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Prior to the Age of Francis l, the idea of natio 

Hungarica was a class-centered concept held by the predomi­

nantly Magyar Hungarian nobility. Under the impact of 

Romantic and nationalistic ideas, Magy~r national awareness 

grew during the reign of Francis l, as the Magyar nobility 

slowly changed its thinking and began to work toward Magyar 

national unity. The Magyars gradually created both a 

sophisticated language and a national literature, and made 

great strides toward solving long-standing religious prob­

lems. By the end of the period the idea for a national 

unit y on the bases of ethnic origin and class equality had 

made significant progress among the Magyar upper classes. 

By 1836 the Magyars had achieved a greater national iden­

tity, but they were not able to solve the prevailing social 

conflicts and to remove the barriers to national unity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Historical studies on Magyar society of the early 

nineteenth century have centered, broadly speaking, on the 

socioeconomic and political relations of the Habsburgs, the 

gentryl and jobbagysag. 2 These studies have treated gentry­

jObbaqy affairs, as weIl as the role, motives and influence 

of the Habsburq monarchy in Hllngary. Other works have 

dealt with the cultural and linguistic aspects of Magyar 

and Hungarian society at that time. On the basis of this 

scholarship five different categories of historical inter-

pretations have developed: Magyar contemporary accounts, 

Magyar and Austrian historioqraphy before 1918, inter­

bellum historiography, Marxian historiography and Western 

historiography. 

Magyar contemporary observers, most of whom were 

from the upper classes, were benevolently paternalistic 

toward the jobbaqysaq and optimistic about the intentions 

of the gentry. Many of these writers were personally 

involved in the events they described and consequently 

their perspective was limited by their own interests. 

Only a few could properly evaluate the motives of their 

own class. 

Ferenc Kolcsey, the noted author, poet and gentry 
, 

deputy from Szatrnar County, was a well-intentioned observer 
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during the Reform Era, or Vormarz, and was acquainted with 

most prominent personalities of his day. Nevertheless, he 

could not always evalute the true motives of his own class, 

which was fond of posing as the defender of the jObbagysag. 

Kolcsey was deceived, for example, by the activities of the 

gentry at the 1825-1827 Diet, which only coincidentally 

benefited the jObbagysag, and was surprised when the peas­

ants retained their traditional trust in the Habsburg 

dynasty. Eventually, however, he recognized that members 

of his class were not as altruistic as he had hoped, espe­

cially when his own County had him recalled for his liberal 

views. 3 Lajos Kossuth, another political leader and 

observer during the Reform Period, underwent a similar 

change of thinking. 4 

Many Magyar contemporaries were openly hostile 

toward the Vienna Government and accused the Habsburgs of 

illegally meddling in Hungarian affairs to sow dissension 

between nobles and the jObbagysag. They believed that the 

Vienna Government deliberately supported the jObbagysag 

against their noble landlords in order to prevent the 

development of a broadly based Magyar national movement. 

For instance, according to Mihaly Horvath, a Roman Catholic 

Bishop and liberally minded historian, the Vienna Govern­

ment used various methods of economic harassment against 

the gentry to weaken them and destroy their wealth and 

morale. 5 

Other writers were more moderate in their appraisal 
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of the Habsburgs. Janos Mailath, for example, a well-known 

historian of the era, ascribed the breach between the 

Magyar nobility and the Vienna Government to the unskillful 

policies of Francis l, not to the deliberate ill will of 

the regime as a whole. He showed how, in 1811 and again 

in 1816, the King blundered by forcing devaluation of the 

currency in Hungary without Diet consent, by refusing to 

return the Adriatic Littoral to Hungary and by staffing 

its administration with Austrian Germans. In Mailath's 

view, a power struggle between Vienna and the Magyars was 

unavoidable under these circumstances. The King's policies 

had revived dormant fears among Magyars that their consti­

tutional rights would be aboli shed and Hungary incorporated 

into the Empire. 6 

During the succeeding period, which includes the 

writing of Magyars and Austrians between 1867 and 1918, 

historiography became even more favourable to the gentry 

than the works of contemporary observers had been. By 

1848 Magyar historians were deeply committed to the ideals 

of the Age of Reform and the men who had played a part in 

it. Consequently they exaggerated both the effectiveness 

and the scope of the gentry-led resistance to the Habs­

burgs' centralizing and disruptive policies. These schol­

ars overemphasized the gentry's willingness to create a 

society where commoners, including the jObbagysag, would 

obtain equal rights. A legend had emerged, especially 

after the Revolution of 1848-1849, about the gentry's 
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alleged selfless patriotism and dedication to the Magyar 

national idea even at the cost of material sacrifice. The 

noted historian Bela Grünwald, for example, wrote that 

Magyar noblemen were unique: liA privileged class renounced 

its own immunities voluntarily, without. external compulsion 

and without the participation and cooperation of democratic 

elements." 7 

SAndor Matlekovits, an economist and Member of the 

Hungarian Parliament, assumed a more moderate viewpoint. 

Matlekovits felt that Vienna had sincerely desired to pro­

mote culture and economic well-being in Hungary. But, in 

his view, the regime had been inept because it had prohib­

ited freedom of press and assembly long after any need for 

such measures had passed. These unpopular regulations had 

prompted Magyars to question the sincerity of the Habs­

burgs. After 1825, according to Matlekovits, Magyars had 

seen evil even where good was intended and they had put 

their trust in Szechenyi's reform programme. The Habsburgs 

had opposed these moderate proposals and soon the gap 

between Magyars and the Vienna Government had become 

impossible to close. 8 

Sorne Austrian historians accepted the views of 

their Magyar colleagues on the divisive nature of Habsburg 

policy. J. H. Schwicker, for instance, documented what 

appeared to him to be organized efforts during the eigh­

teenth and nineteenth centuries to settle Germans and Serbs 

in Hungary in the belief that this would weaken the 



Magyars. 9 The Austrian historian Karl Hudeczek studied 

Viennais economic pOlicies· and came to the conclusion that 

it had been deliberately designed to protect the producers 

in other parts of the Empire at the expense of the Magyar 

gentry. 10 

5 

Besides the traditional emphasis on socioeconomic 

and political studies, some Magyar historians of this 

period began to examine various cultural aspects of the 

Age of Reform and the era preceding it in an attempt to 

find evidence of liberalism and conscious Magyarism among 

the upper classes. In this respect there was an interest­

ing study by the Magyar historian Moric Karman who investi­

gated the gentry-controlled schools during this period and 

found evidence of a growing Magyar awareness among both the 

students and the teachers, most of whom had been of gentry 

origin but which had also included some persons of jobbagy 

extraction. In order to show the Habsburgs' interference 

in this aspect of gentry-jobbagy relations, Karman indi­

cated that the Vienna Government had made it difficult to 

obtain exit permits for study in Western European universi­

ties. ll The noted historian Kolos Vaszary edited a study 

of the 1825-1827 Diet based on minutes of some of the 

closed preliminary meetings in the Diet, the so-called 

regional sessions, and stated that as early as 1825 gentry 

Deputies had been prepared to discuss seriously the neces­

sity for reform to benefit the lower classes. l2 

A few Magyar and Austrian writers were, however, 
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more favourable toward the Habsburgs. ThQugh known more 

for his e~cellent work in eighteenth-century Hungarian his­

tory, the renowned Magyar historian Henrik Marczali also 

produced a general history of Hungary in which he tried to 

prove that the greatest obstacle to reform in the l830's 

had been the prejudice of the Magyar nobility, not the 

policy of the Vienna Government. 13 Agreeing with Marczali 

were a number of Austrian historians, notably Adolf Beer, 

who, in a study based on Austrian archivaI sources, con­

cluded that Austria had sought an equitable financial solu­

tion in Hungary during and after the Napoleonic Wars with­

out hurting the nobility. In Beer's view, the Vienna Gov­

ernment had devalued Hungarian currency reluctantly, but 

justifiably, on the grounds that the nobility had failed 

to meet their financial obligations to the Empire in pro­

portion to their numbers. 14 

In 1889 the Austrian historian Franz Krones pub­

lished a study on Anton von Baldacci and his Denkschrift 

of 1816 in order to show that in the view of contemporaries 

the fiscal policies of Vienna had been not only justified 

but lenient. He stressed that the Magyar nobility and 

upper clergy had profited during the war, especially in 

grain, and hence could not have expected special consider­

ation from the Habsburgs. On the contrary, according to 

Baldacci, the gentry, with their surpluses of grain and 

profit, had been dut Y bound to remedy the misery of the 

lower classes. 15 
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The interpretation of the Vormarz in historiography 

remained essentially the same until after 1918. For sorne 

time even after the dissolution of the Dual Monarchy the 

inter-bellum generation of Magyar historians continued to 

emphasize the role of the gentry in the Reform Era and to 

criticize Habsburg policy. For example, one of the best 

known historians in this period, Gyula Szekfü, viewed the 

Magyar gentry as a progressive force whose enlightenment 

had been engendered by their education in foreign universi­

ties as weIl as by Rationalist Western thinkers. Szekfü 

maintained that as a result of these influences there had 

been a great deal of liberalism among the gentry by the 

l830's, especially among the younger generation. Under the 

impact of enlightened ideas, progressive members of the 

gentry had assumed leadership of the Magyar national move­

ment and had attempted to create a Magyar national state in 

which aIl Magyars would have been free and equal. 16 Kamill 

Sandorffy, a lesser-known historian of this period, went 

even further to say that the Magyar gentry by the l830's 

had been prepared spiritually as weIl as culturally to 

introduce many reforms even without foreign influence. l ? 

With the passing of time, as Austria's restraining 

hand was removed, many Magyar historians increased their 

criticism of Vienna Government policies of the early nine­

teenth century. Some of these writers accused the Habs­

burgs of having tried to prevent the Magyar gentry from 

achieving reform and naltional uni ty, while others sought 
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to make the Vienna Government the scapegoat.for the gen­

try's failures. In this regard, the works of Kornél Tabori. 

and Sandor Takats emphasized the activities and abuses of 

the Austrian secret police in Hungary, while Gyula 

Miskolczy stressed what he believed had been anti-Magyar 

plots of a secret camarilla at the Court of Francis I.18 

Later on, under the impact of secret archivaI mate­

rial released by the new Austrian government, sorne. of these 

inter-bellum historians began to modify the previous inter­

pretation of Imperial policy. Gyula Szekfü, who had ear­

lier studied the gentry and growth of liberal attitudes, 

edited a number of documents in 1926 dealing with various 

Austrian agencies that had influenced affairs in Hungary. 

By these documents it was shown that the ~absburg Govern­

ment institutions had debated Hungarian issues with reason­

able honesty and that ViennaIs policy, although it con­

flicted with Magyar national aspirations, had been seldom 

illegal and, more often than not, had been the result of 

misinterpretations of conditions in Hungary and of Magyar 

sentiments. 19 

Subsequently, instead of blaming the Habsburgs for 

the failure of the Magyar movement, historians began to 

investigate the assets and shortcomings of the gentry by 

analyzing original documents. A particularly good reap­

praisal of gentry-jobbàgy relations was offered during this 

period by Istvan Szabo, who wrote that the gentry had not 

been motivated by altruism since they had systematically 
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exploited the jObbagysaq by extending their own noble priv­

ileges and landholdings. Szabb pointed out that, although 

a new generation of liberal-minded nobles had appeared dur­

ing the l830's, opposition to social justice among the 

majority of aristocrats had continued throughout the entire 

decade. Szabb cited the example of Count lstvan Szechenyi, 

whose publication Hitel (1830), propagating reforms, had 

been branded treasonous by many nobles. Some Counties had 

gone so far as to burn copies of the offending publication 

publicly.20 

A new category of historical interpretation came 

into being when the Communists assumed power in Hungary. 

According to Erik MOlnar, one of Hungary's most influential 

and authoritative Marxian historians, the entire history of 

Hungary had to be rewritten. Historians were to be enlisted 

" ••• in the task of educating the people in Socialist 

patriotism and international proletarianism." 2l The fore­

most task of the new historiography, in the view of Molnar 

and l. Barta, another 'well-known Marxian historian, was to 

rectify the attempts of the pre-Marxian era ". • • to dis-

credit liberalism and the 1848-1849 Revolution and to show 

that liberalism led to the Revolution."22 

The Marxian appraisal of the growth of liberalism 

in Hungary, together with an emphasis on socioeconomic 

research, resulted in a number of significant studies on 

the jobbagysag and economic conditions in the Vormarz. A 

further consequence of the interest in Hungarian reforms 
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was thatsome moderate Magyar reformers, like Count Istvan 

Szechenyi, carne to occupy a prominent place in Marxian 

publications. 23 

In 1948 Gyula Merei, an economic historian already 

active in the pre-Marxian period, wrote a work.which is 

still the most authoritative study on the subject of agri­

cultural society in the Reform Era. Merei explained that 

the gentry could no longer maintain their estates profit-

ably in an age which was becoming increasingly more tech-

nological and therefore they had no alternative but to 

exploit the jObbagysag. When this approach failed they 

had to attempt other methods that would ensure their eco­

nomic survival. The gentry had first tried to enter the 

world of. commerce and, later on, they had gone into manu-

facturing. This had led many of them to modify their way 

of living and, according to Merei, they had become an 

aristocratie, capitalistic bourgeoisie attempting to lead 

the Magyar national movement in order to gain the loyalty 

of a future army of wage labourers. 24 

" . At the sarne time Istvan Szabo, who also began h1S 

career before the advent of Communism in Hungary, wrote a 

study which shed important light on the gradual development 

of the village judgeship, an intermediate social stratum 

between the jObbagysag and the nobility. Szabo showed that 

the village judge, originally elected by the peasantry, was 

being arbitrarily nominated during the Vormarz and hence no 

longer represented the interests of the jObbagysag. 25 
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With a new generation of Marxian historians which 

emerged during the 1950's a number of well-documented stud­

ies appeared dealing with the jObbagysag. For example, in 

1954 Imre szanto published the results of his extensive 

research on the expropriation of jObbagy tenures on the 

trans-Danubian estates of Count Festetich,26 one of the 

richest men in the Austrian Empire. 27 In the following 

year Lorant Tilkovszky wrote the first comprehensive anal­

ysis on the peasant revolt, the so-called Cholera Uprising 

of 1831 in Northern Hungary.28 Studies on various aspects 

of peasant life continued to appear during the 1960's.29 

Another important task of Marxian historians was to 

investigate the relationship between the Magyars and the 

various nationalities under Habsburg rule. T. Tagvolgyi, 

one of the policy-making Marxist historians, accused Impe­

rial scholars of either ignoring contacts between Magyars 

and non-Magyars entirely, or of holding the cultural level 

of these nationalities in contempt. The new historiogra­

phYl according to Vagvolgyi, would expose these myths and 

prove that ami cable relations existed between the Magyars 

and the other Hungarian nationalities. 30 This emphasis on 

the minority problems was consistent with the Marxian crit­

icism and exposition of the former Magyar nationalist and 

chauvinist viewpoint. It became a task of high priority 

after the 1956 Counter-Revolution. 3l 

Marxianliterature on the non-Magyar nationalities 

has, however, been very sparse. The first monograph 
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dealing with a specifie national group appeared only in 

1959 when the prominent historian l. Zoltan Toth presented 

a study on the question of Roumanian national development 

in Transylvania and Hungary. The treatment is very inter­

esting because on occasion the author revealed his Magyar 

prejudices. For example, Toth blamed the Serb Orthodox 

clergy, not the Magyars, for having persecuted Roumanians 

and for having obstructed the development of their culture 

and language. According to Toth, Roumanians had only 

opposed the introduction of Serbo-Croatian into their 

school system, not Magyar or German. 32 A second study 

by Toth on the same subject was published posthumously 

in 1966. 33 

Another well-known historian, Endre Arato, pub­

lished a comprehensive two-volume study on the cultural 

and political evolution of Hungarian nationalities, but 

the work in most respects was merely an abridged synthe sis 

of existing pre-Marxian literature. Arato oversimplified 

an important aspect of the nationality problem by declaring 

that the Germans in Hungary had constituted no menace to 

the development of the Magyars. The author credited the 

Germans with local patriotism, or at best with loyalty to 

the Natio Hungarica, but he neglected to mention their 

devotion to the Habsburg dynasty until well into the Age 

of Reform. Arato's Marxian orientation coloured his eval­

uation of the Magyar l~Uistic struggle. He equated the 

controversy between the linguistic innovators and their 
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opponents as "the struggle between the forces of progress 

and those of feudalism." 34 Arato contributed to a sympo­

sium on the same subject in 1964 but added nothing original 

to his previous work. 35 

The most ambitious, yet the least successful, 

undertaking in the area of nationality studies was a 

collection covering seven centuries, under the editorship 

of the noted historian G. Gabor Kemény. The purpose of 

the work, which allegedly took a team of historians ten 

years to complete, was to prove that significant instances 

of amicable relations existed between Magyars and non­

Magyars. Unfortunately, the documents only serve to con­

firm the infrequency of such contacts, especially between 

1830 and 1847, the period of greatest stress. 36 

In general, Marxian historians have viewed the Age 

of Reform, and the preceding period, as the stage for the 

dialectical struggle between the gentry and the small but 

powerful middle classes, the predominantly German mer­

chants. However, these historians did not follow the 

traditional Marxian approach by trying to show that the 

bourgeoisie in Hungary took over the leadership from the 

Magyar nobility. Magyar Marxists demonstrated instead 

that the Germans willingly became Magyarized and infused 

the gentry with bourgeois qualities. Noblemen abandoned 

their class-centered Magyarism in order to bridge the gap 

between themselves and the commoners and they also 

acquired bourgeois economic interests. 



14 

In an important monograph published in 1951, Gyula 

Mérei examined the graduaI amalgamation of interests of the 

two hostile classes, the Magyar gentry and the predomi­

nantly German, Habsburg-oriented, merchants. 37 In 1952, 

Emma Lederer wrote another important monograph which sought 

to explain why the landed gentry favoured commercial legis­

lation on the eve of Reform. According to Lederer, many 

members of the gentry had become prosperous during the 

Napoleonic War and their wealth enabled them to pursue 

their own economic interests through poli tics. This policy 

brought them together with the bourgeoisie and just short 

of attaining a bourgeois society in the second quarter of 

the nineteenth century.38 In the 1960's other historians 

have produced similar studies on economic ~nd commercial 

problems during the Reform Era. 39 

Some contributions to the study of cultural history 

as weIl have been made in recent years by Magyar Marxian 

historians. One of the first to recognize the importance 

of the underlying cultural aspects of the Reform Era was 

Endre Aratb. In a study which appeared in 1960 he wrote 

that during the Vormarz, and in the preceding years, the 

Magyar national struggle shifted from the political to the 

cultural arena. According to him, the French Revolution of 

1789 had caused political unrest which swept aIl of Europe 

and aroused concern among the Magyar nobility and Vienna, 

both of whom were committed to the maintenance of the 

status quo. As a result, Arato claimed, both parties 
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agreed to a temporary political truce. Only with the Diet 

of 1825-1827, when the revolutionary danger was past, did 

the emphasis shift once more from the cultural to the 

political sphere. 40 

In the sarne year Sandor B!ro pub li shed a work in 

which he investigated the teaching of history before and 

during the Vormarz, basing his study on textbooks as well 

as on unpublished lecture notes which he found in archives 

throughout Hungary. The manuscripts turned out to be 

repositories of Magyar nationalist propaganda as well as 

liberal and Romanticist sentiments. 4l B!ro's monograph is 

of special importance to the present study because it 

offers valuable new source material and explains how 

national awareness could have developed arnong Magyars 

even before the Age of Reform. The importance of these 

sentiments has never been properly explained and no scholar 

thus far has drawn the proper conclusions from B!ro's 

documents. 

Outside Hungary the Magyar Reform Movement has not 

attracted the attention it should. Only a small group of 

non-Magyar historians have concerned themselves with the 

problem. Prewar Imperial German historians genera11y 

agreed with their Magyar and Austrian co1leagues who were 

critica1 of the Habsburgs. Anton Springer wrote, for 

exarnp1e, that the Vienna Government had abandoned its 

unconstitutiona1 practices in Hungary prior to the 1825-

1827 Diet on1y because such methods had fai1ed to destroy 
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the Magyar gentry. After 1825, according to. Springer, the 

Habsburgs had adopted the technique of forcing the gentry 

to honoùr to the letter aIl the provisions of the existing 

laws that ran counter to their interests. 42 

The German scholar R. F. Kaindl agreed with 

Schwicker's analysis and especially pointed out the Habs-

burg policy of settling non-Magyars in Hungary. When the 

Habsburgs had temporarily lost certain Gerrnan-inhabited 

districts to Napoleon, they had settled the refugees in 

Hungary. As a result Magyars had every reason to fear that 

Hungary would have become totally Germanized in the course 

of time. 43 

Victor Bibl, a postwar Austrian scholar, did not 

accept Kaindl's opinion without reserve. He suggested that 

the case against the Vienna Governrnent was not as conclu-

sive as certain Magyars, and even Austrians, believed. On 

the basis of primary sources in Austrian archives, Bibl 

conc1uded that conditions at the Court of Francis l had 

been too confused for the enforcement of a consistent anti-

Magyar policy. In fact, the Austrian Governrnent had been 

beset with power struggles and Magyar interests had gener­

ally been relegated to a secondary position. There were 

occasions when Francis l had wished to incorporate Hungary 

into the Empire, while at other times the King had been 

content to achieve his aims legally.44 

Arnong more recent Western historians, Robert A. 

Kann is particularly important. Kann proposed that Magyar 
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nationalism rested on two foundations. One was political, 

based on ,the system of semi~independent Counties and their 

extensions, the Hungarian Diet. Both institutions, in 

Kann's view, had been sufficiently strong to challenge 

Habsburg encroachments. The other component of Magyar 

nationalism was economic and was predicated upon 

Széchenyi's commercial proposals, themselves based on 

English models. 45 

Hans Kohn, specializing in Nationalism, placed 

greater emphasis on the Romanticist influence of J. G. 

Herder than on either political or economic factors. How­

ever, Kohn also ascribed the temporary success of Magyar 

nationalists to the fact that Magyar leaders had demanded 

political reform from the Vienna Government whereas the 
, , 

other nationalities in the Empire had been content with 

cultural concessions. 46 

Oscar Jaszi, an emigré Hungarian statesman, was 

very critical of the gentry's role. Jaszi felt that the 

gentry's nationalistic crusade had been a sham. In his 

view th~ gentry, except for a small liberally minded fac-

tion, had been influenced only by economic, class and reli­

gious considerations but never by a national conception. 

Even the 1848-1849 Revolution had failed to imbue the gen­

try with a true spirit of social equality. The liberation 

of the jObbagysag had been carried out not by the gentry 

but by the Bach regime in Austria after the abortive 

Revolution. 47 
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The' English historian A. J. P. Taylor agreed with 

Jaszi when he questioned the sincerity of the gentry. In 

Taylor's opinion the gentr~ had not really been interested 

in the jobbagysag: they had merely wished to assume control 

of the Magyar national movement for their own interest. 

Taylor also pointed out a very important fact about. the 

changing nature of Magyarism in this period. In the eigh­

teenth century "Hungarian" had meant an inhabitant of 

Hungary enjoying the privileges of a noble, whereas in 

the nineteenth century it had come to mean one of Magyar 

ethnie background. Taylor dated this change from 1825. 48 

More recently two German historians, F. Walter and 

H. Steinacker, have collaborated in a work concerning the 

nationality problem in the Hungarian Vormarz. The authors 

considered that the Magyar nobility had been a suspicious 

and backward group, determined to preserve the old order 

with its privileges at all costs. The Habsburgs, they 

believed, had tried to inaugurate reform in Hungary as far 

back as the eighteenth century, but each time they had 

encountered determined resistance from the nobles. Walter 

and Steinacker deprecated the Age of Reform by declaring 

that until 1848 Hungary had been an aristocratie nation in 

every sense of the word~49 

When discussing the Magyar Reform Movement, as we 

have seen, most historians have concentrated on the rela­

tions between the gentry and the jObbagysag, and the strug­

gle between the Magyar gentry and the Vienna Government. 
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Genera11y speaking, these accounts have been over1y favour~ 

able to the gentry and c~itica1 of Habsburg po1icy. Recent 

trends, evident.in both Magyar and non-Magyar, Marxian and 

non-Marxian writings,. have modified the ear1ier interpreta­

tions. Modern, scho1ar1y studies on language, economics, 

minorities and the under1ying cultural aspects. of the 

Reforrn Era have shown the importance of non-po1itica1 

factors in the Magyar national movement. 

The existing 1iterature does not, however, give a 

c1ear picture of the transition from a c1ass-centered con­

ception of Hungarian society to the idea of a more ega1i­

tarian and Magyar nation. The present study attempts to 

exp1ain how and why the c1ass-conscious nobi1ity, espe­

cia11y the gentry and upper stratum of commoners, deve10ped 

an awareness of the need to effect a universa1 Magyar 

national movement ernbracing a11 classes. The thesis will 

demonstrate that, a1though the gentry was not successfu1 in 

creating a united, ega1itarian Magyar nation by 1835, 

neverthe1ess certain changes in that direction were brought 

about by a cornbination of politica1 and economic, as we1l 

as ethnic and cultural factors. 

The study will attempt an objective historica1 syn­

thesis to show that there were two simultaneous and con­

flicting trends in Magyar society. By the l830's cultural 

and ideological forces tended to unify Magyars and forge a 

common bond of awareness among them, based on nationa1ity 

instead of classa By the eve of Reforrn, Magyars had a 
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revitalized and sophisticated language and were rapidly 

developing a national literature. Roman Catholic and Prot­

estant Magyars were on the verge of a religious reconcili­

ation after centuries of sectarian strife. AlI these ele~ 

ments had sufficiently developed by 1835 to serve as strong 

unifying ties for a potential universal Magyar national 

movement. 

Simultaneously, however, economic and political 

considerations tended to hinder the formation of a unified 

Magyar society and prevent the growth of Magyarism. 

Depression after the Napoleonic Wars affected aIl socio­

economicgroups, especially agricultural producers. Since 

the Magyar gentry derived their income almost exclusively 

from the land, their financial difficulty grew each year. 

The gentry could not afford to modernize their estates and 

they resorted to the exploitation of the jObbagysag. This 

policy enabled the Habsburgs to maintain dissension between 

the gentry and the jobbagysag by asserting their tradi­

tional position as the protectors of the rural masses 

against their gentry landlords. The gentry's economic 

difficulties deprived them of the opportunity to seek mass 

support among the jObbagysag and consequently endangered 

their political hegemony. In addition to the class atti­

tude of the nobility and the Habsburgs' interests, the 

growth of Magyarism was also affected by the minorities 

which represented the greatest part of Hungary's population. 

The period emphasized in the thesis, from 1825 to 
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1836, does not represent a turning point either in Hungar­

ian or in Habsburg Imperial history. Its importance lies 

in the fact that during this time the most educated and 

most politically experienced class in Hungary, the landed 

gentry, was changing its social, political and economic 

thinking. Whereas the gentry at the beginning of the 

century was made up of various ethnie backgrounds and 

enjoyed· class solidarity, by 1825 they separated and set 

themselves at the head of various national and occasionally 

militant minorities. This thesis examines the transition 

in national thinking which took place in the Magyar part of 

Hungarian society in the period prior to 1836. During this 

era the Magyar nobility developed a greater national aware­

ness and modified its class-centered concept of Natio 

Hungarica in favour of a more equitable social order with 

emphasis on Magyarism. 

This thesis depends on a wide variety of primary 

sources, including the reports and protocols of the Hungar­

ian Diet, documents from the Secret Court and police 

archives in Vienna, proceedings of various Government 

Bureaus, as well as demographic and statistical collec­

tions. These sources are supplemented by numerous memoirs 

and diaries, plus more than thirty collections of speeches, 

works and correspondence of contemporary personalities. 

These include D. Berzsenyi, F. Deak, Aurel and Jozsef 

Dessewffy, E. Fenyes, F. Kazinczy, Karoly and Sandor 

Kisfaludy, F. Kolcsey, L. Kossuth, F. PUlszky, 
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I. Szechenyi, M. Wesselenyi, and other contemporaries as 

well. 

The periodical literature of the period has also 

yielded valuable material. This includes Fels8 Magyar­

orszagi Minerva, Orpheus, TUdomanyos Gyüjtemeny and Vallasi 

, E h' . T' es gy azl. ar. For additional first-hand impressions of 

Magyar society at that time a number of English, French and 

German travelers' accounts were important. Especially 

importantwere the writings of F. S. Beudant, R. Bright, 

C. B. Elliott, G. R. Gleig, G. Hiller, Count Hofmannseg, 

Wm. Hunter, J. G. Kohl, J. Paget, J. Pardoe, M. J. Quin and 

R. Townson. Occasionally secondary literature has also 

yielded important source material as, for instance, 

S. B!ro's work on the teaching of history in Hungary, 

which contains many valuable extracts from contemporary 

textbooks and manuscripts. 
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CHAPTER l 

MAGYAR SOCIETY ON THE EVE OF THE 

AGE OF REFORM 
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Magyar society on the eve of the Reform Era was 

divided into mutually antagonistic groups. The main con­

flicts were social and economic, between privileged and 

non-privileged, landed and landless classes, but the soci­

ety was further divided by language and culture, as well 

as by religion into Roman Catholic and Protestant faiths. l 

The social strife and disaffection among the various socio­

economic and ethnie groups prevented the formation of a 

national unit y in. Hungary and was used by the Habsburgs 

to protect the interests of the Crown and to suppress any 

spirit of independence. 2 

The Magyar lower classes represented about 85% of 

a total population of about 4-1/2 million persons. 3 The 

nobility was far less numerous and counted approximately 

500,000 members. 4 Neither the upper nor the lower classes 

constituted a uniform group. At the bottorn of the social 

hierarchy stood the jobbagysag, or peasantry, which was 

further divided into renters, cottagers and leaseholders. 

