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The press propaganda originating in particular from 
Rumanian and Czech sources which in the decades 
immediately preceding the Great War and during the 

Great War itself besieged the public opinion of the West, 
endeavoured to inspire the minds of the nations concerned 
with a terribly distorted politico-historical conception of the 
Hungarians and the Hungarian people. Ladislas Ottlik has 
plastically described this false conception — this suggestio 
falsi — concerning the Hungarians in the following terms: — 
"A warlike horde of nomads a thousand years ago rode 
through the Vereczke Pass into the basin of the Carpathians 
and ruthlessly subjugated the peaceful — and politically 
helpless — Slav and Rumanian “autochthonous inhabitants" 
living there. In the Middle Danube valley, where they 
settled most densely, these nomads in time absorbed the 
subject peoples which they had enthralled, though at the 
same time they occupied considerable other territories in 
which they have always lived as a tiny but ruling minority 
— as soldiers and officials and land-owners —, while the 
original population have groaned as vassals bearing the hard 
yoke of hard masters. This was the “thousand year's in
justice" to which the Treaty of Trianon has put an end.”1 

This conception is of course a false and unjust one and 
is absolutely unhistorical. It is false in its very conception 
of the occupation of Hungary by the Magyars. It is an in
dubitable historical fact that at the time of that occupation

1 See O ttlik , L a d is la s : “ Pax Hungarica" (“Magyar Szemle”, Vol. 
22, No. 3).
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the basin of the Carpathians was extremely thinly populated, 
almost every section of that basin containing enormous 
virgin forests and uninhabitable marshy areas. Those tribes 
— mostly Slav in character —  which the Magyars found in 
Hungary at the time of the occupation were isolated, small 
units living a life entirely devoid of any firm State organi
sation, which had not been yet united in any community of 
importance. It is equally indubitable that the Magyar settlers 
everywhere formed a considerable majority over the foreign 
elements which they found here and there or which con
tinually filtered into the country; that being true, not only 
of the centre of the country — where the Magyars settled 
most densely — but also of the outlying districts (Transyl
vania, the Slavonia of later days, the Highlands) — where 
the proportion of Magyar inhabitants only later in history, 
as a consequence of historical developments, fell below 50%, 
it being only then that they withdrew to any striking extent 
from the peripheries towards the better-protected regions of 
the interior.

It was not until the days of the Turkish occupation that 
the ratios began to shift and that of the foreign ethnic 
elements to increase; for the place of the Magyars killed in 
the unbroken warfare against the invaders was taken by 
large masses of foreign ethnic elements filtering in from the 
Balkans or fleeing in organised masses from the Turkish 
oppression. Particularly large was the number of Serbs who 
settled in South Hungary and of the Rumanians who settled 
in Transylvania. The immigration en masse of the latter 
element continued without a break in later centuries too; 
for the consolidated legal and economic conditions prevailing 
in the Hungary already freed from Turkish occupation ap
peared veritably heavenly to the Rumanians when compared 
with the ruthless depredations of the boyars of Trans- 
Carpathia. In addition to Rumanians, in the eighteenth 
century German settlers once more migrated to Hungary in 
large numbers; they were imported by the Habsburgs and in 
particular by the land-owners of the southern districts in 
masses into the areas which had been depopulated during the 
Turkish occupation and had been withdrawn from cultivation: 
the result being that between 1720 and 1787 the population
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of Bacs-Bodrog County, for instance, increased from 31,000 
to 227,000, that of the region watered by the Danube, Tisza 
and Maros increasing during the same period from 45,000 to
774,000. The immense loss of life suffered by the Magyars, 
combined with the enormous number of new settlers, induced 
a definitive shifting in the ratios of the several nationalities 
living in the country; the population of the country, which in 
the days of Matthias Corvinus had been 4—5 millions, about 
1720 shrank to roughly 2,582,000, the ratio of Magyars 
having decreased from the original 80% to 44.9%. At that 
period this development naturally did not give rise to any 
"nationality" troubles. The Middle Ages and the early 
centuries of the modern age knew nothing of any nationality 
differences. In Hungary too — as everywhere else in Europe 
— the term "nation” at that time meant the nobility as op
posed to the vassals; and there were no ethnical differences 
in the nobility that composed the united and indivisible “Hun- 
garus” nation. And, although the Magyar elements con
stituted the majority of the nobility, the ranks of the latter 
were open to all persons of eminence without respect of 
race or nationality, while the serfs also naturally included 
large numbers of Magyars. The coming into being of any 
conscious "nationality differentiations” was even more ef
fectively impeded by the fact that the official language was 
Latin, which was only periodically — and then too only ex
ceptionally — supplanted by the German language being 
foisted on the people by the Habsburg centralists. We see, 
therefore, that in the older population of Hungary there was 
present that inner homogeneity which induces a genuine 
national unity. Undoubtedly this homogeneity facilitated a 
gradual and slow, but natural, assimilation of the foreign 
elements; that process continuously strengthening the Ma
gyars, who were to the fore in all fields, though there were 
autonomous nationality formations — such as the far-reach
ing self-governement of the Saxons of Transylvania, the Serb 
National Church, etc. — which with absolute rigidity held 
aloof all foreign influences —  in this case, of course, the 
influence of the Magyars. The ratio of the Magyars thus 
advanced — gradually, but constantly; by 1850 it was 41.5%, 
by 1868 45.5%, by 1880 46.6%, by 1900 51.5% and by 1910
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54.5%. It is indubitable that the same natural and inevitable 
process of amalgamation which in the West too has brought 
into being the great nations by welding together various 
ethnic elements, would eventually — with the aid of the un
paralleled centripetal compulsion of the basin of the Car
pathians — have brought into being naturally everywhere 
in Hungary a homogeneously Magyar population.

