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Some of the key concepts of national history in the 
Hungarian history textbooks during the long nineteenth 

century

In this paper, we propose to outline the development of some key concepts 
of Hungarian national history based on a particular set of sources being of 
crucial importance for the inculcation of the cultural nation-building process. 
After providing the reader with a sketch of the conceptual background and the 
institutional framework of teaching the own history of the people/country, some 
topics of central ideological importance will be exposed and made decipherable 
by scrutinizing a multitude of texts of history textbooks which were effectively in 
use between the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 20th century in 
Hungary.

A conceptual framework in change

Undoubtedly, it is the abrupt dissolution of the Kingdom of Hungary or 
“Lands of the Crown of St Stephen” (i.e. Hungary proper along with Croatia- 
Slavonia and Transylvania) at the end of the First World War that constitutes the 
most obvious landmark in the centuries old evolution of the Hungarian concept 
of nation. However, from the viewpoint of conceptual history* and cultural 
history in general the outset of the transmutation of the traditional concept of 
nation in Hungary can be traced back to a much earlier date, at least to the last 
decades of the 18th century and is closely connected with the multifaceted 
challenges brought about by the deployment of modernity. Therefore, it seems 
perhaps not completely irrelevant to draw a parallel between the chronology of 
the maturation of the concept of modern nation in Hungary' and the temporal 
framework of the liminal period called S attelait or Schwellen%eit,x between the 
middles of the 18* and 19* centuries.

As a result of some decades of travail, the concept of modernizing nation in 
Hungary' widened itself considerably in political sense from 1848 onwards by

1 Brunner-Conze-Koselleck (eds.), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe (1972-1992); Koselleck, Futures Past. 
(1985). 
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incorporating all the inhabitants of the country, on the one hand, while being 
narrowed down gradually, on the other, along linguistic boundary lines. In regard 
to conceptual history, it is not less illuminating, however, to focus our attention 
on a persistent structural analog}' as well, which can be unfolded if one carefully 
compares the centuries old, though never defined, pre-modern Hungarian 
concept of nation (natio Hungarica) with its direct inheritor, usually called after its 
legal wording by the Act XLIV of 1868 (On the equality of rights of the nationalities) as 
“one nation in political respect”. The traditional division, pertaining to the 
inhabitants of Hungary concerning their exercise of political rights, between 
populus (i.e. natio in the sense of people representing the entire population of the 
country in the Diet) and plebs (i.e. people without any collective or individual 
pohtical rights) succeeded by another asymmetry, from this time on chiefly not 
of legal and social but of cultural relevancy due to the overall result of the 
Hungarian language reform dating from the late 1770s and the introduction of 
Magyar as official language of the public sphere in Hungary.2 The new 
distinction was between the politically unitary nation or, in shorter form, “pohtical 
nation” encompassing all citizens of the country regardless of any social, 
denominational or ethnic distinction and the so-called nationalities deprived of 
collective pohtical rights in spite of being fully recognised as distinct ethno
cultural unities within the Hungarian state. As a consequence, the comprehensive 
renewal of the concept of nation in Hungary entailed the inevitable revaluation 
of the official language bringing about the challenge of (self-)Magyarization more 
and more difficult to escape for those who were not captivated by the prospects 
of the cultural outcome of a dominantly Magyar-speaking Hungarian nation
building project.

2 Reacting initially against the josephinist language reform (1784) which tried to Germanize the 
education and public administration even in Hungary, the Hungarian Diet commenced 
enacting the so-called „laws on language” as early as from 1791 on. It is after more than fifty' 
years long “tug-of-war” between the Diet and the court of Vienna that the former’s efforts 
were crowned by the success of the Act II of 1844 (On the Hungarian language and nationality) 
resulting that instead of the Latin Hungarian became the official language in Hungary’ (except in 
the Militiirgren-ye and some central public institutions continuing to use German). During the 
neo-absolutism the German administration returned for some years and finally the Austro- 
Hungarian Settlement restored the official status of the Hungarian within the Kingdom of 
Hungary' (with the exception of Croatia-Slavonia where the Croatian became official after the 
Nagodba - Act XXX of 1868). Szekfó, Iratok (1926).

Moreover, the process of gradual Magyarization confined not only to the 
pubhc hfe but affected the practice of underlying Magyarization of the collective 
memory, too, since the symbolic efficiency of it started to become ideologically 
and politically overburdened and even undermined as a logical consequence of 
the ongoing spht by ethno-cultural hnes of the previously more or less 
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unanimously professed traditional Hungarian patriotism. The latter has been 
recently called by the Hungarian historiography as “Hungarus consciousness” or 
“Hungarus patriotism”. Their adherents (the so-called Hungari) were recruited 
mostly from those early intellectuals who studied abroad during the long period 
when it was not allowed to establish protestant universities in Hungary and 
defended vehemently the cultural achievements of their beloved country against 
any intellectual disdain coming from abroad. Most of them were Lutherans and 
originated from the western and northern part of the kingdom.3 As they usually 
came from regions where the knowledge of Hungarian language was quasi
absent or rather poor, their common lingua franca was Latin (and later on but only 
temporarily German). While the 18th centum can be assessed as the heyday of 
^Hungarus patriotism”, the end of the century made it already clear that the 
cultural nation-building in Hungary was about to commence so their “days were 
numbered”.4 By the 1830s it became obvious that from that time on only those 
intellectual performances and artefacts could be regarded as pertaining to the 
genuine Hungarian national heritage which were articulated in (the renewed) 
Hungarian language,5 so the last of the Hungari became forced to take either the 
road of modem Hungarian nationalism along with its full-fledged (self- 
)Magyarizing program or that of the Austrian imperial patriotism and, as a 
consequence, the moral alienation from the national-liberal public opinion 
getting increasingly stronger in the 1840s. Nevertheless a third way opened up, 
too, by cultivating rather any of the other vernaculars spoken in Hungary and 
striving to raise it to a position of equal rank with the successfully self
officialising Hungarian. This latter option meant, however, the inevitable way of 
gradual emotional dissimilation from the common country and its past, just as 
the uneasy endurance of the culturally second-rate role falling to those who 
became part one of the nationalities’ intelligentsias.