The more privileged free-peasants, or parasztsag, were 

mu ch smaller than the jObbagysag but larger than both the 



libertini, or peasant elite, and the honoratiori, persons 

from the lower classes not engaged in agriculture. The 

nobility was separated into armalists, landed gentry and 

magnates; who aIl felt that they enjoyed the same consti­

tutional rights. 5 

28 

The poorest elements in jObbagy society were the 

renters, who seldom owned homes and held no land tenures. 

They made a precarious living as agricultural labourers and 

servants. The cottagers enjoyed a higher mode of living 

since they generally owned their homes and a small surround­

ing land tenure on which they grew garden produce and raised 

small livestock. Leaseholders also owned a house with its 

plot but, in addition, they held fields which they farmed 

and meadows on which they raised cattle and horses. 6 

The paraszt enjoyed a better living than the 

jObbagy. The free-peasant lived in free are as of Hungary, 

such as certain cities, towns and specially privileged 

districts. These areas were free from gentry or County 

control and came under the jurisdiction of the Habsburgs. 

Such persons were free from jObbagy duties and paid neither 

land tax nor tithe. 7 

A small privileged group of peasants was selected 

by the land lords to be village judges, overseers and 

informers. These peasant functionaries, called libertini, 

were generally exempt from their normal obligations to 

the nobility and this set them apart as an elite in the 

jobbagysag. 8 Frequently these functionaries performed 



military dut Y on behalf of their landlords. In return, 

they were not only freed from jObbagy duties but their 

special status was inheritable and transmitted through 

the male branch. 9 

Education also provided an opportunity for sorne 

of the peasants to better themselves. The most talented 

of the jObbagy and paraszt children had already been 

accepted into higher education under Joseph II and by the 

time of Francis l this practice had become commonplace. 

29 

As a result, by the first decade of the nineteenth century 

two-thirds of the students in the gymnasiums were of non­

noble origine Most of these students studied trades, while 

others went into the ministry, which was the most certain 

road to advancement for a student from a humble station in 

life. 10 An ambitious and intelligent member of either the 

jobbagysag or the parasztsag might even have an opport~pity 

for a career in one of the secular professions. Honora­

tiori, as the educated, lower-class intelligentsia were 

called, numbered about 12,000 at the beginning of the nine­

teenth century.ll 

The libertini and honoratiori, however, were excep­

tions. The social and economic conditions of the peasantry 

as a whole were deteriorating. This was particularly true 

of the leaseholders whose numbers and leasehold size had 

been diminishing over the years. 12 Their poor condition 

resulted mainly from their legal and economic obligations 

to the gentry. These duties were defined by King 
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Andr!s II's Bulla Aurea (Golden Bull) of 1222,13 by the 

Tripartitum of 1517, or Verb8czy's legal cOde,14 and by the 

Urbarium, a decree issued by Maria Theresa in 1767. The 

Golden Bull and the Tripartitum imposed two important 

restrictions on the jObbagysag. They could not participate 

in government and they were not permitted to own land. The 

peasantry could hold or lease propert~' but they could not 

sell, mortgage, pawn or alienate it in any manner. They 

only enjoyed rights to the plant and animal life on their 

leased holdings and were free to make physical improvements 

which then belonged to thern. 15 

Sorne provisions of the Urbarium were even more 

burdensome. It was meant to improve the standard of living 

of the lower classes, but it was promulgated by Maria 

Theresa at a time when the Habsburgs needed the military 

support of the Magyar gentry and it left, to sorne extent, 

an opportunity for the gentry to use it for their own 

purposes.16 According to the Urbarium the main obliga­

tions of the jObbagysag vis-à-vis their gentry landlords 

were the ninth-tax and the robot. The ninth-tax obligated 

the peasantry, after they had paid their tithe, to surren­

der to their lord one-ninth on the remainder of most types 

of agricultural produce and livestock. Even when the 

ninth-tax was properly observed by the gentry it was harm­

fuI to both the jObbagysag and the national econorny. In 

regions where grain was the principal crop it had long 

become customary for the peasantry to deliver their 
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ninth-tax obligations in the form of straw. Straw was an 

indispensable fertilizer, however, and without it the land 

eventually deteriorated, leaving the soil exhausted. 17 

A second important obligation of the jObbàqysag was 

the robot. This represented the amount of personal labour 

and drayage a peasant had to render his lord each year. 

Although the Urbarium stipulated that a jObbaqy ~e paid 

for overtime robot, in fact he seldom was. As time passed 

the jObbàqysàq were forced to provide additional robot for 

their landlords and it eventually became their most burden­

some obligation. l8 

In addition to these responsibilities the jobbaqy­

~ had to pay their lord one florin annually, the symbolic 

chimney money, for the privilege of being permitted to own 

a house on noble property. They were also compelled to use 

certain vital services, the so-called noble monopolies. 

Through these monopolies the landlords provided vital ser­

vices and utilities, usually at high priees. A jObbàqy was 

not permitted to move until he liquidated all his debts 

and in view of the extent of their obligations few of the 

peasantry could ever hope to rid themselves of their lia­

bilities. The result was that a jObbàqy became a virtual 

prisoner on his landlord's estate. l9 

In addition to his obligations to the landlords, 

the peasants had numerous other burdens. They bore the 

major share of the amiual tax obligation. 20 The domestic 

tax, used to defray the expenses of County government, was 
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one. su ch imposition and the war tax was another. The peas­

ants also supported the clergy through the payment of tithe 

and were obliged to provide corvée for public projects 

which were determined by the County administrations. The 

jObbagysag also provided recruits for the armed forces, 

taxes for their upkeep, quarters for the troops, and pro­

visions for military horses at officially designated low 

priees. They also had to give free transportation for 

military personnel, noblemen and government officials. 21 

Besides being oppressed by numerous obligations 

and burdens, a jObbagy was disadvantaged in legal matters 

because the land lords exercised nearly complete judicial 

control over him. 22 In small controversies, landlords or 

their representatives assumed personal judicial function 

and the jobbagy was without benefit of legal formalities. 

More serious cases, mostly concerning land allocation or 

personal services, were referred to the manorial court 

which consisted of a panel of five judges. If the land­

lord happened to be one of the litigants, he could neither 

participate on the manorial court himself nor could he 

have one of his personal representatives sit as proxy. He 

could, however, choose one judge and two other sworn per­

sons with legal experience. 23 Under these circumstances 

the landlord commanded a majority in the manorial court. 

A wronged peasant might appeal to the County Sheriff or to 

the County court bu~ his effort was generally in vain since 

the Sheriff was a nobleman and the courts were strongholds 
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of the gentry. As a last resort the jObbagy could petition 

the highest judicial body in Hungary, the Vice Regency, 

which was controlled by the Vienna Government. Over the 

years many peasants availed themselves of this preroga­

tive24 and grievances occasionally found redress in this 

manner. 2S 

Besides partly protecting the jobbagysag on judi­

cial matters, the Vienna Government sought to guarantee the 

peasants' solvency by including in the Urbarium a number of 

minor rights. These stipulated that a jobbagy could gather 

timber for building purposes, reeds for roofing, broken 

twigs and branches for firewood, and acorns for swine. 

Peasants were permitted to distill limited amounts of alco­

hol for home use, slaughter cattle on a small scale and 

trade in petty items such as can,d les, bacon and wax. By 

far the most essential privileges were the jobbagysag's 

clearing and grazing rights. The former ~ade it possible 

for an enterprising jObbagy to clear virgin land without 

having to pay either rent or ninth-tax. The latter enabled 

him to supplement his meagre incorne by maintaining cattle, 

since the Urbarium permitted free grazing privileges on the 

village commons. 26 

Frequently these minor rights represented the dif-· 

ference between starvation and a viable mode of living. 

Unfortunately, the peasants never derived the full benefit 

from them because the Urbarium failed to effectively pro­

tect their interests. 27 For example, if natural disaster 



34 

destroyed a jobbagy's crops, or epidemics decimated his 

livestock, he had only one year'~ grace in which to fulfill 

his obligations. Seldom was a jObbagy able to recoup his 

los ses in a single year. 28 The' gentry often persuaded an 

illiterate jobbagy to sign an agreement which left him with 

inferior pastures. Under various pretexts the gentry also 

frequently prevented the jObbagysag from using the common 

pastures and gradually landlords usurped the grazing 

grounds for their own use. Peasants werepermitted to 

clear forest and waste lands, but when these areas were 

fit for grazing or agriculture the gentry aIl too fre­

quently seized the improved lands for themselves. 29 

The peasants' difficult circumstances were made 

even worse by their own backward agricultural practices. 30 

A contemporary English witness, William Hunter, observed 

that a Magyar peasant did his threshing by driving a team 

of horses back and forth over the wheat. This clumsy oper­

ation ruined the straw, bruised most of the grain and left 

many of the seeds in the husk. 31 Instead of storing their 

agricultural staples in granaries, Magyar peasants buried 

surpluses in underground pits. AIl too often rot spoiled 

their stores and they were deprived of essential food 

reserves in times of poor harvest. 32 In order to avoid 

starvation, the jObbagysag frequently consumed seeds 

reserved for next year's planting. Consequently, the 

gentry could compel them either to perform additional 

services or to pay high priees in exchange for seed and 
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vital food supplies. 

The jObbagysag were not alone either in being domi­

nated by the gentry or in their poverty. The armalists' 

standard of. living was frequently no better th an the peas­

ants' and they accounted for nearly three-fifths of the 

Magyar noble classes. 33 Count Aurel Dessewffy, a contem­

porary political figure, reported that 

the armalists and the jObbatYSag live side by side in 
the same village, the sameot, and often, soto speak, 
under one roof. Both are farmers and cattle raisers 
and hence their material interests are identical. 34 

Like the peasants, the armalists were frequently illiterate 

and poverty-stricken. According to Julia Pardoe, an 

English contemporary traveler, an armalist might own sorne 

fort y or fifty head of cattle but have neither a coin in 

his pocket nor a buyer to purchase his herd. As a result 

the armalist was often reduced to bartering. He could not 

afford ta send his cattle or grain to the lucrative Aus-

trian market because the high tariff at the Austro­

Hungarian border was payable in cash before the sale of 

his products. 35 

Despite their similarities with the peasants, 

armalists enjoyed certain privileges by virtue of their 

noble status. They had the right to attend both County 

assemblies and Diet sessions and they were exempt from 

all indirect taxation such as road tolls and corvée. 36 

They could either acquire land, in which case they paid 

no direct taxation, or they could lease land, in which 



case they might be required to pay direct land taXe 

Whether or not they pa id property tax depended on local 

custom and the type of land leased. 37 

36 

In spite of their privileges, the armalists' 

economic condition was deteriorating. They were obligated 

to provide the Vienna Governrnent with personal military 

dut y at their own expense and this drained their resources. 

As' land grew scarce the armalists were increasingly forced 

to bargain for land norrnally leased to the jObbagysag and 

subsequently they were reduced to accepting contracts that 

resernbled gentry-jobbagy agreements. Onthis land the 

armalists were required to pay property tax which they 

regarded as an unjust burden because they felt that such 

taxes were a non-noble obligation. 

As the arrnalists' economic and social position 

worsened, relations between them and the jObbagysag becarne 

increasingly strained. The armalists resented the economic 

competition of the peasants, whom they considered to be 

socially inferior, and they began to exploit them by ille­

gal means. M. J. Quin, a conternporary observer, recorded a 

conversation with an estate manager which revealed that 

arrnalists in many parts of the country were too proud to 

work and often lived by plunder. They would cut down and 

cart away wheat or corn belonging to a jObbagy who was 

afraid to resist for fear of bodily in jury. A jObbagy had 

little chance for redress from such robberies because he 

could not testify against the armalist nobleman38 in a 
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Hungarian court and resorting to a royal authority was 

dangerous for it might bring reprisals from the armalists. 

The landless nobles were notonly estranged from 

the peasants but from the gentry as welle Although the 

armalists resented the economic domination of their fellow 

nobles, the main source of antagonism toward the landed 

gentry was political. The impoverished armalists could no 

longer afford to attend protracted County assemblies or to 

take part in the political affairs of the County because 

most,political positions offered little or no emolument. 

Consequently, the landed gentry gradually succeeded in 

excluding the armalists from County government and in 

gaining exclusive domination based on property ownership.39 

The gentry numbered only 60,000 out of 136,000' 

noble families,40 but the y were the most influential noble 

group in Hungary.4l They owned approximately one-fourth of 

all the land in Hungary and could lease soil to both nobles 

and. non-nobles. They paid a certain sum to the Crown annu­

ally, known as the noble subsidy, but their noble status 

entitled them to personal tax exemption on their own hold-

ings. They owed personal military service, at their own 

expense, to the Vienna Government, but this obligation was 

no longer being met by the early nineteenth century.42 

Although the gentry enjoyed many social and econ'omic privi­

leges, their principal source of power was political. 

Through their position in County government they controlled 

internal.politics and Hungary's administrative life. The 
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country was divided into fifty-two Counties, each enjoying 

virtually sovereign rights. The landed gentry dominated 

the plenary County assemblies and nominated aIl the County 

officials. 43 

The gentry, through the Counties, judged the con­

stitutionality of· directives from the Vienna Government and 

were responsible for passing these directives to the execu­

tive branch of the County administration. They determined 

and apportioned aIl internaI taxation, including the share. 

which belonged to the Vienna Government. They even regu­

lated meat priees for sorne royal free cities. County offi­

ciaIs supervised the police as weIl as aIl. other County 

employees and decided the quartering of military forces. 

County governments also had the important task of consider­

ing petitions of both commoners and noblemen. 

The County Government also controlled the judiciary 

sinee it was responsible for naming County judges. 44 These 

judges were politically and economieally secure since they 

enjoyed life tenure and hereditary landholdings. They 

became dependable and effective supporters of County inter­

ests. The Vienna Government might influence eleetive offi­

ciaIs, who were without tenure, and it might oecasionally 

influence the eleetion or dismissal of an official, but 

judges generally resisted Royal persuasion and coercion. 45 

The power of County governments was sueh that when 

the Vienna Government promulgated a law or issued a decree 

whieh was not in the gentry's interests, the Counties could 
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neutralize these measures at,the administrative level by 

refusing to put the new law into force. 46 In all, the 

gentry exerted so much authority through the County govern­

ments that~ according to Baron Jozsef Eotvos, they might 

even uphold a County statute in the face of a Royal veto. 47 

Since each,County governmentdispatched two elected 

representatives to the Diet, their influence even extended 

to the national level. The Deputies sent by the County 

could say anything they pleased, but they were compelled by 

law to adhere exactly to the instructions of their Coun~ 

ties, and they could be recalled. 48 This regulation was 

designed to prevent interference by the Vienna Government 

with the Deputies. 49 At the Diet, Deputies usually met in 

public plenary sessions. However, Deputies desired more 

privacy as well as protection from the informants of the 

Vienna Government and by the end of the eighteenth century 

they began to arrange meetings in closed regional assem­

blies prior to the plenary sessions. These assemblies con­

sisted of four separate sections based on the geographic 

divisions of the country. 

In spite of the gentry's privileged position, they 

were in serious economic difficulties on the eve of Reform 

and consequently their political power was threatened. 

Their situation was partly due to their own economic back­

wardness, since they had failed to modernize their estates 

and could no longer compete with more efficient producers 

elsewhere. 50 More important, however, were the effects of 
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the Habsburg Imperial economic policy. Since Hungary was· 

excl~ded from the Austrian provincial customs.union of 

1775, Vienna could levy customs on Hungarian exports and 

imports. 5l' Although the duties on Hungarian grain were 

normally high, the Governmentoccasionally wentso far as 

to prevent any exportation of Hungarian grain. 52 

The gentry's economic difficulties might have been 

less severe had Hungary's population been able to absorb 

the entire agricultural production of the nation. Unfortu­

nately, the gentry had to export most of their agricultural 

staples either to Austria or outside the Empire. Since the 

King legally controlled Hungary's external commerce, the 

gentry became economically dependent on the Crown. Deter­

mined to make good their losses in the grain market, the 

gentry began to cultivate a number of other staples, nota­

bly tobacco and wool. 53 However, the Vienna Government 

protected Austrian producers by levying prohibitive export 

duties on these goods and the gentry producers were deliv­

ered into the hands of Austrian monopolies. 54 

Despite the gentry's economic dependence on the 

Vienna Government, their situation only became critical 

after the Napoleonic Wars. Since the beginning of the 

nineteenth century the gentry tried to organize wholesale 

trading companies in order to sell their grain, tobacco and 

wool, without having to depend on Austrian middlemen. 55 

They also attempted to establish small companies to manu­

facture such things as pottery, sugar and cloth. 56 The 
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nobles were not successful57 because of their lack of busi­

ness acumen, the absence of an effective Hungarian commer­

cial code and communications system,58 and the policies of 

the Vienna Government. Vi~nna had encouraged these ven­

tures during the Napoleonic Wars because they believed that 

Hungary was beyond the reach of French armies. However, 

during the war and the postwar recession Vienna was forced 

to devalue the Hungarian currency59 and this, as well as 

the deliberate withholding of raw materials, produced bank­

ruptcy for many of the gentry.60 

In order to protect their own position under dif­

ficult economic circumstances, the gentry increased their 

exploitation of the jObbagysag. Although they had accepted 

the Urbarium at the Diet of 1790-1791, it became standard 

practice for them to circumvent the law to the detriment of 

the jObbagysag. When the law was violated, as it fre­

quently was, the peasants' condition became burdensome. 61 

Richard Bright, an English observer in this period, was 

shocked to learn from a reliable and well-informed estate 

manager that a jobbagy was often compelled to perform robot 

dut Y at least double that of the lawful limit of one hun­

dred and four days a year. 62 To make matters worse, the 

jobbagysag were forced to provide their robot at most inop­

portune times. Deputy Somsich pointed out for example that 

each day during the harvest season had the value of six 

ordinary days because a delay in harvesting the crop could 

result in spoilage. Somsich deemed it a miscarriage of 
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justice "to permit the jobbagy's entire prime time to be 

exploited by his landlord on such critical occasions." It 

was, as Somsich put it, "a grave loss both to the peasants 

and to the national,well-being."63 

The gentry also systematically cheated the jobbagy­

sag on overtime robot. Legally a peasant was entitled to 

two florins per day for overtime labour and six or seven 

florins per day for additional use of his plow. Instead, 

as Deputy La Motte pointed out, he was frequently coerced 

into accepting only ten to twenty kreutzers per day for 

both services combined. 64 The gentry further exploited 

the jObbagysag through the abuse of noble monopolies such 

as flour milling by charging the peasants excessive fees 

for such essential services. 65 

More serious still was the gentry's systematic 

seizure of the jobbagysag's clearings and pastures. 66 

These lands provided the gentry with the opportunity to 

introduce herds of sheep on a large scale, a potentially 

lucrative enterprise in view of the demand for wooL67 

To the jObbagysag, however, these infringements meant 

total financial ruine Th~y no longer had room for grazing 

their cattle and horses. Frequently they had to give up 

their livestock and hence they lost their sources of meat, 

butter, cheese and milk. Many a jobbagy finally had to 

surrender his landholdings and become a cottager, servant, 

agricultural labourer or vagrant. 68 

The gentry's circumvention of the Urbarium not only 
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alienated the peasants but it deprived the Vienna Govern­

ment of tax revenue as well. If the jObbagy situation was 

to be improved on the basis of the Urbarium, it would be 

due to the efforts of the Habsburgs who, by virtue of their 

economic and political position,· exercised considerable 

influence in Magyar society. 

The Austrian Emperor possessed extensive economic, 

military and political power· due to his position as King of 

Hungary. He·owned the lucrative salt monopoly and all the 

mines in Hungary. He levied most taxes, which were paid 

almost. exclusively by the jObbagysa2' controlled external 

trade and determined the strength of Hungarian regiments. 

His administrative powers rested in two agencies, the Vice 

Regency and the Hungarian Chancellery.69 Both of these 

agencies could redress grievances between members of the 

various classes. The administrative influence of the King 

was restricted, however, by the fact that he had to deal 

with fifty-two semi-independent County administrations. 

The King could issue executive decrees but the Counties 

often challenged these orders. Consequently the Vienna 

Government frequently had to dispatch royal commissioners 

and even armed troops in an attempt to force the Counties 

to comply.70 

Besides his administrative role, the King had the 

sole authority to convoke the Diet. Although he was 

legally required to call the Diet into session every three 

years, the King often ignored his responsibility. He had 
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the privilege of determining legislative priorities and he 

often took. advantage of this prerogative to force the Diet 

to consider legislation it would never contemplate by 

itself. The King also possessed a royal veto over the 

decisions of the Diet. 7l 

The Royal Government exerted a strong influence in 

the Upper House, which in turn, wielded a veto over the 

Lower House. The Upper House was composed of Greek and 

Roman Catholic bishops and archbishops, Royal governors 

and County Lord Lieutenants, secular magnates and the 

so-called regalistae. Th~ regalistae were named by the 

King for a limited time, whenever he wished to ensure a 

majority for the Government in the Upper House. However, 

this was seldom necessary because the King cou Id usually 

depend on aIl the prelates and most of the magnates, who 

owed their position to the Habsburg monarchy. As weIl, 

the Upper House was presided over by the Palatine, or Vice 

Regent, traditionally a member of the Habsburg dynasty.72 

The Habsburgs secured their political position soon 

after their accession to Hungary's throne when they endowed 

a select group of the Hungarian nobility with titles, large 

tracts of land and certain extraordinary privileges. 73 

These magnates enjoyed the titles of Prince, Count, Baron, 

and eventually represented 168 families. 74 By the early 

nineteenth century the magnates' average land tenure 

amounted to some 100,000 acres per family. This repre­

sented an estate which was at least fifteen times greater 
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th an the largest gentry holding. 75 The magnates were for­

bidden by law to mortgage their property and in the event 

of the extinction of a magnate line the property reverted 

to the Crown. 

The special privileges of the magnates included the 

right of all males to sit in the Upper House for life, pro­

vided they had reached majority age. The· magnates' titles 

also gave them the right to participate in the debates of 

the Lower House and they could even seek election to the 

Lower House'without prejudicing their position in the Upper 

House. 76 Law IX of 1687 contained a further privilege for 

the magnates. It was passed in the difficult years follow­

ing the Turkish occupation and was supported by the Habs­

burgs. Itallowed magnates to renege on all debts as long 

as they were negotiated with non-nobles. 77 

In order to supervise their extensive tenures, mag­

nates engaged estate managers and as a consequence they no 

longer had compelling reasons for residing permanently in 

Hungary.78 The Habsburgs tempted the magnates with honours 

and important positions both at Court and in Imperial gov­

ernment. Sorne magnates left their estates in Hungary and 

became absentee landlords. They moved to Vienna, affected 

foreign customs and abandoned the Magyar language and cul­

ture in favour of German and French. 79 Sorne magnates out­

side Hungary lived on such a lavish scale that they were 

even criticized by their peers for the outflow of large 

sums of money. The Croatian economic expert, Baron Miklos 



Skerlecz, for example, estimated that magnates living in 

Vienna alone accounted for an annual financial drain from 

Hungary of 860,000 florins. 80 
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By tpe early nineteenth century the Habsburgs had 

succeeded, for the most part, in isolating the wealthiest 

and potentially the most powerful class in Magyar society. 

The magnates were indifferent to affairs in Hungary except 

for issues which affected their well-being. Even at the 

height of the Age of Reform relatively few of them attended 

sessions in the Upper House and hardly any participated in 

County government. 8l Count Istvan szechenyi observed that 

"magnates consider a rabbit or a fox more interesting th an 

their fatherland. They seldom, if ever, attend County 

assemblies. • • • They think only of themselves."82 

The effect of the isolation and apathy of the mag­

nates was the creation of tension and conflict between the 

magnat~$ and the jobbagysag. When the magnates became 

absentee land lords they left their estates in the hands of 

overseers whose oppressive practices alienated the peas­

antry. A contemporary estate manager remarked to the 

author Ferenc Kazinczy that he generally did whatever he 

pleased on his master's estate since the magnate only occa­

sionally paid a visit to inspect the fields, at which time 

he would inquire about the harvest but never really look at 

anything. 83 

Relations between the magnates and the gentry were 

also strained, primarily for economic reasons. The papal 
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Nuncio in,Vienna, Ostini, observed that certain wealthy 

rnembers of the gentry had advanced large loans to the rnag­

nates during the relatively prosperous tirne of the war 

years. Successive devaluations of the Hungarian currency 

during and after the war benefited the rnagnates because 

they were able to pay off their gentry creditors in vir­

tually worthless paper currency and this ruined the gen­

try.84 Ostini contended that the gentry had advanced too 

rnuch rnoney to the rnagnates and hence, they had ruined thern­

selves. There is little evidence to support Ostini's view. 

In fact, the rnagnates had overextended their credits by 

contracting large loans, principally frorn Viennese bankers. 

When a prolonged depression in the l820's left the rnagnates 

ternporarily insolvent, they invoked Law IX of 1687 and 

refused to repay their non-noble creditors. 85 Foreign 

bankers were angered when authorities in Hungary refused to 

carry out foreclosures authorized by Austrian courts. At 

best, Hungarian courts would assign only a negligible por­

tion of the debtors' annual incornes to the creditors. The 

result of the rnagnates' action was that international bank­

ing houses would no longer extend credit to any Hungarian 

noblernan, including the gentry.86 

The gentry resented the fact that the rnagnates 

could legally repay their debts in devalued currency. 

The gentry could no longer contract loans frorn foreign 

bankers because of the irresponsibility of the rnagnates. 

The Habsburgs, by supporting the rnagnates' special right 
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to cancel their debts, had successfully created antagonism 

between the magnates and the gentry.87 

The Habsburgs derived sorne benefit from the tension 

between the magnates and the gentry, and they were able to 

use the political conflict between the armalists and the· 

gentry to even greater advantage. Through an executive 

order in 1819 Vienna decreed that the Counties had to per­

mit the participation of poor armalist nobles in County 

government even though many of them no longer owned any 

land. 88 This resulted in the influx of a large number of 

armalists into County poli tics, which drew them closer to 

the regime, and at the same time weakened the gentry's base 

of political power. The gentry were in no position to 

accuse the Vienna Government of meddling because the de cree 

conformed to the Tripartitum, which expressly stated that 

aIl noblemen were equals and had equal rights. 89 · 

The armalists began to make common cause with the 

Vienna Government in the wake of the decree. They soon 

represented a majority in many County assemblies and with 

threats of violence they succeeded for a time in creating 

obstructions and other difficulties for the gentry repre­

sentatives. 90 

The Habsburgs not only took advantage of antago­

nisms between the various strata of the nobility, they also 

capitalized on the animosity between the jObbagysag and the 

nobles by demanding that the gentry comply with the terms 

of the Urbarium. The primary intention of the Vienna 
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Government in promulgating the Urbarium was to preserve its 

rightful share of the tax revenue. Vienna believed that 

the peasantry's minor rights would ensure their economic 

solvency and hence provide a steady source of income for 

the Crown. When Vienna insisted that the gentry adhere to 

the Urbarium, they not only insisted on their right to tax 
. 

funds but also appeared to protect the peasants from exces-

sive exploitation by the gentry. Consequently, the peas-

antry regarded the Urbarium as their permanent bulwark 

against gentry excesses and looked upon the Habsburgs as 

their protectors. They were drawn closer to the Vienna 

Government whenever royal commissioners, the Vice Regency 

or the Hungarian Chancell~ry redressed their grievances. 

Besides the conflicts among the various Magyar 

classes, and in addition to their affairs with the Habs-

burgs, the non-Magyar minorities also affected the growth 

of Magyar national awareness. Hungary of the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries was composed of several national­

ities, aIl culturally and ethnically distinct, among which 

no single group represented a clear majority of the popula-

tion. Each of the various nationalities were in fact a 

minority both within Hung .. 'ry and within the Habsburg Empire. 

Although Magyars were the largest single. minority and the 

most· affluent in Hungary, non-Magyars represented nearly 

70% of Hungary's fourteen million population. 91 

At the beginning of the Reform Era the importance 

of the minorities, vis-à-vis the Magyars, was twofold. 



First1y, after a long period of relative tranqui1ity, the 

leaders of the national minorities began to make demands 

than ran contrary to the Magyars' interests and that 

created tension between them. This tension continued, 
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and even increased, during the Era of Reform and affected 

the growth of Magyar national awareness. Second1y, since 

sorne of the minorities possessed a privi1eged 1ega1 status 

in certain respects, the Habsburgs were presented with an 

opportunity to keep this tension and conf1ict between the 

Magyars and the minorities a1ive. By insisting on the 

minorities' rights in sorne cases and by encouraging their 

national aspirations in other instances, the Habsburgs 

cou1d 1ega11y interfere in the affairs of Hungary to keep 

the society fragmented. 

In this respect, the most important minorities in 

Hungary during the Vormarz were the Slovaks, Serbs, Rouma­

nians, Slovenes and Germans. The Slovaks, numbering about 

1,700,000,92 1ived in the unproductive northern high1ands 

of Hungary, and constituted the 1argest non-Magyar minority. 