The rapidity of this process was, however, very con
siderably checked by the circumstance that during the days 
of the Turkish occupation — and subsequently too — the 
foreign elements swarmed into Hungary in masses beyond 
the capacity of rapid assimilation. The consequences of these 
facts are shown very strikingly by the statistics relating to 
the distribution by nationalities of the population of Hun
gary at the time of the collapse following the Great War, 
which prove beyond a doubt that during the last century the 
number of nationality (non-Magyar) inhabitants practically 
doubled, that century having given the country just as many 
"nationality" citizens as the other nine centuries of Hun
gary's history combined. These statistics, apart from proving 
openly that it was only the immigration en masse of the 
last century that made the broaching of the “nationality 
question” possible at all, shows equally beyond dispute that 
the older nationalities of Hungary — primarily, of course, 
the Slovaks and Ruthenians and the tiny fragment of Vends
— not only proved able to remain in existence for over a 
thousand years, but (in the case of the bigger nationalities) 
actually increased in numbers.

The role of "oppressor” is least of all assignable to the 
Magyars, who for a thousand years had to fight practically 
unceasingly against Turk or Mongol or German or Habsburg
— always against enemies stronger than themselves —, at 
all times having to fight a fight of defence and never waging 
a war of aggression, — at all times in defence of the liberty 
they worshipped and of their independence.

It is indubitable that the Magyars too were at all times 
subject to the influence of the currents of thought in vogue 
in Europe; in the soul of the Magyar people there has al
ways been present — at all periods of history alike, appear
ing with an intensity changing with the changing ages but
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at all times consciously and unequivocally proclaimed, or sub
conscious and manifested in deeds, not in words — a feeling 
of solidarity with the non-Magyar nationalities. Even in the 
most centralistic period of European “etatism" — at the 
end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth 
century, when in many States containing a large proportion 
of ' ‘nationalities” the most brutal methods of oppression were 
resorted to as against the "foreign” nationalities of other 
tongues by the majority nations forming the “State” , and 
when in certain European States laws were passed prohi
biting the literary use of nationality languages — , when the 
State was able at its pleasure to deprive its minority citizens 
of their landed property and their houses, and when heavier 
taxes were imposed on certain nationalities than on others — , 
the Magyars never dreamed of applying such measures 
at all.

