
Hungarian Studies Review, Vol. XXIV, Nos. 1-2 (1997) 

The Intelligentsia in Hungary 
prior to World War I 

Janos Mazsu 

The word "intelligentsia" is one of those terms used in historical and soci-
ological literature which is most difficult to define. It frequently gives rise to 
misunderstanding and misinterpretation.1 I will therefore begin with a few 
general words on the subject by way of clarifying my use of the concept. I wili 
restrict this introduction to the questions: When did the term first appear, and 
where? 

Despite its widespread usage, the term is of fairly recent origin. Before 
the nineteenth century there were references to "scribes" or "learned individuals" 
who earned a living in various countries from their knowledge of reading and 
writing: philosophers, lawyers or poets; but these people consistently referred to 
each other by these names, and never as "the intelligentsia." 

When the Latin word "intelligentes" appeared in use before the last 
century, it was a philosophical term used to denote the level of cognition and 
degree of comprehension. Only in the early nineteenth century we do see the 
word used to refer to a special social group.2 Nevertheless in recent times the 
term of "intelligentsia" has been freely used by sociologists and social historians 
with reference to Greek teacher slaves in ancient Rome, Chinese mandarins, the 
thinkers of the Enlightenment, or even to members of contemporary bureaucra-
cies. While the social historian should bear this conceptual similarity in mind, he 
or she should not disregard the differences between the social and cultural 
backgrounds of these thinkers; and the difference between the status of a teacher-
slave in ancient Rome and that of a mandarin in ancient China must have been 
enormous.3 

A second point to be stressed in this introduction is that "the intelligen-
tsia," where the term came into use, designated a special, distinct group in 
society, i.e. one clearly requiring its own label. Thus the intelligentsia must be 
clearly distinguished from the intellectuals, a term used in nearly all industrially 
developed or developing countries to designate people with education but 
without commensurate economic or even social status.4 



It may seem odd that the term intelligentia first appeared in Central and 
Eastern Europe, a comparatively peripheral and underdeveloped part of nine-
teenth century Europe. Historians have debated for more than a decadc whether 
the term arose first in Russia, Germany, Poland, or some other region in this part 
of Europe. Russian historians argue that it was coined by a Russian writer at 
mid-century, but cannot agree whether he was Peter Boborykin or Vissarion 
Belinskii. A Polish historian, Waclaw Lednicki, has shown that the term bccamc 
current nearly the same time in Poland. He concluded that these countries were 
the birthplace of this social group and the term first surfaced in East European 
languages. German historians, however, have found German texts using the word 
Intelligenz as early as 1849 to describe the same phenomenon, namely a group 
distinguished from the rest of society by its education, social character, and 
mentality. A synonymous term was Bildungshurgertum.5 Hungary's leading 
political thinker of the 1840s and later revolutionary statesman Lajos Kossuth 
also used the term "intelligentsia" — and its synonyms ertelmiseg and hono-
red iors — as a designation for a social group, in his newspaper Pesti Hirlap at 
the beginning of the 1840s.6 

Philological investigators will no doubt unearth further information on 
this question. This paper is concerned more with the origins of the intelligentsia 
itself. It is generally agreed that a new social stratum emerged in the middle of 
the last century. It was a better educated part of society, distinguished from the 
rest of the upper and middle classes by a characteristic combination of psycho-
logical traits, manners, lifestyle, social status and, especially, a distinct value 
system. The chief source of Western scholar's misunderstandings concerning the 
term is the fact that, in the course of the last century in Western Europe and the 
US, the social stratum known by this name did not emerge. There were, of 
course, professional and clcricai workers in the middle and upper bourgeois 
classes of contemporary western societies as well, but these never became a 
social stratum with an independent role and group consciousness. Western 
scholars often misinterpret "the intelligentsia" to mean "the intellectuals." To 
cite Hugh Seton-Watson's definition of intellectuals: "In western societies the 
word is used mainly to denote a small inner elite or self-styled elite of writers 
and cultural dignitaries" — and not a larger social stratum. Misunderstandings 
concerning the intelligentsia in the West seem to have arisen after the October 
Revolution in Russia, when a large number of emigres, former members of the 
Russian intelligentsia employed the term, although it lacked real meaning in the 
West.7 