3 Tamai, Extra Hungáriám, (1969).
4 It is important, however, to clarify that we have actually no knowledge of any coherent political 

program elaborated by the so-called Hungari, which could have served as viable alternative 
challenging the way of modernization proposed chiefly by cultural nationalists. The only 
seeming exception is the example of the enlightened economist, Gergely Berzeviczy (1763- 
1822), but his failure pointed out how obsolete the underlying conception became when he 
combined in several drafts the more and more pressing economic reforms with political post- 
josephinism and the use of Latin in the public sphere (proposing this latter even for the 
European diplomacy) as late as the end of the 1810s. Cf. Miskolczy, “A ‘Hungams-tudat.’”

5 Varga, A nemzeti költészet csarnokai, 159-231.
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Programs and standards of how to teach the history of 
Hungary

Although the enlightened idea of a centrally regulated education in Hungary 
was never perfectly realized,6 the schooling has ceased to be a „private matter” 
of the autonomous confessions or denominations from 1777 on.7 Since this date 
every secondary’ and higher school of Hungary’ was obliged to teach the history’ 
of the country’.8 The roy’al decree aimed at bringing up “honest citizens and loyal 
subjects with virtue and fatherland inscribed in their heart”9 who could serve as 
reliable clerks for the central administration. Even though this all-embracing 
regulation did not become nationally’ universal (not being introduced in the 
Principality of Transylvania10 11 and refused by the Protestants) and was slightly’ 
modified after the conservative turn of the central government during the 
Napoleonic wars,11 it still worked as a norm firmly’ determining the institutional 
framework of the educational system and its basically’ Hungarus-onenteà 
content12 until 1848.

6 Put tkamer, Schulalltag und nationale Integration in Ungarn (2003).
7 Ratio Educationis (VllT).
8 Nevertheless in most of the Roman Catholic and Protestant schools the history’ of Hungary’ 

was already' taught well before 1777. Balassa, A történettanítás múltja, (1929).
9 Ratio educationis of 1777 (§122).

10 Here another central regulation came into force since 1781 with the compulsory teaching of the 
history of Hungary (and, of course, that of Transylvania after 1526) notwithstanding. Cf. Norma 
Regia pro Scholis Magni, 56,58, 60, 62, 69,71.

11 Ratio Educationis (1806).
12 However, some modest shifts from the rather ethno-culturally neutral Hungarus stance to the 

culturally nationalist requirements can already be detected between the two decrees. While in 
that of 1777 the teaching of the national history’ begins with the rule of St Stephen, in the 
decree of 1806 the starting point is the arriving of the Hungarians in the territory' of the 
country. Ratio educationis of 1806 (§58 etpassing.

13 Entwurf der Organisation der Gymnasien und Realschulen, (1849).

After the fall of the revolution in August 1849, the Austrian educational 
regulation13 became the compulsory’ norm for Hungary’, too. As it was designed 
for solidifying a uniform Gesamtösterreich the teaching of Hungarian history’ as a 
separate subject was cancelled for a decade. It was not banned, of course, but 
became subsumed in the teaching of the general imperial history. As the project 
had failed (probably in many schools it was never actually introduced or 
effectively’ counter-balanced by’ local curricula) and was revoked already’ in 1861, 
the teaching of Hungarian history’ became restored well before the Compromise.

During the dualist era we can observe one major shift from the part of the 
official educational policy’ regarding the importance of the teaching of national 
history. While the legislation on the primary’ schools (Act XXXVIII of 1868), 
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prepared by the expert of the NatioNalitá'tenjrage, József Eötvös, and the curricula 
of the 1870s, elaborated by the recognized educational specialist Mór Kármán, 
considered universal histon- as a solid point of departure and laid particular 
stress on cultural history for the teaching of Hungarian history, too, the public 
opinion started to change concerning the importance of teaching national history 
about the last decades of the 19th century. As a result, both the new curricula for 
the secondary and for the primary- schools (passed respectively in 1899 and 1905) 
were centered on the implementation of a so-called properly “national 
education” by which they meant inculcating effective patriotic feelings and 
national spirit upon the future generations.

Evaluating the corpus and some history textbooks with their 
impact on the evolving national discourse

Being short of full-scale researches one could at best estimate the number of 
authors who wrote textbook on the history of Hungary between 1777 and 1918. 
Relying on the available sources and our own investigation, we have knowledge 
of 34 authors writing on the topic in question before 1848,14 * which is not a 
negligible number if we compare it with the 86 other ones who published their 
history of Hungary compiled for educational use for the first time only after 
1849.13 As lot of them were reedited, more or less revised, extended or even 
abridged, the difficulties are piling up if one tries to guess the effective number 
of books from which the history of the country? was being taught in the different 
schools16 during the 140 years under study. All in all, it seems no exaggeration to 
estimate the sum total of the books of this kind at about several hundred 
(including, of course, their different versions).