In our retrospective survey let us see first how the 
‘ 'gens Hungara” , the "nationality” Hungary of the Middle 
Ages, lived? In answer to this question we would quote the 
words of the eminent Hungarian historian, Dr. Gyula Szekfii:

"The medieval Christian Monarchy the principles of 
which had been transplanted by St. Stephen on foundations 
differing fundamentally from those of the Turkish system, 
nevertheless developed a treatment of the subject peoples 
similar in character to that employed by the Magyars when 
they first entered Hungary . . .  In keeping with his duty as a 
Christian king the sovereign who had sprung from the people 
endeavoured to be a just father and protector of all the 
peoples which lived within the frontiers of the country. In
deed, he endeavoured also to encourage the immigration into 
the country of as large a number of foreigners as possible, 
those foreigners lending him the assistance of their crafts in 
the work of building the country. . .  It is indubitable that 
at first — in the eleventh century — immigrants of the kind 
entered the country without having previously obtained a 
written promise from our kings ensuring the inviolability of 
their customs and their rights. It was not until the end of the 
following —  the twelfth — century that it became the rule 
for foreign elements entering the country at the time of their 
settlement to receive deeds guaranteeing them privileges and
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ensuring their rights. These early "charters” were not all in
tended to provide the foreign ethnic group in question with 
exclusive rights in any particular territory or tow n. .  .; it 
was only later that it became the general usage —  especially 
in the case of German settlers —  to demand that no other 
nationality should disturb them within the walls of their 
"burghs" . . , The immigrants following the agricultural or the 
military profession from the very outset clung to the land 
designated for their use by the king; that is why their 
,,charters" ensure the exclusive ownership of the land as well 
as administrative and cultural autonom y. . . To the foreigners 
entering the country in larger masses the Magyars gave a 
home on the outskirts of the country, granting them exten
sive territories on which they were allowed freely to con
tinue the life they had led before . . . That the Magyars did 
not split their ranks, distributing them as servants, but with 
a noble gesture gave these settlers a position of dignity in 
their own country, was due to the way of thinking that had 
become second nature with them in the olden days of the 
Turkish p a st . . . The differences (between the various sett
lers) were due to the divergencies in respect of the social, 
economic and cultural development of the several ethnic 
groups. The Italians and Germans included many craftsmen; 
they were given town privileges. The agriculturists —  Ger
mans, Slovaks, Ruthenians, Rumanians —  came into the 
country under the leadership of contractors; they were em
ployed to extirpate the primeval forests and formed agricul
tural settlements (thwaites), obtaining certain privileges in 
terms of which under the direction of their leaders —  the 
“ s o lte s z ”  or “ k e n e z ” 2 —  they organised close cultural units 
and enjoyed a lesser kind of administrative autonomy. But 
ethnic groups with a lower standard of culture immigrated into 
the country too —  the shepherds of Ruthenian, Wallachian, 
Polish and possibly Southern Slav origin, —  the “Vlachs" or 
"W e lsh ", who migrated with their flocks over the wooded 
ridges of Transylvania and of the Highlands and were settled

2 The “soltesz" (a corruption of the German word “Schultheiss" =  
headborough) and the “kenez” were contractors who imported settlers 
by agreement with the landowners or feudal lords who required such.
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by their “contractors" at an early date in primitive villages 
engaged in cattle breeding. The pious and just ( “ pius et 
ju s tu s” )  King of Hungary showed a gracious interest in 
these immigrants too; he allowed these people too to pre
serve their customs and their economic forms, exempted them 
from the payment of the tax payable by agriculturists, im
posing upon them a tax in kind (payable with animals) in 
keeping with their occupation as animal-breeders; the lower 
courts of justice and the adminstration were in the hands 
of their “contractors" and their cultural needs provided for 
by their priests (of the Greek Oriental Church), on the 
basis of the autonomy granted them by the king or by the 
Magyar lords . . . The decisive moment at all times was the 
social and economic standard —  what we might call the cul
tural standard —  of the immigrants in question: the 
Rumanians who were employable for military service, for 
the protection of the marches or for the defence of the 
,,burghs” , received higher privileges; in the ,.burghs" of 
Hatszeg, Deva, Hunyad and Fogaras and in the domains 
attached they lived under the protection of a well-developed 
autonomy, doing military service and enjoying exemption 
from taxation,: indeed, the Rumanian (Wallachian) settle
ments had a special court of law of their own presided over 
by the castellan of Hatszeg the members of which included, 
besides 12 “contractors” (“kenez") and 6 priests, 6 W allach- 
ians from the rank and file too. A  similar higher form of 
autonomy was enjoyed by the Ruthenians of Maramaros and 
Bereg Counties too and by the Wallachians of Krasso-Szo- 
reny County, —  not to mention the fact that every ethnic 
group had the same possibilities as the Magyar serfs of 
rising to the ranks of the gentry, which already constituted 
a political E state."3