The questions might be asked what characteristics of Central and East 
European sociai development explain its significant divergence from that of the 
West, and what factors account for the emergence of the intelligentsia in a 
region that was less developed? To answer these questions we have to empha-
size the historical peculiarities of Central and Eastern Europe: 

1. These were feudal agrarian societies that underwent a dramatically 
rapid industrialization.8 



2. Therefore, in a longer process the feudal structure of these "societies of 
orders or estates" was not demolished as it had been in the West. Rather, the 
estates, group relationships, values and ruling institutions were incorporated with 
little changc into the newly emerging elements of these societies. 

3. The chief organizing and integrating mechanism of these industrializ-
ing societies was not a developed market, but a neo-absolutist political system. 
These societies developed their own constituent institutions to further — and, at 
the same, time — control economic processes. The over-bloated bureaucracy of 
these neo-absolutist states not only supplanted the rudimentary market system, 
but required many wcll-educated people whom it organized and attached to these 
institutions, assisting in the birth of a distinctive corporate spirit. 

4. The modernization of Central and Eastern Europe in the half century 
before World War I took place in largely illiterate societies. From Germany to 
Russia, fifty to ninety percent of the population could neither read nor write at 
the beginning of this period.9 Consequently the quickly emerging bureaucratic 
stratum of each society becamc separated from uneducated classes and strata by 
its own education. It is no accident that the intelligentsia, dependent on the state 
and culturally different from other groups, developed a distinct class conscious-
ness. It considered itself to be socially unattached or free-floating, in Alfred 
Weber's original phrase, die freischwebende Intelligenz.l0 

The classic gymnasium-type secondary education fostered and preserved 
the social and cultural homogeneity of the intelligentsia since all members of the 
stratum passed through it. Alexander Hertz wrote: 

The high school diploma (Reifezeugnis, Matura) did not have the 
same meaning for a member of the intelligentsia as it did for an 
educated man in the West. It gave a man not only the right to 
practice a profession, but bestowed a title or dignity that would 
remain forever with its bearer, membership in a privileged stra-
tum. But wc can state that in neither the United States nor in 
other Western countries did education provide as much social 
distinction as did personal success, wealth even birth. In these 
countries a collegc graduate might be a member of an intellectual 
group, faculty, learned society, professional association, the bar, 
etc. — but his education by no means caused him to regard 
himself as the member of a distinct social class. He generally 
defined his status as bourgeois middle class." 

Secondary and higher education became one of the most important 
sources of stratification in Central and East European societies. A high school 
diploma — and, especially, a college degree — practically replaced the former 
letters patent of nobility and the privilege of birth. 

5. It is also important to note that the half-century of industrialization in 
this region was also the period in which linguistic national communities took 



shape.IJ The intelligentsia of these comparatively backward, illiterate societies 
becamc the architcct of national ideology, culture and, indeed, of future leader-
ship. The undemocratic system of governing institutions reinforced the so-called 
national mission of the intelligentsia. Eventually, with the exception of Russia, 
the region adopted the idea and practice of western constitutionalism, but only in 
a forma! sense: institutions enjoyed genuine prerogatives but they had strictly 
limited powers. (Russia did not even go this far before World War 1). In place of 
the self-government of socicty characteristic of the West, we see in Central and 
Eastern Europe the hierarchical collaboration of a narrow, partly traditional 
governing elite of noble origin and a skilled, burcaucratized intelligentsia. The 
undemocratic state, then, was an important factor in the development of the 
distinctive social profile, mentality and class consciousness of the intelligentsia. 