14 Balassa, A történettanítás mtdtja, (1929); Bíró, Történettanításunk (1960); Fehér, Magyar nyelvű 
tankönyvek, (1995). The figure above includes those whose texts were available only in Latin (six 
authors), German (two authors) or bilingual editions (two author’s) or even remained in 
manuscript (in the case of five authors) and had been composed before 1777. Cf. Lajtai, 
„Magyar nemzet vagyok, ” 199-207.

*’ Cf. Unger, A történelmi tudat alakulása 1976; Farkas, 'Történelemtanítás a népiskolákban (2005). (This 
latter number nevertheless does not encompass but those who worded their textbook in 
Magyar.)

16 Let alone the fact that our investigation passes over the textbooks used at the universities. On 
the contrary?, the above mentioned total sum involves the primary schoolbooks as the teaching 
of Hungarian history? took part of the curriculum for the primary schools after 1868 (although 
in some primary? schools, mostly? in the bigger towns, it had been taught before 1848 as well).

Here we cannot discuss, on the whole, more than three types of them 
succeeding chronologically. The first one was reedited certainly the most times, 
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the second one can be considered as the most effective summary7 of the 
modernizing national master-narrative and, finally, one can observe a whole new 
type of history7 textbooks emerging from the last years of the 19th century 
without being able to have preference for one single book or author among 
them.

17 Losontzi, Hármas Kis Tükör Its basic version had already been published in 1771, but
since 1773 it became a classical tripartite by' being completed with the geography, history and 
polity of Transylvania.

18 Kiss, larsontj István (1905). Nevertheless, his latest edition in 1868 made it clear that after the 
Compromise the HAT became definitively obsolete.

19 Horváth, A Magyarok története (1841).
20 In 1848 he was promoted bishop unexpectedly, then minister of religion and education in the 

second revolutionary government before being forced into exile. Rehabilitated no sooner than 
1867, he assisted to establish the first professional association of historians in Hungary7 (Magyar 
Történelmi Társulat) in the same year.

21 Horváth had already compiled during the 1840s three summaries of Hungarian history of 
different type and size, among which the second and largest one (written originally7 between 
1842 and 1846) reached its ultimate version in 1872 being extended at about 8000 pages and 14 
volumes (containing also the pieces on the history of the 25 years preceding the revolution and 
those relating the „war of independence” in 1848-1849). At any7 rate, the latter was not meant 
to be a textbook, while the two others were written definitely for and used by the primary, 
secondary and higher schools.

22 By7 autopoiesis one should understand, according to the systems theory7 of Niklas Luhmann, a 
system that is self-creating, -correcting and reproducing itself.

It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of the Hármas Kis Tükör 
(HKT) edited for the first time even before the Tatio educationis of 1777.17 
Summarizing the up-to-date findings of the 18th century Hungarian erudite 
historiography in vernacular, formulated mainly in Latin, it is thanks to its ever 
extending text and more than seventy7 known re-editions that the Hungaro- 
centric history teaching became firmly established even in Hungarian throughout 
the country7 at the of the eighteenth century7 and first part of the nineteenth 
century7. This is why it was taught in almost every7 kind of school (being written 
originally7 by a Calvinist pastor notwithstanding) and remained in use even after 
its prohibition short after the revolution. In the course of time its size multiplied 
and became a popular family reading as well, while absorbing from the multitude 
of contemporary7 political languages and a wide range of patriotic literary7 inter
texts during the 1840s.18

At first sight it is a rather modest textbook published in its first version19 in 
the early 1840s by a Roman Catholic priest and liberal politician Mihály7 Horváth 
(1809—1878)20 that fundamentally7 renewed and influenced the way of writing 
history7 textbooks in Hungary. His œuvre majeure, of which the above mentioned 
schoolbook was the firstling,21 did not less than couched the future oriented 
Hungarian national master-narrative with the history7 of the organic-autopoietic22 
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development of the nation in its center, understood primarily as a continuous 
and inherent moral evolution. With the dialectic structure, based on alternate 
influences of inherent and foreign origin, and clear-cut narrative panels of his 
work, Horváth exercised an overwhelming impact on the following generations 
(there are almost unaltered re-editions of his masterpiece in the 1890s with the 
quasi-religious commentary of the renowned historians of the time). Horváth 
combined with great talent the methodological innovations and far-reaching 
findings of his predecessors (many of them studying at Göttingen at the end of 
the 18th and in the first decades of the 19th century), the revolutionär}- approach 
to the past of the nascent Historismus and the logic of the Herderian concept of 
nation. He was able to integrate all this into a rounded whole by adapting to the 
Hungarian history, which he narrated in a coherent, easy-flowing and clear style.