The downfall of the political system of the M iddle Ages 
brought about great changes in Hungarian life too. Every
where in Europe the "nation" meant a single Estate —  the 
nobility; such was the case in Hungary too . . . The new con
ception of the “nation" was that enunciated by the French 
Revolution; in the future the term “nation” was to mean the *

* See Szekfii, Cyula: "Magyar Szemle", Vol. XXV No. 1.
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whole body of citizens organised on a democratic basis. 
According to the French conception the criterion of member
ship of a nation was the language: a “nation" was the poli
tical community of persons speaking one and the same 
language and living in the spiritual atmosphere of one and 
the same literature and culture.

In the States which were homogeneous in respect of 
language the transplantation of the French democratic con
ception of the term “nation” led only to social and class 
upheavals; but in States with a variety of languages —  such 
as Hungary was too —  there were problems of another 
character to be solved. To take the concrete case of Hun
gary: in the days of the Estates (of the feudal State) there 
could be no talk of any nationality question; the “nation" 
meant the nobility, the ranks of which might be joined at 
any time —  though since the occupation of the country the 
bulk of the nobility had always consisted of Magyars —  by 
any citizen of the country without respect of language. Now, 
had the Magyars after the fall of the feudal system taken 
over the French conception unchanged and adjusted their 
political life accordingly, the other peoples of the country 
would from one day to the other have been politically dis
abled: the French interpretation and the French principle 
allows of the assertion only of the will of the people forming 
the majority, which is thus enabled to monopolise all rights. 
For it is indisputable that the only people entitled to play 
the leading role —  the role of “ State-maintainers” —  in 
Hungary were the M agyars; the Magyars ware undoubtedly 
far ahead of the other peoples in the country, in political, 
social and cultural respects alike: that position was due to 
them as a consequence of their brilliant past and their in
comparably superior organisation; they constituted an over
whelming majority of the nobility and of the ruling upper 
classes generally, while their prestige —  both at home and 
in foreign countries —  was far greater than that of the other 
nationalities.

The political genius of the Magyars enabled them 
however to feel instinctively that it was impossible simply to 
take over en b lo c  the W estern model, which had come into 
being under entirely different circumstances: they felt in
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stinctively that it would be unjust and unwise to adopt the 
convenient attitude of national selfishness and to exclude 
from the “nation” in its new sense and to hinder in the 
exercise of their political rights the other — non-Magyar — 
nationalities which had shared in the millennial past of the 
country and had lived with them so far in brotherly agree
ment. Consequently, the great generation of Hungarians of 
the Age of the Compromise (of 1867) — with eminent states
men such as Francis Deak and Louis Kossuth at their head 
—  endeavoured to find a solution that should bridge over 
the difficiilties; and it was on the basis of the principles 
formulated by this great generation that the Hungarian Par
liament passed the first “Nationality Act” in European his
tory — the well-known Act XLIV. of 1868.

In terms of this Act, in Hungary every individual citizen 
was to enjoy equality of rights and equality in all political 
and economic matters; every citizen was entitled to use his 
own language freely at home and in public life and to 
establish bodies (associations) for the cultivation and de
velopment of that language. The nationality churches of 
Hungary, for example, possessed a veritable autonomy, were 
able to freely dispose of their enormous wealth and had an 
extensive network of schools of their own the language of 
instruction, school-books and spirit of teaching of which it 
was left to their discretion to determine; they appointed 
their own teaching staffs, and the only right which the Hun
garian State could exercise in connection with them —  a 
right rather theoretical in character —  was that of super
vision.

(T o  b e  con tin u ed .)
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