To be sure, my brief survey has disregarded the distinguishing character-
istics of national variants. The expert modern German Beamtenintelligenz of the 
turn of the century, the descendant of the Bildungshurgertum so well analyzed 
by Max Weber, was a barely recognizable relative of the Russian intelligentsia. 
The latter constituted an estate of the service nobility and a smaller number of 
so-called revolutionary intellectuals who hailed from similar social backgrounds. 

To summarize: 1 use the term "intelligentsia" to denote the spccial social 
strata shaped by the processes of industrialization and bureaucratic moderniza-
tion, as well as that of the birth of nations and nation stales in Central and East 
Europe. 

This introduction sought to clarify the term; the section that follows will 
point out the special features of one variant, the Hungarian intelligentsia. 

The social origins and transformation of the Hungarian intelligentsia 

1) General analysis: demographic growth and occupational change 

This investigation utilized the census reports of the Royal Hungarian Statistical 
Bureau (Magyar Kirdlyi Statisztikai Hivatal). The bureau was founded at the end 
of the 1860s and its first census of the entire population was taken in 1869. 
Thereafter the census was taken at ten-year intervals, producing the main source 
of research in social history. The two official censuses of the Imperial Austrian 
Statistical Bureau in 1850 and 1857 were only moderately successful because of 
the resistance of the Hungarian population. The basis for comparison of the 
period before 1848-49 are partial figures, nonofficial censuses, and calculations.13 

(See tables 1 and 2). 



Table 1. Growth of the Hungarian intelligentsia before World War I 

Year Number 

1800 20,000 

1810 25,000 

1820 30,000 

1830 38,000 

1840 45,000 

1850 66,000 

1860 90,000 

1870 137,965 

1880 150,000 

1890 172,636 

1900 230,162 

1910 311,260 

Table 2. The occupational make-up of the Hungarian intelligentsia (in percen-
tages). 

1800 1840s 1870 1890 1910 

Clerks in business 2 1.51 19.64 24.24 37.22 

Doctors, lawyers 5 13.21 8.83 11.24 11.26 

Farm managers 10 15.15 11.64 7.38 3.97 

Teachers 4 15.15 19.73 21.51 19.54 

Civil servants 4 24.24 25.76 23.19 20.50 

Clergy 75 31.34 14.40 12.44 7.51 



At the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there were approxi-
mately 20,000 persons employed in intellectual functions in Hungary. In conse-
quence of the feudal, underdeveloped character of society three-fourths of them 
belonged to the clergy of the different churches. Only about 5,000 worked in 
secular fields as lawyers, civil servants of cities (exempt from seigniorial juris-
diction), teachers, artists, writers, poets, many of them employed by larger 
landowners or aristocratic families as members of their personal staff. I do not 
consider these groups to constitute a social stratum. Clergymen were members of 
privileged feudal institutions, and lawyers generally came from and belonged to 
the nobility. Employees of the aristocratic families had the same social and legal 
status as other personal servants. (The life of the outstanding Hungarian poet, 
Mihaly Vitez Csokonai, is very instructive in this regard.)14 

The numerical growth of the group of educated people performing 
functions of an intellectual nature accelerated in the first half of ihe nineteenth 
century. It constituted the first, weak response of the Hungarian economy to the 
external challenge: the transformation of the world economic system and the 
emergence of the industrial revolution reached the western parts of the Habsburg 
Monarchy in the late 1830s. Production rapidly increased in Hungary in these 
decadcs, despite several years of stagnation and a genera! crisis of agrarian 
commodity production. In the 1840s, the first truly modern factories appeared.1" 

The response of a society of feudal estates to this transformation was 
multi-faceted. First of all, as a result of these changes, the secularization of 
society accelerated. Members of the clergy performed more and more non-religi-
ous functions, such as teaching, medical care and engineering. Outside the 
clergy, professional activities were increasingly in the hands of institutions other 
than the churches and traditional medieval cultural organizations. Furthermore, 
the country's labour force became increasingly professionalised. For the groups 
performing intellectual functions, this meant that the paid civil servant sup-
planted the so-called nobile ojficium in the administration, even in the traditional 
county administration directed by the nobility. At the same time the emergence 
of book publishing and of the daily press — and the growth of the urban reading 
public — brought about the proliferation of journalists, writers, actors and even 
poets. The urban publishing industry enabled professionals in the service of the 
nobility to rise above the level of personal servants.16 Still another result of 
professionalization was the appearance of highly-skilled farm managers (gazda-
tisztek). They assisted in the modernization of many large estates and the 
adoption of western methods of rational agricultural management. 