The c1ergy and nobi1ity, either Magyar or Slovak, spoke 

Latin and for a long time he1d the vu1gar Slovak of the 

lower classes in contempt. Having occupied the region in 

the tenth century, Magyars regarded the Slovaks as a con­

quered people. Magyar domination of the Slovaks was masked 

by the fact that both they and the Slovak nobi1ity and 

c1ergy spoke the same 1anguage. 93 

Of a11 the minorities, the Serbs were the most 
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privileged. They numbered approximately 1,300,00094 and 

inhabited the southern frontier region, known as the 

Militargrenze,95 which was formally administered by the 

Habsburgs since 1690. The Serbs enjoyed de facto autonomy 

under the leadership of their Orthodox priests and vojvode. 

The society was cohesive, since aIl Serbs were free men 

speaking the sarne language. 96 

The Roumanians numbered about 2-1/2 million per­

sons, but they were more scattered and less politically and 

culturally uniform th an the Serbs. Approximately one mil­

lion lived in Transylvania, 150,000 on the Military Fron­

tier, and a further 1,300,000 were spread throughout 

Hungary.97 

Although the Croats, numbering one million, and the 

Slovenes, counting less th an 50,000,98 were fewer in num­

ber, they also enjoyed a privileged position. Th~ Kingdom 

of Croatia and Slovenia was an associate Kingdom of Hungary 

and, while the Croats had their own Diet, they could send 

two additional, elected representatives to the Hungarian 

Diet. The Croatian Kingdom was socially and culturally 

fragmented since the lower classes spoke the language of 

the Serbs whereas the clergy and nobility used Latin as the 

official language. 99 

The 1,100,000 Germans were fewer than some of the 

other minorities but they occupied, for the most part, a 

unique and privileged position. 100 Approximately half of 

them lived in free cities which possessed royal charters 
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and were outside the jurisdict~on of the gentry~dominated 

County governments.· Th~ financial affairs of the cities 

were controlled by the Royal Chamber (Hofkammer) but the 

cities were governed by their own elected magistrates and 

were corporate bodies enjoying ~ jure noble status. They 

sent representatives to the Hungarian Diet but they were 

unable to cooperate with the Magyar gentry Deputies who 

criticized them for their Habsburg sympathies and their 

use of the German tongue. 10l The fifty-three free cities, 

with a total population of 711,000,102 were not only pre­

dominantly German and Habsburg controlled, but they domi~ 

nated the commercial life of the country. In the words of 

a contemporary observer, "such was the power of German in 

all other walks of life as well that it was necessary for 

everyone to know it.,,103 

Until the end of the eighteenth century there was 

little conflict between the Magyars and the other national­

ities. Hungarian society was structured principally along 

divisions of class and religion, rather th an nationality 

and language. Although the majority of Hungary's ruling 

classes were Magyar noblemen,104 the y identified with their 

non-Magyar fellow nobles rather than with their own classes. 

By the l790's, however, the situation was changing. 

At the Temesvar Congress in 1790 the Serbs produced their 

Supplex Libellus Valachorum, demanding an independent 

nation state within the framework of the Austrian Empire. 10s 

These demands caused sorne fear among the Magyar Deputies at 
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the 1790-1791 Diet who began to feel that the Serbs were. 

trying to. create astate within a state. For a short time 

Austria encouraged Serb aspirations and even established an 

Illyrian Chancellery in Vienna staffed with Serbsympa­

thizers. l06 

The Roumanians were similarly encouraged by a 

report entitled lucru nearnului (The Affairs of the Nation), 

prepared by two pro-Roumanian officiaIs in Vienna. l07 The 

report suggested that the Roumanians become a privileged 

nation in Transylvania, and that they should have more 

representatives in the administration and Chancellery. 

The Transylvanian Diet rejected such ideas in 1791, but 

Magyars remained concerned about a possible Roumanian 

challenge to their authority.l08 

At the sarne time, Croats to the Diet resisted the 

introduction of Magyar as the official language in the 

Kingdom of Croatia and insisted that Latin remain as the 

official tongue. For political reasons the Croats were 

supported at this Diet by the Habsburgs. l09 

Whereas the Magyars' problems with the minorities 

were a comparatively recent development, religious schism 

in Hungary had been one of the oldest obstacles to Magyar 

unity. During the Turkish occupation most Magyar nobles 

and commoners becarne Protestants whereas Hungary's western 

frontier region, which remained in Christian hands during 

the Turkish era, retained its Roman Catholic character. 

When the two Hungaries were reunited at the end of the 
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'Seventeenth century, two major denominations, emerged with 

the Protestants in the majority. However, tpe Roman Cath­

olic Habsburgs' proselytizing efforts throughout, the eigh­

teenth century reduced the number of Protestants and by the 

nineteenth, century they represented approximately one-third 

of Hungary's Magyar population. 110 The process of conver­

sion, pursued at times with excessive vigor and cruelty by 

the Catholics, left relations between the two Christian 

groups strained to the extent that before the Age of Reform 

Catholic and Protestant Deputies in the Lower House would 

no longer sit at the sarne tables. lll 

The Catholic clergy, which numbered about 16,000, 

was divided into higher, middle and lower strata. Only 

the upper and middle Catholic clergy were permitted to go 

to the Diet as clerical representatives. All bishops and 

archbishops were considered as higher nObility, were auto­

matically entitled to sit with the magnates in the Upper 

House, and could inherit farnily property. Abbots, pro­

vosts, canons and rectors were considered as middle nobil­

ity. They automatically sat in the Lower House but could 

not inherit farnily property in excess of 5,000 florins. 112 

The higher and middle Catholic clergy supported Habsburg 

policies, and Vienna, through them, controlled a large part 

of the Hungarian lower classes. 113 

Protestant clergy could attend the Diet as weIl, 

but only if they were noblemen or residents of free cities 

and were elected as a Deputy to the Lower House. The 
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poorer, 1andless lower c1ergy of both denominations were 

denied po1itica1 participation and on the eve of the Reform 

Era they had become estranged from the hierarchy.1l4 Sig­

nificant1y, this mass of lower c1ergy provided the majority 

of teachers for Hungary's schools. 

Since the administration of. schoo1s was a church 

function in Hungary, the Catho1ic-Protestant schism a1so 

affected education. In 1608 the Habsburgs, in an attempt 

to gain the support of inf1uentia1 Protestant nob1emen, 

promu1gated the Imperial Toleration Patentl15 whereby Prot­

estants were granted relative educationa1 autonomy. They 

could choose their language of instruction and they enjoyed 

sorne freedom in the choice of curricula. They were per­

mitted to publish their own textbooks, but only with the 

approval of a Habsburg censor. The situation with Catho­

lics was somewhat different. Through the Decrees of 1777 

and 1806, the Ratio Educationis l and II, Vienna sought to 

standardize Catholic education by maintaining censorship 

over curricula and by making Latin the compulsory language 

of instruction. They were successful in controlling Roman 

Catholic schools, partly because the hierarchy supported 

Habsburg policies and partly because Catholicism was the 

official religion. 116 

The conflicts and stresses in Magyar society were 

aggravated by the economic crisis which culminated in the 

period immediately after the Napoleonic Wars. Agricultural 

producers were the hardest hit by the postwar depression 
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and·this sharpened aIl the existing economic rivalries, the 

most crucial of which was the struggle between the jobbagy­

sag and the gentry. The' gentry had limited financial 

resources and could remain solvent only by exploiting the 

. bb' , JO agysag. The peasantry saw their only hope of survival 

in the Habsburgs who also used this economic. distress to 

forestall progress toward Magyar unit y by siding with the 

peasants against their gentry lords. 

The Habsburgs, in their attempt to rule a multi-

national Empire, encouraged class divisions among Magyars 

and used the growing tension between Magyars and the minor-

ities to their own advantage. They created a specially 

privileged magnate class and exploited the discords between 

the gentry and the armalists as well as between the gentry 

d h . bb' , an t e JO agysag. The aim of the Vienna Government was 

to keep Magyar society fragmented and to isolate the gen­

try,ll7 the only group capable, under the prevailing cir-

cumstances, of.leading a national movement. 

Despite the fragmentation of Magyar society on the 

eve of Reform, certain manifestations of increasing Magyar 

awareness appeared as early as the second half of the eigh-

teenth century among sorne Catholic and Protestant educators .• 
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FOOTNOTES 

CHAPTER l 

2See especia11y the report of Alajos Hoffman, 
Privatbib1iothek, 15 fasc., No. 6, concerning the po1icies 
of Leopold II, who wished to obstruct the Diet of 1790-
1791, encourage Serb separatism and pit the Hungarian bour~ 
geoisie against the Magyar nobi1ity. A1so see Kaunitz's 
remark to the effect that the Magyar nobi1ity wou1d have to 
be weakened. This was in response to a simi1ar Staatsrat 
reso1ution (537:1791), both of which are cited in the Pa1a­
tine's 1etter of 24 February 1791 (Samme1buch 91). In 1790 
Kaunitz a1so wrote, "I am convinced that now, more th an 
ever before, the princip1e of div ide et impE!ra is essen­
tia1." The documents are cited in E. Ma1yusz, ed., SAndor 
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CHAPTER II 

RELIGION AND EDUCATION 

The religious schism in Hungary, evident before the 

Age of Reform, extended into education as weIl. Protes­

tants and Roman Catholics managed their own schools and 

developed different attitudes towards learning. The Cath­

olic hierarchy was strongly influenced by the Habsburgs 

and tended to urge devotion to the dynasty. This was more 

true for the higher clergy th an it was for the lower 

clergy, especially in education. Protestants, for their 

part, mainly encouraged their students to be loyal to the 

prevailing social order. 

Two significant developments took place in religion 

during the Age of Reform which aided the progress of 

Magyarism and reflected the growing Magyar national aware­

ness. First, in the Diet the Catholic and Protestant secu­

lar Deputies came to an understanding, based on Magyarism, 

and began to offer resistance to the hierarchy and its sup­

port of ViennaIs policies. Secondly, within the Catholic 

Chur ch the hierarchy was becoming less influential in the 

Diet and the lower clergy, through education, was having a 

greater impact th an before. Francis l disliked clergy who 

interfered in politics and he refused to utilize their 
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influence in the Diet. As a result, in the view of a con-· 

temporary observer, "within thirty years of his reign the 

clergy in the Diet was virtually powerless."l 

At the same time, younger members of the clergy, 

particularly those of non-noble origin, turned to educa­

tion as a means of advancement. Education had been the 

preserve of the noble classes, but by the beginning of the 

nineteenth century this was no longer true. By then there 

were 9,300 lower clergy teaching in elementary schools and 

another 900 in the higher schools. 2 

Teaching and the priesthood were virtually synony­

mous in the Catholic Church, but in Protestant schools, 

which were attended by most of the gentry, the churches 

took great care to select talented students, regardless 

of class, for secular teachers. These pedagogues were 

dispersed in Hungary's village and small town elementary 

schools where they were considered honoratiori. If a stu­

dent showed exceptional promise, he was sent abroad to such 

centers as Jena, Gottingen and Utrecht. 3 When these schol­

ars returned they invariably filled highly respected pro­

fessorial chairs in higher education and as a consequence 

the lower classes, through their clerical and teaching 

positions, began to have an impact on the education and 

thought of the nobility.4 It was primarily through the 

foreign-trained scholars that the nobles became exposed 

to the ide as of Romanticism, liberalism and nationalism, 

then popular in Western Europe. 



70 

The Habsburgs, at the beginning of the Reform Era, 

were disturbed by these developments in education and by 

the influx of Western European ideas. The French Revolu­

tion of 1789 prompted Vienna to promulgate Law IV of 1790-

1791 which forbade graduate students to visit foreign uni­

versities unless they obtained a special Government per­

mit. 5 In this way the Habsburgs were able to restrict the 

travel of students to the West, but they were not able to 

stop it entirely. Even more important for the growth of 

Magyar national awareness was the fact that the ideas of 

Romanticism and nationalism had already penetrated to the 

lower levels of the education system. 

As early as the middle of the eighteenth century 

there were signs that even Catholic teachers, generally 

regarded as supporters of the Habsburgs, were teaching in 

Magyar and encouraging Magyar patriotism among their 

pupils. 6 Evidence of this is clearly available in the 

form of the textbooks of that periode In this respect, 

one of the most important books was Franz Wagner's 

Universae Phraseologia Latinae Corpus, which first 

appeared in Trnava in 1750. Although the book was 

written, published and used by Jesuits, it was designed 

to arouse patriotic feelings in Magyar children. The 

text of the work was composed in Latin but it contained 

parallel translations in German, Slovak and Magyar. The 

German and Slovak translations were literaI, but the 

Magyar versions invariably contained patriotic messages. 
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For example, the Latin phrase "Decrevi me Philosophiae 

dare" was translated verbatim into German and Slovak. In 

Magyar, however, the passage was changed to read "I am 

determined--it is my intention--to learn the wisdom of the 

world, to dedicate my life to science, and oh, some day in 

the glorious Magyar tongue." The expression "Urbem 

strenue' defendit" became, in the Magyar translation, 

"Valiantly did Miklos Zrinyi defend the city."7 Magyar 

sentences were for the most. part extended, unlike the 

laconic German and Slovak translations, and were specif­

ically designed to provide opportunities for Magyar chil­

dren to exercise their mother tongue. 

Wagner's text was reprinted in 1760 and was in 

steady use until the early nineteenth century, parti cu­

larly among jObbagy children. The work is important for 

it shows that some of the Catholic Magyar intelligentsia 

were not only interested in educating the lower classes 

but instructed their pupils in the Magyar Romantic spirit 

as weIl. 

I. L. Hanyoki's Harmas Kis Tükor (Triple Small Mir­

rors) was also used extensively in Magyar schools. It was 

first printed in 1771 and by 1849 over a hundred printings 

appeared. The text was designed only as an introductory 

work for Protestant village schools, but was so weIl 

received that within a few years it was adopted in Prot­

estant and Catholic middle schools. 8 

The author used question and answer passages, brief 
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verses and clever catch words to characterize great men in 

Hungarian history and to appeal to the patriotism of his 

young readers. Pupils were asked the provocative question 

"To which nation do you belong?" The correct reply was "I 

belong to the Magyar nation." They were taught a fifteenth­

century saying "Extra Hungariam non est vita; si est vita, 

non est ita." g This was a reminder to the children that 

once before, during the reign of Matthias Corvinus, Hungary 

had attained a high degree of culture, political influence 

and national self-esteem. 

Hanyoki carefully selected historical episodes 

which showed that Hungary produced valiant heroes who 

defied Habsburg tyranny. For example, he discussed the 

Bocskai uprising by writing: "Aware that his suit with 

the Emperor was hopeless, Bocskai decided to safeguard 

his own cause by resorting to arms."lO When Hanyoki dis­

cussed the subsequent peace treaty he revealed the cause 

of the uprising: "The Emperor concluded an agreement with 

Bocskai, agreeing that the Protestant faith henceforth 

shall be free. ll Alert students recognized that Bocskai 

had launched his uprising because the Habsburgs had 

oppressed the Protestant faith. The author declared that 

Rakoczi's revolt "created quite a tumult" and suggested 

that "both Emperors Leopold and Joseph endeavoured to 

pacify the insurgents with gracious promises.:2 Every 

Magyar child of Hanyoki's time knew what "pacification 

through gracious promises" really meant. 
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Hanyoki was the first Hungarian au th or to mention 

the condition of the jobbAgy in a critical sense. He 'con­

cluded the account of the 1514 peasant uprising by writing: 

"For their rebellion the nobles put the peasants under a 

great yoke under which they are still groaning."13 

The importance of Harmas Kis Tükor lies in the 

fact that at a time when Latin was almost the exclusive 

language of instruction, particularly ~n Catholic schools, 

Hanyoki's book was the only school text written in Magyar. 

Many years before the reconciliation between Protestants 

and Catholics, Roman Catholic schools, even sorne convents, 

adopted this Protestant text, indicating that sorne Catho­

lic educators put Magyarism ahead of religion. The effect 

of Hanyoki's text was that by the time Magyar pupils com­

pleted their studies they were aware that Hungary was 

ruled by foreigners whose interests opposed their own. 

They were taught that only Habsburg treachery kept Hungary 

from becoming a great and rich nation once again. Many 

of Hungary's future leaders, such as the author Ferenc 

Kazinczy and the statesman Lajos Kossuth, spoke with 

enthusiasm and affection about the unforgettable influ­

ence the book had on them. 14 

In schools of higher learning the Vienna Govern­

ment's censorship was more severe than in the lower form 

schools and consequently most Magyar professors found 

books and the official curricula inadequate, especially 

in history. As a result professors began to teach history 
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from their unpublished lecture notes. Many of them taught· 

the ideas of Romanticism and influenced their pupils among 

whom many were of noble origine 

One such educator was the Gottingen alumnus Jozsef 

Laczai Szabo, who taught history at the Protestant gymna­

sium at sarospatak from 1807 until 1828. His manuscript 

Magyar Orszag Historiaja, written in 1804, criticized the 

Habsburgs for their religious persecution of Hungary's 

Protestants and for their suppression of rebels like 

Bocskai and Rakoczi. 

By examples from Swedish history Szabo showed how 

in other nations noblemen respected the peasants and gained 

their loyalty. Szabo's aristocratie pupils learned that 

there were ways of dealing with peasants other than through 

coe~ion and trickery. He quoted the Danish King Freder­

ick V who, in his dying words, advised his son: 

You can become a great and illustrious monarch only if 
you consider carefully, before you issue any order, 
whether you would wish to obey such a command from 
your King if you were a serf.lS 

Another professor, Ezsaias Budai, influenced young 

noblemen through his teaching at the Reformed Collegium in 

Debrecen between 1793 and 1841. Budai wrote a three-volume 

work, Magyar Orszag Historiaja, which became an official 

text in Protestant schools. However, he did not use these 

books in his lectures because he had been forced to omit or 

alter certain historical events in order to avoid censor-

ship and these changes conflicted with his personal 
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convictions. He chose instead to lecture from his notes. 

Budai criticized overtaxation of poor Magyar commoners by 

the Vienna Government, the Jesuits' excesses against Magyar 

Protestants, and the meddling of the Austrian Court in the 

affairs of Hungary's nObility.16 

In 1803 Budai became the first to write a world 

history in the Magyar tongue. It was written at the insis­

tence of the Rector, Lajos Domokos, because professors at 

the Collegium had been lecturing in Magyar since 1798 with­

out a guiding text. 17 Budai's criticism of the Habsburgs' 

role in Hungary only appeared indirectly since he wished 

to avoid censorship. Nevertheless, in a passage purport­

edly inspired by the Bible, but in fact prompted by the 

ideals of the Enlightenment, Budai declared that all men 

were of common origin and equals regardless of race, colour 

or nationality. Rulers who exploited natives under the 

guise of self-proclaimed superiority were to be despised. 18 

This was a thinly veiled reference to Austria's domination 

of Hungary. 

Jozsef Csengery, professor of history at the 

Reformed Collegium at sarospatak from 1824 until 1850, was 

the most prominent among those who helped to promote dis­

affection with the Austrian regime. He skillfully applied 

the lessons of world history to Austro-Hungarian affairs. 

In his manuscript Europa politikai megtekintese l825-be, 

Csengery wrote that the people were no longer content with 

privileges issuing from the largesse of sovereigns: they 
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desired freedom based on human rights and dignity. He 'con­

sidered England the only European nation where the dignity 

of man was vouchsafed and indirectly chastised the Magyar 

nobility by condemning the French aristocracy. According 

to Csengery, France had lost her honour, and the esteem of 

Europe, because of her aristocracy. He even attacked the 

Austrian Government, saying that Austria was the true home 

of despotism, and the only merit of her Government was its 

desire to make despotism tolerable. 19 

Many Roman Catholic teachers in higher education, 

especially the Piarists, defied the Vienna Government and 

the Ratio by teaching most subjects, including history, 

in the Magyar tongue. So effective were these Catholic 

schools in transmitting Magyarism that in the opinion of 

Kossuth, who attended a Piarist gymnasium,20 the Revolu­

tion of 1848 would have never come about without their 

inspiration. 21 

To counteract the teaching of Magyarism in Roman 

Catholic history courses, the Vienna Government introduced 

in 1801 a compulsory official history of Hungary written 

in Latin. 22 The three-volume text, prepared by the pro­

Habsburg Court clergyman Georg Pray, was designed for use 

in Hungary's Catholic middle schools. However, it was 

completely beyond the comprehension of the thirteen to 

eighteen year old students, many of whom knew only Magyar. 

The book presented a one-sided picture of the Habsburg 

rule in Hungary and ignored such episodes as the 
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persecution of Protestants. Despite its official sponsor­

ship, or perhaps because of it, the text was never used in 

any Catholic schools. Much to the displeasure of the Habs­

burgs, Catholic professors continued to dictate their own 

lecture notes, mostly in Magyar and in the Magyar spirit. 23 

The Vienna Government took great pains to arrest 

the spread of this practice in Catholic schools. In 1813 

a Piarist gymnasium was accused by the Government of teach­

ing Magyar in defiance of the ban, and a similar charge was 

made against the piarist gymnasium at Szeged in the early 

l830's.24 In 1833 Chancellor Reviczky was angered by a 

report that the Lyceum at Szeged was giving its public 

final oral examinations in the Magyar tongue. A further 

inquiry revealed that the Lyceum and its adjunct, the gym­

nasium, also taught many subjects in Magyar. The director 

of the school was reprimanded and ordered to comply with 

the Ratio. 25 

The teaching of Magyar patriotic ideas in the 

Magyar tongue continued, however, and became an important 

feature of the pre-Reform era. Commoners and nobles were 

equally exposed to these influences because noble children, 

except for the most well-to-do, attended village schools 

along with peasant children. Even higher schools catered 

to a large percentage of commoners. This practice con­

tributed to the graduaI breaking down of barriers among 

the classes and promoted the acceptance into society of 

the educated non-noble honoratiori. 26 
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The weak point of Hungary's educational system lay 

in the absence or po or quality of school facilities in the 

underprivileged rural districts. 27 Many villages had no 

schools at aIl and in others the teaching personnel were 

incompetent. 28 In 1806 Count Lasz16 Teleki, one of the 

earliest proponents of universal education in the Magyar 

spirit, related the poor quality of rural education to the 

choice of village teachers, who were selected from the low­

est segments of society. According to Teleki, these peda­

gogues did not teach peasant children useful knowledge. 

They wasted their precious time by having to memorize Latin 

phrases at the expense of their native Magyar tongue. 

Educational facilities for the urban lower classes 

were also poor, according to Teleki. Teachers were so 

incompetent that they frequently needed instruction them­

selves, and the occasional good teacher was not suffi­

ciently rewarded. In the smaller towns future artisans 

and petty shopkeepers were taught knowledge with little 

practical value. Besides Latin, they studied su ch sub­

jects as Roman and Greek geography and antiquities. Stu­

dents destined for occupation in shops or trades wasted 

four or five years in such schools. 29 

Although many nobles, having been exposed to 

Romanticist and liberal educational influences, were aware 

of the shortcomings in their educational system, the demand 

for reform came predominantly from the public outside the 

Diet. An anonymous writer in Fels8 Magyarorszagi Minerva 
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for example, declared that 

Latin should be taught only to those who wish to embark 
on careers in the ministry or law; those who have no 
such inclination should study their respective career 
topics only in the Magyar tongue.30 

In a similar article in Tudomanyos Gyüjtemeny another 

author added that most students left school after three or 

fouryears to enter trade and Latin was completely useless 

to them. 3l 

The question of Latin in the schools became the 

concern of a large group of influential Deputies at the 

Diet of 1825-1827. One representative of this group said: 

Our children learn only Latin and when they leave 
school after eight years they hardly know anything. 
If Magyar was taught in our schools then pupils would 
learn every other discipline with far greater ease. 
Poorer children especially, whose parents cannot 
afford to keep them in school for too long, would 
have a better opportunity to learn more practical 
subjects. 32 

By the time of the 1825-1827 Diet the Magyar intelligentsia 

had become concerned about substituting Magyar for Latin in 

the schools for the lower classes and this common objective 

tended to submerge ill feelings between Catholics and Prot­

estants. 33 Secular leaders of both faiths recognized that 

Magyarism would fail to grow if they did not reconcile 

their differences. They had to unite in order to combat 

the educational policies of the Habsburgs, which compelled 

Catholics to teach only in Latin. 

Deputies were also aware that the success of Magyar 

education in the villages particularly depended on the coop-

eration of Catholic and Protestant lower clergymen and 
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their assistants. These educators could communicate mean­

ingfully with the peasantry and introduce them to the 

Magyar tongue in the village schools. According to Deputy 

Bartal, the question was not only the elimination of Latin 

from the curriculum. In his view it was equally important 

to introduce non-Magyar peasant children to the Magyar 

tongue. Bartal believed that in this way new generations 

of jobbagy children, both Magyar and non-Magyar, would 

grow up being proficient in the Magyar tongue instead of 

Latin. 

The question of minority influences in Hungary 

stimulated interest among the Deputies and the subject was 

discussed at length in the Diet, with great emphasis on the 

activities of the clergy in the educational realm. Accord­

ing to Deputy Horvath, many localities in Bekes and Fejer 

Counties had become Magyarized owing to the activities of 

the Magyar clergy. Deputy Frimm said that in Erlau County 

the Magyar tongue had made such strides since 1790 that 

only two non-Magyar priests cou Id be found in the entire 

diocese. 

Other Deputies were less enthusiastic about the 

progress of Magyar. Deputy Bartal observed that it might 

be true that the nation had made great advances in Magyar 

since 1790 but this was not true in aIl regions. Pozsony 

County was inundated with clergy from Austria who did not 

know the Magyar tongue and hence the Magyar char acter of 

the entire area was in danger. Deputy Nemetszeghy believed 
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that su ch an influx of foreign clergy would not be possible 

if Magyar land lords insisted on engaging only Magyar 

priests for their jObb!gy villages. Unfortunately, many 

Magyar nobles were too indifferenton the language ques­

tion, and this was a menace for Magyarism. Baron Dessewffy 

wished to stop the entry of non-Magyar priests into Hungary 

and proposed a bill that would forbid the ordination of 

priests in Hungary who did not know the Magyar language. 34 

Catholic clergymen in the Lower House opposed the 

public discussion of religious issues, especially when 

Catholic secular Deputies sided openly with the Protestants 

by introducing two proposals on their behalf. One bill 

proposed by the Catholic laymen would have lifted the 

restriction on Protestant students traveling to foreign 

universities. At the time these students were forced to 

obtain special permits from the Vienna Government despite 

the fact that there was no legal restriction on their 

travel abroad.35 Another proposed law would have per­

mitted Catholic pupils to be taught by qualified Protes­

tant instructors, a practice which was forbidden. 

Clerical representatives in the Lower House main­

tained that the Diet had forfeited its jurisdiction over 

these topics because Law IV of 1790-1791 granted Supremae 

Inspectionis to the King over all religious and educational 

issues affecting Protestants. 36 Catholic lay members 

pointed out that they considered this to be treason by 

their clergy, for under the Constitution education was, 
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and always had been, within the jurisdiction of the Diet, 

not of the King. They declared that the Monarch's restric-
~ 

tion of educational opportunities for Protestants was not 

only discrimination but also a prima facie violation of the 

Constitution. 37 

Catholic lay deputies also defended the Protestants 

against the charge made by the Roman Catholic Provost of 

Pozsony: 

If Roman Catholics are taught by Protestants the former 
might become influenced by Naturalism, a doctrine which 
is a menace both to the Protestants and the entire 
nation. A person should only be taught by a member of 
his own religion. 38 

Catholic laymen rejected the Provost's allegation that 

Protestant teachers would spread dangerous ideas in Hungary. 

They contended that if fathers had the dut Y of educating 

children in their own faith then it was unthinkable that a 

Catholic father would deliberately hire a Protestant 

teacher for the purpose of having his child proselytized 

or seduced into Naturalism. They argued that a father 

would consider engaging a Protestant tutor only when he 

failed to find a suitable Catholic instructor. What sort 

of justice was it, the Catholic laymen asked, that per­

mitted Catholics to teach Protestants but prohibited Prot-

estants from teaching Catholics? In effect, the y argued 

that the ban represented an infringement on the rights of 

Catholic fathers. 39 

A Deputy from Bereg County, one of the least devel-

oped regions in Hungary, viewed the prohibition as a 
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serious curtailment of educational opportunities for Cath­

olic children. The Deputy declared that there were many 

localities in Bereg without Catholic schools and it would 

be a denial of the constitutional rights of Roman Catholic 

parents ifthey were forbidden to send their children to 

Protestant schools. 40 These debates indicated the concern 

of lay Deputies for the educational welfare of lower class 

children who suffered most from the prohibition. 

Clerical representatives were adamantly opposed to 

any concession to the Protestants. They pointed out that 

the ban on Protestant studies abroad was wise because Prot­

estants would absorb dangerous and revolutionary doctrines 

in Western EBûope and upon their return they would spread 

these ideas. Roman Catholic lay deputies countered by 

pointing out that not aIl foreign institutions taught dan­

gerous ideas. Why, they inquired, should Protestant youth 

be excluded from visiting foreign universities where dan­

gerous ideas were not present?4l 

The two issues concerning the Protestants reached 

the conservatively minded Upper House which decided to 

maintain the laws of 1790-1791 in their original form. 42 

The sarne issues were revived during the 1830 Diet but after 

a brief discussion they were remanded to a Committee for 

further study.43 Although no laws had been passed dealing 

with educational reform at the 1825-1827 and 1830 Diets, 

Magyar upper class society had become increasingly secular­

ized as a result of the reconciliation of the Protestant 
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and Catholic laymen. 

