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“Until now we had always been taught that Germany was inhabited by Germans, France by
Frenchmen, and England by Englishmen; but here we have such a complex medley of
nationalities as wellnigh to upset all our school-room teaching”, sighed Scottish-born Emily
Gerard, looking back to her stay in Hermannstadt/Sibiu in the 1880s.1 Rather than her sons,
she referred to Romanian students, who made up one quarter to one third in the Lutheran
gymnasium, as well as to a smaller Magyar contingent. She had watched on as her sons tried
to cope simultaneously with the Hungarian, Latin and Greek taught to them and the Saxon
urban dialect. But they were already trilingual from home and proficient in the German
language of teaching. For Romanian and Magyar boys, on the other hand, it often took
several years to learn German to such a degree as to be meaningfully questioned about their
lessons. To complicate matters, most of them were taken out as soon as they spoke fair
German.2

Of course, Gerard’s remark obscures the fact that schools in parts of Germany and
France often faced similar difficulties, not to mention that peasant children entered high

school with a linguistic handicap pretty much everywhere in Europe. To make full sense of



her claim, one should bear in mind the linguistic distance between Transylvania’s three
languages, each endowed with its respective standard, authorities and institutions. She made
the mandatory study of Hungarian, recently introduced into all high schools, a central target
of her complaints. But the single most important factor that disrupted contemporary
expectations of a monolingual classroom were the many Romanian students untrained in the
medium of instruction.

Romanian parents could choose from four full (eight-year) confessional Romanian-
language gymnasia and several middle schools in Dualist Hungary. These attracted more and
more students in absolute numbers. Still, half of Hungary’s Romanian high-school students
attended Hungarian and German schools. Despite nationalist agitation and permanent
frictions between the Romanian national movement and Hungarian state nationalism, 43.7%
of the 1,511 Romanian high-school students in Hungary were enrolled in Hungarian-language
schools in 1876/77, and 47.1% out of 2,480 in 1913/14 in Transylvania proper.3 Peasant boys
amounted to half of the Romanian matura-takers and certainly more of all Romanian high-
school students — their share was thus much higher than among Magyars or Transylvanian
Saxons, also predominantly rural.4 This had to do partly with the late emergence and relative
weakness of the Romanian middle class, but also with a plethora of church and private
endowments offering tuition waivers, scholarships and boarding. Significantly, Romanian
peasant boys were the least likely to enter high school with a prior knowledge of Hungarian.

In this study, I will probe into Romanian students’ attendance of Hungarian-language
high schools, a field with interlocking questions of linguistic capital, nationhood and social
closure. I will first address what guided the considerations of parents who chose a Hungarian
school and how they differed socially or culturally from the parents of children in Romanian
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Zahra suggested that enrolling one’s Czech-speaking child in a German school, resisting the
ideological line that denounced the supposed evils of bilingualism, was a sign of “national
indifference”.5 I will analyze the Romanian minority elite’s affair with Hungarian through a
polemic with this idea.

To underscore my argument, the next section will take a plunge into what Gerald
perceived as a linguistic jumble in classrooms designed to be monolingual. In an earlier book,
I looked at the failure of primary schools in spreading a command of Hungarian in Dualist
Hungary.6 This diagnosis may appear one-sided because, as anyone with a passing familiarity
with the context knows, the bulk of the Romanian elite in Dualist Hungary was at least
bilingual in Hungarian, the more so as the era drew to a close. An inside view of Hungarian
high schools as a key channel of language acquisition will also complete this picture. In the
lower years, the challenge for teachers and students was, in fact, bigger than what Gerald
saw, as fluent Hungarian speakers were often a minority in the classroom.7 How far did such
circumstances make the schools reconsider their goals and how much leeway did they have to
adjust their programme, curricula and methods to their student body? On the other side, how
were Romanian students able to keep up with their native Hungarian peers? What advantages
did middle-class children have here over peasants?

Finally, I will explore how national conflicts crept into schools. Departing from the
assumption that nationalism originated from the elite, how did class interrelate with ethnicity
in these conflicts? What expectations did Hungarian schools have of their Romanian students,
and how did they treat them beyond the initial language barrier?