These developments altered the number and occupational composition of 
the social group. The assemblage of data from varying sources indicates that 
from the turn of the century to the 1840s the number of professionals grew to 
about 66,000. The proportion of the clergy dramatically decreased from 75% to 
less than one third, while the percentage of civil servants increased to one fourth 
of all professionals. Elementary and secondary school teachers and farm 
managers totalled about one sixth of the group, while lawyers, doctors, writers, 



poets were less than one seventh. The engineer and white collar contingent of 
the modern economic sectors was only one and one half percent. 

The rapidly growing professional groups found their place in feudal 
society in a special but characteristic way. In earlier times, the landowning 
nobility had administered the feudal constitutional system and members of the 
lower nobility as well as aristocracy had played an important role in the develop-
ment of Hungarian culture and political theory. Beginning in the 1830s the 
growing professional groups, of varying social and ethnic origin but chiefly non-
privileged, themselves constituted a sort of feudal corporation or estate. They 
were labelled honoratiors, which meant an estate of people who enjoyed great 
respect despite their non-noble origin. Their social status gradually improved 
until it approached that of the lesser nobility. For instance, at the beginning of 
the 1840s the honoratiors gained the right to vote. Until then this had been the 
privilege of the nobility which it jealously guarded.17 

At first the coalescence of the professionals in Hungarian society came 
about as a result of their being different from the non-privileged classcs. Soon 
they assumed the privileged estates' values, acquired social prestige, and devel-
oped their own group consciousness. This development was temporarily obscured 
by the collaboration between the honoratiors and the well-educated reformist 
segment of the Hungarian nobility. Their movement for radical social and 
economic change led to the Hungarian revolution of 1848. After the revolution's 
collapse, the intelligentsia continued to belong to a privileged part of society. 

The mid-nineteenth century was a turning point in the development of 
Hungarian society and in that of the intelligentsia. Although the revolution was 
defeated, feudal barriers were largely abolished, opening the way to economic 
and social modernization.18 Not surprisingly, the ranks of the Hungarian intelli-
gentsia grew rapidly in the two decades leading up to the Compromise of 1867. 
The number of people in intellectual functions doubled. An analysis of the 
professional structure indicates the increase occurred chiefly in the new state 
administration, the accelerated market economy and the increased demand for 
trained personnel. The number of civil servants increased by 222 % in twenty 
years, educational personnel grew by 270 %, and the percentage of clerks 
employed in the industry, finance and commerce rose from one and one half 
percent to one fifth of all professionals. 

The withdrawal of the better-educated landowning nobility from political 
and public activity during this period of Habsburg neo-absolutism also helped the 
intelligentsia to solidify its status in society. It was in this period that profes-
sionals began, for the first time, to organize for their own protection, thereby 
taking an important step toward becoming a proper social stratum or macrogroup 
within Hungarian society. 

The Compromise of 1867 restored the hegemony of the traditional 
Hungarian ruling classes. The stabilization of the political situation and the 
reorganization of the imperial market created a framework for the long-term 
development of both the economy and the society. In the decades following, the 



Hungarian nobility's traditional values, way of life, and loyalty to the governing 
elite, became the decisive orientation for the intelligentsia. These considerations 
once again overshadowed the factor of professional competence which had been 
dominant during the preceding age of absolutism. 

* * * 

In analyzing the post-Compromise period, I was forced to take a longer perspec-
tive utilizing data f rom the 1890 census. (The Hungarian census of 1880 cannot 
be used due to its defective methodology.) Fortunately for our purpose, the 
period from the Compromise to 1890, including the 1873 economic crisis itself, 
was one of continuous preparation for the industrial revolution, mainly in 
building up a national infrastructure. 