This romantic-autopoietic national master-narrative started to be corrected 
step by step from around the 1880s on by the first generation of the professional 
historians. This was the heyday of piling up every accessible data source even in 
the textbooks which resulted in destroying or at least questioning many facts 
until that time too dear to the national self-esteem. The situation was seemingly 
comparable to the overcritical period of the historiography of the Enlightenment 
but, this time, the myth-destroying endeavor originated mainly from within. 
Then, from the last years of the 19th century' on, one can also observe an ever 
strengthening discursive strive for introducing a more patriotic discourse so as to 
combat or at least somehow attenuate the threats coming from the changes in 
the foreign policy and the radicaEzation of the domestic poEcy.23 The most 
conspicuous elements of this renewed patriotic discourse was suggesting 
assimilation as moral duty for each citizen of the Hungarian state and the 
appearance of quite a combative rhetoric against those who disputed the concept 
of the Hungarian poEtical nation. Probably' this is why' one can find more and 
more appeaEng pictures, photos and maps in the textbooks of the period by' 
which the editors aimed at underpinning the richness and cultural variety of the 
thousand-year-old state and nation by sense impression in order to durably instiU 
the feeling of belonging together.

23 In this regard one can take into consideration the increasing irredentism in the ascendant 
neighbor countries after having been internationally recognized in 1878, the emergence of a 
new politician generation recruited from the nationalities who overtly refused the dualist 
system, the strengthening of the left-wing (agrarian socialist, social democrat, radical 
progressist) and antiliberal (catholicist) political movements along with the breaking down of 
the hegemony of the national-liberal institutions during the constitutional crisis of 1905-1906 
and so forth. Cf. Trencsényi, A nép kike, 345-355.
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Defining and narrating the nation in the Hungarian history 
textbooks before 1918

In addition to unfold the definition in use of some abstract notions 
concerning nation- and statehood, one must carefully read through the whole 
narrative of many a textbook so as to decode the slightest shifts taken place 
during the decades in the underlying national master-narrative. Different threads 
of this entangled national meta-narrative to be unraveled are numerous and 
relate to both main features of the very core of any comprehensive concept of 
nation,24 that is the ethnic and civic poles of it.

24 Koselleck, et al., “Volk, Nation, Nationalismus, Masse," 141-431; Dieckhoff, “Beyond Conventional 
Wisdom? (&-T1.

25 Losontzi, Hármas Kis Tükör, 68. Although the genuine Hungarian word for nation had acquired 
a plenty of nuances of meaning before the breakthrough of the discursive modernity (Cf. e.g. 
the 14 different meanings in the Erdélyi Magyar Szótörténeti Tár, 618-622), even nowadays it is 
only the consonant length that differentiates the noun (nemzet) from the participle (nemzett - 
with the meaning of ‘being begotten*).

26 Even the HKT does not define it conceptually. And what is more, one can find for instance 
three different words as virtually perfect synonyms for the traditional corporative communities 
of the estates in Transylvania: nááó (from the Latin term natid), nemzetség (ca. ‘clan*) and nemzet 
(‘nation*). This part of the book will not be changed in more than 70 years but at one point in 
the edition of 1849-1850: the term nááó become replaced by the neologism of főnemzet 
(‘principal nation’).

In terms of the practice of how to entitle a history textbook on the nation’s 
own past before 1918, three major types can clearly be discerned. Most of them 
applied a title composed of the elements of either the history/story (or even 
historia/stories as it had been typical before 1848) of Hungary or of the 
Hungarians/Hungarian nation. Actually, all of them can be considered synonyms 
since, following the traditional Hungarian pre-modem and modern 
understanding of the nation, none of the authors made any conceptual difference 
between the history of the country7, the nation and the Hungarian people.

It becomes more complicated, however, if one takes into account some of 
the definitions of nation formulated in the body texts. The part dealing with the 
history of Hungary7 in the HKT starts exactly by7 the following telling question
response:

Of what nation are you? R. I am (of) Hungarian nation/born.”25
While in the beginning of the 1770s the wording of the above cited idea looks 

as if it had gone without saying, some decades later the editors had to state 
precisely in order not to let room for mistakes. However, in the textbooks 
written before 1848 one could hardly find any precise definition of what might 
be understood by7 the adjectival construction of “Hungarian nation”.26
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In regard to the semantic field of nationality, it seems evident that before 1848 
its use in our textbooks had strictly been confined to the revitalization of the 
traditional Hungarian concept of nation.27 Once the teaching of Hungarian 
history recommenced in the beginning of the 1860s, the new textbooks paid 
usually more attention to clarifying what should have been meant by nation and 
nationality and what their proper correlation was. For instance, in the 
introduction of a five-volume textbook of the professor of a Calvinist college the 
term “people” (meant in political sense) is understood as a higher category than 
“nation” which is a synonym for the ethno-cultural community7; therefore, in this 
view, the “people of Hungary7” for the time of St Stephen is deliberately 
“multinational”.28 The usage of the Hegelian historian of law, Bocsor by7 all 
means is quite original in his time, yet, after the Compromise, more and more 
history7 textbooks’ authors resort to the typical superiority-inferiority relationship 
between the (pohtically) unitary nation and the nationalitirr in plural. It is by this 
time that the meaning of nationality7 became gradually subsumed within the 
semantically7 renewed Hungarian concept of nation and, in the long run, lost its 
originally dynamic semantic potential (ca. ‘modem nationhood in the making’) by 
narrowing itself down to the reduced meaning of “a fragmentary populace of a 
distinct ethnie”,29 At first, in some of the textbooks of the epoch one can read 
neutral fact-findings affirming that the Hungarian nation is linguistically7 divided 
because its members, the inhabitants of the country, speak more languages while 
still being part and parcel of the nation. Later on, the authors pay more attention 
on underlining the role of the common rights and duties which apply7 equally to 
every? member of the nation, then assess the nationalities one by one according 
to the more or less propensity7 of their members for learning the Hungarian 
language. Interestingly7 enough, the fundamental semantic breach between the 
pre-modem and modern version of the Hungarian concept of nation is quite 