I will draw on two main source types, contrasting the perspectives of teachers,
headmasters and school administrators with that of Romanian students and their families. On
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the latter, I can draw on a rich array of Romanian autobiographical writing, encompassing
thirty memoirs.8 Besides, I will also rely on a nearly complete database of matura-takers in
Dualist Hungary, originally designed to study the socio-cultural factors influencing school
performance.9 I will focus on gymnasia (humanistic grammar schools), but will also include
data about foredliskolak (Hauptrealschulen) and polgari iskolak, the Hungarian equivalent of
Biirgerschulen.

I have to limit myself to boys. Education, bilingualism and ethnicity were all highly
gendered in nineteenth-century Europe. Higher schooling opportunities for girls were in
general reduced in Dualist Hungary, and in particular, the choice of Romanian-language
institutions beyond the elementary level was extremely narrow. On the evidence of census
data and contemporary accounts, lower-class women were even less likely to be proficient
bilinguals than men, but the same did not apply for daughters of the elite precisely because
they overwhelmingly received their education in Hungarian and German institutions. Higher-
class Romanian girls were apparently cast in different, although similarly contradictory roles,
as keepers of the “mother tongue” and, at the same time, potential marriage partners for men
beyond the narrow circles of the Romanian minority elite.10 For all these reasons, Romanian
girls’ school choices and experiences are hard to explore under the same conceptual heading
as young males’, and would require separate treatment. It would also require a different
methodology because, while school yearbooks and histories exist, relevant female
autobiographies are all but lacking, and my database of contemporary matura-takers contains

just a handful of young women.



Hungarian: Who Should Get It and How

Before the creation of Romanian high schools in the 1850s and 60s, Romanian students had
already attended some of the same, formerly Latin, Hungarian ones that continued to figure
among the most popular in the Dualist period. I have no data about the number of sons who
went to the same schools as their fathers, but this popularity certainly owed much to family
traditions. The Piarist gymnasium of Kolozsvar/Cluj had long been Transylvanian
Romanians’ citadel of learning, and Romanians still made up 23.6% of its matura-takers
between 1850 and 1916.11 Romanians favoured Catholic over Calvinist high schools, a
preference on show in Kolozsvar, where they mostly avoided the Calvinist gymnasium at the
far end of the same street.12 Apart from the dogmatic unity between Roman Catholics and
Uniates — who accounted for half of Hungary’s Romanians — the Piarists’ democratic
atmosphere also contributed to their appeal, as opposed to the aristocratic reputation of the
Calvinist school.13 The Piarist gymnasium of Nagyvarad/Oradea and the state-run, formerly
Catholic gymnasium of Hermannstadt were similarly among the most popular with
Romanians. More than half the students in the latter, which was not the same as the Saxon
gymnasium that Gerard’s sons attended, were Romanian between 1869 and 1919.14 Of the
many Calvinist gymnasia, Romanians only visited the Orastie/Szaszvaros/Broos college in
large numbers, the single eight-year high school in a vast, predominantly Romanian-speaking
area. Their proportion always exceeded a quarter of its student body, peaking at 42.8% in
1877/78.15

Full Romanian gymnasia operated in Brasov/Brasso/Kronstadt, Blaj, Nasdud and
Beius/Belényes, the last one turning its upper classes bilingual under pressure in 1889.16 A
Romanian lower gymnasium in Brad and two Romanian middle schools in Brasov were

founded in 1869, but the government later put a lid on their number. In 1882, it blocked the



plan of the Caransebes Community of Property to set up a Romanian-language
gymnasium.17 Given that the linguistic market was stacked against Romanian, however, it is
unclear how many students hypothetical new Romanian institutions could have absorbed. The
Nasaud and especially the Brad schools mainly serviced their counties, but the rest of
Romanian higher schools drew students from large areas.18 These Romanian-language
schools educated a steady half of Romanian students throughout the era.