The figures show that the rate of the growth in the numbers of profes-
sionals slowed during these two decades in comparison with the previous two. 
Total population growth and the transformation of the labour force also stag-
nated. All these factors had important implications for the development of the 
intelligentsia. 

The most important cause of this slowdown was the economic crisis of 
1873 itself: after four years of prosperity, the Hungarian economy was shaken 
and entered a period of stagnation. Another important cause was a famine and 
epidemic of medieval proportions, responsible for more than one quarter million 
deaths. But non-quantitative processes originating in the previous decades 
deepened in this period. They had the following consequences for the intelligen-
tsia: 

1) The tendency of professional groups to form into a stratum became 
strong. Intellectual employees involved in modernization were not absorbed by a 
modern bourgeoisie, but look the position of the declassed lower nobility. The 
intelligentsia emerged as a modern post-feudal estate. 

It is significant that the intelligentsia acquired the label "educated middle 
class of gentlemen" or "gentlemen's estate" (in Hungarian: "uri es muvelt 
kozeposztaly" or "az uri rend"). So it is not surprising that the label "bourgeois" 
became an indication of contempt. 

2) Tn this period the so-called free professionals (szabad foglalkozasu 
ertelmiseg), self-employed and running independent enterprises, became a 
relatively large group. Their growth was a product of urbanization: a larger 
urban petty bourgeoisie appeared which had its own needs and means. But the 
group's limited potential for further growth is seen in the fact that real profes-
sionals, similar to their western counterparts, were never as many as one-tenth of 
the entire intelligentsia during the dualist period. Thus the clerical intellectual 
(tisztviselo ertelmisegi) remained the dominant category of the intelligentsia. 



3) An educational system that was comparable to the best in Europe 
developed at this time. Not only did it train white-collar workers needed for 
modernization but it also produced world-famous specialists (Janos Neumann, 
Bcla Bartok, Zoltan Kodaly, Lipot Fcjcr, Gyorgy Czukor, etc.). Having an 
education, furthermore, superseded rank acquired through birth as a determinant 
of social status and legitimation. A law passed in 1883 specified the educational 
requirements for all professions, even for civil servants. It was also instrumental 
in the formation of the educated middlc-class of gentlemen. 

A term entered Hungarian usage in these decades which acquired a 
different meaning from that in the West: the gentry. Tri Hungary it denoted the 
declassed, impoverished segment of the previous landowning nobility which 
sought to maintain its social status and reputation by capturing positions in the 
state administration. This civil service gentry of noble origin became an interme-
diary between the nobility and the new middle class.115 

The numerical growth of the intelligentsia accelerated once again in the 
late 1880s. Economic modernization reached a new stage with the beginning of 
a proper industrial revolution in Hungary itself. From 1890 to 1910 (the last 
census taken in the Dual Monarchy) the number of professionals increased from 
172,000 to more than 311,000. Clerical personnel in industry, commerce and 
transport were the most dynamic element. By 1910 they accounted for more than 
a third of the intelligentsia; the percentage of the clergy, on the other hand, had 
decreased to less than 8%. Academic employees also showed above-average 
growth: modern scholarly institutions were established and expanded at this time. 

Hungary began experiencing a deepening societal crisis at the beginning 
of the new century, due largely to the country's very rapid industrialization but 
also to its unbalanced development. The urgency of the national minorities 
problem, the growing need for agrarian reform, and the demand for democratic 
government, all had serious implications for the intelligentsia: 

1) Hungary's national minorities had developed their own intelligentsia by 
the beginning of the twentieth century. The composition of these intelligentsias 
however, was lopsided: they consisted chiefly of clergymen and elementary 
school teachers. Yet these intelligentsias took increasingly radical positions 
concerning the national question, at times even demanded separation from 
Hungary. Their political ideology and methods were sometimes more radical 
than those of their co-nationals beyond Hungary's borders. Many minority 
leaders began to believe that only a new national state could provide them with 
appropriate roles. 