27 Although the first appearance of the word had already been registered at the end of the 18th 
century (Szabó, Kisded Szótár, 157.), there was no Hungarian politician or writer before 1848 
who admitted that in Hungary other nationality7 than the Hungarian would be imaginable 
(except perhaps one writing of István Széchenyi, but it remained unpublished until the late 
1850s). This stance was even theorized by the philosophe Gusztáv Szontagh who affirmed that 
“Nationality7 is founded by a people obtaining a homeland and establishing a state.” Szontagh, 
Propylaeumok, 164.

28 Bocsor, Magyarország történelme, 1.
29 The first Hungarian dictionary where the second meaning of the term can already be found is 

published not earlier than 1873 (Ballagj, A magyar nyelv teljes stplára, 328.). It seems, however, to 
be the case that the use of the words of nation and nationality remained to a certain extent 
interchangeable even after the law on the nationalities, so the political attribute of the nation in 
the wording of the Act XLIV of 1868 was by no means pleonasm. Cf. Mikó, Nemzetiségi jog és 
nemzetiségi politika, 331.
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seldom mentioned30 and, if so, mainly somewhat in terms of the history of 
Transylvania.31 32

30 The exception that proves the rule is the textbook of P. Király who considers the role of the 
traditional corporative Hungarian concept of nation analogous with that of the antic «rZr 
'Romanus. Cf. Király, Magyarország története, 272-273.

31 „Transylvania proper was composed of three distinct parts: the lands of the Hungarian, the 
Szekler and the Saxon nations. These three »nations« did not mean three separate peoples with 
own language, because the Szeklers were Hungarians as well.” Szigethy, Magyarok története, 26.

32 „[...] ethnie (ethnic communities) may [... ] be defined as named human populations with shared 
ancestry myths, histories and cultures, having an association with a specific territory' and a sense 
of solidarity.” Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations, 32.

33 Keza, Gesta Hnngarontm, 144—148 (et passim).
34 While hatting gathered an ever growing number of primal sources of various types by 

generations of erudite historians and travelers in Hungary' and abroad concerning the remote 
traces of the ancient Huns and Hungarians the spatial horizons of their supposedly' common 
ethno-genesis widened considerably' (from China to Lapland). Meanwhile, the sudden 
appearance, in 1748, of the text of an unknown medieval historiographer (probably' from the 
12—13th century) caused a great sensation and “blurred the lines” as this famous Anonymus not 
only’ related in minute details the way of how the ancient Hungarians had conquered the 
territory' of the future Hungary but did not mention the Huns at all. Anonymus, Gesta 
Hnngarontm, 33-117.

35 Thierry’, Histoire d’Attila I—II, (1856), (1865)3.

As far as the ethnic components of the national master-narrative are 
concerned, the ethnic genesis of the Hungarians, the linguistic affinity of the 
Magyar and the location of the original homeland(s) of the Hungarian ethnic 
raised much more questions than furnished reassuring answers during the whole 
period under study, so the pedagogic gain of touching upon these issues in 
schools proved to be at best ambivalent. The traditional narrative of ethnic 
descent, written down for the first time in the late 13th century and based on the 
Hunnish-Hungarian ethnic continuity or kinship,33 first started to become 
relativistic in the second part of the 18th century34 insofar as in the 1830s and 
1840s some of the textbooks deal with this topic rather reluctantly. After the fall 
of the revolution, however, it became quite fashionable again due, on the one 
hand, to the symbolic resistance against the Austrian repression and the political 
usage of rival ancestry myths by the nationalities and, on the other, to the 
international renown of the findings of a recognized French historian of the 
time, Amédée Thierry.35 Then, by the 1880s, another turn of the tide took place 
owing to the strenuous victory in the so-called “Ugric-Turkic War” of those 
having been arguing in favor of the Finno-Ugrian linguistic affinity of the 
Magyar. In the textbooks of the period concerned one might therefore read that 
the researches of Pál Hunfalvy had undoubtedly cleared up that the Hunnish- 
Hungarian ethnic continuity was an a posteriori invention of the medieval 
chroniclers compiling, in addition, from foreign sources, and what is more, even 
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the ethnic origins of the Szeklers, with their status of being remnants of the 
ethnic Huns which had never been questioned till that time, became an 
unresolved scientific problem. Around the turn of the century and in the 
following years, finally, a double structure of narrating the beginnings of the 
ethnic community starts to catch on in the textbooks: telling the story according 
to the (venerable or refutable) national traditions (1), then, next to it, lining up 
the evidences in the light of recent scholarship (2).