This fact allows for testing the “national indifference” hypothesis by comparing the
Romanian students of Romanian high schools with those in Hungarian ones. The only
reasonably complete set of surviving data about them is their names. These, however, are an
excellent tool for the purpose since Romanian first names were prominently used to index
nationalism. The so-called Latinate first names (like Aurel, Victor, Emil, Cornel) had gained
currency since the 1840s as markers of Romanian national consciousness and were viewed as
such by the contemporaries. Far from shunning nationalist ideas, their evidence suggests that
the parents of Romanians who graduated from Hungarian high schools were more, rather than
less, engaged with Romanian nationalism than the parents of Romanian graduates from
Romanian gymnasia. Between 1850 and 1918, the proportion of Latinate names was 30.1%
among Romanian matura-takers of Hungarian and Saxon high schools, as against 25.1% in
Romanian ones.19

The most likely explanation for this paradox, which the incomplete data on social
background also support, is that proportionally more young Romanian middle-class men
completed the eighth grade in Hungarian as opposed to Romanian high schools. The same
data confirm that Latinate first names, an invented tradition, were vastly more popular in the
intelligentsia and the wider elite, and they only spread among the peasantry with a long

delay.20 Thus Romanian priests, teachers, officials and practitioners of the liberal



professions, who preferred nationally inspired first names, were slightly more likely to enrol
their sons in Hungarian high schools, especially in old-established Catholic ones. Romanian
high schools taught proportionally more peasant boys, although there was considerable
overlap between the two student populations, since many educated Romanian parents divided
their sons’ school years between Romanian, Hungarian and German gymnasia.

Thanks to its attendance at Hungarian and German schools, the Romanian elite had a
wider language repertoire than the masses of Romanian peasants and sought to reproduce its
linguistic capital in the next generation. The distribution of competent Hungarian bilinguals
was immensely top-heavy across the Romanian minority. While less than seven percent
reported fluency in Hungarian in 1891, a striking 76% did among white-collar
professionals.21 A minority of middle-class Romanians had also grown up with two
languages, mostly in the towns (where the Magyar middle classes set the social tone) and
often in ethnically mixed families. Elsewhere, where German had traditionally been the code
of power, Romanian intellectuals were quicker to realize the indispensability of Hungarian
for a career, whereas illiterate peasants in the former Banat Military Frontier could still
believe around the turn of the century that German had preserved its role as the
administrative language.22

Unless a young Romanian envisioned a career in Romania, which many in fact did, there
was no way around the fact that universities in Hungary taught in Hungarian and most
intellectual careers required a good working knowledge of the language. That was especially
true for Romanian lawyers, who capitalized on their bilingual and bicultural skills to mediate
between Romanian monolinguals and Hungarian institutions.23 Memorialists noted that the
alumni of Romanian gymnasia who had never attended Hungarian school started university

with a significant linguistic handicap.24 Romanian gymnasia were, of course, better prepared



and more successful in teaching Hungarian than primary schools. But the state set similar
matura requirements for them as for Hungarian-language high schools, with a focus on
Hungarian literature, grammatical and stylistic categories.25 Although Romanian gymnasia
sometimes assigned more Hungarian than Romanian classes, there was also the problem that
high school teachers found beneath their dignity to act as mere “Sprachmeister”.26 Tellingly,
Hungarian classes were mostly conducted in Romanian and made use of the grammar—
translation method for language exercises.27 In comparison, an extended language immersion
in a Hungarian school, where the student could pick up the language from native schoolmates
and hosts, made all the difference.