2) This crisis, tension and the consequent polarization of society led to a 
chasm within the Hungarian intelligentsia. Some members of this educated 
middle class of gentlemen began enjoying good relations with the formerly 
despised, urban, industrial bourgeoisie. They were increasingly benefiting 
economically from industrialization, and their employment became more closely 
connected to the market than to the state. 



3) The Hungarian intelligentsia was polarized not only in terms of its 
social position and attitudes, but also with respect to its cultural and political 
outlook. In the years preceding World War I, it divided into two large factions. 
One group was conservative, radical-nationalist, and to some extent anti-Semitic. 
It sought a way out of the general crisis through calling for a radical, social 
transformation of society, and the creation of a powerful state based on so-called 
"national, Christian" principles. The other group consisted of the liberal or 
radical bourgeois part of the Hungarian intelligentsia. It developed an opposi-
tional culture — European and democratic in nature — and sought to transform 
the Hungarian economy and society on the Western European model. 

One more aspect of the development of the Hungarian intelligentsia must 
be mentioned: its geographic distribution. The concentration of the intelligentsia 
in the cities and larger towns had started in the late 1830s and dramatically 
accelcrated as the result of the industrial revolution from the 1880s on. In the 
final decade of the dualist period more than two-thirds of professionals lived in 
cities, where only one-fourth of the general population resided. Budapest alone, 
was the home of one-fourth of intellectual workers; but half of all writers, 
scholars, engineers, and clerical personnel in industry and commerce found their 
livelihood and residence in the capital.20 

To summarize this section: the intellectual social stratum of Hungarian 
society experienced a dramatic and rapid development during the period under 
consideration. From the beginning of the nineteenth century to the outbreak of 
World War I, its size grew fifteen fold. At the beginning of the period its 
members were chicfly clergymen and other intellectuals living in villages, then 
this stratum took the form a feudal cast, then — with the abolition of feudal 
conditions — it became, in the sense of Max Weber, an estate based on a way of 
life. This "educated middle class of gentlemen" was the creator of modern 
Hungarian national culture and proponent of a national state which in part 
precluded genuine self-government. Its position was transformed by the industrial 
revolution and it became socially and mentally polarized. 

2. Social mobility of the Hungarian intelligentsia 

The research for this paper sought answers to two questions: first, what were the 
social origins of the intelligentsia, and how did these origins affect its basic 
characteristics? Second: to what degree did different social classes and strata, 
ethnic and religious communities enjoy a share in educational opportunities? In 
other words, how did the inequality of educational opportunity change under the 
influence of the industrial revolution? 

It is difficult to answer these questions because Hungarian censuses of 
this period did not enumerate the social origins of occupational groups, so they 
do not provide the social status or occupation of people's fathers. The only way 
to determine this was to analyze educational enrollment and reports. These are 



available sporadically from 1850 to 1880, then regularly and nation-wide from 
1880 on. It was fortunate for my research that secondary education in Hungary, 
unlike in Western Europe, rigidly reflected social stratification. Almost all 
secondary school students were trained for professional positions, so school 
statistics provide answers to both our questions.21 

Our sporadic sources for the early period suggest that in the 1840s only 
haif of those in professional positions were of noble origin. The offspring of 
serfs provided large numbers the recruits for the clergy. 

In the next two decades, after the abolition of feudal conditions, the 
children of the traditional urban strata (artisans and petty merchants) becamc the 
leading elements. By 1880 more than two thirds of secondary school students 
from non-intellectual families were of urban middle class origin; the percentage 
of those coming from the agricultural population, both former nobility and 
peasantry, declined to less than one fifth. Children of professionals of the first or 
second generation reached 40 % at the same time. 

Beginning with 1880 social origins can be studied in detail (see tables 3 
and 4). In the course of the industrial revolution the share of traditional urban 
strata of artisans and shopkeepers slowly began to decline as these groups failed 

Table 3. The social and occupational status of the fathers of secondary school 
students in Hungary (expressed in percentages). 