The questioning of the centuries old tradition of the Hunnish-Hungarian 
kinship and of the reliability of the first Hungarian historiographer affected 
sensibly the new scholarly interpretation of the pre-history of the Hungarian 
territory before the arrival of the ancient Hungarians. While there is no textbook 
until the 1880s in which this heroic land-taking operation (honfoglalás) would not 
be interpreted as a complicated armed conflict between the erstwhile Hungarians 
and the direct ancestors of the nationalities, around the turn of the century an 
opposite narrative gain suddenly terrain, namely that the ancestors of the 
contemporary nationalities came into the country (with few exceptions) only 
aftefl6 the arrival of the Hungarians. All in all, after the conquest of the territory 
at the end of the 9th century and before the tragic ethnic collisions of the 
revolution of 1848—1849 (provoked, allegedly, by the anti-liberal and anti
revolutionary camarilla in Vienna), there is no any other event in connection with 
which one could read in the textbooks that anybody has ever been harmed in 
Hungary' because of his or her ethnic/linguistic belonging.

36 Be they deliberately called as settlers (mostly from the West) or lodged as refugees (mainly from 
the East and South) by the Hungarian rulers (or, as in some cases, infiltrators noticed only 
later).

As for the pedagogical-ideological role of the remarks about the Hungarian 
national character, it is to stress that in time a spectacular change took place in 
this respect. Before the revolution such reflections occur quite seldom and, 
curiously enough, concern rather negative than positive traits. Their pedagogical 
message, however, is clear: it is by overcoming the weaknesses and inherited 
difficulties that the latent inherent capacities of the regenerating nation can freely 
blossom out. After 1849 the textbooks seem to abandon more and more the 
moralizing self-critique, chiefly- in the dualist era, when, on the contrary, the 
socially' and militarily' advanced state of the ancient Hungarians (comparable to 
their Western neighbors’) and the intellectual superiority of them (compared with 
the conquered peoples) will be increasingly' emphasized. It is concerning the 
latter faculty' that the importance of the Hungarians and Hungary' is being judged 
from the viewpoint of world history' and is basically twofold: being able to 
establish and maintain continuously' a solid statehood in a region of geopolitically * 
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crucial importance and, as a consequence, operating as a “membrane”37 between 
the West and the East by defending the former and transmitting the cultural 
achievements to the latter.

37 Laurentzi, Magyarország oknyomozó története, 133-134.
38 Mangold, A magyarok oknyomogó történelme (1887), 15; Jászai, Magyarorsgág oknyomogó története, 12-13.
39 Anonymus, Gesta Hungarorum, 39-41.
40 The interpretation of the famous five points of Anonymus as the starting point of the 

Hungarian constitutional evolution was already worked up by the most influential Hungarian 
historian of the 18th century: Pray, Historia regum Hungária, IV—XXXII.

41 Timon, Magyar alkotmány és jogtörténet (1902); Cf. Eckhart, A sgentkorona-esgme története, 316-333; 
Péter, “The Hol)' Crown of Hungary”, 478-486.

42 Teszelszky, Ag ismeretlen korona (2009).

As time went by, the political character of the Hungarian nation- and 
statehood became much more relevant than the ethnically “pure” features of 
them (which were never stressed indeed). Therefore, by the end of the 19th 
century, it is not at all unusual to read such affirmations in some of the textbooks 
according to which the Hungarian nation enriched substantially in material, 
intellectual and demographic respect thanks to the defeated and lodged peoples 
(assimilating them or tolerating their ethnic isolation) not only after the conquest 
and the foundation of the state, but it had already come into being even as an 
amalgam and its original ethnic traits faded long ago away,38 thus, as we might 
add, their scientific reconstruction is practically useless and of no importance.

In fact, it is concerning two distinct material and immaterial symbols of 
crucial importance in regard to the public law by which the continuity of the 
thousand-year-old statehood was especially celebrated: the constitution and the 
Holy Crown. The former is primarily associated, since the emergence of the 
fabulous gesta of Anonymus,39 with the seven chieftains of the Hungarian tribes 
who had concluded an alliance before electing a prince among themselves at the 
eve of the conquest and laying by this solemn act the bases of the Hungarian 
constitution40 which survived, of course meanwhile countlessly modified, until 
the present of the textbooks. The latter is attached to the first king, St Stephen 
who converted the Hungarians to Christianity and received a crown from the 
pope as recognition of his apostolic deed. Although a full-fledged public law 
doctrine of the Holy Crown as the central tenet of the history of the Hungarian 
constitution became elaborated only around the turn of the 19th century,41 the 
crown’s medieval cult had generated many of a texts considering, as early as the 
beginning of the 17th century, the Holy Crown as the very protagonist of the 
history of Hungary- that incorporates the sovereignty of the pre-modern 
Hungarian nation42. There is practically no history textbooks during the 140 
years under discussion that would not mention the crown in connection with the 
first Christian ruler (attributing at least one of its two parts to St Stephen’s time 
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since the source criticism discovered that they had been joined later), it happens 
still only rarely that its special meaning of symbolizing the territorial integrity of 
the Hungarian state takes place.43 Nevertheless, after 1900 even the doctrine of 
the Holy Crown can be found in some textbooks affirming that it incarnates, as 
supreme guardian of the laws, the constitution and liberty of the Hungarian 
nation,44 or that the ruler (at least from the 14th century7 on) gains his or her 
power from the Holy Crown thus he or she cannot pass laws only together with 
the nation in the Diet or Parliament.45

43 Spányik, Magyarország oknyomozó története, 99; Bocsor, Magyarország történelme, 1.; Török, Magyar
ország történelme 183, 194.

