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Historical demographic studies examining the Hungarian minorities usually lay a great
emphasis upon mentioning the fact that according to census figures and local analyses,
the Hungarian communities of the neighbouring countries lessened in the cities to the
greatest extent. For example, Károly Kocsi summarized this process recently in the fol-
lowing way: ‘Although the number of Hungarians living in cities has increased in the past
decade in every country of the Carpathian basin, this lagging far behind the urban
growth rate–given a natural and increasingly fast-paced assimilation–of the majority
population of the State (e.g. in the cities of Transylvania: +4,2% Hungarian, +33,9%
Romanian between 1977–1989; in the cities of Transcarpathia: +0,2% Hungarian,
+24% Ukrainian between 1979-1989). As a result of this, the disappearance of the Hun-
garians has been continuous to the present day in the overwhelming majority of the
cities of the neighbouring countires.1

For a Hungarian minority of 2,7–2,8 million persons in the seven neighbouring coun-
tries, not more than 31 cities of the Carpathian Basin were of Hungarian majority of
those 344 that are beyond the borders. (see Table 1)

A local Hungarian community of more than 5000 inhabitants was present at 72 set-
tlements of the Carpathian Basin, among which six were large villages. These are
administrative units but do not have the status of a city. 43% of the Hungarians, 1,2 mil-
lion persons were living in these localities.

In Slovakia, there were 14 cities of Hungarian majority in 1991. At the same time, the num-
ber of Hungarians exceeded the 5000 persons at 18 urban settlements (Pozsony, Somorja,
Dunaszerdahely, Nagymegyer, Galánta, Vágsellye, Gúta, Komárom, Érsekújvár, Léva,
Ipolyság, Fülek, Rimaszombat, Tornalja, Rozsnyó, Kassa, Nagykapos, Királyhelmec).

In Transcarpathia, only three such cities and one large village were found at the time
of the last census. These were: Ungvár, Munkács, Beregszász, and Nagydobrony.
Among the cities, the Hungarian population constituted the majority only in Beregszász.

A Hungarian community of more than 5000 inhabitants was counted in 38 cities of
Transylvania. These are: Máramarossziget, Nagybánya, Szatmárnémeti, Nagykároly,
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1 Kocsis, Károly, Magyar kisebbségek a Kárpát-medencében [Hungarian minorities in the Carpathian
Basin]. In: Magyarok a világban. Kárpát-medence. Kézikönyv a Kárpát-medencében, Magyarország
határain kívül élõ magyarságról [Handbook on the Hungarians living in the Carpathian Basin outside the
borders of Hungary]. CEBA Kiadó, Budapest, 2000. p. 26.
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Érmihályfalva, Margita, Nagyvárad, Nagyszalonta, Arad, Zilah, Dés, Beszterce, Szász-
régen, Marosvásárhely, Torda, Dicsõszentmárton, Medgyes, Segesvár, Nagyenyed, Szé-
kelykeresztúr, Székelyudvarhely, Szentegyháza, Szováta, Gyergyóremete, Gyergyó-
szentmiklós, Csíkszereda, Kézdivásárhely, Kovászna, Sepsiszentgyörgy, Barót, Brassó,
Hosszúfalu, Petrozsény, Vajdahunyad, Déva, Lugos, Temesvár. Back in 1990, there was
a Hungarian majority in 17 of the Transylvanian cities, indicated with italics in the enu-
meration. We can find also Tusnádfürdõ, Borszék, and Szilágycsehi among the cities,
which have a Hungarian majority but altogether less than 5000 Hungarian inhabitants.

In Serbia, there were only 17 settlements with the status of a city where the Hungarian
population exceeded the 5000 persons: Szabadka, Bácstopolya, Temerin, Újvidék, Hor-
gos, Magyarkanizsa, Zenta, Ada, Nagykikinda, Óbecse, Törökbecse, Nagybecskerek,
Zombor, Csantavér, Szenttamás, Mohol, Kishegyes, Ómoravica, and Péterréve. We can
find a local majority of Hungarians altogether at 9 settlements of city status of Vojvodina:
in the 7 italicised cities, and in Palics and Csóka which have less than 5000 Hungarian
inhabitants.

In Croatia, Slovenia, and Austria there were no cities ten years ago in which the num-
ber of Hungarian inhabitants was above 5000. Moreover, there were no cities present in
these countries where the Hungarians would have constituted a local majority.

The scientific literature has basically come to an agreement with regard to the causes of
why the urban Hungarian population has been growing less. Beyond the migration waves
that took place following decisions of foreign and internal politics, war conflicts, and peace
treaties, and the increasingly low level of natural growth, it is necessary to take into consid-
eration several other but no less peculiar Central and East European phenomena in the
analysis of the ethnic changes of the urban environment.