Bourgeoisie Landowners Intelligentsia Others* 

1800 33.39 19.9 40.21 5.91 

1887 33.48 17.79 43.65 5.08 

1890 33.38 17.36 44.81 4.45 

1895 30.09 17.53 43.91 8.47 

1900 29.28 16.31 44.57 9.84 

1908 25.87 15.33 46.94 11.86 

*In 1890 children of industrial workers made up 1.59 % of Hungary's secondary school 
population. By 1895 this proportion had grown to 1.77%, and by 1908, to 2.04. The 
data for the same years for children of agricultural workers is 2.02%, 2.36% and 5.77% 
respectively. 

to play a role in the development of manufacturing industry. The decline of the 
former landowning nobility continued, their children constitute no more than 
7-8% of the student population at the beginning of the twentieth century. The 
village peasantry almost disappeared as a recruiting pool for intellectuals. This 
was partly because industrialization generally bypassed the small agrarian 



sectors. In addition, the abolition of feudal society and the modernization process 
eroded the tradition of wealthy aristocratic and landowning families — as well as 
churches and charitable foundations — supporting the education of talented 
children of the lower strata of society. 

A large part of the peasantry could not participate in the expansion of 
agricultural production; as a result, many peasants were unable to finance a good 
education for their children. The population of some agricultural centres (mezo-
vdrosok), such as Debrecen, constitute an exception. 

In the 1890s, the industrial working class emerged as a source of recruits 
for the intelligentsia, just as recruitment from the agricultural class declined. The 
recruitment of students from the independent urban bourgeoisie also declined in 
significance, but a peculiar urban social group made its appearance which was 
important in later periods of Hungarian history: doormen, porters and office and 
military messengers (hdzmesterek and altisztek). There were as many secondary 
school students from among this group as from the working class and nearly as 
many as from the former nobility! This group was hidden in the statistical 
category of "others" at the beginning of the century. 

Tab le 4. The social make-up of the general population and the student popula-
tion of Hungary in 1900 (expressed in percentages). 

Categories General Population Student Population 

Owners of landed estates (latifundia) 0.39 2.4 

Owners of less than 620 acres of land 38.00 13.91 

Entrepreneurs 0.04 3.05 

Petty bourgeoisie 10.9 26.23 

Intelligentsia 4.2 44.57 

Industrial workers 13.4 3.2 

Agricultural workers 26.4 1.61 

Others, including the lumpenprolctariat 4.5 5.3 

The only long-term upward trend was the increasing proportion of intel-
lectuals recruitcd from their own offspring. Even so, children of the intelligentsia 
did not exceed half of all students. This allows us to conclude that, with respect 
to recruitment, the intelligentsia did not become a socially closed stratum in the 
period before the war. 

I explain these findings, in part based on research not presented here, as 
follows: 



1. The growth of the intelligentsia under industrialization was too rapid 
for it to be a closed group. 

2. Reginning in the late 1890s inflation began to erode the standard of 
living of intelligentsia families, as a result, they had fewer and fewer children. 
The decline in standard of living also meant that one-fourth of the group was 
unable to finance advanced education for their children. 

3. Beginning at the turn of the century there was a large influx of women 
into professional occupations. This reinforced the decline in natural reproduction 
among professionals. Intellectuals, being well educated and independent, had a 
below average incidence of marriage. In 1910, for example, two-thirds of woman 
secondary school teachers in Hungary were single. 

Because of the rapid growth in the demand for educated people, falling 
incomes for them, and their decreasing natural reproduction, the Hungarian 
intelligentsia was non-discriminating with regards to its recruitment. This 
contrasts, as we saw, with its exclusive status and mentality.22 

Now let us look at our second question: what was the distribution of educational 
opportunities among social classes and strata? 

This problem is important because the social and historical justice of 
educational inequality was debated in the political and journalistic arena without 
an accurate knowledge of the actual circumstances and processes. 