Public concern continued to center on education, 

as may be seen from an article which appeared in Tudomanyos 

Gyüjtemeny in 1832. The anonymous author criticized the 

Magyar upper classes for neglecting the education of Magyar 

peasants. In his view pedagogues concerned themselves only 

with the upper classes while the needs of the peasant chil-

dren were ignored. The writer maintained that this over-

sight was a grave error because the peasants were not only 

the most numerous but also the most useful members of soci-

ety. How can the nation be happy without satisfying their 

needs? asked the author. 44 His views concerning village 

teachers were strikingly similar to those expressed sorne 

thirty years earlier by the progressive, Count Teleki: 

Our choice of village school teachers is most unfortu­
nate. These teachers come from the ranks of the some­
what more able and richer village children who demon­
strate sorne talent such as playing an instrument or 
especially those who can sing or who are servile in 
helping the school master in menial tasks. They become 
teachers casually, without any formaI training, often 
after only sorne two or three years of teacher appren­
ticeship in sorne other village.45 

The education question also emerged as an important 

issue at the Diet of 1832-1836. In the Lower House the 

progressively minded Deputy Say charged that Hungary still 

did not possess a single trade school and he blamed this 

condition on the contempt in which lower middle class citi-

zens were held by the Magyar nobility. In Say's view the 

result was that Magyar artisans emigrated to neighbouring 

nations where they found both prosperity and respect. 46 



Deputy Beothy declared that it was time for the nation to 

educate the jObbagysag so that they might learn how to 

manage their property and discharge their civic duties as 

future citizens. 47 
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As late as 1833 sorne of Hungary's more remote Coun-

ties lacked school facilities even for the children of 

armalists. At the Lower House Deputy Asztalos described 

the plight of nearly 30,000 armalists in Maramaros, a rela-

tively backward county: 

With the exception of a few towns the entire County has 
only one school. The five towns in the County contain 
one Protestant school each, but Catholics are not per­
mitted to attend them. For this reason the great part 
of the arrnalists remain in ignorance and they do not 
even know how to write. 48 

Deputy Asztalos' remark on education was in fact 

also a religious complaint, since the issues of religion 

and education were inseparable because of clerical control. 

By the time of the 1832-1836 Diet the secularization of 

Magyar upper class society had sharpened the conflict 

between the secular and clerical forceR in the Diet. Sec-

ular Deputies of both faiths stood united against the Roman 

Catholic clerical hierarchy. Kolcsey, who was in regular 

attendance at the Diet, observed: 

What a change! When the Peace of Lintz and the Vienna 
Compact had to be gained with blood who would have 
prophesized then, that in the 1833 Diet the sons of 
Luther and Calvin would watch in silence while the 
correligionists of pazrnany vied with one another to 
speak up on their behalf?49 

Two weeks later Kolcsey reported that Protestants watched 

in silence at the Plenary Sessions as Catholic clerical and 
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Kë1csey the 1ayrnen made numerous en1ightened dec1arations 

and vied with one another in expressing views that wou1d 

engender. the rapprochement of the two Christian sects.50 
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By that time the Roman Catho1ic hierarchy had com­

p1ete1y split with their lait y on most issues and were par­

ticu1ar1y incensed by the Magyarization efforts of the 

Catho1ic 1aymen. The question concerning the use of Magyar 

in Diet rescripts and 1aws came to a vote in the Upper 

House and the pre1ates decided against the measure unani­

mous1y.51 To make matters worse, Bishop A1agovits made 

sorne insu1ting remarks concerning the Lower House and 

ca11ed the 1ibera1 magnates Istvan Szechenyi and Mik10s 

Wesse1enyi traitors to Roman Catho1icism. 52 

Against this inauspicious background debates on the 

re1igious issue continued in the Lower House the fo11owing 

day, 21 February 1833. Deputies Majthenyi and Repas spoke 

up strong1y against the prevai1ing statute,53 which com-

pe11ed prospective Protestant converts to undergo a six-

week period of re1igious instruction in Catho1ic dogma and 

practice. Before a candidate cou1d conc1ude the forma1i-

ties of his conversion he had to prove to his clerical 

instructor's satisfaction that he understood Catho1ic dogma 

and that he still wished to 1eave the Church. 
, , 

Repas con-

sidered the 1aw inva1id because he regarded the Protes-

tants' To1eration Patent of 1608 as the cornerstone of 

re1igious po1icy in Hungary. Deputy Borsinczky maintained 
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that six weeks of instruction was neither necessary nor 

useful nor practical and Deputy Beothy charged that in his 

own County he personally kn~w of instances when the six­

week instruction period was stretched out from twenty to 

thirty years. Tagen, the Canon of Nagyvarad (Grosswardein), 

denied Beothy's allegations and proceeded to heap insults 

on the Deputy. Tagen was berated from all sides and the 

meeting had to be adjourned because of the disorder. Tagen 

was censured for misconduct and temporarily suspended from 

the Diet. 54 

Tagen's conduct was not fully representative of 

clerical behaviour, however, because the same day one of 

his colleagues adopted a more conciliatory policy, admit-

ting clerical abuse of the law. In a relatively temperate 

speech, Canon Mayer of Fehervar recognized that Protestants 

had certain rights, but maintained that Roman Catholics 

possessed even more ancient privileges. He admitted that 

frequently the law in question was abused and prospective 

converts suffered unjustified extensions and delays.55 

On 22 February 1833, the Lower House attempted to 

amend Law 13 so that 

there should be total freedom of conversion from one 
religion to another but with full publicity and dignity 
and with resort to the civil authorities. They would 
appoint a mixed commission to question the candidate 
and if they were satisfied he would be permitted to 
convert at once. 56 

The following day at the Regional Session Deputies 

discussed the charge that Protestants frequently enticed 
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Roman Catholics to abandon their religion. Deputy ComAromy 

considered it an insult that Roman Catholics were forbidden 

to attend Protestant religious services whereas no law for-

bade them to attend Jewish synagogues or the theatre, or 

worse still, taverns, where their morals would be exposed 

to far greater perils than in a Protestant church. Deputy 

La Motte, an arch-conservative in aIl other matters, agreed 

with comaromy. The Lower House voted to abolish this pro-

vision of Law 13. Three days later the Lower House decided 

to abolish a further provision of the same law, one which 

forbade Roman Catholic children to attend Protestant 

schools. 

On 9 March 1833 the Upper House met to consider the 

religious proposaIs of the Lower House. The Prelates unan­

imously opposed the measures but the magnates split into 

two distinct groups, the conservative majority wishing to 

remand the issues to Committee and the liberal minority 

favouring the immediate acceptance of the Lower House pro-

posaIs. 

Baron Szepessy, Bishop of Pecs, represented the 

clerical position and opposed any change on the grounds 

that 

the proposaIs contradicted our very lucid present laws 
and the purpose of the current Diet. Also, they con­
flicted with "parliamentary praxis" and with the pres­
ent discussions in the Diet.57 

The Chief Treasurer of Hungary, a spokesman for the con­

servative magnates, essentially agreed with the hierarchy. 
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He did not feel that new laws were called for because the 

alleged violations involved only individual grievances 

which should be subject to court decisions.. Nevertheless, 

the Treasurer advocated the establishment of a mixed com­

mission to investigate the matter further. Count Szechenyi, 

speaking on behalf of the liberal magnates, demanded that 

the Upper House ratify the Lower House proposals in their 

original form without debate and dispatch them to the King 

for speedy enactment. 58 

Only twenty-three magnates voted in favour of Sze­

chenyi's proposal. The Prelates, despite their undoubted 

moral prestige and influence among the magnates, were 

equally unable to sway the Upper House. The Upper House 

reached a compromise by establishing a Mixed Commission to 

examine the Lower House proposals and to recommend alter­

nate solutions wherever necessary.59 The decision to 

establish a Mixed Commission might have been a signifi­

cant step in the direction of reconciliation. The con­

servative magnates wanted to reassure Protestants and 

their Roman Catholic supporters in the Lower House by 

including Protestants on the Commission. The Commission 

emerged with its findings in the unusually brief time of 

seventeen days in order to prevent charges that the Upper 

House was merely intent on delaying the issue. 

On 26 March 1833 the Commission announced its 

findings and, while many of its decisions were disappoint­

ing, they nonetheless offered the Protestants certain 
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limited concessions. The Commission ruled, for example, 

that foundlings should be brought up as Christians, not 

necessarily as Roman Catholics and that illegitimate chil­

dren should adopt their mother's religion. The Commission 

rejected allegations that Protestants enticed Roman Cath­

olics from the path of their religion and they also 

refused two of the proposed laws which the Lower House 

considered crucial. The question concerning Roman Cath­

olic attendance at Protestant schools was denied further 

consideration because the Commission considered it an edu­

cational not a religious issue. The proposaI to abolish 

the mandatory six-week Roman Catholic instruction period 

for prospective Protestant converts was also not accepted. 

The Lower House, however, was committed to the 

enactment of the two important proposaIs and during the 

next three months the two Chambers exchanged seven mes­

sages in rapid succession, each exchange more bitter than 

the last. 60 Despite the Palatine's plea for compromise 

by June 1833 there was no progresse The Lower House 

insisted that the Upper House accept their proposaIs 

in toto. With equal determination the magnates adhered 

to the decision of the Mixed Commission. After the third 

rejection by the Lower House only five magnates voted in 

favour of the Lower House resolution. By 12 July 1833 the 

Upper House even repudiated the findings of their own Mixed 

Commission and declared the original laws of 1790-1791 to 

be legal and valid. 6l 
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The struggle between the secular and clerical Dep­

uties centered mainly on· religious and educational issues, 

but the underlying theme of these controversies was the 

Magyar tongue. While the Roman Catholic higher clergy 

consistently opposed the introduction of Magyar in Hungary 

this was not true of the lower Catholic clergy and the var­

ious teaching Orders. For many decades prior to the recon­

ciliation between Catholic and Protestant laymen, Catholic 

clergy taught Magyar children patriotic ideas in the Magyar 

language. This was the first common bond between the two 

religious denominations and from these modest beginnings in 

the eighteenth century cooperation between them gradually 

grew until a reconciliation between lay deputies was 

effected in the l830's. 

Despite sorne progress in educational reform during 

the pre-Reform era, Hungary's school facilities for the 

lower classes, and even for the armalists, were for the 

most part primitive. Magyar leaders recognized that the 

success of Magyarization depended on a sound educational 

system for aIl classes and the Diet as weIl as the press 

began to advocate the improvement of educational opportuni­

ties, in the Magyar tongue, for the peasants and the urban 

lower classes. 

Many of the progressive Magyar educators were 

trained outside Hungary and played an important role both 

in the Magyarization of education and in the slowly emerg­

ing reform movement. Most of these scholars were of the 
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gentry but man y were layrnen from the lower classes whohad 

no vested interest in preserving the old order. Social 

inequity increasingly became a target for these liberal 

professors. For several decades before· the Age of Reform 

these pedagogues tau~ht in the Magyar tongue and acquainted 

Magyar noblemen with Western European intellectual thought, 

especially Romanticism, liberalism and nationalisme Arnong 

the gentry, Western ideas were fused with their Magyar­

oriented patriotic upbringing in the lower and middle 

schools and this enabled sorne noblemen to become the 

leaders of Magyar reconciliation based on equality. 

This trend in Magyar upper class society was one of 

the most significant developments in Hungary during 

the first third of the nineteenth century. 

The rapprochement between Roman Catholics and 

Protestants was one aspect of· the trend toward the secu­

larization of Magyar society which weakened the hold of 

the Vienna Governrnent and the pro-Habsburg Magyar Church 

hierarchy on Magyar Roman Catholic layrnen. However, in 

their eagerness for irnrnediate reform in favour of Prot­

estants, Magyar Catholic layrnen antagonized the conserva­

tive magnates and their own hierarchy, especially during 

the Diet of 1832-1836. The alienation between the hier­

archy and the secular gentry had important repercussions. 

It strengthened the bond between the Protestant and Cath­

olic gentry, who recognized that the upper clergy opposed 

their interests. The hierarchy wanted to maintain Latin 



in Hungary whereas the gentry were determined to abolish 

Latin altogether and introduce Magyar as the exclusive 

tongue in Hungary. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE STRUGGLE FOR MAGYAR AS THE OFFICIAL LANGUAGE 

Before the reign of Joseph II the Magyar nobility 

did not strive for either the elimination or absorption of 

the non-Magyar minorities. Magyar nobles accounted for 90% 

of the Hungarian nobility and they controlled most of the 

wealth and virtually all the political power in Hungary.l 

Though aware of being Magyars, noblemen had more in common 

with their non-Magyar fellow nobles than with Magyar com­

moners. 2 The nobles did not resist the Habsburgs' tradi­

tional policy to weld the Empire intQ a uniform administra­

tive unit. However, under Joseph II, when this policy took 

the form of introducing German as the dominant language, 

the Magyars reacted. The new interest which they then 

developed in the fate of the Magyar tongue was due to a 

number of circumstances. 

The combination of attempted Germanization, non­

Magyar cultural revival, and influx of foreign settlers 

during and after the Napoleonic Wars caused Magyars to 

become concerned about their position in Hungarian soci­

ety and influenced them to change their attitude in favour 

of their own language. 3 By that time they felt that in 

order to maintain control of the Hungarian state they had 
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to take into consideration both the Magyar and non-Magyar 

lower classes and to attempt the Magyarization and assimi­

lation of aIl minorities. The adoption of the Magyar lan­

guage and the elimination of Latin were regarded by the 

Magyar gentry as the first step toward these ends. 

Under the influence of Piarist and Jesuit teachers, 

instruction in the Magyar language had already reached a 

highly developed stage during the late eighteenth century.4 

Even in predorninantly German regions children were being 

taught the Magyar language as a compulsory subject. 5 One 

of the earliest defenders of this policy of forced Magyar­

ization, Count Teleki, expressed the view in 1806 that 

Magyars occupied Hungary by right of conquest and hence 

they could dernand that the descendants of the vanquished 

accept the culture and language of the Magyars: 

Hungary has suffered rnany foreign invasions and subse­
quent diminution of the Magyar population and this has 
necessitated the influx of foreigners into Hungary on 
a large scale. However, this does not mean that the 
Magyars are willing to renounce their leading position 
of original conquerors. 6 

In Teleki's view both the indigenous and immigrant 

non-Magyars should learn, from the beginning, the Magyar 

language. This would ensure their assimilation with the 

Magyar nation. In his opinion, it would be harrnful if the 

foreign nationalities in Hungary failed to learn the lan-

guage, and even more serious if they hindered its develop­

ment. 7 The increased number of non-Magyar arrivaIs 

prompted Teleki to justify his aggressive assimilationist 
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policies on the grounds that if a person immigrated he 

should adopt the language and customs of his new home land 

as a matter of course. In Teleki's view Magyar was the 

principal tongue in Hungary and hence all public affairs 

ought to be conducted in Magyar. He even demanded that 

Slovene and Croat Deputies in the Diet be compelled to 

learn Magyar eventually and that Croatia itself should 

become Magyarized. This was to be accomplished not by 

force but "through friendly persuasion and patience." S 

Teleki had no intentions of permitting these older 

inhabitants to retain their own language and culture. He 

merely wished to proceed with more caution than with the 

recent arrivals and said that "through proper preparations, 

slowly, without controversy, these peoples should also be 

introduced to the Magyar tongue." g 

Teleki especially feared that the non-Magyar nobil­

ity might become a disruptive element in Hungary and 

obstruct the development of Magyarism. He ascribed the 

unwillingness of sorne nobles to learn Magyar to the fact 

that they 

live among the Slovaks, Croats, Roumanians and Serbs 
and their prolonged stay among them has accustomed this 
nobility to their speech more th an to ours. Neverthe­
less, we in Hungary can tolerate only a Magyar nobility. 
Since noblemen who live among the Slovaks and others 
are attracted by Magyar privileges and freedom, l 
believe it proper that the Magyar tongue should attract 
them as well. IO 

Teleki's concern for the fate of the Magyar tongue 

was echoed the following year by Sandor Kisfaludy, a 
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well-known author, who warned his Magyar cornpatriots: 

"Whatever nation has no language of its own can have no 

patriotism and no home; inde~d, it can be fortunate if it 

is not devoured by sorne other nation. "Il 

However, as long as the non-Magyar nobility and 

intelligentsia favoured Latin instead of their own native 

languages, Magyars were not alarmed. They assumed that it 

would be relatively easy to convince the Slavic nobi1ity 

to change their allegiance from one alien tongue, Latin, to 

another, Magyar. Once the leaders accepted Magyar the 

masses would presurnably follow their exarnple. 12 

As early as the l780's, however, there were signs, 

particularly arnong the Serbs, Croats and Slovaks, that the 

rninorities were developing their own languages. It was 

during this tirne that Dositej Obradovic, a renowned Serb 

scholar, pedagogue and poet, introduced a Serb literary 

language which was intended to replace the archaic Church 

Slavonie. In 1784 Obradovic, in his Sovieti zdravago 

razurna (Counsels of Common Sense), went so far as to 

appeal for unit y on the basis of language of aIl South 

Slavs, regardless of religion and nationality.13 This 

had an effect on the Croats as weIl, when the intelli­

gentsia, under the influence of Ljudevit Gaj's Illyrism, 

a cultural and linguistic movement, began to discard 

Latin in favour of Serbo-Croatian. 14 

At the sarne time a Roman Catholic Slovak priest, 

Juraj Papanek, was writing nationalistic 1iterature which 



103 

advocated the use of Slovak,15 and Pozsony was becoming a 

Slovak cultural center where linguistic controversies were 

creating an interest among intellectuals. In 1801 Profes­

sor Juraj palkovic and Anton Bernolak, a Slovak philolo­

gist, estab1ished rival literary societies. 16 The Slovak 

intelligentsia rapidly abandoned Latin and offered increas­

ing resistance to the Magyar language. The Slovak cultural 

and linguistic revival was, in fact, so successful in the 

ear1y decades of the nine~eenth century that many Magyar 

and German communities in Slovakia responded by becoming 

Slovakized. 17 

As the Slavic leaders began to abandon Latin and 

put themselves at the head of popular national movements, 

the relative complacency of Magyars yie1ded to alarme In 

1817, when Juraj palkovic started in Pozsony the Slovak 

weekly Tydennik, aneb ~ysarske Kralowske Narodny Nowiny 

(Weekly, or Imperial Royal National Journal) the title of 

the publication aroused indignation among Magyars 

• • • because it implied the existence of a Slovak 
nation whereas aIl nationalities in Hungary, which 
our brave ancestors had occupied amid torrents of 
blood, belong to the Magyar Nation. Hence the con­
cept of a Slovak Nation in Hungary is either a scan­
dalous dream or a mocking insult.18 

Magyars did not object to the publication of Slovak 

newspapers 

• • . as long as they recommended to their readers that 
they obtain the services of Magyar priests and school 
masters in their villages so that their children might 
1earn Magyar and become Magyar patriots and useful cit­
izens. But if the editor's design was to foster Slovak 
literature in our homeland then he was a person who 



wished to transform the Magyar Nation into a S10vak 
Nation. 19 
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Non-Magyars were urged to consider. it their patriotic dut Y 

to become Magyars. 20 In response to many protests pa1kovic 

changed the offending title in subsequent issues by remov-

ing the word "National." 

Although Palkovic gave in to his critics, the 

incident caused many angry reactions among the Magyar pub­

lic. The influential periodical, Tudomanyos Gyüjtemeny, 

editorially referred to the conquered peoples of pannonia-­

a veiled reference to the Slovaks--as "Cowardly."2l In the 

same publication, M. V. Vitkovics objected to the use of 

any language except Magyar in Hungary. "Only by using its 

own language exclusively, by everyone, can a nation become 

great," he declared. 22 In 1820, I. Boros, another con­

tributor to TUdomanyos Gyüjtemeny, asked: 

What harm is there for anyone if in our country not 
only Magyars but also Slovaks, Croats, Germans, Jews 
and Gypsies, also speak only Magyar? They should 
Magyarize. 23 

The author went on to praise the Protestant Reverend A. R. 

zahanyi in Esperest, a Croatian locality, where within six 

years of his ministry about half of the population becarne 

Magyarized. 24 

No sooner did this controversy settle down th an 

another furor arose in 1821 when the Slovak author Jan 

Kollar wrote an article in Überlieferungen zur Geschichte, 

a periodical edited by Zschokke, in Aarau, Switzerland. 

Bitter about his own persecution and intimidation by 
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Magyars for his pro-Slovak views,25 Kollar in his article 

condemned Magyars for their forcible Magyarization methods. 

According to KOllar, in many Slovak villages children were 

compelled by beatings and other punishrnents to learn 

Magyar. He accused Magyars of deliberately planting Magyar 

teachers and clergymen in Slovak communities to this end. 

Kollar concluded his article by declaring that the Magyars 

had no right to impose their undeveloped language on the 

Slovaks, whose language by now was far superior to the 

Magyars'.26 

The response from the Magyar reading public was 

once again immediate and condemnatory. I. Vedres declared 

in TUdomanyos Gyüjtemeny that the Magyar nation's superi­

ority to all foreigners in Hungary was an established facto 

From the very beginning, he claimed, the Magyars had demon-

strated the stateliness and noble spirit which enabled them 

to subdue all other nationalities. 27 In the sarne publica­

tion, Antal Sztrokay maintained that "Our national [Magyar] 

tongue is our greatest treasure."2~ In 1822, the influ­

ential Baron Alajos Mednyanszky, a Magyarized Slovak mag-

nate, declared that 

German and Slovak children must be taught Magyar at 
once in our schools instead of Latin. What difference 
does it make to them? They know neither language to 
begin with. Within ten years they should all study 
Magyar, all the way up to teachers' training insti­
tute.29 

M. V. Vitkovics, another Magyarized Slovak, warned 

Magyars: 
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The time beckons! Without our national tongue our 
Nation cannot arise. Let us not neglect it, therefore, 
otherwise tomorrow funer al orations will be held over 
the Magyar tongue and Nation. 30 

By the mid-1820's the growing national conscious-

ness of Hungary's non-Magyar minorities had provoked the 

outnumbered Magyars to be even more aggressive. A Tran­

sylvanian Magyar official, Miklos Cserey, expressed the 

view that 

the expansion of the Magyar people and their strength­
ening should be our Nation's key interest •••• Under 
these circumstances only National Energy can help as 
well as National Spirit and these can spring only out 
of the Magyar Nation. • . • If the Magyar Nation should 
die--and it shall die if it fails to grow--another 
nation will arise which is now under our feet--the 
Slovaks •••• This is why it is imperative for us to 
proliferate and fortify our Magyar nationality and to 
assimilate all Slovaks,. Serbs and Roumanians who live 
among us. 3l 

His apprehension was echoed by an anonymous contributor to 

the periodical Fels8 Magyarorszagi Minerva in 1826, who 

asked: 

What progress has Croatia made in the Magyar language? 
How many villages have become Slovakized! How many 
towns are inundated with Germans, Serbs and Roumanians 
and their customs! ••• At least 75% [sic!] of the 
nation desires the exclusive adoption of Magyar. What 
does the minority expect of the majority? Should it 
renounce its national tongue which has given its name 
to our soil and to our nation?32 

, 
In the same year Deputies from Pozsony and Veszprem 

Counties pointed out that the Magyars were surrounded on 

all sides by peoples who spoke different tongues and unless 

Magyars defended their own language the non-Magyars would 

sooner or later suppress it. 33 Deputy Majthenyi complained 

that in his County a number of Magyar villages had been 



107 

transformed into Slovak communities. Deputy Sztojka told 

his colleagues: "Just go to church next Sunday at eight in 

the morning, the service for school children, and you will 

hear God worshipped in German. It is scandalous." Deputy 

Nyiky stated that in the City of Pest magistrates even 

refused to accept petitions in the Magyar language. Deputy 

Vay confirmed Nyiky's allegation and declared that despite 

the fact that he was a citizen of Pest his own petition in 

Magyar was turned down. 34 

The status of the Magyar tongue deeply concerned 

the well-known Deputy Pal Nagy who felt that it was unfair 

to demand that Croats become Magyars. Nagy believed that 

each member of a nationality should remain as he was at 

birth. Nevertheless, he could not understand why the 

Croats should cling stubbornly to Latin, their official 

tongue, when they could easily learn Magyar, the language 

of the nation which had given them their laws and Consti-

tution. Nagy spoke more harshly about the Slovaks th an 

other non-Magyars because he considered that Slovak ter­

ritory was an integral part of Hungary: 

The Slovaks consider themselves Magyars, not Slovaks, 
yet they insist on conversing in a sort of Slovak­
Latin-German. Why do they deem it an honour to use 
Slovak or Julius Caesar's dead tongue instead of the 
language of the land whose members they profess to 
be?35 

Magyars believed that the minorities represented 

a real danger and this impression brought about demands, 

both in the Diet and in the press, for the employment of 
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Hungary's educational facilities as a means to arrest the 

spread of aIl non-Magyar tongues. A Deputy from the Slovak 

County of Turoc proposed that all peasant children in the 

village schools be taught.only in the Magyar tongue. He 

felt that this would provide the students with sufficient 

practice so that in two or three generations Magyar would 

be commonly used all over the nation. 36 In a letter to 

Kazinczy in 1826 Cserey expressed himself similarly by say­

ing that the only way to absorb the numerous non-Magyars 

would be to establish lower form schools in Slovak villages. 

Cserey feared that if Slovaks did not become Magyarized 

then quite natural1y Magyars wou1d become Slovakized. 37 At 

the sarne time a writer in Fe1s8 Magyarorszagi Minerva urged 

a11 non-Magyars to learn the language of the Magyars, since 

they lived on Magyar land and under Magyar Laws. 38 

Some Magyars proceeded with more caution on the 

language question. In the Diet of 1825-1827, for exarnple, 

the Deputy from Lipto, a Slovak County, questioned the wis­

dom of forcing non-Magyars to learn the Magyar language. 

He pointed out that the poor people of the Slovak high1ands 

were staunch Slovaks who had no desire to learn Magyar and 

it would be disastrous to force the language upon them. 39 

Such and simi1ar situations arnong the minorities 

made Magyar Deputies doubt the possibility of imposing the 

Magyar language. A1though they favoured Magyar language 

education in the 10wer schools in principle, many of them 

had serious misgivings about the propriety, if not the 



expediency, of such a plan in the Slavic areas of the 

nation. 40 
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Magyars were thus confronted with the alternative 

whether non-Magyars should receive their education in their 

own tongue or whether they should have Magyar forced upon 

them. Neither choice was satisfactory from the standpoint 

of the Magyars. If non-Magyars were permitted to cultivate 

their own national tongue, eventually they would overwhelm 

the Magyars by sheer weight of numbers. If, on the other 

hand, the minorities were compelled to adopt Magyar in the 

schools they would become resentful and this would prove 

equally disastrous. 4l 

At best, Magyarization through education seemed to 

be a slow and uncertain process and Magyar legislators 

sought alternate means by which the y would create a Magyar­

ized society. As early as the Diet of 1790-1791 Magyar 

Deputies had sought to replace Latin with Magyar as the 

official language, and these efforts centinued in nearly 

every subsequent Diet. The attempts te replace Latin met 

with partial success at the Diet of 1790-1791 when, through 

Law XVI of 1790-1791, the Vienna Governrnent a110wed the 

Diet diary to be printed in both Latin and Magyar. 42 This 

initial gain was fo110wed by another, Law VII of 1792, 

which stipu1ated that after 1792 officials in the Vice 

Regency had to be conversant in Magyar and respond in 

Magyar if so addressed. 43 

In 1805 Law IV granted the Diet the right to 
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dispatch rescripts to the Vienna Government in paraI leI 

Latin and Magyar texts. The Vice Regency and the Hungar­

ian Chancellery had to respond in the Magyar language to 

rescripts from Magyar authorities and County courts, which 

could conduct their proceedings in Magyar if they chose. 44 

Subsequent wartime Diets were urged by several County 

assemblies to demand official recognition of the Magyar 

tongue. 45 The Vienna Government rejected aIl further 

requests as inappropriate in times of war, but the King 

pledged his Government to reconsider the issue after 

victory had been won. Despite the gentry's failure to 

win official recognition of their language, most Counties 

began to write their protocols and to correspond with each 

other in Magyar. Most of this transformation from Latin 

to Magyar occurred about 1806,46 according to a contempo­

rary observer who inspected a number of County archives. 

Following the war non-Magyars became determined 

to abolish Latin in favour of their own national tongue. 

Magyar leaders were convinced that under the circumstances 

the minorities should be forced to learn Magyar. This 

attitude prevailed as Deputies at the first postwar Diet 

in 1826-1827 made a concerted effort to make Magyar the 

official language throughout Hungary. 