Enrolling one’s son in a Hungarian high school was by no means considered a
transgression of norms in middle-class Romanian circles. But the nationalist position entailed
a distant belief in the prospect of linguistic autarchy, and Magyarizing government designs
and discourses raised alarm. Romanian nationalists feared that the expansion of Hungarian
bilingualism to the broader populace would become the antechamber of all-out language
shift. This fear gave rise to double talk about the issue. State school inspectors and other
educationalists reported that Romanian priests and schoolteachers who enrolled their children
in Hungarian school tried to deter peasants from doing the same, claiming that they
themselves needed Hungarian to protect the people.28 A priests’ son wrote about the scorn
heaped on peasants from his native village who had sent their children to Hungarian school.
Remarkably, he did not see a contradiction with his attendance of Hungarian and German
schools.29

The hazards of “foreign schools” also became a theme in Romanian literature for the
masses. A case in point is [oan Agarbiceanu’s didactic story Scoala straina (‘Foreign

school’), about a middling farmer who sets off a murderous avalanche by deciding that his



son must learn the state language and sending him to Hungarian gymnasium and then to
agricultural college. The boy finds employment in a Central Hungarian manor, where the evil
sway of his environment plunges him into depravity. He accumulates debt, extorts money
from his father and commits suicide. In the end, the father’s entire fortune comes under the
hammer.30

By contrast, the former school inspector of the Romanian Orthodox archdiocese
gleefully commented that during the forty-three years of the Hungarian regime, the
Hermannstadt state gymnasium had not turned one single Romanian student into Magyar in
language or feeling.31 Although the German and Romanian-speaking city of Hermannstadt
was hardly the ideal setting for Magyarization, the inspector’s statement squares much better
with the evidence at hand than Agéarbiceanu’s cautionary tale.32

Hungarian skills were not necessarily considered a priority at the outset of the era.
Several schools made the shift from mixed-language to monolingual Hungarian in the 1860s
and early 70s, and the quick overhaul of the Conventual Franciscan lower gymnasium of
Lugoj/Lugosch and the Catholic lower gymnasium of Brasov, in parallel with their expansion
into full gymnasia, severely dented their popularity with Romanian parents. The former had
undergone a brief Hungarian—Romanian bilingual phase before 1867/68. By the time it began
its upward expansion in 1874, it had dropped Romanian and had only used German as an
auxiliary language.33 Under a Romanian headmaster, the Bragsov gymnasium had taught from
German—Hungarian bilingual textbooks, reportedly in three languages.34 In 1875, after the
headmaster retired, the faculty made Hungarian the sole language of instruction.35 These
changes alienated the Romanians of the surrounding regions, who still attached more value to
German than Hungarian. Later, however, the growing value of Hungarian for social advance

gradually reduced the Romanian contingent in German (Saxon) high schools from 6.4% in



1876/77 to less than 1.5% in 1913/14, while the number of German schools remained
essentially the same.36

Many parents enrolled their sons in a Hungarian high school for a couple of years for
language learning purposes, but only a fraction of Romanian students stayed there for the
entire eight-year programme.37 Many left school after a year or two to become apprentices,
others transferred to a military school or a teacher-training college after completing the lower
grades, still others went to priestly seminary after the fifth or sixth grade. Dropping out from
gymnasium was increasingly part of a strategy rather than the result of academic or financial
failure, especially as teacher training colleges and priestly seminaries set higher entry
requirements.

Upon completing four years of Romanian school, those who could afford would first
enrol their sons for an extra year in a Hungarian primary school before gymnasium.38 In
1886/87, the children of six Romanian priests attended the state school of Zam (Hunyad
County) to get a smattering of Hungarian, even though Hungarian primary schools did not
formally teach the language.39 In areas where Hungarian was a scarce commodity,
schoolmasters were also in demand as private tutors. The teachers of Romanian primary
schools were seldom considered, although some of their counterparts in Hungarian
institutions similarly struggled with the language.40

Literate parents with wider horizons were also better equipped to make strategic choices
about the particular Hungarian school. The closest one might be cheaper because it enabled
them to supply the child with provisions — but one or two years may not have sufficed in a
linguistically mixed town. A Romanian pedagogical magazine made a point about exposure
to spoken Hungarian as a key factor, as against the decontextualized context of the

classroom.41 Romanian parents made similar calculations. One autobiographer describes
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how his parents would have preferred to have him nearby in the grammar school of Kikinda.
Kikinda, however, had a Serb and German ethnic majority. This circumstance made his
father, a school teacher, reconsider and send him to remote, Hungarian-speaking Mako,
which he rightly judged a more suitable milieu for learning Hungarian.42