Let us see, then, what the most important factors are that transformed significantly the
ethnic aspect of the cities, which passed to the neighbouring countries in the course of
the 20th century.

In the following, first a few ‘ethnic space-forming forces’ will be examined. These all
had a great influence on the developments of the ethnic composition of the cities. Sub-
sequent to this, we will present the process, in which the Hungarian minority communi-
ties diminished in the cities, with some factual evidence. The Central and East Euro-
pean urbanisation processes of the short 20th century were determined essentially by
the rural and urban development objectives of the nation-states and the artificially accel-
erated, forced urbanisation policies of the period of the communist party-state. These
two particular aspects of the urban development policies of the neighbouring countries
were manifest in the regions and urban settlements inhabited also by Hungarians:

1. As the most general factor of transformation, we can mention the urbanisation
process, which gained momentum several times during the 20th century and was seri-
ously deformed in the course of the communist type, voluntarist city developments of the
period between 1960–1980. As a result of this, the city structure of the whole Carpathian
Basin underwent a radical change. From among the dynamically developing nations of
the region, the Slovaks, the Ukrainians, the Romanians, and the Serbs managed to cre-



4 MINORITIES  RESEARCH
Conditions of Minorities

24



MINORITIES  RESEARCH 4
Conditions of Minorities

25



ate major urban centres due to their natural growth and the consciously controlled inter-
nal migrations, which served also national colonisation purposes in the regions of Hun-
garian majority.

The number of city dwellers doubled in Vojvodina in the second part of the 20th centu-
ry, between 1953 and 1991 (it went from 502.000 to 1.122.000; their ratio in relation to
the total population from 29,5% to 55,7%).2 The urbanisation process was even more
radical and faster in Transylvania, and especially between 1960 and 1980, when the
forced and voluntarist urban development policy of the Ceauºescu era prevailed. The
total number of urban population of Transylvania grew by 400.000 persons in the period
between the two world wars (1920-1941) and exceeded the 1 million only by 150.000
persons. As opposed to this, the number of city dwellers rose by 1,6 million between
1966 and 1985, and came close to 4,45 million.

As an example of the peculiar Central and East European phenomena, we can refer
already here to the loss of importance and function of the earlier regional centres along
the new borders and the revaluation of the situation of sub-centres, which were
deprived of their ethnic hinterlands, as well as their cultural, economic, and political sys-
tem of relations.

2. Naturally, the urbanisation of the Carpathian Basin was closely related to industriali-
sation and internal migration processes. While the role of industrialisation with respect
to urbanisation was comparatively small between the world wars, it was rather consid-
erable starting from the 1950s. The responsible leaders of the neighbouring countries
took into account the Hungarian aspect of the cities in two ways in the development of
the new industrial centres: in case part of the cities of Hungarian character that were
suitable for industrialisation, they made an effort to change the ethnic aspect of the
place with planned immigration waves, treating the city as a target of colonization. In
other cases, those cities were favoured which were situated closer to the majority lan-
guage area notwithstanding the fact that in some city of the given region, certain indus-
trial sectors had noteworthy traditions. In case of minority ethnic groups, urbanisation
connected with industrialisation can enhance–and in case of Hungarian minorities
enhanced indeed–those schooling and linguistic disadvantages because of which the
minorities are generally way below the national average with regard to school qualifica-
tion. This intense assimilation effect, which can be traced back to several concomitant
phenomena, is a characteristic of the artificially accelerated communist urbanisation. Its
influence is well perceivable in the report on the cities (Table 2) where the proportion of
Hungarian inhabitants fell by more than 20%.
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3. In all of the countries of the region, undereducated layers endeavouring cheap
unskilled employment and agrarian masses who had been deprived of their peasant
livelihood and their land during the land reforms and the formation of kolkhozes, flood-
ed the cities in an order of magnitude of millions. From the point of view of the topic, one
of the most important regional characteristics of the migration processes is the so-called
interregional migration. It means that the labour force needed for industrial develop-
ments is recruited from far-away areas with the prospect of various benefits and con-
cessions (aid for settling down, flat, favourable wages, etc.).

4. Administrative policy has always been an important factor in connection to the develop-
ments of the city network in the Carpathian Basin. The constitutional changes carried out
after the Trianon peace treaty, resulted also in a radical administrative reorganization. The
regional centres of the former Hungary–as, for example, Pozsony, Kassa, Ungvár,
Kolozsvár, Temesvár, Újvidék–were turned into the regional centres of the majority nation in
the provinces annexed to the new states. The profound transformation of these regional
centres into non-Hungarian national centres began between the world wars. This went hand
in hand with the administrative policies of planned settlement and national transformation.
The frequent modifications of the internal administrative borders, which served in all cases
the interests of the majority, also took their considerable assimilation toll. The rate and pace
of the diminution of the urban Hungarian population is well illustrated by the example of ten
big cities. A relevant proportion of Hungarians lived in them before 1910 and even between
the world wars. However, by today they have become the most important regional centres
of the majority nation of the neighbouring countries with Bratislava becoming the capital city
of Slovakia (Table 3).