Soon after the opening of the Diet the Lower House 

demanded, as a first step, the publication of aIl subse­

quent laws in parallel Latin and Magyar texts,47 a strata­

gem designed to raise Magyar to the same level as Latin. 
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Nearly four months elapsed before a royal rescript granted 

this permission and even then the concession was meaning­

less because the King insisted that the Latin text must be 

the original version and must always remain so. The King 

correctly feared that the Diet would next demand to incor­

porate laws written in Magyar into the corpus juris. After 

protracted negotiations the Diet still insisted that Magyar 

be elevated to the same status as Latin but the King threat­

ened to withdraw the concession entirely.48 On 6 October 

1826 the Diet replied by threatening that a nation which 

could not read its laws could not obey them either, but the 

Diet assured the King that his support of their national 

tongue would strengthen Magyar loyalty to Austria. 49 

The King delayed his reply by referring the ques­

tion to the Staatskonferenz. The Austrian Cabinet claimed 

it was senseless to abandon a practice of many centuries 

and stated that Magyarization was contrary to the spirit of 

the Constitution. In Viennais view, a country with a poly­

glot population should have its laws published only in one 

learned tongue, one which was not subject to change. 

Finally, in the view of the Staatskonferenz, the Dietls 

request was unreasonable because having two "original" 

official tongues was absurd and illogical. 50 

After numerous meetings the Staatskoferenz came to 

the conclusion that it would be best to send an evasive 

reply to the Diet. Vienna believed that the Lower House 

sought to abolish Latin and a showdown between the Diet 
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and the Government should be delayed. The King agreed with 

this plan and on 2 November 1826 he dispatched a rescript 

to the Diet, ruling that Latin was to remain the only lan­

guage in which laws could be published during the current 

Diet. 5l After 12 August 1827, however, unofficial Magyar 

translations of the laws would be also authorized. 52 

Although the Diet was united on this issue as on 

no other,53 it failed to achieve the first important step 

in the recognition of Magyar, since Vienna refused to rai se 

Magyar to the same official level as Latin. However, the 

Magyars decided to take matters into their own hands the 

following year. On 30 June 1827, the Lower House, without 

asking for authorization from the King, had the original 

Latin text of their Preferential Grievances Concerning the 

Magyar Language translated into Magyar 54 and this version 

was circulated throughout Hungary. The King at once dis­

patched a secret message to his brother, the palatine,55 

asking him to investigate what had prompted the Lower House 

to adopt this course of action. The King was convinced 

that the Lower House wished to spread the erroneous news 

among lower class Magyars that the Vienna Government had 

refused the Diet's petition of the Grievances. 

The Palatine's report both reassured and disturbed 

the King. The Palatine reported that Lower House Deputies 

had informed him months earlier they intended to translate 

their Petition into Magyar but he had prevailed upon them 

to postpone the publication date. The Palatine assured the 

, 
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King that the Lower· House had every legal right to trans­

late a petition into Magyar and that it had done so repeat­

edly since 1807. The Palatine also assured the King that 

the Lower House had no intentions of stirring up the Magyar 

lower classes against the Royal Governrnent. But the King 

was warned that most Lower House members were fully commit­

ted to the future publication of.all official documents in 

Magyar. 56 

On the advice of Metternich and the Staatskonferenz, 

the King decided not to make an issue of the matter and 

tried to avoid further controversy with a resolution which 

only requested the Palatine to advise the Diet that "it was 

forbidden to print Diet sessions separately."57 

The Vienna Governrnent's reluctance to permit the 

introduction of Magyar as the official tongue in Hungary 

was understandable. It wished to implement a Magyar policy 

which was standard practice throughout the Empire. No sin­

gle ethnie group was to be aggrandized at the expense of 

others. Further, the Habsburgs equally feared the psycho­

logical impact of all ethnie tongues because they fostered 

national consciousness and contention among the various 

peoples. Latin was a dead tongue and hence the possession 

of all groups, not the exclusive property of any single 

nationality. Since Latin lacked the emotional impact of 

any of the languages spoken in the Empire, its use was con­

sidered by the Habsburgs as a proper safeguard against 

national sentiments, Magyar sentiments included. 
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By not insisting on the Germanization of Hungary, 

after the death of Joseph II, and by advocating Latin 

instead of German, the Habsburgs attracted support on this 

issue from certain Magyars who etherwise were net favour­

able to Vienna. This support continued well into the 

l830's.58 Magyars in academic circles, presumably of the 

older, noble generation, considered that all scientific 

and legal data belonged to the intellectual elite. They 

feared the intellectual isolation of Hungary, sheuld domes­

tic scholarly publications adopt Magyar. Many Magyars 

believed that internal administration and justice would 

suffer if Latin was abolished. Some Magyars even claimed 

that there was disorder in many districts already because 

local officials used whatever language suited them in the 

absence of definitive instructions from the Counties and 

from the Vienna Government. Conservative secular magnates 

and Churchmen considered the pro-Magyar movement immature 

and irresponsible. In their view its leaders were men in 

quest of notoriety and self-gain and its sincere advocates 

were weak-headed dreamers. 59 

In the first two decades of the nineteenth century 

the Magyar intelligentsia had little confidence in the 

ability of the Magyar language to develop. Szechenyi, for 

instance, considered the decade between 1805 and 1815 an 

uncertain era with respect to the Magyar tongue since fre­

quently two steps were taken backward for every step for­

ward. 60 A similar appraisal was given by Ferenc Pulszky, 
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when he wrote: 

Under Francis l there was a stillness of death in the 
progress of Magyar and only events after 1823 aroused 
Hungary from her sleep; but by then most of the leaders 
knew no Magyar. 6l 

In one of his speeches in the Lower House in 1834 

Pal Nagy reviewed the changing attitude of his countrymen 

towards the Magyar language by saying that 

when in 1807 l declared that Latin must be abolished 
as our official tongue there was an old gentleman who 
said to me: "Non loquatur talia stulta." Once more 
in 1825 l said the same thing, namely, that soon we 
shall abolish Latin, but even then there were several 
esteemed gentlemen le ft who did not agree with me. 62 

However, by the late l820's Magyar awareness had intensi­

fied in response to the rapidly growing nationalistic 

sentiments of the non-Magyars. Magyars ~ought to counter­

act this trend among the minorities by increasing their 

Magyarization effortsamong them. 

This changed attitude among Magyars can even be 

seen in the progressive and liberally minded Sz~chenyi, 

who wrote to Count Karoly Eszterhazy in 1828: 

l heard with eager interest that you are Magyarizing 
your Szeredines [Eszterhazy's Slovak village] and that 
your wife takes part in these efforts. She will gain 
great blessings for these deeds even in this life. 63 

As relations between Magyars and non-Magyars 

deteriorated in the early l830's, an anonymous contributor 

to the Tudomanyos Gyüjtem~ny demanded that 

everyone should learn Magyar and honour it; both common 
sense and survival demand it. Whoever defies this rule 
ought to be permitted to live with his foreign tongue, 
since our laws guarantee such freedom, but he should be 
left only in the lowest, animal-like state. He should 
be denied all offices and even the common joys of 
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only in word, but also in deed.64 
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Non-Magyars were quick to respond to such attitudes 

of the Magyars. On the eve of the 1832-1836 Diet the 

Slovak publicist Jan Kollar, using a pseudonym, wrote 

Sollen wir Magyaren werden?, a polemical anti-Magyar pam­

phlet. Kollar agreed that Slovaks should study the Magyar 

language for practical reasons, but he argued that at home 

and in cultural affairs the Slovaks should be permitted to 

nurture their own language without outside influence. 65 

Kollar's writing evoked an angry reaction in the 

Diet of 1832-1836 when the Deputy Hertelendy demanded that 

the author be identified and punished. Cooler heads pre-

vailed, however, and Hertelendy's proposaI was rejected on 

the grounds thatany attempt to impose censorship ,on a 

publication in Hungary, no matter how objectionable it 

might be, was unwise at a time when the Diet was seeking 

freedom of the press from the Vienna Government. 66 

Hertelendy's reaction was completely out of pro­

portion to the alleged insult contained in the pamphlet 

which was, in fact, far milder and more conciliatory than 

another article written by KOllar in 1821. However, the 

Deputy's outburst was symptomatic of the growing fears of 

Magyars that the minorities might seize the cultural 

initiative. 

In many respects the Magyars' concern was justi-

fied. By 1827, for example, the Slovaks had not only freed 
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themselves of Czech linguistic influences but one of their 

philologists, Anton BernolAk, had compiled an efficient 

Slovak dictionary, predating the first Magyar dictionary 

by a few years. ,Br~tislava and Turciansky Svaty Martin 

were thriving cultural centers as early as the beginning 

of the nineteenth century67 and by the 1820's there were 

many Slovak students' literary associations scattered 

throughout gymnasia in Slovakia. Magyar leaders, particu­

larly in the purely Magyar sections of the Plains, were 

deeply concerned because many Magyar noblemen were helping 

to establish and maintain these associations and frequently 

they were becoming de-Magyarized in the process. The pan­

Slavic publication Gistrenka, for example, boasted numerous 

influential Magyar noble supporters. Under these condi­

tions there can be no doubt that Magyarization could make 

little or no headway in Slovakia. 68 

Magyars encountered difficulties with other minor­

ities as weIl. Croatian philologists had improved the 

Croatian language and there were demands in the Croatian 

Diet for resisting Magyar and for the adoption of Croatian 

as the official language instead of Latin. When the Diet 

of 1825-1827 met, Magyar-Croatian 1inguistic animosities 

were in the open. In the course of the 1830's the Croatian 

lingual-cultural movement became pOlitical with the appear­

ance of Ljudevit Gaj, the advocate of Il1yrism, which 

called for the unification of the Serbs, Croats and 

Slovenes. 69 



The Serbs were also making great strides cultur­

ally. The first Serb gymnasium in Karlova in the eigh-
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teenth century was augmented in 1810 by another high school 

in Novy Sad. In 1813 the first Serb theatre was estab­

lished by the writer Joachim Vujid and in 1824 a Serb cul-

tural association, the Matica Srpska, was founded in Pest. 

Two years later this association began to publish a peri­

odical called Letopis. 70 

In view of the mounting success of the non-Magyars 

there was a growing response among Magyars to reject the 

cultural efforts of other ethnie groups. The Magyars were 

mindful of the political demands of some of these national-

ities in the l790's and feared that they might be success­

fully repeated. As a result, by the l830's the Magyars' 

spirit of compromise disappeared entirely and this seri-

ously jeopardized the success of Magyarization efforts 

among the minorities, who themselves became increasingly 

committed to their own cultural and political develop­

ment. 7l 

The reaction of the non-Magyar nationalities was 

considered a serious development by Magyar leaders. For 

example, Count Aurel Dessewffy acknowledged the Croatian 

and Slovak resistance to Magyarization and urged caution 

on the part of Magyars: 

Not only are they protected by law from encroachments 
upon their national traditions but it is also quite 
obvious that they do not desire the Magyar language; 
hence it is not possible to force it upon them.72 
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Similarly, Széchenyi's attitude on the issue of Magyar-

ization was moderate. He urged Magyars 

to leave everyone ~trictly in the exercise of his own 
religion, language, custom and national peculiarity 
and not to offend non-Magyars, because they, too, have 
their pride and they, too, feel that their language 
and culture have a role to play in European civiliza­
tion~73 

It is evident, ~owever, that the Magyar nobility 

never really gave up their plans to Magyarize Hungary's 

minorities. In,1833 Széchenyi proposed that, 

as of 1 January 1835, all laws, judgments, orders, 
appeals, contracts, agreements, accounts, etc., should 
be valid only in the Magyar tongue for them to be 
legally binding in our nation. 74 

He was mistakenly convinced that the adoption of such laws 

would force non-Magyars to learn the official language out 

of sheer necessity. Presumably, once they spoke Magyar 

their eventual conversion would be assured. 

Meanwhile, between the Diets of 1825-1827 and 1832-

1836 the political struggle between Vienna and the Magyars 

intensified. The advocates of Magyar maintained pressure 

on the regime throuqh the Counties and even achieved cer­

tain gains at the Diet of 1830. 75 The Counties harassed 

the Vienna Government with resolutions in an organized and 

coordinated manner76 by demanding that official publication 

of all laws in Magyar be permitted throughout Hungary on 

the basis of Law VII of 1792 and Law IV of 1805. The 

Vienna Government rejected most of these demands but the 

issue remained unsolved and the elevation of Magyar to 

official status became one of the major issues at the 
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Diet of 1832-1836. 

Events prior to the Diet of 1832-1836 contributed 

to the deteriorating relations between Magyars and non­

Magyars. When a cholera epidemic broke out late in 1831, 

the gentry were forced to treat the water in order to con­

trol the disease. Roumanian, Slovak and Ruthene jObbagy 

interpreted this as a deliberate attempt.by Magyar land­

lords to poison them and appropriate their land tenures. 

The non-Magyar peasants murdered hundreds of Magyar nobles 

and the bitter feeling produced by this episode was 

reflected the following winter in the gentry's attitude 

at the Diet. 77 

When Deputies debated whether laws ought to be 

published in every language spoken within a given area, 

feelings on the question ran high. Deputy pecsy, for 

example, stated: 

Our laws need not be published in Rusznyak (Ruthene) 
and Olah (Roumanian) because, as the Deputies from 
Bars and Bihar Counties are well aware knowing their 
own Counties, their inhabitants differ little from 
cattle and for them it is not necessary to translate 
our laws.78 

Deputy Balogh rebuked pecsy by dec1aring, "I sha1l never 

compare Tot (Slovak), Ratz (Serb) and Hottentot, in other 

words, anyone who is a human being, with cattle."79 

In view of the insecurity éngendered by the upris­

ing of the non-Magyar peasants, as well as by the steady 

growth of the self-awareness of these inhabitants, the 
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number of gentry Deputies at the Diet who wished to intro­

duce Magyar as the official tongue without further delay 

had grown. appreciably since the previous Diets. Deputies 

were no longer content merely to raise Magyar to associate 

status with Latin. By this time they wished to eliminate 

Latin entirely.80 Aware of the resistance such a plan 

would encounter from the regime the Deputies nonetheless 

planned to proceed with caution and attain their aim grad­

ually during the Diet sessions. The Vienna Government's 

plan was once again to delay the question and the Habsburgs 

decided to use the Upper House to obstruct the demands of 

the Lower legislative body. As soon as the Diet convened, 

the Lower House dispatched an appeal to the Upper House 

drafted by Këlcsey.8l The magnates were asked'to approve 

a Lower House resolution in favour of having aIl the laws 

published only in Magyar. The Upper House rejected the 

appeal in spite of strong pleas by Szechenyi, wesselenyi, 

Gyërgy Karolyi and Mihaly Eszterhazy, the leading progres­

sive magnates. 82 Claiming that the request by the Lower 

House was not in accord with current statutes and that it 

was as yet an unattainable goal, the magnates referred the 

matter to "systematic study."83 Presumably the magnates 

wanted to achieve the sarne end result as the Lower House 

since their own deliberations now took place in Magyar 

instead of the customary Latin. However, they did not 

wish to jeopardize the possibility of passing this law 

through premature and impetuous action. 84 
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The Lower House refused to let the matter reste In 

his rep1y to the Upper House Ko1csey reminded the magnates 

that the Magyar language was essentia1 for the preservation· 

of the Magyar nation: 

A people can be uprooted and they can still remain a 
nation e1sewhere, as examp1ified by our own original 
ancestors in the Hungarian Plain; but once its lan­
guage is dead a nation is destroyed. 85 

Kolcsey urged the magnates to reconsider their position but 

the Upper House wished to remove the issue from the 1ist of 

grievances slated for speedy action and relegate it to nor­

mal business. 86 His third and final appeal to the Upper 

House was very strongly worded: "National independence is 

inextricably linked with our national tongue. Every other 

issue must yield before this one is solved."87 The mag­

nates ceased their opposition,88 showing that where the 

Magyar tongue was concerned they no longer permitted them­

selves to be influenced by their clerical colleagues or by 

the Vienna Government. 

Encouraged by this development, on 30 March 1833 

Kolcsey drafted an appeal to the King in the spirit of his 

third message to the Upper House. 89 The King transmitted 

the rescript to the Hungarian Chancellery which made its 

recommendations on 30 April 1833. The Chance1lery announced 

that, since Magyar was being used de facto in many areas of 

Hungary, laws ought to be published both in Latin and Magyar. 

However, the Latin version should remain the official 

text. 90 
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This proposaI came before the joint session of the 

Staatskonferenz and the Staatsrat. 91 The diversity of 

opinions among the members reflect the lack of unit y which 

prevailed on this important topic in the highest circ les 

of the Austrian Government. One of the officiaIs, Georg 

Mailath, declared, for example: 

On the basis of the present laws l cannot concur with 
the opinions of the Chancellery; yet it is true that 
Latin may no longer be maintained in Hungary because 
hardly anyone there speaks it any longer and the entire 
country is already using unofficial Magyar translations 
of the Latin text without the benefit of the Govern­
ment's sanction. 92 

Mailath recommended therefore that Latin be used as the 

official text but that the Magyar versions also be pub-

lished under royal sanction. Another Conference member, 

Norbert Purkhart, was of the opinion that 

it would be best for the entire Monarchy to use only 
Latin; it would prevent once and for aIl the rivalries 
among our peoples. ls the use of Magyar practical and 
convenient for the Government? Nol Magyar might have 
attained a high level of development but many people 
in Hungary and most people in the Associated states do 
not speak Magyar. lt would be contradictory, in addi­
tion, to have Latin as the original tongue with Magyar 
on a par with it.93 

Reviczky, the Hungarian Chancellor, was opposed to 

Purkhart's conclusions and felt that it would be circum-

venting the laws not to permit the publication of statutes 

in Magyar. Reviczky reasoned that in aIl other provinces 

the laws appeared both in German and in the native tongue 

of the region. The Hungarian Diet was already preparing 

proposaIs in two languages, Magyar and Latin, with Magyar 

titles preceding the Latin. Reviczky's only qualification 
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was that the right to publish laws in Magyar should not be 

retroactive but be restricted only to legislation promul­

gated in the course of the current Diet and thereafter. 94 

In one of his few pronouncements on the question of 

Hungary, Metternich summed up not only his own view but the 

Government's ultimate position: 

If the Magyar language has languished for centuries it 
is due to the fact that Magyars had always constituted 
a minority in Hungary. Had Magyars been in the major­
ity there would have been no need to revive their lan­
guage through artificial means and all their laws would 
have been written originally in Magyar.95 

Metternich went on to explain that if laws were published 

only in Magyar, two-thirds of Hungary's population would 

no longer understand them. Metternich accused advocates 

of Magyar of trying to arouse the Magyar masses and of 

using the Magyarization drive as a means of harming the 

Empire. 96 

In view of the fact that the Vienna Government was 

divided on this issue, on 13 September 1833 Reviczky wrote 

to Metternich and proposed that it might be best to delay 

a reply to the Diet in the hope that the Deputies would get 

immersed in other matters. 97 The subject of delaying tac-

tics became a matter of protracted three-way discussions 

among Reviczky, Metternich and the King. 98 Essentially 

all three agreed that a policy of delay would be best. 

Reviczky's thought on this issue is interesting 

because it reveals the deterrnination of the Vienna Govern-

ment and its officials not to yield on this issue to the 
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Diet. Reviczky felt that Deputies in the Lower House would 

not be grateful for a royal rescript which vouchsafed only 

limited status for the Magyar language because most Depu­

ties insisted on official status. A rescript now would 

only stimulate resentment and augment demands because leg­

islators, in Reviczky's view, considered the issue of 

Magyar paramount to any other legislation. At the moment 

the Urbarium was on the agenda of the Diet and Reviczky 

feared that irate Deputies would retaliate by abandoning 

the Urbarium. Consequently, Reviczky advised the King to 

wait for a short periode When the time was ripe he would 

propose the introduction of the royal rescript in the Diet. 

Metternich and the King agreed to this plan and they per­

mitted the matter to lapse for more than a year. 99 

Meanwhile, the Lower House had become impatient. 

Between 23 November 1833 and 28 May 1834 the Lower and 

Upper Houses debated the propriety of exerting pressure on 

the King for a response. The Magnates at first sought to 

restrain the Lower House from committing what they feared 

would be tantamount to lèse majesté. However, they finally 

relented and agreed to sponsor an urgent though respectful 

appeal to the King. Finally on 5 October 1835 the King 

responded with a rescript in the spirit of earlier messages 

which the Lower House found unsatisfactory.100 

The Vienna Government overestimated the patience of 

the Deputies in the Lower House. As a result the regime 

was confronted with a list of demands from the Diet which 
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amounted to a virtual declaration of independence from Aus­

tria, even in its modified Upper House version. On 8 July 

1835 the Factfinding Committee of the Lower House demanded 

that Magyar become the exclusive official tongue in Hungary. 

This would mean that aIl matters pertaining to the legis­

lative, judicial and executive branches of government would 

be conducted only in Magyar. Even the royal family would 

be compelled to learn the Magyar language. Separate Magyar 

army corps, led by native born Magyar officers, were to be 

established under Magyar colours. Magyar was to become the 

exclusive language of instruction in Hungary's 'schools and 

within ten years every citizen would be obligated to know 

Magyar. AlI religious services, including Roman Catholic 

Mass, were to be celebrated only in Magyar. Ample manifes­

tations of external symbols of a Magyar nature were also 

demanded. These included the display of the Magyar coat of 

arms on banknotes, vessels and public buildings. Finally, 

the Committee demanded that "those who were not conversant 

in the Magyar tongue should not obtain royal deeds of gift 

in Hungary or patents of nobility."lOl Most of these 

claims were denied by the Vienna Government l02 but they 

gave the impression to the Habsburgs that Magyar leaders 

were intent on gaining independence for Hungary. This 

further increased the determination of the regime to resist 

additional Magyarization of Hungary. 

Although the Magyars' struggle to elevate their 

national tongue first, to official and, later, to exclusive 
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status was not successful, it nevertheless had important 

implications and repercussions. The introduction of 

Magyar as Hungary's official language might have been a 

step towards achieving a uniform Magyar-speaking society. 

The gentry could have attracted the Magyar lower classes 

and extended their own political and cultural influence 

throughout the non-Magyar regions of Hungary. Unfortun­

ately, they became overly aggressive in their language 

policy and caused a reaction whereby the minorities 

increasingly refused to be absorbed by the Magyar com­

munity.103 In fact, the Magyars' policy served to 

strengthen the cultural revival among the minorities 

themselves. 104 
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CHAPTER IV 

NATIONAL AWARENESS IN LITERATURE AND CULTURE 

The Magyars' struggle for their national tongue had 

a negative result in the sense that it provoked a reaction 

from the minorities. In another respect, however, the 

emphasis on official Magyar had a positive result because 

it stimulated development of Magyar language and litera­

ture. When the gentry first began their Magyarization 

endeavours in the latter part of the eighteenth century, 

even they had to admit that Magyar was not sufficiently 

developed to supplant Latin. By this time, however, Roman­

tic thought already had penetrated deeply into the intel­

lectual life of the country. The ideas of Herder and 

others were propagated by sorne of the educated upper class 

who had traveled to Western Europe and, even more signifi­

cantly, by growing nurnbers of educated lower-class honora­

tiori. 

These Magyars accepted the idea of Romanticism that 

the unsophisticated rural masses with their folklore formed 

the foundation of a national culture. They agreed with the 

Romanticist suggestion that the intelligentsia should 

become interested in its own ancestral language as pre­

served by cornmon folk. l Herder had cautioned the Magyars 
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that the neglect of their national language and culture 

would result in their extinction. 2 As a goal which the 

intellectuals should strive for, Romanticism promised the 

organic nation state, formed on the bonds of a commonly 

shared language. 3 

When the magnates and the landed gentry agreed in 

the Diet that their language was one of the most important 

means toward forming a united Magyar nation, the idea of 

Magyarism had already made great strides, especially among 

the literati. Dilettante writers from the noble classes 

had been joined by honoratiori, authors from the lower 

classes, who were few in number but who had considerable 

influence in Magyar literature. 4 They had a new view­

point, one which was divorced from the class-conscious 

standards of the nobility. Even in the gymnasia future 

honoratiori could influence the nobility by being active 

in literary societies. Although the associations were 

relatively small and predominantly aristocratie, they 

were nevertheless influential and their acceptance of 

lower class students was significant. 5 

Under the influence of Romanticism and a widening 

social base of the literati, the movement for raising the 

Magyar language as a means of expression of Magyar liter­

ary and cultural advancement came slowly into being. 6 The 

Magyars' interest in their language encouraged the revival 

of an indigenous literature based on Magyar traditions, 

history and folk motifs. Both major denominations, but 
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especially the Protestants, taught Magyar in the lower 

schools and kept the language alive through hymnody, psalm­

ody and school drama. 7 However, the various literary move­

ments which appeared were at first under the impact of 

foreign literature, notably French and Latin. 8 Only during 

the eighteenth century did Magyar writers gradually free 

themselves from such influences and begin to create an 

indigenous literary movement. This slowly developing 

effort to return to the traditional Magyar historical and 

cultural themes became"known as the National School. 

The forefather of this literary trend, Istvan 

Gyongyosi (1620-170~), wrote in the seventeenth century 

but his literature was so popular in the eighteenth cen­

tury that his epic, Kemenyiad (1693), went through five 

printings by 1772. 9 More important, in the pre-reform 

era, were the writings of Andras Dugonics (1740-1818), a 

Magyarized Slav whose early works The Fall of Troy and 

Tales of Ulysses (1780) were based on Virgil and Homer. 10 

Although themselves under a strong classical influence, 

Dugonics' works were written in the traditional Magyar 

style and influenced other writers of the National School 

to take up Magyar themes. ll 

Dugonics especially influenced Baron Jozsef 

Gvadanyi (1725-1801), a Magyarized Italian. Like many 

proselytes, Gvadanyi was extremely chauvinistic,12 

assailing Magyar noble society for its foreign-inspired 

pretentiousness and praising the simplicity of the honest, 
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rustic Magyar. In his satirical rhymed novel, Egy falusi 

notariusnak budai utazasabol (From the Travels of a Village 

Notary to Buda), Gvadanyi portrayed the reactions of an 

imaginary village notary who, on his first visit to Buda, 

found himself confronted by a young Magyar noble dressed 

in exaggerated Western-style clothes. The words which 

Gvadanyi put in the mouth of the notary were presumably 

indicative of anti-foreign sentiments among Magyars who 

were uncontaminated by alien exposure. Gvadanyi's notary 

declared that 

Every nation the world over concedes 
That Magyar dress is the best. 
If one is a Magyar and fails to wear it, there 
Can be only one explanation: such a 
Magyar must have taken leave of his senses. 13 

Gvadanyi tried to influence the deputies at the 1790-1791 

Diet to adopt legislation which would promote Magyarism at 

the expense of foreign customs. His Istenmezei palocbol 

(from the paloc of Istenmeze) intended to sway the law-

makers: 

Let him be cursed with legal suits 
Who does not wear the garb of our kind, 
Let aIl his chattels be cursed. 
Such a man ought to hoe potatoes in the land of 

the Swabians. 

Your second law ought to be the Magyar tongue. 
Believe me, without it naught shall succeed. 
Whatever anyone may do with an alien tongue 
If he fails to do it also in his mother tongue, it is 
A shame and a scandaI. 

Finally, this law too shall be enacted, 
Whosoever shall go asoldiering in our nation 
Should take service in our nation's own regiment. 
To enlist foreigners in it ought to be a disgrace. 



These three points are our true ~rievances. 
Whoever fails to give his leave 1n these matters 
Should be struck by lightning from heaven, 
Forever and ever, Amen.14 

Ferenc Darvas, an influential member of the Vice 

Regency Council, offered similar advice to the Diet of 

1790-1791 through his Hazafiui Int~s (Patriotic Admoni-

tion). Darvas believed that 
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If you" put both nobles and peasants on a better foot­
ing, 

Whom evil circumstances have flooded with much trouble 
and many burdens, 

You may th en praise the sun upon its descente 
Therefore we must have our Diet first. 

Darvas concluded his last stanza with the admonition to his 

fellow nobles: "You must embrace all your Magyar blood 

brothers ~qually."15 

In spite of these precursors, at the beginning of 

the nineteenth century the majority of the clerical hier­

archy and the higher nobility were contemptuous of the 

simple Magyar speech of the lower classes. The privileged 

classes used the Magyar language primarily for communica­

ting with their social inferiors. 16 The attempt to develop 

a uniform Magyar-speaking society was complicated by the 

fact that even the upper stratum lacked unit y in culture 

and language. Latin and German were the only common lan-

guages. As far as the masses were concerned, they were 

divided into several ethnie groups and possessed their own 

languages and their own culture based on folklore. 

Three circumstances contributed to the fact that 

the Magyar ruling classes experienced a change in favour 
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of the Magyar tongue. Firstly, they feared that the Magyar 

lower classes would emulate the excesses of the French 

Revolution of 1789. Secondly, after the Napoleonic War, 

with the Magyar nobility no longer needed, the temporary 

tacit truce with the Habsburgs came to an end17 and the 

Vienna Government resumed its policy of protecting the 

jobbagysâg against the landlords. Thirdly, non-Magyar 

leaders in Hungary abandoned Latin in favour of their 

own national tongues, assumed leadership of the lower 

classes and threatened to disrupt the territorial integ­

rit y of the Hungarian state by demanding political and 

cultural autonomy. As a result, Magyar noblemen feared 

that both the Magyar and the non-Magyar jobbagysag would 

be turned against them by outside forces. 18 It was real­

ized both in the Diet as weIl as in the Magyar leading 

classes outside the Diet that Magyars had to become united 

and the upper classes as a whole had to change their scorn­

fuI attitude toward the Magyar jobbagysag. If Magyar unit y 

was to become a reality, however, the Magyar tongue had to 

adopt the idioms and vocabulary of the Magyar peasant. At 

the same time the Magyar tongue had to become more expres­

sive and had to develop both a systematic grammarand a 

viable vocabulary. Only a revitalized and enriched Magyar 

tongue common to aIl could foster an effective national· 

culture capable of leveling class barriers. 