Romanians who sent their children to Hungarian schools in multilingual urban
environments sought to negotiate room and board for them in Hungarian-speaking homes.
The hosts were then obliged to speak Hungarian to the child.43 Reciprocity-based child
exchange (Kinderaustausch) did not work between Romanians and Magyars because the two
languages did not share the same exchange value.44 By the 1860s, however, when Romanian
priests and wealthier peasants from the Banat began sending their children to the market
towns of the Hungarian Grand Plain to pick up Hungarian, money economy had also started
to erode the traditionally reciprocal child exchange between Banat Swabians and the Magyars
of the Grand Plain.45 Ambitious parents tried to combine Hungarian and German-speaking
environments. One Romanian boy enrolled in the German school of Reps/Cohalm in 1867
was housed at the Armenian postmaster, a rare Hungarian-speaking place in the town, and

999

generations of Romanian students boarded in “uncle Schuster”’s house, famous for his lack of
Hungarian in Hungarian-speaking Kolozsvar.46

In stark contrast to the Romanian middle classes’ instrumental approach towards
Hungarian, the designers of Hungarian educational policy were driven by the idea that
transmitting the language built a commitment to Hungarian culture and state patriotism. This
belief motivated the founding of state gymnasia in areas with few native Hungarian speakers,
notably in Weillkirchen/Bela Crkva (1875), Fogaras/Fagaras (1898), Caransebes/Karansebes
(1907) and Orawitz/Oravita (1913).47 In Weillkirchen and Caransebes, the schools aroused

open hostility from the locals.48 The government was also ready for moderate sacrifices to
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attract non-Magyars into its high schools. In 1884, the Hermannstadt state gymnasium
applied for and received exemption from the planned tuition-fee extension in recognition of
“disseminating the Hungarian language among citizens of foreign tongues”. Its above-
average students had received tuition waivers since 1874, which the headmaster considered a
powerful draw.49

By the early twentieth century, a growing tide of opinion had questioned the rationale of
allocating resources to the peripheries. According to a senior government official, Hungarian
gymnasia only Magyarized in mixed regions; elsewhere, they fed the minority
intelligentsia.50 The chronicler of the Weilkirchen gymnasium shared these views and
denounced the creation of his own school as a blunder.51 Around the same time, one
gymnasium headmaster argued against opening a residence hall because that could upset the
two-thirds majority of Magyar students, which he called “undesirable”.52

However, these schools and half a dozen other new Hungarian gymnasia and
forealiskolak seemed to bring the allure of Hungarian within the reach of peasant families in
their catchment area who wanted white-collar jobs for their sons. Courting the disapproval of
parish priests, Romanian peasant boys popped up in these schools more often than they did in
the old-established Catholic and Calvinist ones. Over and above the ethnic stigma and various
forms of humiliation, the biggest challenge that these boys had to face was an educational
programme tailored for Hungarian speakers from the beginning. Where neither the majority
of the class spoke Hungarian nor did the locals who provided lodging, the promise of fast

language acquisition could turn out to be deceptive.
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“it takes great effort to get the class to understand Hungarian speech’*

The share of Romanians in Hungary with a reported fluency in Hungarian had grown to a
modest 12.5% by 1910.54 While a law from 1879 prescribed the teaching of Hungarian for
mother-tongue primary schools, the conditions were lacking. The vast majority of Romanian
pupils were enrolled in Romanian schools. Romanian schooling hugely widened its outreach
during the era, but the likely majority of Romanian children continued to stay away from any
school. Those who attended usually did in the winter months and four years instead of the
required six. Romanian village schools remained overwhelmingly one-room-one-teacher
affairs, typically staffed by underpaid, non-tenured and often unqualified teachers, trying to
instil the three Rs in addition to the traditional fare of church singing and religion.