5. Urbanisation and urban development, that is, the urbanisation process is always in a close
relation to the economic power and cultural circumstances of the given societies, and, natural-
ly, to political factors as well. This was the situation in case of the medieval city foundations and
the city developments of the early modern age and modern times too. The effectiveness of the
urbanisation process is the measure of the organization of the State: successful city develop-
ment is the proof of the economic power and cultural maturity of a give State. Furthermore, the
actual power has always tried to use the cities–which have been meeting points of adjoining
ethnic groups and national communities for ancient times–for the spreading of its language and
ethnicity in a conscious way. The best representatives of Hungarian liberal nationalism of the
period of the Dual Monarchy trusted neither the automatic nor the planned Magyarisation
power of the schools. On the other hand, they proclaimed the model role of the cities, which
became Magyarised quickly. The neighbours of Hungary have used a conscious administra-
tive and urban development policy from the beginning in seeking to transform the ethnic aspect
of the cities in the regions inhabited by Hungarians. Here they used radical actions, there grad-
ual settlement, assimilation, industrialisation, etc. schemes. This was the purpose of the
Romanian ‘culture zone’ between the world wars which granted considerable advantages for
the settlers. Czechoslovakia of the Masarýk era strove to push Pozsony and Kassa under the
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20% language use threshold defined by the language law as they proved to be of primary
importance in terms of the unrestricted authority over Slovakia.

In the times following World War II, the urban population of the Hungarian minority suf-
fered a loss of a magnitude of hundreds of thousands as a consequence of the renewed
wave of refugees as well as Slovakisation, population exchange, malenkij robot, and the
retribution campaign in the southern areas. Bratislava lost about four fifth of its earlier
Hungarian population in that period,3 and this was when the Hun-garian aspect of the city
network of the border areas of Upper Hungary, Transcarpathia, and the Partium began
to erode rapidly.4

6. The municipal policy of a given city is a factor of crucial importance of the complex task
of city development. Varying local authority models prevail in the various countries.
While the conformity to it can present major results even in the seemingly centralized
Romanian model, not even the probably most Western-like model of Slovenia could
strengthen much the positions of the Hungarians of Lendva. 

Let us examine more closely the order of magnitude of the ethnic changes in the city
network of those areas of the Carpathian Basin, which are outside the borders of Hun-
gary. As an example, we will consider the figures of the urban Hungarian population of
Vojvodina and Romania. Ten years ago, the Hungarians were present in 17,8% in the
109 cities of Vojvodina, even though they constituted 61% of the city dwellers at the turn
of the 20th century. Thus, according to the census data of 1991, their proportion dropped
to less then its third in eighty years. At the same time, the urban Serb population has
grown six times the figure of the 1910 figures during the 20th century: they make up
55,2% of the total city dweller population while the Serb population within the whole of
the province has increased by 300% in the examined period.5

The migration of the rural population into cities formed the natural basis of the growth
of cities before 1991: of the more than 900.000 urban settlers, 53,1% moved in from a
rural environment and 42,1% from other cities in the period between 1960 and 1990.

We can find 122 large villages of mixed character beside the 109 cities among the
settlements of Vojvodina, which indicates the future possibilities of further urbanisation.
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A szlovákiai magyarság a népszámlálási és népmozgalmi adatok tükrében [Hungarian Balance. Hungari-
ans of Slovakia in the view of census and demographic figures]. Kalligram, Pozsony, 1994. pp. 23–26. With
regard to Bratislava, see Salner, Peter, Premeny Bratislavy 1939–1993. Etnologické aspekty sociálnych
procesov v mestskom prostredí. Veda, Bratislava, 1998. On the change of the ethnic aspect of cities, see
Krivý, Vladimír, 49 Städte: Wandel und Kontinuität. In: Mannová, Helena (Hg.): Bürgertum und bürgerliche
Gesellschaft in der Slowakei 1900–1918. AEP, Bratislava, 1997. pp. 37–59.
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gatási és etnikai földrajza [Administrative and ethnic geography of Transylvania]. Balaton Akadémia,
Vörösberény, 1996. p. 92.

5 A Délvidék településeinek nemzetiségi (anyanyelvi) adatai (1880–1941) [Ethnic (mother tongue) fi-
gures of the settlements of the Southern regions]. Central Statistical Office, Budapest, 1998.



For all that, it was not urbanisation but instead the migration and emigration waves that
determined the ethnic processes of Vojvodina in the last decade of war. 