An attempt to promote interest in the Magyar tongue 

among upper-class contemporaries began in 1801 when Ferenc 
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Kazinczy, released from Austrian jail, launched a philolog-

ical and literary movement known as the trans-Tibiscan or 

Neologue school. 19 Kazinczy's programme was complex and 

sometimes contradictory. He advocated basic changes in 

the language and proposed to accomplish them by translat­

ing foreign words literally, by coining new words with for-

eign roots and by arbitrarily inventing new Magyar words. 

Kazinczy, however, was an upper-class conservative 

who desired no changes in favour of the lower classes. He 

and his Neologue followers were influenced by Romanticism, 

but they held the peasantry in contempt and belittled their 

influence on the Magyar tongue. They had no desire to 

create a language that would serve as a link between the 

Magyar upper and lower classes. One observer noticed that 

Kazinczy looked down on poets who wrote as if they were 

writing for coachmen. 20 This appraisal is supported by 

Kazinczy's correspondence with his colleagues. In 1823 

Kazinczy wrote to Izidor Guzmics, a friend and supporter, 

that 

if Magyar were not a multifarious tongue, such compo­
sitions as my Boufflers could not be understood. Still 
so many Magyars reproach me for wishing to maintain 
Magyar as a multi-faceted tongue. 2l 

Guzmics' views were even more revealing of the Neologues' 

attitude. "What does the Uj Szellem desire? Do its adher­

ents wish to pronounce as pure Magyar the kitchen Magyar of 

the servant? If so, we go backward, not forward."22 

Another letter, written by Kazinczy three years 



1ater to one of his fo11owers, showed that the Neo1ogues 

were no longer united in their determination to exc1ude 

folk idiom from the Magyar tongue. Kazinczy disagreed 

with Gabor OObrentei, one of his close associates, 

because 
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to Oobrentei the countenance is a Magyar countenance 
graced with moustaches 23 whereas Kazinczy is wi11ing 
to accept countenances with or without·moustaches as 
long as the Magyar spirit shines forth. Oobrentei 
wishes to render our language uni-coloured whereas 
Kazinczy desires a multi-coloured language (Character­
sprache). Oobrentei will not tolerate anything which 
has a foreign odour though the odour may be pleasing. 
Kazinczy is prepared to accept everything foreign if 
it is beautiful and if it retains its beauty in trans­
lation because a writer has no greater law than that 
his writing be beautifu1.24 

A few years 1ater Kazinczy modified his social 

attitudes as the result of a meeting with the well-known 

author sandor Kisfaludy.25 Kazinczy also re1ented some-

what from his extreme Neologue viewpoint on the urging of 

members of his Circ1e. 26 Oespite his more moderate atti-

tude, however, the changes within Kazinczy's Circ1e proved 

to be far too rapid for him. 27 By subjecting Magyar to 

foreign influences at the expense of native Magyar idioms, 

he even came into conf1ict with inf1uential friends, who 

were by th en believers in the Romanticist ideal, with its 

emphasis on nationa1istic consciousness, exaggerated 

patriotism and commitment to the indigenous national 

past. 28 As early as 1815 Ferenc Kolcsey, a faithful 

fo1lower of Kazinczy since 1808,29 expressed the view that 

the path to Magyar is now broken in, but not by 
Kazinczy • • . , but by the entire nation from long 
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ago and this will be the true road because our language 
is inclined in this direction. To remove it from this 
path will be impossible. 30 

Count Jozsef Dessewffy, scion of an ancient Magyar family, 

was yet another friend who could not accept Kazinczy's for­

eign orientation. In one of his letters to Kazinczy, Des­

sewffy wrote about his own Magyar education and environ-

ment, stating: 

l had a Magyar nurse and ever since infancy l had been 
surrounded with Magyar families •••• My nation's 
tongue was my first tongue. At the age of twelve [in 
1786] l spoke not a word of German as yet.3l 

Kolcsey's and Dessewffy's opposition to Kazinczy 

was a step forward in the development of the Magyar tongue 

along indigenous lines. Kë1csey later became a celebrated 

author and Lower House Deputy and he exerted great influ-

ence among the gentry in matters pertaining to the Magyar 

tongue. In the ear1y l830's he also became acquainted with 

the 1ibera1 magnates, Miklos wesselenyi and Gyorgy Karolyi. 

In 1831 the three col1aborated in drawing up Szatmar 

County's liberal instructions for its representatives to 

the 1832-1836 Diet. Once at the Diet as representative 

of Szatmar County, K8lcsey was introduced by Wesselenyi 

to most renowned and important aristocrats in the Upper 

House. 32 Similarly, Dessewffy, a wel1-known political 

writer, founded the influential literary and political 

periodical Fe1s8 Magyarorszagi Minerva in 1825 and in 

1811 became a leading figure in the Upper House where he 

influenced the magnates with his Magyar-oriented ideas. 
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Both Kalcsey and Dessewffy subsequently lent pres-

tige to a rival faction which arose almost immediately 

after Kazinczy resumed his literary activities in 1801. 

These opponents, who were called trans-Danubians or Ortho­

logues, tried to eliminate aIl alien influences, both con-

temporary and classical, from the Magyar language and .they 

attempted to introduce words and idioms from folk usage. 

The Orthologue philologist Pal Beregszaszi criticized 

Kazinczy's method of arbitrarily coining Magyar words and 

urged the creation of words solely on the basis of etymol­

ogy. In a philological study33 Jozsef Siposi even went so 

far as to declare that aIl innovations were unnecessary and 

he was supported by Andras Thaisz in an article that 

appeared in TUdomanyos Gyüjtemeny.34 Keszthelyi Kar, a 

periodical published by the influential Baron Gyorgy 

Festetics, also reacted unfavourably to Kazinczy's Neol­

ogism, as did most of the older generation. 35 A reviewer 

of Kazinczy's nine-volume translation of foreign classics36 

accused the author of breaking his own linguistic rules 

and of writing in a way that was incomprehensible. 37 

Most of the older literati were also opposed to 

Kazinczy. For example, a poet of the National School, 

Daniel Berzsenyi, strongly attacked the invasion of for-

eign styles into Magyar in his poem Magyarokhoz (To 

Magyars), written in 1807: 

The Magyar, in days of old so strong, is now decaying. 
Can you not see that Ârpad's blood is degenerating? 
What is the Magyar now? An ugly sybaritic shell. 



He has torn off his shining national emblem. 
Grown weary of his forebears' heroic garb 
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And speech, he has settled for the alien's ugly style. 
He is trampling his nation's guiding spirit. 38 

In the same year, Sandor Kisfaludy published the 

second edition of his extremely successful Himfy Szerelmei 

(Himfy's Loves).39 In the Introduction of this edition 

Kisfaludy announced a new programme: the liberation from 

all traditional literary shackles and devotion to patriotic 

ideals. The Introduction occasioned the break between 

Kisfaludy and Kazinczy and represented the first une on­

scious step among Magyars towards the patriotic appeal of 

the German Romanticists. 40 The effectiveness of Kiafaludy'a 

literary declaration of war was intensified by the unprece-

dented popularity of the first edition of Himfy Szerelmei, 

published in 1801. The esthetic yet folkish quality of the 

work endeared it to the reading public in Hungary to the 

extent that many Magyars carried the book around and read 

it aloud. The fame, especially of Keserelg8 Szerelem 

(Mournful Love), extended beyond Hungary's bordera and it 

was translated into many languages. Even the Royal family 

boasted a copy.4l 

The Neologue-Orthologue controversy intensified 

between 1805 and 1824 in satirical tracts written by both 

sides and stimulated public interest. In a letter to 

Kazinczy, Janos Szabo, one of his fOllowers, pointed out 

that 

there is hardly anyone among the reading public who is 
not involved personally in the struggle between 
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Neologues and Orthologues. Even those who are neutral 
follow the events with the keenest of interest.42 

Orthologue writers had a greater appeal and they 

steadily gained ground against the Neologues. As Pal 

Szemere, a former follower of Kazinczy, remarked, /lIt is 

best to gain the reading publicls permission before we 

innovate •••• A writer can succeed only if he goes along 

with the majority of the reading pUblic."43 Orthologues 

gradually persuaded most Magyars that the correct pa th for 

the Magyar language lay with the speech of the Magyar peas­

ants. In Këlcseyls words, "The true national spirit can 

arise only from within the bosom of the Nation. "44 These 

arguments particularly influenced noblemen from those 

regions where Magyars were a minority surrounded by Slavs 

and Roumanians. These nobles feared that the traditional 

Magyar tongue would soon be obliterated and once lost it 

could never be recovered. One such nobleman, the Magyar-

ized Slovak Baron, Frigyes Podmaniczky, recognized the 

importance of the Magyar peasant for the preservation of 

Magyar speech when he wrote: 

As a result of my experiences among the gentry l became 
convinced that it was not the nobles, as it was custom­
arily said, but the common people, who kept our [Magyar] 
national tongue alive for our present generation. 45 

As the Magyar intelligentsia began to pay attention 

to its own national tongue, interest in foreign works lan-

guished, even when they were translated into Magyar. This 

changed attitude came very suddenly. In 1814, Kazinczy had 

no problem finding a publisher for his nine-volume work; 
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but in 1816, when Kazinczy announced his intentions to pub­

lish additional translations of foreign classics, his plans 

came to naught because public opinion by then had changed 

in favour of Magyar literature. 46 

By this time the Orthologues' impact had also been 

felt in Magyar intellectual circles. For example, they had 

a great influence on the linguistic policies of the Mar­

czibanyi Foundation, established in 1815 for the purpose 

of investig~ting questions relating to the Magyar tongue. 

Two years later administrators of the Foundation announced 

prizes for solving a series of questions concerning the 

Magyar tongue: 

1. What are dialects from the grammatical point of 
view? In this sense, do there exist Magyar dia­
lects? If so, what are they, how do they dif­
fer, and how could their use enrich the Magyar 
literary medium? 

2. What scientific methods might and should be 
employed to enrich the Magyar tongue with new 
words and idioms in order to aid sundry sciences 
and trades? 

3. What would be the best approach toward compiling 
a Magyar dictionary? Should old Magyar words, 
provincial words, colloquialisms, and the vari­
ous dialects be used in su ch a dictionary? What 
would be the briefest and most expeditious 
method? 

4. How could Magyar orthography be established, 
based on correct philosophical principles, as 
opposed to contradictory usages and arbitrary 
opinions?47 

It was a strong indication of Orthologue influence that 

three of the questions acknowledged the need for investi-

gating the idiom of the peasant classes. The reference to 
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'contradictory usages and arbitrary opinions' was a direct 

accusation of the Neologues' unscientific methods. 

The Orthologue literary movement found legislative 

support in the person of Istvan Szechenyi. Through his 

influence and personal financial aid, he led a movement 

which established the Hungarian Academy of Sciences at the 

Diet of 1825-1827. 48 Although most of the nobles were not 

orthologues, this literary movement became so influential 

that its aims were partially incorporated into the pro-

gramme of the Academy. For example, the Academy pledged 

"to cultivate the national tongue, to revive neglected but 

relevant words and expressions, to gather various proverbs 

in different areas and compare them."49 However, in an 

effort to be impartial and promote peace between the rival 

linguistic faction~, the Academy also promised 

to create new words wherever necessary and to remind 
members not to neglect the translation of ancient 
Greek and Latin as weIl as more recent Italian, French, 
English and German works because the Magyar tongue can 
benefit by examples from these foreign languages. 50 

As the contest between the Neologue and Orthologue 

movements continued outside the Diet, the well-known phi­

lologist Pal Magda published an article in Fels8 Magyar­

orszagi Minerva which threw his support behind the Ortho­

logues. The article stressed especially that 

pure Magyar may be found only among those who live 
far away from Hungary's borders and away from for­
eign enclaves. Hence the Magyar tongue should draw, 
as much as possible, on this source for its standards. 
According to page 18 in the Debreczeni Grammatica 
"there is nothing more certain th an thus far the com­
mon people are endowed with the knowledge of pure 



Magyar and especially those who are least exposed to 
non-Magyar nationalities." Hence, here resides the 
root of our true Magyar tongue. 5l 
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By 1830, when Szechenyi took a stand in Hitel (Credit) in 

favour of the Orthologues, their victory was complete. The 

author Berzsenyi acknowledged Szechenyi's support by writ-

ing: 

You have done a great turn for our language when you 
declared yourself in favour of the Danubian dialect, 
especially since the Kazinczy group has ostracized me 
because of it.52 

What began as an attempt to emphasize the use of 

the folk language elements soon grew into a conviction that 

the new Magyar should even become the predominant written 

language in Hungary. Magyar authors were particularly 

anxious to see that the Magyar language replace German. 

Csokonai, for example, wrote shortly before his death in 

1805: 

It may be true that among European nations we are among 
the last, but German, too, was what Frederick the Great 
called lia rough, Gothie language" before Gellert. Yet 
even in its present state Magyar is a more beautiful 
and useful language than the well-cultivated German. 
What could it become if we did sorne work on it153 

It was for these reasons that sorne of the literati, such as 

Kolcsey, complained about the Neologues' excessive German­

ism. 54 Jozsef Bajza went so far as to write a letter to 

his literary colleague Kazinczy in which he said: 

For the sake of our future we have to declare that it 
is unpatriotic for a Magyar writer to compose in German. 
What a victory if we can save even one talent for our 
nation from such error1 55 

Karoly Kisfaludy was initially less opposed to the 



German language. In fact, as late as 1818 he recognized 

that Magyars using German could play a special role: 

"Magyars who write in German should earn the gratitude 
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and pride of Magyars for helping foreigners to become 

acquainted with our Magyar works."S6 Even Kisfaludy turned 

against German, however, and when the author Zerffy appealed 

to him in 1820 to collaborate in the projected Vaterlander­

ischer Almanach, Kisfaludy declined. He refused to write 

in German, which he knew fluently, and asked, "Are we not 

Magyars? Is Hungary not our fatherland? How can our lit­

erature be other th an Magyar?"S7 

The alienation between the German-writing authors, 

both Magyar and non-Magyar, and the younger generation of 

Magyar and Magyarized literati came to a head in 1831 with 
1 1 ~ the so-called Pyrker Affair. Janos Laszlo Pyrker was a 

Germanized Magyar who became a Roman Catholic bishop in 

Hungary and wrote exclusively in German. In 1821 he pub­

lished a biblical epic58 which was translated into many 

languages. When the work appeared in Magyar in 1830 it 

provoked a storm of indignation. Mihaly vorosmarty 

declared that Magyars did not need a man like Pyrker, who 

knew neither fatherland nor God because he was divided in 

his beliefs and heart.59 The affair created a gulf between 

Magyars and the German literati, who became passively 

resistant to further Magyarization. 60 

While sorne Magyars were on the offensive against 

Germans, various other literati took the more positive 
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approach of trying to create a popular medium for spread­

ing the written word. An exarnple of such attempts was the 

founding of a literary journal, Erd~lyi Muzeum, by the 

author Oobrentei in 1814. The periodical was published in 

Pest, and although it only lasted until 1818, it dissemi-
. 

nated Rornanticist ideas and exerted a great influence on 

the growing circle of Magyar writers. 6l 

Three years later a group of literati led by Jozsef 

Bajza, Karoly Kisfaludy and Mihaly Vorosmarty founded a 

literary society, which drew its name from the literary 

almanach Aurora, which they started. The Aurora Circle 

and the Orthologues had the sarne aims, particularly where 

the Magyar language was concerned. AlI these authors were 

deeply imbued with Romanticisrn62 and wished to spread a 

knowledge and appreciation of the neglected Magyar past, 

to reconcile the upper and lower classes, and to demon-

strate that the peasants were decent, honest and respect-

able. The Circle was very successful, partly because its 

members had political connections with influential liber­

ally minded magnates like Szechenyi63 and partly because 

Orthologues had absorbed rnany of the features of Neologism. 

By synthesizing the more sophisticated and esthetic Neo­

logue rnethodology with the folk-oriented patriotism of the 

Orthologues, the Aurora Circle was able to reach a far 

wider reading public than Kazinczy.64 

The success of the Aurora Circle was partly due to 

the fact that its membership was virtually a Hungarian 
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melting pot. This was significant for the growth of Magyar 

awareness, because it cut across barriers of class, reli­

gion and region. The circ le included a number of recently 

Magyarized literati, such as the German-Hungarian Schedel­

Toldy, as well as Helmeczy, Szenvey, Stettner, Tretter, and 

the Roumanian Paziazi. The Circle also included the Roman 

Catholic magnates Janos Mailath and Alajos Mednyanszky, 

whose loyalty to the Habsburg cause was wavering. Protes­

tants were represented by A. Fay and the former Neologues 

Szemere and Këlcsey, who acted as intermediaries between 

the two rival groups. Finally, Roman Catholic priests of 

jobbagy origin, such as Endre Horvath and Gergely Czuczor, 

also joined the group.65 By the late l820's there were 

about one hundred literati living in Pest66 and most of 

them were Magyars. This is remarkable considering that 

only a decade earlier there were scarcely o~e thousand 

persons living in Pest whose mother tongue was Magyar. 67 

The rapid change may be attributed to the fact that by 

the late l820's, according to a contemporary observer, 

the nobility in Pest had stopped using Latin and German 

and now conversed only in Magyar. 68 

Inspired by the National School and reinforced by 

the linguistic contributions of the Orthologues, the Aurora 

Circle extended its activities over a wide range. During 

the l820's one member of the Circle, Andras Fay, wrote 

Eredeti mes~i es aphorizmai (Original Tales and Aphorisms) 

as a collection of fables satirizing Magyar life. One of 
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these fables, The Stork's Travels, was in fact a condemna-

tion of the magnates for their neglect of the lower classes 

and of Hungary. In one passage containing a conversation 

between a pigeon and a stork, the pigeon asked: 

How is it that you storks see the world, roam over 
water, land, hill and dale, experience good and bad, 
have wide access to science and to possibilities of 
having your standards improved; yet spring after spring, 
without change, you build your nest simply, l might say, 
roughly; you eat snakes and frogs, your clattering has 
not changed to a more refined singing or whistling. l 
could overlook all this, if l could only see that you 
have brought sorne learning, good inventions or customs 
to your fellow birds at home. But nothing1 Absolutely 
nothing1 

The stork replied: 

l am surprised that you even mention the word "home" 
to the migrant stork. He is a guest everywhere, he 
comes and goes, seeking not fatherland, knowledge, 
customs, but simply summer and spring. He nests and 
is a glutton wherever possible and what else can an 
eternal traveler and glutton achieve?69 

In the same work Fay expressed his impatience with the slow 

progress of the national language: "My Magyars1 How many 

have sung for you: 'The dawn is breaking.' But God1 How 

difficult it is for the dawn to break1"70 

SAndor Kisfaludy, another member of the Circle, 

became particularly well known for his collection of sto­

ries from the national pasto One of them, Dobozy MihalY es 

Hitvese (Michael Dobozy and Spouse), was written in 1822, 

when it seemed to some contemporaries that Magyar was in 

obvious decline. In it Kisfaludy described a nobleman 
, 

named Dobozy who had survived the battle of Mohacs only to 

find himself attacked by the Turks on the doorstep of his 
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home. By dramatizing the heroic resistance of Dobozy and 

his Magyar companions, Kisfaludy sought to encourage simi­

lar strength and solidarity among Magyars in their own 

struggle. 7l 

S!ndor Kisfaludy's brother K!roly also commemorated 

the battle of MohAcs, which he called "our national gran­

deur's great cemetery." In his MohAcs, written in 1824, 

Kisfaludy spurned the possibility of defeat by exclaiming, 

"Magyar lives, Buda still standsl"72 This was a call to 

arms against the Habsburg menace to Magyarism. 

His Budai harcjAtek (War Play in Buda), written in 

1828, reflected the growing animosities between Magyars and 

other nationalities. He chose as his locale the Court of 

Matthias Corvinus in order to remind Magyars of their past 

grandeur. The story described a tilting match between 

HolubAr, an unbeaten Czech champion, and the Magyar knight 

Kinizsi, in which Kinizsi won after a titanic battle. 73 

There was more to this poem than mere chauvinism. By cast­

ing the apparently invincible Czech knight in the role of 

Goliath and the Magyar challenger in that of David, 

Kisfaludy encouraged the popular contemporary sentiment 

that the Magyars might win in their struggle against 

Austria. 

In the same year another member of the Aurora 

Circle, Mihaly Vorosmarty, composed a historical ode about 

the Turkish wars of the seventeenth century in which he 

emphasized the heroism of the Magyars even in defeat. His 
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poem Zrinyi concluded with the encouraging question "with 

aIl these great examples, should not the Magyars become 

great once again?74 Between 1822 and 1835 Vorosmarty 

wrote a series of poems dramatizing Magyar historical 

events in order to enlighten Magyars by means of their 

history,75 including even their distant past. Many 

schools, especially those of the Catholics under close 

Vienna Government surveillance, could not give historical 

interpretations which encouraged Magyar patriotic senti-

ments. 

The Aurora Circle was successful in its efforts to 

romanticize the Magyar peasant. Stylized folk poems and 

songs suggested that peasants possessed qualities of charm, 

sensitivity, morality and bravery. Kolcsey began to delve 

into this genre almost immediately after his break with 

Kazinczy. His first published work of this type, BU kel 

velem (Woe Is Unto Me), dates from 1821. It was followed 

in rapid succession by Csolnakon (In a Boat) (1822), zapor 

(Shower) (1823), Esti dal (Evening Song) (1824) and 

Hervadsz (Thou Wiltest) (1825).76 By 1826 Kolcsey was so 

inspired by peasant motifs that he declared: 

In my opinion, the original spark of the authentic 
national poetry may be found only in the songs of the 
peasants. They are important for two reasons: they 
either sing about past history or about their instan­
taneous personal feelings. 77 

Karoly Kisfaludy was also noted for his rustic 

characterizations and for the simplicity of his plots. He 

composed more than thirty folk songs between 1828 and 1830 



which portrayed peasants as honest, loyal and patriotic 

citizens. One of his poems, Rakosi szanto a tërëk a1att 
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(Field of Rakos under the Turk) , criticized Magyar nob1e­

men for neg1ecting their national tongue. A Magyar peas-

ant under Turkish ru1e lamented: 

Many folk come from Pest and Buda 
who hardly know our language any more 
Oh! In a day or so the Magyar word 
Sha1l be as scarce as a white raven. 78 

The most effective creator of poetry which glam­

ourized peasant life was Gergely Czuczor, a poet of jObbagy 

origin who wrote a series of folk songs between 1833 and 

1835. Czuczor's compositions were effective because his 

characters possessed charm, depth, personality and a sense 

of moral responsibility. In Nincs mentseg (There Is No 

Excuse) a lovelorn peasant girl sought solace in nature 

while Kis leany (Little Girl) introduced the reader to the 

intimate and delicate thoughts of a young maiden in love. 

Elso Szerelem (First Love) described the pangs of a girl's 

first disappointing love affaire In Epresz8 1eany (Berry­

picking Girl) a simple peasant girl, confronted with a 

moral problem, made a difficult decision in a reasoned 

manner, based on sound ethical principles: 79 Czuczor hoped 

that his aristocratic readers would recognize in his rustic 

characters the basic qualities which unite members of all 

social classes. 

It is difficult to measure the impact of this lit-

erature on the aristocratic reading public. There was some 
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indication that upper-class Magyars were beginning to 

appreciate the art forms of the lower classes. Czuczor 

apparently detected a change of attitude because in 1836 

he wrote: 

Conceit born of class or1g1n is beginning to dim 
The lords are becoming humane to their jobbag~ 
Their former despotism of power no longer str1kes and 
The curse of selfishness is being uprooted. 80 

There was further evidence that folk themes were 

gaining acceptance in Magyar upper class society. In 1828 

Czuczor had written a long folk poem which extolled the 

beauty and grace of the Magyar peasant dance8l and which 

caught the attention of his Romanticist contemporaries. In 

1830 Berzsenyi addressed identical letters to Szechenyi and 

Wesselenyi on the subject of Magyar music and dancing: 

l see a great deal in Magyar music and Magyar dancing 
because l believe these to have been the esthetic cul­
ture of our Nation in the past, to the extent that 
among our forbears dancing was not mere fun but a 
veritable esthetic gymnastics. 82 

Another important medium of expression which lent 

itself to the propagation of national sentiments was the 

stage. In the l770's Bessenyei had produced the first two 

plays based on Magyar national heroes, Hunyadi Laszlo and 

Attila es Buda. However, with the exception of Karoly 

Kisfaludy's drama Zach Klara,83 which appeared in 1812, 

and Magyar versions of several German plays,84 the Magyar 

theatre remained stagnant until after the Napoleonic Wars. 

At that time, along with the growing interest in the Magyar 

tongue, there developed an appreciatiop for Magyar theatre. 
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Members of the Aurora Circle concentrated a good 

deal of their effort on writing for the stage, and much of 

the revival can be attributed to them. KAroly Kisfaludy 

wrote a number of historical dramas between 1818 and 

1820. 85 A Tatarok Magyarorszagon was one such work with 

a strong patriotic appeal and it caused a sensation in 

Pest in 1819 when it was first presented. 86 There were 

_ patriotic outbursts in the theatre and the Vienna Govern­

ment was alarmed. Consequently, in 1820 the censor for­

bade the presentation of two other Kisfaludy plays, Zach 

KlAra and Salamon KirAly, on the grounds that they might 

provoke "too many painful memories" in the audience. 87 

Stibor Vajda was another Kisfaludy composition 

which is of particular interest because it dealt with the 

cruel treatment of the jobbagysag by Stibor, a nobleman of 

Polish extraction. The play was designed to arouse Magyar 

audiences. The evil nobleman Stibor was able to oppress 

Magyar peasants only because the King arbitrarily dispos­

sessed the incumbent Magyar nobleman and installed Stibor 

in his place. Two of Stibor's oppressed jobbAgy revealed 

that the deposed Magyar noble had been a model of virtue 

and had treated his jObbagy with huma ne consideration. 

At the close of the play Stibor succumbs to heavenly 

retribution but not before Kisfaludy provided the peas­

ants in his play with the opportunity to demonstrate their 

loyalty, patience and sense of responsibility.88 With 

Kemeny Simon, a historical drama set during the time of 
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Janos Hunyadi (1441), Kisfaludy also dramatized the peas­

ant's role in national life. 89 

Jozsef Katona, a honoratior of middle class origin, 

also appealed to the patriotic zeal of his countrymen in 

1819 with his historical drama Bank ban. 90 Bank, the gov­

ernor of Hungary in 1213, was appalled by the neglect and 

misery of the jobbagysag and he plotted to overthrow Andr!s 

II, the constitutional monarch. The allegory was not lost 

on the censor, who still recalled the tumultuous scenes 

during and after the performances of Kisfaludy's A Tatarok 

several weeks earlier. Consequently, the play was banned 

without explanation and only its printing was permitted. 

Bank ban was not performed on the stage until 1833, when 

it appeared in the provincial Magyar town of Kassa. The 

public in Pest had the opportunity to see the play only 

in 1839 when it was a great success. 9l 

Nearly aIl these plays shared certain common char­

acteristics. Each play was designed to engender feelings 

of patriotism, since the plots generally stressed the 

heroic struggles of numerically weak Magyars against strong 

and cruel invaders. The plays also emphasized the injus­

tice and indifference of Hungary's foreign kings in con­

trast to the generosity and kindness of Magyar monarchs. 

Perhaps their most important message was the appeal for 

national unit y among aIl Magyars, based on the idea that 

the Magyar peasant also possessed virtues which made him 

a worthy member of the Magyar nation. 
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In spite of the undoubted high literary quality of 

these plays, in Buda and Pest Magyar theatre was not very 

successful because both cities were predominantly German in 

the opening decades of the nineteenth century. In his let­

ter written in Pest at the end of 1824, Miklos Cserey 

painted a gloomy picture: 

Our Magyar theatre is dying. It is not that the plays 
are not going on or that they are worse than before. 
The theatre needed 12,000 florins but it was nowhere 
to be had. How will the theatre company get the funds? 
Where will the patriots obtain so much money in a 
moneyless nation? There are hardly ten magnates who 
are able to raise enough money to satisfy their own 
accustomed needs.92 

According to the Austrian secret police, however, 

a Magyar theatrical company performed in Pest for a month 

during 1827 and its performances were enthusiastically 

received. According to the police report, the German 

director of the theatre had made false statements about 

the Magyar troupe, by claiming that when the Magyars per-

formed the theatre was nearly empty. Using this as a 

pretext he gave notice to the company, but on the last 

day a deputation of some thirty patriotic Magyar law stu-

dents appeared in his office armed with staves and clubs 

and threatened to close the theatre permanently if the 

Magyar company was not permitted to perform throughout 

the winter season. Thoroughly intimidated, the director 

agreed. 93 

The activities of the newly established Academy of 

Sciences were beneficial to the Magyar theatre as weIl. At 
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the time of its establishment the Academy adopted as one 

of its aims "to see that the theatre, one of the best means 

of popularizing Magyar, should not remain neglected." 94 

Despite this moral support, the Magyar theatre 

encountered difficulties. When the 1832-1836 Diet proposed 

a permanent home for the National Theatre, the project 

nearly failed for lack of funds and interest of the gentry. 

