi 
Szemle 28, no. 1  (1985): 119–20.
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2 indicated that she was female (pp.37–40). 18 percent of  the defendants turned 
out to be female, an unusually high proportion in a society in which, until then, 
almost all prisoners were men and women were hardly present in public life (p.51 
and pp.86–87). According to analysis of  the collected questionnaires, the average 
age of  the defendants in the Budapest People’s Court was 38. The researchers 
also examined issues that have not yet been studied. For instance, they analyzed 
the proportion of  women among the People’s Judges (pp.93–95).

If  there are any shortcomings of  the book, they lie in the fact that in certain 
areas it is too brief  on context and leaves some of  its data unexplained. For 
instance, the key section on the accused individuals informs the reader that 
a substantial proportion of  the people who committed their wartime crimes 
against non-Jews had had completed some form of  higher education (p.56) and, 
in general, “defendants were typically better educated than the average for the 
general population” (p.55). However, in the case of  people who were brought 
before the courts because of  their memberships in right-wing organizations, Pető 
and Barna find that most of  them had had significantly less schooling than the 
general population (p.55). The authors do not, however, offer any explanation 
concerning the consequences of  these different educational backgrounds for 
those who had to stand trial for war crimes at the people’s courts. As Tibor 
Zinner has shown, following the end of  the war, politicians and higher officials 
instructed the judges and tribunals to assume that the accused workers and 
peasants had been bewildered by the elite of  the Horthy regime during the war.2 
On the basis of  the idea that leaders had misled the uneducated masses, the new 
political elite wanted to pass more lenient judgments for their potential voters.3 
On the one hand, as the statistics presented by Pető and Barna reveal, the better 
educated were indeed more likely to face accusations than the less educated. On 
the other hand (and the statistical analysis presented by the authors does not 
touch on this), the Budapest People’s Court regularly considered a defendant’s 
low level of  education an extenuating circumstance,4 while a higher level of  

2 Zinner, “Háborús bűnösök,” 121.
3 On this notion see also József  Horváth, “Ezer kis-nyilas” [One-thousand Petty Arrow Cross Fighters], 
Szabad Szó, 18 July, 1945, quoted by Éva Standeisky, “Erkölcsök 1945-ben” [Morals in 1945], Mozgó Világ 
32, no. 2 (2006). On the political motivations for this leniency see Péter György, Apám helyett [Instead of  my 
Father] (Budapest: Magvető, 2011), 30–31, and 23–24.
4 See for example: Budapest City Archives, BFL XXV.1.a - 1481/1945, A Budapesti Népbíróság 
büntetőügyei [Criminal Cases of  the Budapest People’s Court], the case of  Mrs. Gyula Reményi or BFL 
XXV.1.a - 947/1945, the case of  Mrs. János Csibor. 
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education was clearly regarded as an aggravating circumstance.5 As this example 
shows, the results of  Pető and Barna’s quantitative research at times prove 
somewhat too narrow and do not provide adequate explanations. Of  course, 
this does not reduce the value of  their findings. Furthermore, this feature of  the 
inquiry may indicate that it is intended primarily for a readership already familiar 
with the wartime and immediate post-war history of  Hungary.

Researchers will no doubt cite the data made available in this book with 
unusual frequency, yet because in some sections the reader finds primarily numbers 
and inventories of  the characteristics of  the average victims, defendants, and 
witnesses, some of  the research questions that are raised seem more ambitious 
than the actual inquiry that follows.6 The quantitative results can reveal, for 
instance, the features of  an average witness, and the available data provide a 
general overview of  the social background, gender, and education of  a person 
likely to be brought before the People’s Court as a defendant. However, drawing 
the picture of  the average accused or the average witness hardly explains the 
deeper logics of  the retribution process. To understand these logics properly, 
we would need to assess the opportunities of  those involved and their different 
choices of  agency, and we would also need to be familiar with the changing 
political circumstances and the changing motivations of  people.

It is worth noting, in praise of  the authors, that the chapter on gender 
aspects of  the People’s Court activity is excellent, and it clearly reveals how 
much can be learned from the statistical data in terms of  agencies. It is an 
important result that those found guilty of  post-war verbal anti-Semitism were 
mostly young women whose prime social responsibility was widely considered 
to be providing meals for their families. This may explain in part why they 
were more frequently involved in anti-Jewish incidents targeting alleged black 
marketers. Another excellent section of  the book deals with the Jewish victims 
and witnesses at the tribunals. What may be seen as slightly problematic here 
is the definition of  Jew (pp.45–46). The authors first note that “during the 
Holocaust the authorities determined who was and was not Jewish,” and then 
add to this that “the people’s tribunals also followed this logic” (p.46). I certainly 
agree with the first statement, but not necessarily with the latter claim, especially 
since in 1948 the Hungarian authorities decided to stop registering the religious 

