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reseArcH of tHe History of 
HungAriAn ADult eDucAtion

Erika Juhász

Brief
In our study we intend to give a brief outline on our 
research summing up the history of the Hungarian 
adult education as well as we to illustrate one of 
its segments, mainly the first phase, with some of 
its major features. To realize the objectives of this 
research we have chosen both horizontal and verti-
cal analyzing aspects. The horizontal aspect of our 
work is the linearity of time dimensions: we have 
defined the different chapters of the Hungarian 
history with respect to adult education. From this 
point of view we differentiate eight periods in the 
history of the Hungarian adult education: the an-
tecedent era, the age of enlightenment, the age of 
reforms, the transitory period of conciliation, the 
years of liberal education, the time between the 
two world wars, the decades of socialism, and the 
period after the political transformation. The verti-
cal analysing aspect of our study in each of the time 
dimensions is the outline of five significant conten-
tual points: the general social features influencing 
adult education, the characteristics of teaching and 
those of the teaching of adults, the role of culture 
in adult education, the important institutions and 
organizations of adult education of the given era, 
the characterization of the work of some outstand-
ing people concerning adult education.

The methodology of the research
The motive of our research is the fact that most of 
the Hungarian researches of andragogy ventures 
to give a deep analysis of a only a segment of the 
science, though it is true that several examples of 
comprehensive historical analysis are also present, 
which are in many cases sketchy, outlining only 
some significant events or people. There was a 
conference in Debrecen on 6-8 October 1997, which 
undertook the summing up of these researches. 
Its name shows it too: The history of the Hungar-
ian adult education. (conference volume: Maróti – 
Rubovszky – Sári 1998). On this conference Mátyás 
Durkó, one of the founders who made Hungarian 
adult education become a university major, drafted 
a possible methodology for the theoretical sum-
ming up of the history of andragogical researches. 
He set up a system of co-ordinates and along its 

vertical axis he placed periods, along its horizontal 
axis he put analytical parameters. By the evaluat-
ing these data it is possible to make a comparison 
between the ages of history (vertically) and (hori-
zontally) to assess a given period (Durkó 1998). 

Taking this methodology for a basis of her doc-
toral dissertation, Juhász worked out a system, 
which could be suitable for summarizing the history 
of Hungarian adult education. (Juhász 2005). In this 
we followed the age classification of Mátyás Durkó, 
extending and modifying it to a certain degree. The 
main reason for this was the fact that the historical 
overview of the Hungarian adult education is much 
more complex and lengthy than the historical order 
of the researches of adult education. On the basis of 
this we figured out a system which is continuous 
in time, but as for its contents there can be some 
pauses. In this division we deviated somewhat from 
the periods of the history of politics, and first of all 
we drew the chronological borderlines along the 
steps and developments made in adult education. 
In the historical works minor differences can be ob-
served as for the exact definitions and names of the 
periods. Taking this into consideration we basically 
took over the periodization of the history of culture 
which is recognized by the majority of historians 
and represent wider frames of adult education dur-
ing longer periods. On the basis of this the periods 
to be examined together with indicating the adult 
education tendency are the following: 

1. The antecedents of the Hungarian adult edu-
cation (-1772)

2. The appearance of cultural initiatives and 
those of adult education at the turn of the XVIII.-
XIX century (1772-1825.)

3. The widening of the scope of the organiza-
tions of adult education in the first half of the XIX 
century (1825-1849.)

4. The movements organising from below in the 
second half of the XIX century (1849-1890.)

5. The age and ideas of liberal education at the 
turn of the XIX and XX centuries (1890-1919.)

6. The growing folk education in the first half of 
the XX century (1919-1945)

7. Centralization and public education in the 
second half of the XX century (19451989.)
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8. Education of adults – vocational education – 
adult education at the turn of the XX and XXI cen-
turies (1989-)
In these periods the analytical parameters differ 
from the ones used by Mátyás Durkó, since here it 
is not the history of the research of adult education 
we concentrate on but the history of adult educa-
tion itself. On the basis if these we want to examine 
the main contents:

a. the most important political events, general 
social features (only if it is indispensable for the 
interpretation of the educational and/or cultural 
situation);

b. principles of the politics of education and 
culture, regulations, laws and events relating adult 
education;

c. institutions of education and culture “serv-
ing” adult education: the institutional system of 
adult education;

d. noted figures of the politics of education and 
culture, thoughts and works of researchers con-
cerning adult education.
Thus we can hopefully get an overall picture of the 
history of the Hungarian adult education from the 
antecedents through the main historical ages to the 
political transformation. The presentation of the 
historic background is important from the point 
of view of problem history in the first place: we 
can look over the events leading up to the founda-
tion of the present forms and institutions of adult 
education. In our research reaching completeness 
seems impossible, since the science of history can 
never be considered to be closed, it is a continuous 
process of acquiring knowledge. 

The major episodes of the history of adult edu-
cation can be found in some comprehensive works 
(Csiby 1987; Zrinszky 1996; Benedek – Csoma – Ha-Csiby 1987; Zrinszky 1996; Benedek – Csoma – Ha-
rangi 2002), but our aim was a more detailed and 
exploring way of making a basis by showing the 
essential events chronologically. The limitations 
of length prevent us from direct evaluation of the 
data, we cannot expound the supporting reasons, 
because it is only a unit that states the problems. 
We wish to make it clear early in this examination 
that the fields of adult education were connected 
- at some points it is still so - to the fields of edu-
cation (compare Mészáros 1981). As for the devel-
opment they were linked to the basic tasks of the 
educational institutions (for example the education 
of the illiterate, spreading scientific knowledge, so-
cial activities, literary pursuits) as an addition, and 
it was also present theoretically in the writings of 
writers, thinkers. Therefore the institutional system 

and a thorough and scientific attitude which only 
concentrates on adult education as its primary task 
formed slowly. There is another conception that 
should be mentioned here, namely adult education 
has a tradition in Hungary: it serves the develop-
ment of the whole human being, helps him to find 
his way in life, it helps to get along and gives a cer-
tain feeling of being part of a family and society. 
We believe that it was important to look over all of 
this, so that the Hungarian researchers and foreign 
scholars studying the history of adult education 
can get to know these methodological frames. 