After many difficulties Prince Grassalkovics donated a 

plot, and the theatre was built. Even so, attendance was 

poor during Magyar drama performances even in the l830's 

and to remedy the situation the management had to arrange 

musical performances once or twice weekly. The alternative 

would have meant bankruptcy.95 

It would be inaccurate to judge the progress of 

Magyar theatre solely on the developments in Buda and Pest 

because there were fifteen itinerant provincial companies 

which thrived.96 Between 1818 and 1835, for example, five 

different companies appeared at the provincial center of 

pecs and performed nearly one hundred Magyar plays, ranging 

from musical comedies to historical drarnas. These were so 

popular that patrons had to be turned away at the box 

office. 97 One of these companies, perforrning at Szekes­

fehervar, was formed in 1818 in response to public demand 

and was funded entirely through public subscription. 98 

By the mid-1830's a significant change had occurred 

in the area of Magyar language and literature. In the 

l820's only a few literati were involved in the Magyar 
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cultural movement and public interest was just beginning. 

By the l830's, however, Magyar national awareness was grow­

ing and, as it evolved, the influence of foreign literature 

gave way to more widespread use of Magyar. John Paget, an 

English traveler who visited Hungary in 1836, reported: 

Magyar authorship has become fashionable. Among men it 
is now the medium of conversation; at public dinners, 
toasts and speeches in German would not be listened to; 
and at Pest, whatever.else may be the case in Vienna, 
Magyar gentlemen are now ashamed to be ignorant of the 
Magyar language. 99 

The growing popularity of the Magyar language was 

also evident in Magyar public affairs. During the 1832-

1836 Diet, Lajos Kossuth, who kept the minutes of the meet-

ings, tried to replace Latinized expressions in the lan­

guage with more purely Magyar expressions. 100 At the same 

Diet session Pal Nagy noticed the change that had taken 

place among the Deputies. He remarked that over the pre­

vious ten years many Deputies had already forgotten their 

Latin and he wondered if, in another ten years, the priests 

might even forget it. 10l Nagy's observations on the use 

of Latin were supported by his contemporary, Julia Pardoe, 

when she observed: 

There were certain individuals in the Chamber who ren­
dered their speeches ornate by classical allusions and 
quotations; which however produced no effect save ennui 
and impatience, as the patriotic Magyars are anxious to 
rid themselves altogether of the dead language in their 
debates. 102 

Despite the heated controversies of three decades 

between the Orthologues and Neologues, perhaps even because 

of it, Magyars had developed their national tongue and 
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created a Magyar 1iterature. Unfortunate1y for the Magyar 

reviva1, the Slavs and the Roumanians were so a1ienated by 

th en that they refused to have anything to do with either 

the improved Magyar tongue or the new 1iterary achieve­

ments. Magyar writers had gone too far in ridicu1ing the 

minorities and encouraging on1y the deve10pment of Magyar 

1iterature and cu1ture. 103 

On1y a few years ear1ier in Slovakia there had been 

considerable friend1y relations, and even cooperation, 

between Magyar and Slovak 1iterary groups. Slovak reading 

circ1es were frequent1y encouraged and founded by Magyar 

nob1emen and clergymen. There was a great dea1 of cultural 

interchange between the Slovaks and Magyars. Student par­

ticipation on the gymnasium 1eve1 in these cultural activ­

ities was of everyday occurrence. 

These peacefu1 relations ceased as a reaction set 

in among both Magyars and Slovaks. Magyars in the Diet, 

in administration and in the Magyar periodica1 press grew 

chauvinistic, and Magyar writers and the public soon began 

to reject a11 non-Magyar cultural endeavours. As the Slo­

vaks' 1inguistic and 1iterary sophistication began to match 

the Magyars', they began to resent the attempt of the 

Magyars to force Magyar language and culture upon them. 

The Slovak 1iterati began to uti1ize their own language 

to win the Slovak masses and to create peace between Roman 

Catho1ics and Protestants.104 

The resu1t of these animosities was that Slovak and 
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Magyar cultural cooperation began to diminish by the l820's 

and by the l830's the two literati becarne hostile toward 

one another. 105 The Slovaks rejected Magyar literaturel06 

whereas the Magyars intensified their Magyarizing efforts 

arnong the Slovaks. The l830's can be regarded as the 

watershed in Magyar and non-Magyar literary relations. 

After 1831, Magyars who wrote in any foreign language, 

especially Slovak and German, were considered traitors. 

Non-Magyar writers who refused to assimilate were no longer 

accorded respect or courtesy.l07 By 1835 the estrangement 

was complete. 

The growing awareness on the part of Magyars in 

their language, literature and history was partly the 

result of linguistic controversies which had developed at 

the beginning of the century. The Neologues contributed 

to the Magyar tongue by adding certain new words and 

phrases which enriched the language. l08 Neologues, many 

of whom were conservative socially, successfully stimulated 

the upper classes with patriotisme Their use of classical 

patriotic literature encouraged similar attitudes arnong the 

Magyars. Kolcsey indicated the relationship between clas-

sicism and patriotism when he wrote: 

In school we were taught Roman and Greek history and 
there you have the seeds of patriotisme This seed 
began to sprout first with respect to the love of the 
national tongue: the idea of both go together indis­
solubly.109 

During the Reform Era the Neologues' influence was 

gradually surpassed by the Orthologues' and, as national 
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awareness grew, patriotic literature began to emphasize 

Magyar folklore and folk traditions. The young literati, 

many of whom were educated in the West, began to erode class 

barriers as they popularized the image of the patriotic and 

worthy lower classes. When formal literary organizations 

and periodicals appeared, the movement extended to all 

classes, and literary developments reached a new phase. 

The closed circle of the gentry literati which 

existed at the beginning of the century had been gradually 

enriched through the influx of non-noble elements, the 

honoratiori. 110 This expanded group of intellectuals 

transmitted the ideas of Romanticism and nationalism 

through various literary media and popularized the Magyar 

language. Their desire to entertain, however, was sur­

passed by their des ire to instruct during the course of 

the Reform Era. Almost without exception Magyar writers 

turned their attention to political, social and economic 

problems and they thereby became the most important voices 

of the growing Magyar national awareness. 1ll 

The success of Magyarism in language and literature 

heightened the suspicions of Vienna and by the l830's they 

made overt moves, through intensified censorship and other 

means, to prevent the spread of reform writings. The com­

bined hostility of the non-Magyars and the Government only 

made the Magyar nObility more receptive to the emotional 

and patriotic exhortations of the Magyar writers propagat­

ing reforms. 
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CHAPTER V 

ATTEMPTED RECONCILIATION, 1825-1836 

By the time of the 1832-1836 Diet, Magyar national 

awareness in the upper classes had grown to the extent that 

most of the nobility recognized the necessity for reforme 

To protect themselves from the encroachrnents of Vienna and 

to maintain their position in the face of awakening non­

Magyar minorities, the gentry as a whole favoured Magyar­

ization in public life, by making Magyar the official lan­

guage. They also hoped, through the schools, to promote 

the general Magyarization of aIl classes. 

Before the idea of a Magyarized society could 

become a reality, however, the gentry in the Diet had to 

remove the barriers which kept Magyars socially, economi­

cally and politically divided. This required, firstly, 

that the nobility in the Diet, acting as a class, recognize 

the need for general reforms. Seconèly, it required that 

the nobles accept the difficult task of modifying sorne of 

their own privileges and discarding sorne others in favour 

of the lower classes. 

When one approaches the Diets of the Vormarz with 

this in mind, it is possible to distinguish three general 

types of nobility, according to the position they adopted 
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on the substantive issues. Liberal Deputies not only 

recognized the need for reform, but were partly willing to 

modify their own class privileges to see that reform was 

achieved. Moderate Deputies were aware of the need for 

basic changes in favour of the lower classes, but were 

re1uctant, in most cases, to give up their own special 

privi1eges. Conservative Deputies discounted the convic-

tions of LiberaIs and Moderates, insisted on the status quo 

in most cases, and in other instances even demanded that 

their ancient rights be reaffirmed. 

By that time the economic and po1itica1 1iterature 

of the 1iterati had rep1aced 1iterary works in importance. 

These works gave nob1emen certain rational alternatives to 

the precarious economic condition which affected them and 

the peasants, and provided an incentive to reorganize their 

economic institutions and to reconsider their se1f-centered 

c1ass attitudes. 1 

As ear1y as the pre-Reform Diet of 1790-1791, a 

number of Deputies had indicated that solving the jObbagy-

• • sag quest10n was a prerequisite to the solution of Hun-

gary's economic prob1ems. Neverthe1ess, the sole achieve-

ment was Law XXXV of 1790 which mere1y reaffirmed the peas­

ants' right to move. 2 The Diets irnrnediate1y following 1791 

were most1y concerned with the Napo1eonic Wars and with 

safeguarding gentry privi1eges, and no further steps were 

taken to re1ieve the peasants' p1ight through 1egis1ation. 

Outside the 1egis1ative chambers, however, certain 
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members of the Magyar upper classes began to consider var­

ious means to reduce the distressing burdens on the peas­

ants. Sorne writers examined agricultural practices and 

their effects on the well-being of the jObbagy.3 In 1804 

for example, the economist Nagyvathy studied the robot, 

and concluded that it was a wasteful practice. He claimed 

that it would be far better for both parties to commute the 

robot at a just rate through individual bargaining. 4 Four­

teen years later another authority on economic matters, 

Professor G. K. Rumy of the Georgicon Agricultural Insti­

tute, advanced a more detailed solution for the robot along 

similar lines. 5 

Other Magyars of the upper class attempted to help 

starving peasants through systematic famine relief. The 

periodical Tudomanyos Gyüjtemeny, for instance, published 

an article advocating the establishment of a public relief 

organization. Membership would be optional for landowners 

but mandatory for the jobbagysag. County officiaIs would 

staff the agency, collect grain supplies from participants 

in times of abundance and distribute proportional shares 

among them in times of poor harvest. The jobbagysag would 

have to provide menial labour free of charge but the County 

administrators would receive recompense for their services 

from the assets of the relief agency.6 Although such pro­

posaIs were well-intentioned, they were paternalistic, 

impractical, and had no chance of success. They indi­

cated however that the Magyar upper classes were beginning 
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to be more sensitive to the needs of the peasantry.7 

Among noblemen the realization grew that the peas­

ants' backwardness was due to lack of incentive, not neces­

sarily to laziness or stupidity, as many of the gentry 

believed. 8 When peasants were permitted to engage in open 

competition, the y were frequently successful. John Paget, 

a contemporary English observer, reported in 1836 that many 

of the jobbagy living in the region between Buda-Pest and 

the Austrian border competed with the Government, providing 

good stagecoach service at a lower rate. 9 

The nobility's growing awareness of the need for 

reconsidering the position of the peasantry could be seen 

from an article by the Reverend Samuel Terhes, which 

appeared in Felso Magyororszagi Minerva. He advocated a 

unique thesis, stating that only historical vicissitudes 

had forced so many Magyars to the low social level of the 

conquered non-Magyars. Terhes believed that aIl Magyars 

should be noblemen and hence superior to aIl non-Magyars. lO 

He was the first prominent Magyar to suggest that aIl 

Magyars by virtue of having been the original conquerors 

of Hungary ought to be social equals. His views, however, 

were not widely accepted by his Magyar contemporaries, many 

of whom were still contemptuous of the jobbagysag. ll 

In spite of sorne awareness of the need for improv­

ing the growing plight of the jobbagy, there were few tan­

gible results at the Diet of 1825-1827. Ferenc Kolcsey 

claimed that the gentry had tried to remedy the peasants' 
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situation at the Diet in order to regain their confidence12 

but his claim was not entirely factual. A few Deputies at 

the Diet went so far as to suggest in general terms that 

the jObbagys!g's condition ought to be improved. 13 The 

majority, however, opjected strongly when a small group of 

legislators suggested specific proposals for remedying 

their plight. 

The Lower House rejected, for example, the sugges­

tion that if a peasant lost his lot only another jObbagy 

should be permitted to take his place. One of the Deputies 

insisted that the proposal was unconstitutional because 

according to the Tripartitum (Law l, Article 9) noblemen 

could offer their property to anyone and, under certain 

circumstances, he may prefer to lease su ch lots to other 

nobles. Many Deputies were prompted by the prevailing 

land shortages to agree with their colleague. l4 

The gentry legislators also ignored jobb!gy reform 

partly because they were concerned with two other prob­

lems. lS One of the issues was whether the Diet or the 

Vienna Government had the right to regulate taxation and 

recruiting. The laws were not entirely clear and both 

Government and Diet wished to extend their authority at 

the expense of the other. It was coincidental, but impor­

tant for future reconciliation, that in these two test 

cases the gentry seemed to champion the cause of the job­

b!gys!g. 

The gentry-controlled Counties, without Diet 
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consent, had reluctantly provided the Vienna Government 

with recruits during the Napoleonic Wars. Citing this 

precedent the King attempted to remove recruiting com­

pletely from the jurisdiction of Hungarian authorities. 

When the King demanded 35,000 troops from the Counties 

after the war, they objected and reminded the Crown that 

since the national emergency was over only the Diet could 

allocate additional troops. This made it seem as if County 

administrations were protecting the lower classes from 

being recruited illegally by the regime, particularly when 

most Counties resisted commissioners, armed troops and 

royal displeasure. 16 The Diet of 1825-1827 took over from 

the Counties the unresolved conflict with the Vienna Gov­

ernment and seemed to represent the interests of the job­

bagysag. 

The Vienna Government also sought to circumvent the 

powers of the Diet concerning taxation. According to the 

law, only the Diet could levy new taxes but during the war 

the Habsburgs extracted funds from the protesting Counties. 

In 1820 the Vienna Government tried to collect a sum equal 

to the largest wartime tax of 1812 through a Cabinet decree. 

Both the Counties and the Diet of 1825-1827 resisted,17 and 

once again conveyed the impression that they were trying to 

thwart the regime's illegal demands on Hungary's main tax­

payers, the peasants. 18 

Both issues were resolved in favour of the gentry 

when the King promised to respect the Diet's control over 



both recruitment and taxation. The peasants benefited 

because the gentry also succeeded in gaining for them a 

new tax survey as weIl as a remission in the tax and 

recruiting levies. 19 These gains, however, were merely 
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a by-product of the gentry's determination to retain con­

trol of the affairs of Hungary and over as many of its 

inhabitants as possible. 

progress toward reconciliation between the upper 

and lower classes came only from sorne of the influential 

magnates, among whom Count Istvan Szechenyi was the most 

prominent. 20 He had a genuine concern for the welfare of 

his jObbagysâg, as indicated in a letter in which he stated 

that he always favoured his jObbâgysâg's interest at the 

expense of his own. Szechenyi conceded, however, that 

reconciling peasantry and landlords was a difficult task 

because 

a peasant refuses to abandon old customs. • • • On 
the other hand in our nation it is difficult for a 
landlord to prosper without injuring his jObbâgy's 
interests.21 

szechenyi's concern for his peasants was further demon-

strated by his instructions to one of his estate managers: 

Improve my estates but never do so to the detriment of 
my subjects, because that would be inflicting a wrong • 
• • • It is my dut y, however, to der ive the greatest 
possible profit from my estates. See to it, therefore, 
that you satisfy the demands of both parties. 22 

A few years later Szechenyi ordered another estate 

manager to conclude a contract with his peasants, divid-

ing his pastures in su ch a way that they were the 
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beneficiaries. 23 Such a contract was unprecedented and of 

the utmost importance since pasture allocation was one of 

the main reasons for discontent among the jobbagysag. 

szechenyi hoped to set an example and convince both mag­

nates and gentry that decent treatment of the jobbagysag 

was the only way to gain their confidence, respect and 

support. It was the prerequisite, he believed, for the 

unification of Hungary on the basis of Magyarism. 

In his work Hitel (Credit) in 1830, Sz~chenyi 

sought to convince Magyar noblemen that economic reform was 

necessary in order to remedy their own depressed economic 

condition. Sz~chenyi warned that continued mistreatment of 

the jObbagysag was not only a national disgrace but that it 

would lead to disaster for the aristocracy.24 Partly hop­

ing to forestall the possibility of future revolution, Sze-

chenyi recommended an economic programme based upon the 

establishment of credit facilities in Hungary. Szechenyi 

claimed: 

Credit is the cornerstone of my plan because without 
credit even the most talented nationality must be 
destroyed •••• Let us eliminate avaticitas, or the 
right of noblemen to redeem their properties at the 
original sale price even after thirty years, because 
such a practice prevents buying and selling of real 
estate. The right of inheriting a noble property upon 
extinction of the line by the Crown, or fiscaTitas, 
must be also aboli shed because only then will it be 
possible for everyone, including commoners, to become 
creditors to noblemen with full assurance of security 
for their investments.25 

Szechenyi also advocated the creation of a National Bank 

in order to solve the problems of credit and high 
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interest rates. 26 

Establishment of credit was only the first step in 

Szechenyi's reform programme which advocated equality 

before the laws for everyone, regardless of class. Since 

a law representing on1y one faction of a nation was bound 

to be unsuccessful, he fe1t there should be legal repre-

sentation for aIl classes and the nobility must pay their 

share of the exchequer and of Diet expenses. Before 

national unit y embracing aIl classes could be effected, 

the Diet had to assume control over waterways as weIl as 

other national arteries and even the equitable and pro­

portional allocation of internaI toll payments had to pass 

under its jurisdiction. In order to encourage industry, 

he proposed that aIl monopolies and guilds would have to 

be abolished. 27 

Szechenyi urged the creation of commercial courts 

in Hungary in order to avoid the interference of Austrian 

courts in Hungarian business affairs. He further advocated 

the extension of property ownership rights to aIl citi­

zens. 28 

While Szechenyi sought to reconcile the peasantry 

and nobility on the basis of economic reform, Count Aurel 

Dessewffy tried to achieve the same end through political 

reforme In Dessewffy's view, armalists and jObbagysag did 

not require separate representation: 

The two parties must be amalgamated and have one common 
election so that those who now commonly share the 
County and Diet expenses should also share the election 



in common. The legal difference between the two, 
namely, that armalists perform their military dut Y 
voluntarily whereas the ~obbalysa1 are recruited, 
can be solved without di ficu ty. 9 
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Dessewffy recognized that the peasants were not 

sufficiently educated to assume these political responsi­

bilities immediately: 

The peasant is ignorant and there are only two possible 
remedies. For the future he must be made more edu­
cated. For the present we must hitch him to the same 
wagon with more knowledgeable people instead of leaving 
him to his own devices because if we do his ignorance 
will only grow and remain unbridled.30 

Presumably, Dessewffy meant to salvage the pride of 

the armalists by implying that they were to be responsible 

for representing the peasantry at the Diet sessions. Des-

sewffy may have been aware of the fact that some Counties, 

such as Pest, Bihar and Borsod, had given some libertini 

and honoratiori the right to vote and to hold County office, 

even though no such permissive laws had been promulgated. 3l 

In 1831 Aurel's father, Jozsef Dessewffy, went even 

farther toward representation of the lower classes when he 

wrote in Taglalat (Analysis) that one jobbagy representa­

tive from each County should appear in person at County 

assemblies. 32 until this was achieved, however, he felt 

that the gentry must assume the responsibility of repre-

senting the lower classes: 

The landed gentry in Hungary and the landless armalist 
nobility together represent the electorate. Although 
at the moment only members of the landed nobility 
actually sit in the Diet they nevertheless must repre­
sent the armalists, whose interests with the jObbagy­
sag are virtually one.33 
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These plans, designed for creating amicable rela­

tions among the classes, were one indication that Magyars 

had become concerned with national unity. However, unit y 

was impossible as long as certain noble prerogatives like 

taxation and property ownership separated society into two 

sharply divided segments. Freedom from paying taxes and 

ownership of property were viewed by the nobles as their 

exclusive constitutional rights, and these issues stood at 

the core of relations between the upper and lower classes. 

The nobility justifiably feared that if they accepted tax­

ation, and if non-nobles owned property, then the main 

distinctions between nobles and non-nobles would dis­

appear. 34 

For hundreds of years Hungarian noblemen had 

enjoyed total tax exemption, and until 1831 nobody chal­

lenged that right. In that year Széchenyi advanced what 

was then a radical ide a among the nobility when he sug­

gested that nobles assume part of the nation's tax burden. 

In his Vilag (Light) he was, however, pessimistic about 

the chances of such a law either in the existing society 

or in the near future. In his view the nobility was not 

yet ready to accept taxation. Although there was much 

talk in private about tax concessions to the peasants, he 

felt that nothing was likely to occur in this area for 

some time. 35 

szechenyi was perhaps too pessimistic, because 

the more conservative Jozsef oessewffy in the same year 
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conceded the need for limited noble taxation: 

l believe that every nobleman, every landowner, would 
benefit if he paid road toll •••• Such a plan should 
be worked out in our Diet. Everyone should pay for 
the building and maintenance of these roads • • • and 
they should be established and kept in repair by joint 
stock companies. 36 

Even liberally-minded Deputies, however, were 

reluctant to create a new non-aristocratie landowning class 

in Hungary. In Szechenyi's view, commoners were entitled 

to property ownership along with noblemen, but he consid­

ered that non-noble property ~wners should pay a yearly 

tax equal to one-twelfth the value of the property.37 

Szechenyi's friend and collaborator, Miklos Wes­

selenyi, expressed somewhat similar views, only in a very 

ambiguous way. He suggested that peasants should provide 

either cash or produce, or perform certain services for 

their lords. He claimed this was legal because the nobil-

ity, as a class, owned Hungary, and could make contracts 

as they saw fit. He recognized that the prevailing gentry­

jobbagy regulations were illegal and contrary to the pro­

visions of the existing laws. But he insisted that the 

lessor-lessee relationship between lord and peasant did 

not legally diminish the civil rights of the jObbagysag. 38 

Through circuitous reasoning, wesselenyi also 

arrived at the principle of "free soil," which meant that 

both nobles and peasants should own land. He was aware 

that noble status included sole ownership of the land, and 

by this he understood that "free and unfettered use of 
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land" was the basis of ownership. In his view, however, 

this was just an illusion for the nobles were landowners 

in name only. They were not permitted to evict their ten­

ants, to charge excessive rent, or to do anything that 

would run contrary to the law. He concluded that, under 

the circumstances, nobles might as weIl permit peasants 

to acqûire the land de jure since they already possessed 

it de facto.39 

The position of a Moderate, Aur~l Dessewffy, was 

more indicative of gentry attitudes on the soil issue. 

According to Dessewffy, redemption was both useful and 

just, provided noble proprietors obtained full compensa­

tion. After selling a portion of their property, owners 

should be able to continue their enterprises profitably 

on the remainder of their land. Any redemption plan which 

did not conform to this formula was legalized robbery and 

constituted a danger to the national economy. Dessewffy 

was convinced that the robot was such an essential portion 

of the landowner's rightful profit that noblemen would be 

the losers if jobbagy were permitted to purchase the land. 

Pa id labour could never compensate the landowners for such 

a 10ss.40 

By the time of the 1832-1836 Diet the reform ideas 

of Szechenyi, wesselenyi and the Dessewffys began to have 

an impact on many noblemen. Their political writing had 

such influence that even the Vienna Government took notice 

of it. After the opening of the Diet the Habsburgs would 
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by influential men such as Wesselenyi and Sz~chenyi for 

fear that it would arouse the Deputies. Stadium, a book 

which Szechenyi planned to publish in time for the first 
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session of the Diet, encountered so many difficulties with 

the censor that it finally appeared in Leipzig only in 

1833. Similarly, Wesselenyi had to go to Bucharest to 

avoid censorship of his Balit~letekr8l (On Misjudgments), 

which also.appeared in 1833. 

Even without Balit~letekr8l and Stadium, the Vienna 

Government has cause for alarme The gentry favoured the 

economic aspects of Sz~chenyi's reform and they wished to 

incorpora te as many as possible of his recommendations into 

Hungary's corpus juris. 

Despite the fact that Szechenyi also advocated rem­

edying the condition of the jobbagysag, most of the gentry 

still hesitated to reform the Urbarium, which they had 

turned to their own advantage. They abused the robot and 

encroached on the privileges and tenures of the jObbagy-
, 

sage Due to their financial distress, most of the gentry 

depended on gains from these violations. They had to 

recapture the loyalties of the peasants, yet they could 

scarcely attain their objective without granting them cer­

tain meaningful concessions. By this time aIl but the 

most conservative were willing to depart to sorne extent 

from the rigid standards of the aristocratie system of 

Hungary but few of the gentry wished to compromise their 
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own economic advantages. 4l They planned to consider eco-

nomic legislation first, believing with sorne justification 

that this reform would help their own class and the job­

bagysag as well. 42 

By their hesitancy to work for immediate jObbagy-
, 

sag reforms, the gentry played into the hands of the Vienna 

Government, which insisted that reform must commence with 

legislation to remedy the abuses arising from the Urbarium. 

In the first few weeks of the oiet the gentry attempted in 

vain to get the King to reconsider the order of business. 

Finally széchenyi intervened and convinced the Lower House 

that it was pursuing a course which would alienate the 

peasantry further. He persuaded the gentry to place the 

Urbarium on the agenda. 43 

The gentry recognized that the Government had out-

maneuvered them. Lajos Kossuth explained in 1832 that 

the Government's strategy to place the Urbarium first 
on the agenda was clever because it put the oiet in a 
slippery position. Any inadvertent misstep by the oiet 
now could easily cause public opinion to join with the 
Vienna Government against it. How can a oiet accomplish 
anything if it has to battle public opinion?44 

By forcing the gentry to consider legislation 

opposed to their own interests, the Habsburgs had an excel­

lent opportunity to confirm their image as protectors of 

the peasants. Because of this dilemma many Oeputies who 

seemed to support the cause of jobbagysag reform, especially 

at the public Plenary Sessions, were not sincere. To pre-

vent adverse publicity, Oeputies decided to confer privately 
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in Regional Sessions before facing the public and to limit, 

as far as practicable, controversial argument. 45 They con­

cluded gentlemen's agreements not to reveal anti-jobb!gy 

sentiments at the public sessions because su ch comments 

would cause unrest among the peasants. 

Some Deputies, however, were not satisfied. Deputy 

Novak, for example, realized that 

there can be no talk of tranquility in Hungary until 
ni ne millions of our fellow inhabitants are admitted 
to citizenship. Now is the timel Let us ope~ up the 
gates1 46 

Deputy Somsich urged the Lower House to 

bind the interests of the commoners to those of our 
own •••• Every nation's power is grounded princi­
pally in its commoners, the most useful of whom are 
the peasants. The tiller of the soil is the strongest 
pillar of our freedoms. 47 

Kolcsey felt that the peasants looked upon the gentry as 

their enemies and regarded the Habsburgs as their benefac-

tors because Vienna had rectified so many abuses of the 

Urbarium. 48 Another Liberal Deputy, Ferenc Deak, warned 

his colleagues that "if we promote any laws that are unjust 

the peasants will become totally alienated from us and seek 

redress of their grievances from Vienna as a matter of 

course~49 Despite these warnings, a significant minority 

of gentry Deputies insisted on the existing practices and 

refused to rectify the abuses of the Urbarium. 

There were significant differences between Liberals 

and Conservatives in both Houses with respect to the 

Urbarium. The Liberal Deputy Nov!k, for example, attacked 



191 

the robot and declared that "the Christian religion has 

eradicated idolatry and so will the moderating influence 

of civilization do away with this last vestige of oppres­

sion."sO Deputy Gyertyanffy reminded his colleagues that 

for sorne time in Banat County the jobbagysag had been per­

mitted by the gentry to redeem their robot in cash. These 

transactions were so successful that he urged the adoption 

of similar measures throughout the nation. sl 

Conservatives conceded that voluntary agreements 

between the jObbagysag and landlords were not forbidden by 

law but, they claimed, if a law was promulgated in the 

spirit of Gyertyanffy's suggestion, then redemption of the 

robot would become compulsory for everyone. This would be 

unjust because conditions differed from place to place and 

uniform redemption tables for each and every community 

could not be created without violating the principle of 

equity. Conservatives also stressed that in many regions 

labour was scarce and without the robot many landlords 

would be unable to harvest their crops.s2 

Most Conservatives also defended the ninth-tax on 

legal grounds but admitted the law led to discontent, dis­

putes and loss of time. s3 Moderate Deputies in the Upper 

House approached the question of the ninth-tax cautiously. 

Hungary's Chief Justice declared, for instance, that 

although noblemen were legally entitled to the ninth-tax 

the obligations of the jobbagysag had to become more tol­

erable. Their duties, in his opinion, were so onerous 



that they destroyed the peasants' initiative to work. 

Nearly aIl Upper House members agreed that, even at its 

best, the ninth-tax was such a rigid obligation that it 

must alienate peasants from their landlords. 54 
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LiberaIs were even more critical of the ninth-tax. 