44 Sebestyén, A magyar nemzet története, 82.
45 Mangold, A magyarok oknyomozó történelme (1903), 416; Bruckner, Közintézményeink fejlődése és 

történelmi összefoglalások, 80-83.

Finally, one of the most original innovations that the textbooks of the dualist 
era brought in the national discourse was the idea of an ethnically ever neutral 
Hungarian state which at all times approved the voluntary assimilation, but never 
forced it violently. As the pre-modem nation in Hungary7 was practically identical 
with the nobility, its socio-cultural role as a melting pot became of vital 
importance from the nationalistic regard on which the textbooks of the late 
dualism endeavored to largely7 capitalize. A classic example for illustrating the 
meritocratic upward mobility with national connotation was furnished by the 
slightly refashioned interpretation of the paradigmatic course of life of John 
Hunyadi. However, until the Romanians were traditionally considered as an 
indigenous population in Transylvania, reinforced by the authority of Anonymus 
among others, there was no question about the ancestors of the great 
commander and statesman or it was even accentuated that he was born in a 
Hungarian noble family of Transylvania. As soon as the immigrationist theory7 on 
the late medieval Vlach infiltration from the Balkans became ingrained thanks 
mostly7 to the writings of Pál Hunfalvy in the 1880s, a considerable part of the 
new textbooks do not fail to mention that the biggest hero of medieval 
Hungarian patriotism was actually7 a descendant of a modest gentry family 
immigrated from Wallachia and thereby7 instilling the underlying message that by 
the way7 of devoted assimilation even the highest place could be attained in 
Hungary.

Conclusion

Examining the Hungarian history7 textbooks relating the own past written 
before the disintegration of the „Lands of the Crown of St Stephen” raise the 
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question of the share they might have had in creating, strengthening or reshaping 
the so-called national identity. In this respect their importance can even be 
compared to previous or contemporary Eterary texts since they had to furnish, 
for obvious pedagogical reasons, unified, value-loaded and rehvable stories. As 
we have seen, however, not only the Hungarian concept of nation became 
soundly reinterpreted but the textbooks’ thematic focus was also on several 
occasions recomposed as time went by. While the first Hungarian history 
textbook, for instance, seems to bear a decisive part in disseminating the vogue 
of Hunnish-Hungarian ethnic golden age, the growing attention paid to the 
thousand-year-old values of the common fatherland suggests assuredly the 
authors’ underlying anxiety about the future soon after the euphoria of the 
Hungarian millennium passed.

Bibliography

Anonymus. „Gesta Hungarorum.” In: Scriptores rerum Hungaricarum: Tempore ducum regumque stirpis 
Arpadianae gestarum (SRH), vol. I, Edited by Szentpétery, Imre, 33-117. Budapest: MTA, 1937- 
1938.

Balassa, Brúnó. A történettanítás múltja hazánkban. Pécs: Dunántúli Egyetemi Nyomda, 1929.
Ballagi, Mór. A magyar nyelv teljes szótára. vol. II. Pest: Heckenast Gusztáv, 1873.
Baróti, Szabó Dávid. Kisded Szótár. Kassa: J. Ellinger, 17922.
Bíró, Sándor. Történettanításunk a XIX. spáyad első felében: A korabeli tankönyvirodalom tükrében. 

Budapest: Tankönyvkiadó, 1960.
Bocsor, István. Magyarország történelme különös tekintettel a jogfejlésre: Főtanodat, s magányhasználatul, vol. I. 

Pápa: L. Magda, 1861.
Bruckner, Győző. Közintézményeink fejlődése és történelmi összefoglalások: Érettségi segédkönyv középiskolák 

számára. Budapest: L. Kókai, 1913.
Brunner, Otto-Conze, Werner—Koselleck, Reinhardt (eds.). Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches 

'Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, I-PTI. Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1972-1992.
Dieckhoff, Alain. “Beyond Conventional Wisdom: Cultural and Political Nationalism Revisited”. 

In: Revisiting Nationalism: Theories and Processes, Edited by Dieckhoff, Alain-Jaffrelot, Christophe, 
62-77. London: Hurst & Company, 2005.

Eckhart, Ferenc. A szentkorona-eszme története. Budapest: Magyar Tudományos Akadémia, 1941.
Enhvutf der Organisation der Gymnasien und Realschulen in Oesterreich. K. u. k. Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 

1849.
Farkas, Mária. Történelemtanítás a népiskolákban a dualizmus kori Magyarországon: Szemléletformálás és 

értékközvetítés tantervek, olvasó- és történelemkönyvek tükrében. Budapest: Trezor, 2005.
Fehér, Erzsébet. Magyar nyelvű tankönyvek: 1777-1848. Budapest: OPKM, 1995.
Horváth, Mihály. A Magyarok története Európába költözésöktől mostariig: A tanuló ifjúság számára. Pest: J. 

Eggenberger & G. Heckenast, 1841.
Jászai, Rezső. Magyarorsgág oknyomogp története: A középiskolák Lili, osztálya számára. Budapest: 

Róbert Lampel, 1904.
Kees, Teszelszky. Ag ismeretlen korona: jelentések, szimbólumok és nemzeti identitás (Trans, by Gabriella 

Trostovszky). Pannonhalma: Bencés, 2009.