Unfortunately it is not possible to present the re-
sults of the whole research in this study, however we 
plan to show some key elements of the first phase. 
This period considerably determined the history of 
the Hungarian adult education in its foundation, 
principles, attitude, that is why its research is not 
to be neglected, even if only few theories, institu-
tions, regulations etc. can directly and primarily 
be connected to adult education from this era. The 
reason why we present this particular time period 
is the fact that it is relatively underexplored: many 
authors regard the age of conciliation (1867) as the 
beginning of the history of the Hungarian adult ed-
ucation, whilst the antecedents can be traced back 
to the birth of the Hungarian history.

The antecedents of the Hungarian adult education
In Hungary adult education played a support-
ive role of the religious work of the churches for 
many centuries. Saint Stephen ensured this in a bill 
– namely the village people – mainly adults could 
benefit from the educational work of their clerics 
(Mészáros 1981). It lived on in the feudal society, in 
the age of Matthias (or a little earlier), so this could 
be our starting point as for outlining the anteced-
ents. (Novák 1980:11). The Hungarian reformation 
used the native language in its ceremony and writ-
ings (Bertényi 1998a:359-360). They were able to 
pass the knowledge to a large number of people 
by their teachers and the colleges founded in the 
XVI century. In this “fight” they had an important 
tool, that is the printed book (the first Bible printed 
in Hungarian was the translation of János Sylvester: 
The Bible of Sárvár) (Bertényi 1998a:361). The ini-
tiatives for adult education relating the church ap-
peared very early, so for example in the XVI-XVII 
century there are references to many self-educating 
circles in the history of the Reformed College of 
Debrecen, though they only became widespread 
mainly in the XIX century. (Barcza 1988:700-702) 
In the meantime we can talk about deliberate edu-
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cational tools in the XV-XVI century, which clearly 
served expanding the knowledge of the adults. 
One of them was Sebestyén Tinódi Lantos, who 
wrote about historical events in the form of poems 
or songs, so this way it could be popular among 
the illiterate as well. (mouth by mouth) (Koltay 
1998). Gáspár Heltai’s collection of fables had a sim-
ilar role (1556 – Száz fabula), in which he told eas-
ily digestible and imaginable stories. The origins 
of these were mostly foreign works, which were 
translated by Heltai and adapted into the Hungar-
ian circumstances. The fables end with a moral so 
the less educated could also understand them. His 
name can be connected to the press of Kolozsvár 
too, which played a vital role in standardizing the 
Hungarian orthography, and it published many so 
called popular books as well (Kelemen 1999). The 
appearance of polemic drama as part of the theatri-
cal arts was also significant, being an important 
tool of shaping people’s mind at that time with its 
convincing dialogical form. This genre produced 
some outstanding works such as Élektra by Péter 
Bornemissza, which can be considered the overture 
of the Hungarian secular drama. In this the author 
urges us on the opposition against tyranny – here-
by it can be seen that this genres is not only meant 
for reflecting but for encouraging people to act. 
(Nemeskürty 1959). By the end of the era pamphlets 
became widespread and these could represent the 
main social problems in a short but effective way, 
and it played an important role in motivating peo-
ple. (Novák 1980:13). 

Transylvania was a fine ground for experiments 
on the field of the education of the people , so that 
of the education of adults. Beginning from the 
reign of Gábor Bethlen this started to develop (Nagy 
1964). It was partly due to subsidization, which 
could be felt especially on the field of education. 
Foreign scholars were invited (for example to the 
College of Gyulafehérvár), and their teachers were 
sent abroad on study-tours (mostly to the Nether-
lands and England). The notable figure of this age 
was János Apáczai Csere, who returning from abroad 
from his theological and philosophical studies 
became an instructor of the College of Gyulafe-
hérvár, and after he was suspended from teach-
ing by II György Rákóczi because of his progressive 
ideas (e.g. his thoughts in Magyar Logikátska and 
Tanács), he worked as the headmaster of the school 
of Kolozsvár. The biggest achievement of his was 
the Hungarian Encyclopaedia, which is the first sci-
entific compendium in Hungarian. Basically it 
was the translation and adaptation of the selection 

of works of foreign authors (like Heltai’s fables). 
Similarly to a schoolbook the topics were the fol-
lowing: epistemology, dialectics, logic, arithmetic, 
geometry, physics, astronomy, nature, technol-
ogy, agronomy, history, ethics, politics, pedagogy, 
theology. Besides discussing these topics ha gave 
a guide for teaching them. Another point worth 
mentioning in his life is the fact that he proposed 
prince Árpád Barcsay setting up an academy on the 
basis of western pattern (Nagy 1976:80-84).

János Tolnai Dali had a similar importance, who 
with the support of Zsigmond Rákóczi and Zsu-
zsanna Lórántffy urged on the education of the il-
literate and the agricultural training of the farmers. 
As a professor of Sárospatak he invited John Amos 
Comenius, who wrote Gentis felicitas after becom-
ing acquainted with the social and cultural situa-
tion of Hungary, in which he considered culture as 
the most effective tool to lead people out of back-
wardness. (Koltay 1998; Csorba 1999). 

At this time schools also got an important role, 
public and adult education basically took place 
there. These schools were maintained by the 
church, so the church carried on a wide-ranging 
teaching work.
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