5 A good example of  this can be found in BFL XXV.1.a - 779/1945, the case of  Mrs. János Burger and 
Arisztid Stekker. 
6 See for example the questions raised on page 45 or in the last paragraph on page 97 and its continuation 
at the top of  page 98.
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affiliation of  citizens. The expression often used by the people’s courts, the so-
called “persecuted person,” was a broader and vaguer category. Historians need 
to be more careful when using the word Jew in a post-war context, especially 
when talking about a Jewish community that was as highly assimilated as the 
one in Budapest. For me, it is crucial that most of  these individuals of  Jewish 
origin regarded themselves primarily as Hungarian, even after the horrible 
trauma of  the Shoah, which is why researchers should use terms that at least 
represent their hyphenated (Jewish-Hungarian) identities.7 At the end of  their 
book, Pető and Barna try to relate their quantitative findings to changes in what 
they call a “Jewish identity.” The existence of  such a relationship, however, is 
not always clear. They contend that since an unusually high number of  cases 
ended in acquittal (43 percent), these court procedures could not serve as a 
tool in processing the trauma of  the Holocaust. This is why, according to the 
authors, Hungarian Jewish identity became a hidden identity and the memory 
of  the Shoah became the most important element of  this identity. However, we 
have to remind ourselves that the authors only dealt with cases from the archive 
of  the Budapest People’s Court. There were many other retribution forums. 
Furthermore, the authors do not provide us with any characterization of  pre-
war or wartime Jewish identity, which is essential if  they wish to write about the 
modification of  a Jewish identity. In other words, what was the original version 
of  the Jewish identity that was then allegedly changed by the reluctance of  the 
People’s Court to imprison war criminals? This seems all the more important, 
as many of  the people who were considered Jews in this book hardly identified 
themselves as Jews or nurtured any kind of  Jewish identity, even in the pre-
war era. Finally, only one paragraph of  the book (on page 104) deals with the 
sentences in cases related to wartime crimes committed against “Jews,” which is 
why the reader might ultimately feel that the large amount of  quantitative data 
presented in the book has not been persuasively connected to the conclusion 
that this all ended up changing Hungarian Jewish identity.    

The authors’ rich description of  the witnesses merits mention. Accordingly, 
for example, a significant number of  them were born in the Hungarian capital, 
a much higher number than their average proportion in the society, especially if  

7 On this see for example: Tim Cole, “Constructing the ‘Jew’, Writing the Holocaust: Hungary 1920–
1945,” Patterns of  Prejudice 33, no. 3 (1999): 19–27. The so-called Gerő–Romsics debate among Hungarian 
historians also touched upon on this question. See more on this also in Maté Rigó, “A Hungarian version 
of  the Historikerstreit? A summary of  the Romsics–Gerő debate among Hungarian historians (2012),” 
accessed July 27, 2015, http://www.imre-kertesz-kolleg.uni-jena.de/index.php?id=415&l=1percent27.

http://www.imre-kertesz-kolleg.uni-jena.de/index.php?id=415&l=1percent27
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we consider where war crimes tended to be committed against Jewish victims 
during World War II (pp.67–68). At the same time, the authors explain that 
the percentage of  defendants judged by the Budapest People’s Court who had 
been born in villages was high: 53 percent if  speaking about crimes against so-
called Jews and no less than 70 percent if  we are speaking of  cases related to 
membership in the Arrow Cross or other armed far-right organizations. Should 
we then conclude that during the war the bourgeois Budapest was assaulted by 
“war criminals” arriving from the provinces? A careful interpretation of  the data 
shows that the picture was indeed far more complex. Yet it seems fair to say that 
the Budapest People’s Court frequently passed judgment on someone who had 
not been born in Budapest on the basis of  the testimony given by witnesses and 
victims who had been born in the capital city.

I wish to suggest, by citing these examples, that Political Justice in Budapest 
after World War II should be mandatory reading for historians dealing with the 
Holocaust in Hungary and scholars of  transitional justice. Pető and Barna’s 
findings reveal numerous fascinating and until now unknown aspects of  the 
functioning of  the court, for instance the fact that it was the Nemzeti Parasztpárt 
(National Peasant Party) that delegated the most women to the Budapest 
tribunal. Moreover, thanks to the authors’ thorough analyses, we now have 
a clear idea of  the background of  those summoned to the courtroom of  a 
specific People’s Court, which is indeed a huge step towards understanding the 
Hungarian retribution process and the individuals who were involved in it.

Istvan Pal Adam, PhD