25



László L. l^ajtai

Kézai, Simon. „Gesta I Iungarorum.” In: Scriplores rerum Hangaricarum: Tempore ducum regumque stirpis 
Arpadianae gestarum (SRH), vol. I, Edited by Szentpétery, Imre, 141-194. Budapest: MTA, 1937— 
1938.

Király, Pál. Magyarország története a középiskolák felső osztályainak használatára. Budapest: R. 
Lampel,1897.

Kiss, Áron. Ljtsonlyi István életrajza. Budapest: Lampel R., 1905.
Koselleck, Reinhart et al.. “Volk, Nation, Nationalismus, Masse.” In: Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: 

Historisches Lexikon z»rpolitisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland vol VII. Edited by Brunner, Otto- 
Conze, Werner-Koselleck, Reinhardt, 141-431. Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1992.

Koselleck, Reinhart. Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time (Tcans, by Keith Tribe). New York: 
Columbia UP, 1985.

Lajtai, L. László. ,Magyar nemzet vagyok”: Az első magyar nyelvű és hazai tárgyú történelemtankönyvek 
nemzetdiskurzusa. Budapest: Argumentum, 2013.

Laurentzi, Vilmos. Magyarország oknyomozó története: Hetvenöt kérdésben. Herz: Brassó: Herz, 1912.
Losontzi, István. Hármas Kis Tükör, melly I. A’Szent Históriát, II. Magyar Országot, III. Erdély Országot, 

annak földével, polgári- állapatjával, és históriájával [...] ki-mutatja. Pozsony: M. Länderer, 1773.
Mangold, Lajos. A magyarok oknyomozó történelme: A középiskolák VIII. osztálya számára. Budapest: 

Franklin, 18872.
Mangold, Lajos. A magyarok oknyomozó történelme: A középiskolák Vili, osztálya számára. Budapest: 

Franklin, 19034.
Mikó, Imre. Nemzetiségi jog és nemzetiségi politika: Tanulmány a magyar közjog és politikai történet köréből. 

Kolozsvár: Minerva, 1944.
Miskolczy, Ambrus. “A ‘Hungarus-tudat’ a polgári-nemzeti átalakulás sodrában”. Magyar Kisebbség, 

3-4. (2012): 163-205.
Norma Regia pro Scholis Magni Principatus Transilvaniae. Hermannstadt: Hochmeister, 1781.
Péter, László. „The Holy Crown of Hungary. The visible and invisible.” The Slavonic and East 

European Review 81 (2003): 421-510.
Pray, Georgius. Historia regum Hungária, vol. I. Buda: 1801.
Puttkamer, Joachim von. Schulalltag und nationale Integration in Ungarn: Slowaken, Rumänen und 

Siebenbürger Sachsen in der Auseinandersetzung mit ungarischen Staatsidee 1867—1914. München: R. 
Oldenbourg, 2003.

Ratio Educationis publicae fotiusque rei literariae per Regnum Hungáriáé et Provincias eidem adnexas. Buda: 
Typ. Reg. Univer. Hung., 1806.

Ratio Educationis totiusque rei literariaeper Regnum Hungáriáé et Provincias eidem adnexas. Vindobonae: J. 
Th Trattnem, 1777.

S. Varga, Pál. A nemzeti költészet csarnokai: A nemzeti irodalom fogalmi rendszerei a 19. századi magyar 
irodalomtörténeti gondolkodásban. Budapest: Balassi, 2005.

Sebestyén, Gtmla. A magyar nemzet története a mohácsi vésztől napjainkig: A gymnasium és reáliskola IV. 
osztálya számára. Budapest: Franklin, 1901.

Smith, Anthony D.. The Ethnic Origins of Nations, Oxford: Blackwell, 1986.
Spányik, Glycér. Magyarország oknyomogó története. Buda: Magyar Királyi Egyetem, 1845.
Szabó, T. Attila (ed.). Erdélyi Magyar Szótörténeti Tár', vol. I. Bukarest, Kriterion, 1975.
Szekfű, Gyula. Iratok a magyar államnyelv kérdésének történetéhez 1790-1848. Budapest: Magyar 

Történelmi Társulat, 1926.
Szigethy, Lajos. Magyarok története, Part two. Budapest: Singer és Wolfner, 1901.
Szontagh, Gusztáv. Propylaeumok a társasági philosophiához tekintettel hazánk viszonyaira. Buda: G. 

Emich, 1843.
Tárnái, Andor. Extra Hungáriám non est vita... (Egy szállóige történethez). Budapest: Akadémiai, 1969.
Thierry, Amédée. Histoire d’Attila et de ses successeursjusqu’à l’établissement des Hongrois en Europe suivie des 

légendes et traditions, I—II. Paris: Didier, 1856,18653.

26



Some of the key concepts of national history in the Hungarian history textbooks...

fimon, Akos. Magyar alkotmány és jogtörténet, különös tekintettel a nyugati államok jogfejlődésére. Budapest: 
Politzer Zsigmond és Fia kiadása, 1902.

Török, István. Magyarország történelme a középiskolák III. és /K osztályai számára. Budapest: R. Lampel, 
190P.

Irenesényi, Balázs. .4 nép lelke: Nemzetkarakterológjai viták Kelet-Európábán. Budapest: Argumentum, 
2011.

Unger, Mátyás. A történelmi tudat alakulása középiskolai történelemtankönyveinkben a századfordulótól a 
felszabadulásig. Budapest: Tankönyvkiadó, 1976.

27