We can divide the sudden growth of the Transylvanian towns into four periods
according to the analysis of Árpád Varga E.: the number of city dwellers in Transylvania
increased by 630.000 between 1948 and 1966, 1,2 million between 1966 and 1977, and
1,5 million between 1977 and 1989. That is, their number grew by more than 3 million
persons, which is a fourfold increase. There are clearly demonstrable differences in the
development of the cities of North and South Transylvania. The two parts developed
more or less at the same pace between the world wars. However, the population of the
southern cities of Transylvania began to grow at a much faster rate after 1948 and it
rose above 2,5 million in 1992 as compared to the population of 1,8 million of the north-
ern towns. The proportion of Hungarian population–to a great extent because of the sit-
uation and the would-be consequences resulting from the Second Vienna Award of
1940–dropped from 61,8% to 35,8% in North Transylvania in about fifty years
(1948–1992). In the same period, its proportion shrank from 21,4% to 8,9% in South
Transylvania.6

With regard to the whole of Transylvania, the 64,4% proportion of Hungarians in 1910
decreased to 45,8–44,8% between 1920 and 1930; it was 39% in 1948 and became
23,8–20,3% in 1977 and 1992. In the same period, Romanian population grew from the
starting value of 17,7% to 77% in 1992. One more figure for the demonstration of the
actual situation: the number of the more than 800.000 Hungarian city dwellers of Tran-
sylvania increased only by 40.000 between 1977 and 1992 as opposed to the 950.000
growth of the Romanians. Everything points to the fact that this trend continued in the
past decade.

At last, let us see what city types we can distinguish according to the situation of the
urban communities of minority Hungarians with the utilization of the above brief analy-
sis and the more and more comprehensive statistic databases.

1. The city type of the cities of Hungarian majority in Szeklerland, which was able to
resist the Romanisation thanks to its adequate ethnic hinterland in the country.
Those small and medium-sized towns, which belong to this type, did not go
through megalomaniac development periods and managed to slow down the
expansion of housing estates and the loss of their character. Beyond the cities of
Szeklerland we can find here Dunaszerdahely and Nagymegyer of Upper-
Bodrogköz, Nagykapos and Királyhelmec in the Ung region, Érmihályfalva in the
Partium, and Zenta in Vojvodina.

2. The historic regional centres that suffered quick processes of ethnicity changes
belong to the second type. These are towns picked by the majority nation as its
own regional sub-centres for the realisation of its nation and state building aspira-
tions. This happened in Pozsony, Kassa, Ungvár, Szatmárnémeti, Kolozsvár,
Brassó, Temesvár, and Újvidék.
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3. The small and medium-sized ‘border cities’ which cling to the borders defined in
Trianon. These could preserve their Hungarian character even with the non-Hun-
garian population settling there. These are: Komárom, Ipolyság, Fülek, Szepsi,
Beregszász, Érmihályfalva, Szabadka.

4. The two basic types of cities which ‘exploded’ as a result of industrialisation and
the communist type urbanisation:
– those small cities which had Hungarian roots and majority but developed into non-

Hungarian industrial centres: Léva, Losonc, Munkács, Zilah, Nagybánya;
– those non-Hungarian cities, which were situated near the Hungarian language

area and absorbed a significant number of Hungarians (only a fraction is able to
preserve their Hungarian identity) with the employment opportunities of big
industry. These are, for example, Nagyszombat, Nyitra, Besztercebánya,
Nagyszõllõs, Vajdahunyad, Segesvár, Fogaras, Nagybecskere, etc.

In sum, we would like to emphasize three important conclusions on the basis of the brief
comparative observations and the statistical analysis forming their basis. The demo-
graphic changes–with the exception of the periods after the two Vienna Awards and the
re-annexation of Transcarpathia and Bácska–reveal a continuing negative trend in the
20th century. This can be explained primarily by the unfavourable demographic develop-
ments from the point of view of the Hungarians; the settlement of masses of non-Hun-
garians, which enhanced the growth of cities; and the intensive assimilation processes.

Due to the changes between the two wars, the greatest diminution of Hungarians
came about in the towns of the regions of Slovakia, Transcarpathia, and the Bánság.
However, the proportion and cultural presence of Hungarians had not dropped in any of
the regions to such an extent as it did after World War II, and first of all between 1960
and 1980. The losses of Hungarian urban population caused by assimilation and migra-
tion are in a close connection with the forced socialist industrialization, the formation of
districts, and the negative concomitant phenomena of urbanisation: the disruption and,
in cases, liquidation of the Hungarian cultural and educational institutional framework,
and the ousting of the Hungarian language usage from the cities.

The urban assimilation processes resulting in a decreasing number of minority Hun-
garian communities intensified to the greatest extent in the years between 1960 and
1980. According to the predictions of the last censuses and their preliminary partial
results, the past decade could slow down this trend only to a very small degree.
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