Hungarian governments promoted and later prescribed the then-cutting-edge direct
method for the teaching of Hungarian. It is open to doubt whether direct method, which had
proved its worth in Berlitz language schools with small groups of motivated adult learners
and specially trained instructors, could be adapted to large classrooms of children aged six to
ten, all dealt with by the same teacher. Most teachers did not even try, if for no other reason
because the method ran starkly counter to their beliefs and routines. Fearful of state school
inspectors, who kept Romanian schools in check under the threat of disciplinary actions, they
put children to memorize sample sentences and patriotic poems.55

Here is how a teacher of the Erzsébetvaros/Ibasfalau/Elisabethstadt gymnasium
classified first-graders in 1893: “First of all, we can find a group among them that does not
know a word of Hungarian. They make up 20-25 percent of the whole. A second group has
learned Hungarian reading and writing, although their orthography is hair-raising and their
pronunciation is deafening. They also learned a couple of poems and are ready to recite the

daylight out of them at any moment, but their real language skills are close to nil. This cohort
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makes up an additional 20 percent.”56 But given its trilingual hinterland, the situation in
Erzsébetvaros was still mild compared to the pedagogical quagmire that teachers noted in
Hermannstadt, Lugoj, WeiBlkirchen, Werschetz/VrSac, Caransebes, Orawitz,
Szamosujvar/Gherla and Temeswar/Temesvar/Timisoara.57 In these places, over half of first-
grade high-school students were unable to express themselves in Hungarian or understand
explanations. Not just children from mother-tongue village schools but even some former
pupils of Hungarian primary schools.58

While a lively didactic discourse had already emerged on Hungarian as second language,
it was limited to schools with a medium of instruction other than Hungarian.59 Even though
the 1868 Nationalities Act had pledged the state to “ensure” that “citizens living together in
considerable numbers (...) shall be able to obtain instruction in the neighbourhood in the
mother-tongue, up to the point where the higher academic education begins”,60 the makers of
Hungarian politics found it inadmissible for publicly maintained schools to use a minority
language, even in parallel classes or a transitional bilingual programme as existed in
Cisleithania.61 For a few years after the Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867, several
Hungarian-language high schools used German as an auxiliary language, and at least two
used Romanian.62 Many school statutes continued to accord such a status to the local
languages but it necessarily lost any real content as students were not separated by mother
tongue and teachers’ language skills were not taken into account in placements.63 Moreover,
some teachers who knew Romanian only used it as a last resort.64 In their publications,
schools certainly tried to give the impression that there was no place for any language but
Hungarian within their walls. When forced to make concessions to the language of their

students, they experienced it as a failure.
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A survey of polgari iskolak from Hungary’s minority-majority counties found in 1912
that it took two to three years for most children to become proficient Hungarian-speakers.65
But many students continued to have difficulties with Hungarian in the upper years, and
children transferring to a school with a different language of instruction experienced
hardships even when they understood the new language.66 The most detailed first-person
account of grappling with Hungarian comes from Valer Braniste, who spent his first years at
the Hermannstadt state gymnasium with languages swirling in his head, which he often felt
paralyzed him.67 In the German homes of the city, where most Romanian students lived,
Hungarian was hardly spoken in the 1880s. By his admission, only well into the upper grades
did Braniste learn Hungarian well enough to really concentrate on the content of what he read
and freely express his thoughts.68 Bilingual Magyar students transmitted the teachers’
explanations to their Romanian colleagues in potted versions, who crammed the material
mechanically.69 A faculty meeting of the gymnasium concluded in 1880 that it made no
sense to verbally reprimand the lower classes because most students would not understand it.
Around the same time, students’ limited understanding of Hungarian forced the Fogaras
polgari iskola to confine itself “to the most important and the most necessary (...) in the
teaching of all subjects”.70

Right from the first grade, Latin classes heightened the paradox of the situation, since
they relied entirely on the language of instruction.71 Or, as one teacher-priest of a Catholic
gymnasium put it, “a child who thinks in Romanian must study Latin in Hungarian”.72 At
best, this led to the sort of unedifying mnemonic exercises that Braniste relates about: “in
Latin, where our task was to translate and parse, we copied from one another, after a fashion,
the Hungarian meaning of the Latin sentence and vice versa, imprinting them in our ears, so

that, when reciting, we often did not know where the Latin text ends and the Hungarian one
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begins”.73 Latin teachers in Wei3kirchen “taught in three languages at once; they first
translated the Latin text into German and only then did they try it in Hungarian.74 Since no
Romanian or Serbian was used, “the Vlach and Serb brigade remained insensitive (...) to the
long and passionate explanations about the agreement of the adjective with the noun”,75
coming right on the heels of a Hungarian crash course.