Deputy Bencsik urged his colleagues to solicit the peas­

ants' affection by permitting them to redeem their ninth­

tax in cash. Deputy Borsinczky even warned that if the 

gentry disregarded Bencsik's advice they might fare 1ike 

the French aristocrats who refused to renounce their priv­

ileges until it was too late. 55 

With some minor exceptions both moderates and 

LiberaIs shared the view that the jobbagysag must be guar­

anteed unobstructed freedom of movement throughout the 

nation. The Treasurer-General complained in the Upper 

House that land lords frequently failed to respect their 

agreements with their jObbagy. For example, a landlord 

would permit a peasant to terminate his tenure contract, 

and then prevent his departure. This was a misdemeanour 

punishable with a fine of 200 florins, but the fine went 

to the gentry-controlled County treasury, and the jobbagy 

was not indemnified. LiberaIs argued that landlords shou1d 

be criminally prosecuted and the fine given to the injured 

jobbagy as compensation. 56 

In the Lower House Pal Nagy expressed dissatisfac­

tion that certain jobbagy were merely permitted to move and 

he demanded more humanitarian attitudes toward them. In 



his view, 

this is truly a meagre concession. • • • It is not 
enough for a man to be able to go. on his way and not 
be beaten up. He must also make a living and have 
wood so that he will not freeze in the winter. 57 
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The attention of liberals was also focused on the 

judicial practices which discriminated against the peas­

antry. Ferenc Deak pointed out that a jobbagy frequently 

appeared as litigant before a court of law in which the 

accused acted as his own judge. Deak was concerned because 

it was common practice that a jobbagy was condemned even 

without a hearing. Frequently he was not guilty of violat­

ing the law and aIl too often the landlord contrived a 

grievance against him. 58 Nagy agreed with Deak that with 

few exceptions manorial courts perpetrated such infamies 

that even fifteen higher courts could not rectify the 

injustice. 59 Deputy Andrassy feared that the jobbagysag 

would not tolerate such treatment much longer. He was 

aware of the dangers confronting the gentry and saw a 

strengthened nation only in terms of elevating the jOb­

bagysag. Andrassy denied the allegation by Conservatives 

that by extending equal justice to the peasants the gen-

try's privileged position would be imperiled. In his view, 

a unified people would be more able to defend the home land 

against both internaI and external perils than would a few 

hundred thousand noblemen caught between two fires,60 the 

peasants and the Vienna Government. 

Conservatives opposed the LiberaIs on the judicial 
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issue and refused to remove the jObbagysag or their prop­

erty from the jurisdiction of the nobility. They were con­

vinced that the loss of su ch control would lead to the 

abolition of the nobility's constitutional rights. 6l Con­

servatives insisted that Hungarian law, according to which 

no person may be disturbed without due process, was not 

meant for commoners. To include them in any such guaran­

tee, they feared, wou Id irreparably damage the spirit of 

the fundamental laws. 62 

The equitable distribution of pastures was a fur­

ther difficult problem confronting the gentry, because they 

had purchased herds of sheep which required more land than 

was available. A general compromise solution, according to 

the liberal Deputy Këlcsey, was virtually impossible because 

of regional and other differences. 63 Deputy Nagy consid­

ered sheep raising the chief cause of the jobbagy's ruin 

since landlords, in order to make room for their sheep, 

encroached on their peasants' pastures. With his pastures 

gone, a jObbagy could no longer maintain cattle, and the 

loss of one ox could ruin him for as many as ten years. 

Under these circumstances he had every right to partici­

pate in the final decision regarding the separation of 

pastures. 64 

The conservative Deputies Dubraviczky and Csapo 

maintained that the separation of grazing grounds between 

the peasants and landlords was not necessarily an evil 

because su ch divisions often benefited the jObbagysag. 



Deputy Marczibanyi opposed any change whatever in the 

status quo and maintained that any alteration in the law 

would undermine the privileged status of the gentry.65 
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On the issue of separation Deputies arrived at a 

preliminary agreement, whereby both the jobbagysag and 

land lords would be lawfully bound by a separation agree­

ment. 66 Këlcsey, however, protested, for this was mean­

ingless because "all landlords have to do is to 'persuade' 

their peasants how to vote."67 

Këlcsey's objections brought about another pro­

posal. Pastures would be divided between the jobbagysag 

and landlords on the basis of "equity" for both parties. 

Where pastures were scarce or where separation was imprac­

ticable, pastures could either remain as before, or new 

gentry-jobbagy agreements could be reached on the basis 

of "equity." This proposal was also meaningless, as pal 

Nagy pointed out, because landlords would never agree to 

have their own advantageous situation changed. 68 

The last proposed law was never ratified by the 

King, yet in most regions the gentry adopted it as the 

standard for dealing with divisions of pastures. The 

jobbagysag hoped that at least illegal land seizures would 

end. In fact, landlords were able to deprive them of their 

good pastures in exchange for sandy useless tracts because 

standards of exchange between good and poor pastures were 

only vaguely defined. Although one provision of the law 

specified that exchanges could not take place without the 
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consent of the majority of the jObb!gys!g, this stipulation 

had 1ittle value. As Këlcsey indicated, landlords coerced 

their peasants and deprived them of their remaining good 

pastures. To the gentry these exchanges were of crucial 

importance. Formerly most of their lots had been scat­

tered and this made sheep raising on a large scale unprof­

itab1e. Despite the fact that the proposed law never 

received royal sanction, it was implemented in practice 

by the gentry, who arbitrari1y reapportioned pastures in 

their own favour. 69 It was a clear indication that, when 

their economic interests were invo1ved, the gentry were 

not willing to legislate in favour of the jObb!gysag. 

The allocation of clearings had similar implica­

tions for both the gentry and the peasants. The libera1 

Deputy Ferenc De!k opposed a proposal which would have 

permitted bilateral agreements between a jObb!gy and his 

landlord. Deak feared that the 1aw would make the jobb!gy 

dependent on the good will of the gentry and he tried to 

convince his colleagues that many of the poorer jobbagysag 

depended for their survival on these clearings. An ambig­

uous law would render thousands of them homeless and make 

them vagabonds. This represented a great danger, for 

people attached to the soil always defend law and order 

no matter how poor the y are, but individuals who are 

evicted from their land, Deak warned, devote their ener­

gies to the destruction of the system which had mistreated 

them. 70 Count Fekete expressed a similar view in the 
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Upper House by saying: 

The fate of thousands of ~Obbagr hinges on this deci­
sion. It would be unwort y oforesighted lawmakers 

to bring about economic insecurity among the jobbagy­

sag and engender lack of confidence in the legislators. 

At least until now the Vienna Government, as arbitrary 

as it might have been, has generally intervened and 

prevented the jObbagysag from starving. However, once 

we promulgate a law the Government's benevolent inter­
ference will cease.7l 

Despite the awareness of the need for land reform, 

clearings were potential grazing grounds and many of the 

gentry had no intentions of sharing them with the jObbagy­

sage A group of Conservative Deputies succeeded in pass­

ing a bill in the Lower House which would have permitted 

landlords to seize a large portion of the jobbagysag's 

clearings. Only a royal veto saved them. The King issued 

a strongly worded rescript which confirmed the principle 

of inviolability for nearly all jObbagy clearings, whether 

authorized by their landlords or not. The gentry had to 

accept the Crown's censure and eventually a law which they 

considered economically harmful to them. 72 The incident 

showed once again that, regardless of their avowed senti­

ments, most of the gentry were still not prepared to sac­

rifice immediate economic gain for the sake of the peas-

antry. 

Few issues in Hungary at that time provoked as much 

controversy as the Liberals' proposal which would have 

allowed the peasants to commute their obligations to money 

payments. Conservatives criticized the measure on both 

legal and practical grounds. Deputy Rohonczy objected 
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because in his view the law would give the peasantry ~ 

~acto property rights and thus a new Estate would be 

created. Deputy Szlucha declared that the law would 

transform the jObbagysag into a landowning class whereas 

the Constitution only permitted noblemen to own property. 

The Deputy feared that this measure would destroy the eco­

nomic basis of both landlords and peasantry. Gentry land­

owners would go bankrupt because contributions from the 

peasants would cease. The jobbagysag, in turn, would be 

ruined because their commutation payments would be so 

excessive that they would be unable to pay their taxes. 73 

Although the Liberals proposed the bill of commuta­

tion, they did so not because they wanted to help the peas­

antry but to show that the King was not their real protec­

tor. 74 Liberals were convinced that the King would have to 

veto the bill because he did not approve of any radical 

change. However, the hesitation of the gentry enabled the 

Vienna Government to score a legislative victory. The King 

was confident of the support of the peasantry and felt that 

Liberals wielded little influence with them. Besides, the 

gentry had committed a blunder earlier by passing another 

bill in the Lower House, according to which ownership of 

the land was vested only in the land lord and all the soil 

cultivated by the jObbagysag was the landlord's property.75 

The King pointed out the contradiction and vetoed the 

second bill. 

The gentry's clumsiness, if not incompetence, 
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allowed the King to turn the issue into a jurisdictional 

struggle. In his rescript to the Lower House the King 

pointed out that the problem of land allocation was so 

complex that it could no longer remain within the juris­

diction of the Diet. 76 After a formal protest the Lower 

House yielded to the King and abandoned the billon com­

mutation. 77 The Vienna Government then forced the Lower 

House to accept an alternate law which authorized the 

Habsburgs to intervene in jObbagy-gentry relations more 

than ever before. The new law stipulated that landlords 

were not permitted tq conclude individual agreements with 

their peasants until the Vienna Government had scrutinized 

the contract for possible violations and subterfuges on 

the part of the gentry.78 This enabled the Vienna Govern­

ment to appear again as the protector of the jobbagysag. 

Because the majority lacked sincere interest, as 

Count Andrassy pointed out in the Lower House,79 the Diet 

of 1832-1836 failed to promulgate legislation which would 

substantially aid the jobbagysag. A few legal steps, how­

ever, relieved the worst abuses in judicial matters. The 

gentry could no longer exercise personal judicial control 

and only lawfully appointed judges could preside in litiga­

tion involving a jobbagy. He could no lon.ger be arrested 

without a formal hearing, nor could he be puni shed without 

first having been sentenced by a court. It was even more 

important that the jobbagysag obtained the right to initi­

ate lawsuits on their own behalf, without the landlord's 
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permission. Impartial commissions were also established in 

order to settle minor issues between peasants and land­

lords. 80 

The jobbaqysag's economic gains were minore They 

won a small concession by having sorne of their ninth-tax 

abolished and their right to keep store reaffirmed. 81 One 

law, although it concerned the armalists, brought indirect 

benefit to them. Under the new law armalists were required 

to pay tax on fields, inner plots and pastures, if this 

land was legally jobbaqy tenure. When armalists occupied 

this type of land they also had to pay the domestic and war 

taxes. 82 This law not only assured the jobbagysag a fairer 

tax distribution, but it also indicated that the armalists' 

noble privileges were beginning to be limited in certain 

respects. 

Except for these relatively small measures, most of 

which were originated in the Diet by LiberaIs, the gentry 

made no substantial move to gain the confidence of the job­

bagysag. However, during the Diet discussions a group of 

noblemen showed for the first time an awareness of the need 

to improve the condition of the jObbagysag and to create an 

atmosphere for further reconciliation. 

The problem of relations between the gentry and the 

merchants, the second important class of commoners, was 

essentially different. The predominantly German merchant 

class controlled most of Hungary's commerce and without 

their help and support the gentry had no hope of 
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successfully entering trade and manufacturing. They wou1d 

have to remain agricultural producers at the mercy of the 

Vienna Government and Austrian monopolies. The gentry 

recognized the merchants' importance, both for their own 

economic well-being and for national interests. A move­

ment toward accommodation grew steadily throughout the 

Reform Period. 83 

The first attempt to establish contact and to 

solicit the support of the merchants took place at the 

Diet of 1790-1791 when the Commercial Factfinding Commit­

tee approached them for their opinions on commercial con­

ditions in Hungary. In order to remedy what it considered 

a crisis in Hungary's economy, the Committee suggested that 

the Vienna Government abolish all tariffs both for the 

nobility and the merchants. Only a few Deputies supported 

the Committee's suggestions, and the proposals were not 

adopted. 84 

The gentry's attitude improved at the Diet of 1802 

and the Merchant Corporations of Pozsony, Pest, Buda and 

Gyër were permitted to submit their own suggestions for 

remedying the commercial crisis. 8S By this time many Dep­

uties were sympathetic to the merchants' grievances. This 

feeling increased after the Napoleonic Wars, when many Ger­

man merchants became Magyarized. 86 As postwar recession 

set in, it became clear to the gentry that their interests 

and the merchants' were closely linked. The merchants were 

the gentry's chief creditors and the principal purchasers 
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of gentry produce. 87 This became a compelling reason for 

initiating mutually beneficial commercial legislation. 

By the time of the 1832-1836 Diet, the main obsta-

cle to rapprochement between the gentry and merchants was 

the lingering suspicion, on the part of some Magyars, 

regarding the intentions of the merchants. Deputy Borsin-

czky, for example, looked upon the merchants with disdain 

and accused them, and their municipal authorities, of sys-

tematically abusing and extending their monopolies to the 

detriment of the rest of the nation. 88 Liberal Deputies 

were willing, however, to come to the merchants' defense. 

Deputy Say, for instance, recognized that noblemen still 

looked upon tradesmen with contempt and denigrated their 

valuable contributions to the nation. He warned the gentry 

that unless Hungary provided laws for the protection of 

merchants, there would be no trade and commerce in Hungary 

even if the Austrian Government suddenly aboli shed its 

colonial policies. 89 He criticized the gentry for not 

permitting municipal judges to exercise control over town­

dwelling noblemen, and sa id this was just another sign of 

gentry contempt for the common classes. 90 

Deputy Kolcsey was equally critical of the gentry's 

attitude toward the merchants, especially since they pro­

vided Hungary with valuable revenue: 

Too many speakers in the Diet talk about the taxpayer 
with contempt and what is even worse they are applauded 
by the noble audience. ls this patriotism? Shall we 
cordon ourselves off forever? Shall we look down from 
great heights dominated by caste forever? Shall there 



never arise in our souls the des ire to destroy these 
walls and instead of· separation seek strength in 
unity?9l 
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One of the most liberal magnates, Szechenyi, was 

aware that the gentry's prejudices could not be eliminated 

overnight. But, in an effort to reach an understanding, he 

offered a plan that wouldbenefit both the gentry and the 

commercial class. Heproposed to replace the temporary 

pontoon bridge which linked Buda-Pest, with a more. perma­

nent steel bridge. He suggested that aIl members of soci­

ety, including nobles, paya toll for the use of the new 

structure. 92 

Unlike the pontoon bridge, the steel structure 

could be crossed in any type of weather. This would bene-

fit everyone, by making travel easier, but it would espe-

cially benefit the merchants who would no longer suffer 

loss of trade because of inclement weather, and they would 

benefit from fairer competition. Under the prevailing cir-

cumstances noblemen and their produce could cross the pon-

toon toll-free, while merchants paid toll both on them­

selves and their wares. 93 

Szechenyi had opened the possibility for important 

reform, but by suggesting that everyone pay a toll he also 

stimulated debate on a controversial question. Most nobles 

still considered tolls just another form of taxation. Sze-

chenyi himself reported one typical reaction to his scheme: 

Only recently a very enlightened gentleman in aIl other 
respects declared to me: "1 would rather wait three 
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days in Pest or get to Buda by rowboat while chopping 
ice, than to paya toll on a bridge, be it of the 
shiniest steel."94 

In an attempt to resolve the taxation issue, Sze­

chenyi and the Liberal Gy8rgy Andrassy published a pamphlet 

which proposed three possibilities for financing the ven­

ture. One suggestion was that the expense of the bridge 

should be assumed by the entire population which would then 

be able to use the bridge free of charge. The· second sug­

gestion was that the nobility would pay the entire cost of 

the bridge which would be used toll-free by everyone. The 

third, and most feasible plan, would be the creation of a 

joint-stock company to which everyone would pay toll. Su ch 

a scheme would not conflict with the nobles' view of their 

constitutional rights, according to Andrassy and Szechenyi, 

provided the Diet promulgated suitable legislation. 95 The 

Bridge Commission eventually accepted this latter proposal 

and presented its recommendation to the Diet in June 1833. 

Sorne of the Conservatives refused to even discuss 

the issue. Deputy La Motte, one of the most conservative 

members in the Lower House, felt that the decision to make 

noblemen paya bridge toll conflicted with Law VIII of 1741 

which stated that taxation of the nobility in any form was 

not a subject for deliberation in the Diet. 96 Very few 

Deputies agreed with La Motte's interpretation of their 

privileges. Deputy Pfanschmidt's position on the taxation 

issue was more representative of the attitude of the Diet: 

My County does not interpret noble privilege to mean 
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that noblemen should never pay for anything. What the 
privilege means is that neither the Vienna Government 
nor any other outsider may inflict a burden on the 
nobility and that it may bear only burdens which are 
decided upon and freely accepted by its own represen­
tatives. 97 

On 13 January 1835, the Lower House introduced a 

resolution which called for everyone to pay the bridge toll 

and the Counties voted thirty-six in favour, ten against, 

with seven abstentions. 98 The more conservative Upper 

House accepted the bill a few days later, but with the 

important modification that the law should not be con-

strued as a precedent for universal payment of tolls by 

noblemen. 

The commercial class was encouraged by the gentry's 

partial modification of its tax privileges, but other 

developments at the 1832-1836 Diet aided this feeling as 

weIl. The Diet initiated debates on the establishment of 

a Hungarian National Bank and promulgated a law designed 

to facilitate railroad building in Hungary. Commercial 

Courts of Arbitration were established in order to facili-

tate business transactions, and laws were enacted to cor-

rect the worst abuses involving credit. The new regula-

tions made it more difficult for debtors to delay paying 

a debt. In a final important step, the Diet proposed to 

consider the establishment of schools which would benefit 

the merchant classes. 99 

The gains of the merchant class could not be called 

extensive, but in comparison with the gains of the other 
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commoners, they can be considered meaningful. The legisla-
--_ ... { 

tive steps of the gentry, and the new attitudes which 

accounted forc:'::'em, reflected a social class in the process 

of change. As the gentry gradually accepted more progres­

sive ideas, conflict emerged between their developing lib-

eralism and their economic interests. The economic circum-

stances only served to aggravate the dilemma. A sizeable 

minority favoured agricultural reform and various schemes 

for improving the conditions of the lower classes but only 

so long as these innovations did not compromise their own 

position. 100 The majority rejected any concessions and in 

the early nineteenth century this divisive issue prevented 

any meaningful Magyar reconciliation. 

The gentry were unable, by themselves, to rally the 

various Magyar social classes and eventually a small group 

of influential magnates provided the catalyst for reconcil­

iation. Szechenyi's Hitel, the work chiefly responsible 

for reform, appeared only two years before the Diet of 

1832-1836 and few of the Deputies had either the time or 

the opportunity to comprehend it fully. They were fre-

quently confused and divided among themselves. The Habs-

burgs used their division and indecision to force the 

nobles to consider reform of the Urbarium. 

Despite these drawbacks, the atmosphere for an 

understanding among Magyars was improving. Sorne of the 

most progressive magnates had begun to reconcile the gen­

try, the armalists and the jobbagysagi a few modest 
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measures introduced at the 1832-1836 Diet inaugurated a new 

phase in the gentry's relationship with commoners. Commer-

cial legislation gave hope for better relations between the 

merchants and the nobility, and the partial renunciation of 

tax privileges by the nobility was the first step in the 

erosion of class barriers. 

The legislative achievements of the 1832-1836 Diet 

were not, however, nearly sufficient by themselves to pave 

the way for Magyar unity. One of the nobles at the Diet in 

1833 explained why. 

I, and the public in general, have cast off many of our 
old, archaic notions and our souls have become more 
receptive to the ideas of modern progresse • • • It was 
difficult, however, to cast off the aristocratie 
notions which clung to me in spite of myself.lOl 

The following year another noble at the Diet indicated that 

the times in which he lived 

already bore the stamp of the New Age because there 
were ample numbers of individuals in whom the new ideas 
had struck a spark. Yet the nation was fooled by the 
dazzling speeches and the mighty concepts; few, how­
ever, noticed that the speakers were not so numerous. l02 

In fact, by 1836 sorne nobles held even more strongly 

than before to the principles embodied in the fundamental 

laws, and they refused to relinquish their class privileges 

in favour of a more egalitarian social order. The inter-

ference of the vienna Government, together with the eco-

nomic self-interest and class consciousness of the nobil-

ity, prevented the formation of a meaningful Magyar unity. 
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CONCLUSION 

Before the Reform Era the Hungarian nobility, most 

of whom were Magyars, held a class-centered concept of the 

natio Hungarica. Within Magyar society there was no sig­

nificant awareness of ethnie national unity. The society 

was fragrnented and most of the landless persons, who had 

been relegated to the level of jObbagy, were exploited by 

their landlords. The noble classes themselves lacked 

social uniformity. The largest nurnber of the nobility 

were impoverished and could no longer maintain their prop­

erty. These armalists, or landless nobles, were isolated 

from the landed gentry and eventually lost the exercise of 

their political privileges. The landed nobility, through 

economic and political power, dominated the country. They 

were alienated from the specially privileged magnate class, 

which had been created by the Habsburgs soon after they 

ascended the Hungarian throne. The lower classes were 

divided into a bottom stratum which lived exclusivelY4n 

agriculture, and a smaller group which earned its living 

in various ways, mostly through certain special occupa­

tions. 

The two main non-Magyar factors were the non-Magyar 

minorities and the Habsburgs. Before the Reform Era Magyars 

enjoyed peaceful relations with the minority nationaliities. 
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The self-centered nobility of all ethnie groups considered 

themselves the natio Hungarica. They spoke Latin and 

together dominated the lower classes. The Habsburgs, in 

order to maintain their hold on Hungary and to rule the 

country with its many diverse national groups, adopted a 

policy of playing one minority against the other. Further, 

the Habsburgs encouraged class divisions among the Magyars 

themselves in order to forestall the development of an 

ethnie national movement. 

The Habsburgs took advantage of the discord between 

the lower nObility, the gentry and armalists, by insisting 

that County Gov~rnments respect the armalists' right to 

participate in political affairs. Vienna also maintained 

tension between the nobility and the jObbagy by frequently 

investigating and rectifying peasants' complaints against 

their landlords through the Vice Regency and the Chancel­

lery. This was obvious during the depression which set in 

after the Napoleonic Wars and which aggravated the exist­

ing social conflicts. As the gentry's economic circum­

stances worsened, they increased their exploitation of the 

peasants and this further alienated the two classes. 

By this time various non-Magyar minorities were 

making political and cultural demands, and the Habsburgs 

used this to fragment Hungarian society by supporting such 

groups as the Serbs and Croats, against the Magyars. Fol­

lowing the wars the Habsburgs also settled numerous non­

Magyar refugees on Hungarian soil and this, the Magyars 
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By then, however, deve10pments were a1ready taking 

place in the society which 1ed a number of Magyar nob1emen 

to promote Magyar unit y, but on1y after a sma11 group of 

inf1uentia1, patriotic magnates seized the initiative. The 

efforts of the nobi1ity were stimu1ated by cultural trends 

in education. 

As ear1y as the eighteenth century the c1erica11y­

contro11ed education system had been reforming from within. 

Catho1ic education was forma11y under Austrian control and 

Catho1ic clergymen were expected to support the Habsburgs' 

po1icies, but Many Catho1ic educators were imbued with 

Romanticist ideas by then and they defied Vienna by teach­

ing Magyar patriotism in the native tongue. This tendency 

continued throughout the peried, especia11y under the 

influence of the Protestants who enjoyed more educationa1 

freedom than the Catho1ics, and who frequent1y received a 

1ibera1 education abroad. 

As society became more secu1arized in the nine­

teenth century, the traditiona1 hosti1ity between the two 

groups diminished, particu1ar1y among the lower c1ergy and 

the 1ay leaders, and ~heir efforts merged on beha1f of 

reforms. The reconci1iation was great1y aided by the grow­

ing number of educated commoners who opposed re1igious 

division and the prevai1ing social injustices. Under the 

impact of these honoratiori noble society became more 
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receptive to change. 

The trend toward religious reconciliation, which 

began in education, was evident when Protestant and Cath­

olic secular Deputies came to an understanding in the Diet 

and began to collaborate on social and political issues~ 

They opposed both the Catholic hierarchy and the Vienna 

Government by demanding the introduction of Magyar into 

all phases of national life. Accommodation between the 

traditionally hostile religious factions provided an 

atmosphere for a general Magyar reconciliation, stimu­

lated rapprochement among dissident social groups, and 

began slowly to erode class attitudes. 

Under the influence of both Protestant and Cath­

olic teachers the Magyar upper classes were exposed to new 

ideas from the West. Romanticism, which glorified peasant 

life and stressed the importance of national unit y based 

on language and ethnie factors, influenced the class­

conscious gentry in favour of national unit y embracing 

all classes. Gradually the nobles recognized the need 

for improved and expanded education, and by the Reform 

Era they were not only planning reform in education, they 

were actively defying Vienna by promoting Magyarism in 

the schools. 

As the ideas of national identity and social soli-

darity grew, Magyarism came into conflict with the cultural 

and political aspirations of the minorities. Magyars were 

forced to choose between permitting the non-Magyars to 



221 

pur sue their national ambitions, or stifling them through 

compulsory assimilation. Magyars were conscious of the 

fact that they were a minority in Hungary and, out of fear 

of absorption by the non-Magyars, they adopted the more 

aggressive attitude. At first Magyars considered that the 

key to control of the minorities was education in the 

Magyar language. However, it soon became clear that non­

Magyars would defy forcible Magyarization. Consequently, 

Magyars adopted the more indirect approach of trying to 

persuade Vienna to permit the substitution of Magyar for 

Latin as the official language, for they believed that 

such a measure would force non-Magyars to adopt the tongue 

for practical reasons and sooner or later they would adopt 

it as a matter of course. 

The plan to supplant Latin with Magyar had serious 

consequences. It aroused the Vienna Government's suspi­

cions that the Magyars planned eventually to secede, while 

non-Magyars reacted to Magyarization the same way the 

Magyars had earlier responded to the Habsburgs' Germaniz­

ing efforts. 

As the Magyars were trying to elevate their tongue 

to official status, they were also reviving their language 

and literature. Under the impact of an expanding group of 

literati and the ideas of Romanticism, they had made great 

strides by 1836 in popularizing nationalistic literature 

based largely on peasant folklore and traditions. This 

gave nobles and peasants a common ground and established 
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the basis for- an understanding between them. However, the 

reform writings also provoked added resistance from Vienna 

and the minorities. The Habsburgs opposed the emphasis on 

Magyar-national themes and heroes. Non-Magyars reacted to 

the chauvinism of Magyar literature and refused to become 

assimilated. By the l830's they were developing their own 

language, literature and culture, and the impact of new 

economic and political ideas over a relatively brief period 

created new problems and divisions. By 1836 both Magyar 

and non-Magyar leaders had assumed the leadership of more 

or less militant national movements. 

Under opposition from the minorities and Vienna, 

the Magyar upper classes became more receptive to ideas of 

class reconciliation which were being emphasized by the 

literati. In the l830's, when the emphasis in reform 

literature-shifted from prose and poetry to political and 

economic writings, the gentry slowly took up economic and 

social questions and attempted to promote class reconcili­

ation through legislation. A gradual progress is evident 

from the Diet of 1790-1791 to the Diet ending in 1836, both 

in terms of the issues discussed as well as the legislation 

enacted. 

Although legislation was modest, a greater Magyar 

social unit y slowly began to emerge in the l830's. Whereas 

earlier Magyars were splintered socially, politically and 

economically, this had been decreased by the integration of 

armalists into political life. At first the gentry resented 
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and feared the intrusion of large numbers of semi-literate 

armalists, but they soon recognized that their support was 

essential for national unity. S9me magnates slowly rein­

tegrated into Magyar society and beganto show an interest 

in problems of national interest as they became more 

involved in cultural and political affairs. The peasants, 

although not affected politically by 1836, gained a few 

legal rights as a first step toward emancipation. The mer­

chant classes, who already possessed certain privileges, 

were mainly concerned with economic reform, and the 1832-

1836 Diet for the first time initiated legislation on their 

behalf. This was an important measure by the nobility who, 

until then, had been hostile and contemptuous toward the 

commercial class. 

The Magyar gentry advocated reforms to benefit the 

peasants as well, but they failed to put their promises 

into action, and the greatest unresolved issue by 1836 was 

gentry-jobbâgy relations. The inability of the gentry to 

reconcile the mass of peasants did not necessarily repre­

sent hypocrisy; the nobles' economic circumstances fre­

quently prevented them from matching their ideals with 

meaningful concessions. 

Despite the growth of national awareness and the 

recognition of the need for social, economic and political 

reforms, their reluctance to proceed with thorough reform 

was still a restricting factor. By 1836 many of the gentry 

had accepted enlightened ideas in principle, but their 



legislative achievements still reflected more economic 

self-interest than a desire to create a more egalitarian 

society. With the jObbâgy's loyalties still in doubt, 

1836 cannot be considered the year of reconciliation 
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between the upper and lower classes. What set 1836 apart 

from 1790, and even 1825, was in the realm of ideology. 
, 

The Marxian historian Istvan Barta wrote that in 

1790 the gentry had adopted the idea that Rousseau's social 

contract was roeant only for their benefit, but by 1836 a 

growing number believed the entire population was entitled 

to the benefits of society.l More accurately, they had 

accepted the idea that aIl Magyars, regard1ess of class, 

were entit1ed to social equa1ity, but this idea was accepted 

in princip le on1y. By the 1830's the gentry had accepted 

the armalists and merchants, but they did not take any 

decisive steps toward making the peasants equa1 members of 

what they considered was the Magyar nation. The gentry was 

fully aware of the need for Magyar national unit y, but in 

the transitiona1 period 1825-1836 this had not been achieved 

in practice. 

IL. Kossuth, orszaq,YÜleSi Tudositasok, ed. I. Barta 
(Budapest, 1948-1961), IV, 0 (Edltor's footnote). 
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