Statistical data confirm that by the beginning of the century there were 
large gaps between traditional village society and the urban classes, and between 
the upper classes (intelligentsia, large landowners, urban bourgeoisie) and the 
lower classes (peasantry, agricultural and industrial workers). The group of 
doormen and office messengers, located at the lowest level of the urban petty 
bourgeoisie, had a much better chance of providing their children with a profes-
sional education than did the landowning peasantry. 

The ethnic aspect of intellectual recruitment also becomes strikingly 
evident from the available statistical data (see table 5 on the following page). 
The representation of Hungarians in the ranks of the intelligentsia constantly 
increased during the dualist period, and in 1908 it was one-and-a-half times 
greater than the proportion of Hungarians in all of the population. But if we 
consider not only the declared nationality but also the spoken language of 
students, it appears that nearly half of all students were born to and grew up in 
families belonging to Hungary's national minorities. Most of these students, 
however, were on their way to being culturally and linguistically assimilated, i.e. 
Magyarized. 



Table 5. The ethnic makeup of the student population of secondary schools in 
Hungary (expressed in percentages). 

Nationality 1870-71 1880-81 1890-91 1898-99 1908-09 1914-15 

Hungarian 73.56 70.75 72.38 75.55 79.92 83.93 

German 12.35 15.30 14.72 12.70 8.83 6.75 

Rumanian 7.73 6.39 6.42 5.67 6.24 5.37 

Slovak 4.13 4.76 3.77 3.27 2.56 1.85 

Serbo-Croat 1.74 2.20 1.89 1.96 1.87 1.45 

Ruthenian 0.86 0.60 0.22 0.19 0.12 0.05 

Other - - - - 0.61 0.66 0.45 0.59 

Total num-
bers 36,464 38,567 42,116 54,676 67,699 76,856 

With respect to religion, the composition of the student body indicates 
that Jews, Lutherans (chiefly Germans), and Transylvania's Unitarians were over-
represented in the recruitment into the intelligentsia (see tabic 6). 

Table 6. The religious makeup of the student population of secondary schools 
in Hungary (expressed in percentages). 

Religion 1870-71 1880-81 1890-91 1898-99 1908-09 1914-15 

Roman 
Catholic 45.99 44.08 44.50 43.43 43,46 45.39 

Uniate 5.30 4.44 4.51 4.34 4.55 4.23 

Greek 
Orthodox 5.74 5.00 5.34 5.06 5.48 4.62 

Calvinist 12.37 10.81 10.76 10.05 9.20 8.85 

Lutheran 18.36 14.15 14.02 14.30 14.29 13.99 

Unitarian 0.97 0.85 0.71 0.71 0.79 0.73 

Jewish i 1.26 20.26 20.16 22.13 22.23 22.16 

Total num-
bers 36,464 38,567 42,116 54,676 67,699 76,856 



A comparative examination indicates that the over- and under-representa-
tion of ethnic and religious groups of Hungary's intelligentsia was closely 
correlated to its members' social status and, to a lesser extent, to the degree of 
their assimilation within Hungarian society. 

In conclusion it might be stated that the lopsided modernization in 
Hungary during the period of dualism (1867-1914) led to the birth of a neo-
corporatist society in which the lack of social self-government was to some 
extent counterbalanced or compensated for by the cultural and administrative 
competence of the intelligentsia. This social stratum of dualist Hungary was 
characterized by a largely self-imposed segregation from other elements of 
society, a distinct mentality, a unique attitude to politics, a marked preference for 
urban living, and high expectations concerning the children in regards to educa-
tion as well as economic and cultural achievements. The Hungarian intelligen-
tsia of the time constituted an exclusive class of educated gentlemen or gentle-
women which — contrary to what might be expected at first glance — was non-
discriminating in the processes of its recruitment. 

Interestingly enough, many of the characteristics of this late-nineteenth 
and early-twentieth century intelligentsia have survived the passage of time, and 
some of them persist even today especially in families with gentry backgrounds. 
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