To remedy the situation, schools tried everything permitted to them, from prizes for
students excelling in Hungarian to poetry recitation contests, drama groups and carefully
selected compulsory readings to private tutoring.76 Inherited from the time of Latin high
schools, a popular method to promote the mastery of the language of teaching was to enforce
its use on the students. It was so widely implemented that one Transylvanian Saxon
gymnasium even punished its students for lapsing into the Saxon dialect.77 There is evidence
from four Hungarian secondary schools that banned conversation in minority languages for
the entire period or for some time, at times even outside the classroom.78 Such bans did not
affect the popularity of schools. But then, they had also no more than a superficial effect
where only a minority of the students knew Hungarian from home.79

Teachers believed that real improvement could come from three things that, to varying
degrees, conflicted with the central policies: language entrance exams, a preparatory year and
the partial remodelling of Hungarian lessons.

For a long time, it was up to the schools whom they admitted. Several schools are known
to have submitted applicants to a Hungarian admission exam in that early period. In Orawitz,
the teaching staff decided in 1875 not to take in children with insufficient Hungarian, only to
backpedal after realizing that this measure put their future at risk.80 Uniquely at the time,
they later divided first-graders into parallel classes according to their level of Hungarian.81

The Temeswar foredliskola held rather basic Hungarian entrance exams tailored to German-
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speakers until 1884, and around 1880, the local Piarists flatly refused to take in students from
Romanian schools, citing their poor Hungarian as a rationale.82

Then, Section 10 of the High School Act of 1883 declared that all children must be
admitted to the first grade upon proving successful completion of four elementary classes or
“a similar level of education”. People in power felt that applicants to Hungarian secondary
schools, even if they did not understand the language of teaching, “could not be rejected
exactly due to patriotic considerations”.83 This provision tied headmasters’ hands.84 Defiant,
a few schools interpreted it to allow Hungarian entrance exams. The Ordstie college seems to
have conducted such exams over the entire period, while the Hermannstadt state gymnasium
introduced them in 1894.85

Once the government has deprived high schools of the right to select their students, one
teacher argued, it should allow them to set up language preparation courses.86 This idea
emerged at least five times from multiple quarters, but the ministry resisted it.87 It only
allowed the WeiBlkirchen gymnasium to set up a preparatory year in its second year of
existence and terminated it after two years.88 Unofficially, however, the gymnasium still
operated a Hungarian language prep course around 1902, albeit only for three months.89

In the 1870s, Hungarian language teaching was still in the open in the Temeswar
forealiskola. Instead of the philology-oriented central curriculum designed for native
students, the school’s Hungarian classes concentrated on teaching the language from
textbooks developed for the local German schools.90 Elsewhere, ambitious teachers
dedicated part of their Hungarian classes to improving students’ language skills. It went to the
detriment of the curriculum; but then, teachers could contend that so did talking to students
who did not understand. Braniste had already graduated when a young teacher joined the

Hermannstadt state gymnasium who, according to a former student, “achieved results beyond
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expectations in teaching colloquial Hungarian” by having the best native Hungarian
storytellers in the class tell fairy tales.91 Another idea was to introduce textbooks in
simplified Hungarian.92 With their preparatory year eliminated, teachers in Wei3kirchen
were working on such teaching aids.93 Apparently, however, although the ministry did
authorize locally developed textbooks, it could not tolerate the use of textbooks for non-
natives in Hungarian gymnasia.94

As a compromise more acceptable for the ministry, two primary schools in Oréstie and
Fogaras informally acted as language prep schools.95 But the least controversial solution was
to add one or two extra Hungarian classes a week. It was done at the expense of Latin in most
places — by no coincidence given the Sisyphean effort it took to comply with the Latin

curriculum.96

Friends or Foes?
Ethnic categories were as sharply drawn for most Romanian students as were for their Jewish

colleagues. High schools kept a record of students’ mother tongues and, perhaps more
importantly, Romanians had classes of Orthodox or Greek Catholic religion and also
Romanian, sometimes as a mandatory subject. Once fluent in Hungarian, the relevance of
ethnic categories may have varied across a spectrum of interactions with peers. It could
withdraw to the background and give way to solidarity between peasant boys of various
extractions against the teachers.97 Thus it was possible to make lifelong friends with Magyar
classmates.

Romanian autobiographers often employed the concepts of “tolerance” and
“chauvinism” to describe the atmosphere of Hungarian high schools and, in particular,

attitudes towards Romanians. The kind of tolerance encountered in Hungarian high schools
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was permeated by a civilizing strand of state nationalism. At best, it meant an inclusive spirit
that valued academic performance above social distinctions and presented Hungarian as a
tool of emancipation. It did not simply further assimilation but aimed at educating a bilingual
elite of Hungarian culture from the ranks of national minorities, who could then guide their
kin masses in a patriotic direction. The authorized view was to regard Romanian students as
Magyars in the making.98 But even so far as this view remained operational, they were
treated as different.

The uneasy manoeuvring between the persona expected by teachers and the self-image
that students felt authentic is a theme encountered in several memoirs, and seventeen-year-old
Valer Braniste repeatedly reflected on it in his diary. He reminded himself that “we go to a
state high school, circumstances force us to hide our feelings and show enthusiasm for the
Magyar cause.”99 All this surrounded by Saxon burghers who, he reckoned, viewed students
of the state gymnasium as “Saxon-bashing Magyars” regardless of their ethnic
background.100 This balancing act became ever more delicate as many teachers grew
insecure of their role as confident Magyarizers.

Tolerance had taken the form of neglect in the 1860s as some teaching friars of Catholic
institutions sat students with poor Hungarian in the rear benches and graded them based on
their behaviour.101 To the extent that educators paid equal attention to all students, however
— which also stemmed from the Magyarizing ethos — linguistic disadvantage left verbatim
memorizing as the only way students could stay afloat in the initial phase.102 Those who
went on to the upper years then often outperformed their Magyar peers, partly because of the
self-imposed habit of hard work and because scholarships and tuition waivers required good
average.103 According to Mihaly Babits, leading poet of his generation and teacher at the

Fogaras gymnasium, “in the upper standards, most high honour students came from their (the
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Romanians’) ranks and not from that of the sons of Magyars officials, conceited on their
mother tongue and with thoughts revolving around the ball.”104

But the inclusive surface was cracking. Except in a few schools, Romanian students had
to put up with ethnic stigma in the form of nasty remarks and humiliation from some
teachers. What memorialists called chauvinism most often referred to teachers applying the
stereotype of the treacherous, animalistic, barbarous and bloodthirsty Wallach to Romanian
students. A few teachers were notorious for their anti-Romanian antics, and more of them
could slip into such insults under stress. Two autobiographies recall teachers who also
discriminated against Romanian students when grading them.105

A political pamphlet from 1892 claimed that ... in Hungarian high schools, where we
also went, students of non-Magyar nationality are treated not only as strangers, but also as
enemies.”106 A middle-class Magyar observer formed the same impression: “Teachers regard
every Romanian youth as a future traitor and do not treat them as others.”107 Memoirs
enliven this one-sided, dark picture with lighter hues. But, suggestively, Romanian authors
had found the most welcoming school environments outside of Romanian-speaking areas.108
The question is complicated by the fact that young teachers were placed in the peripheries
largely independent of their will, where they might adopt the attitudes of their colleagues and
often swung between inclusive and exclusionary moods. The poet Babits first identified with
the former: “I came as a civilizer; as a young Roman to a faraway province.”109 Before long,
however, he developed second thoughts that he might be putting weapons in enemy hands
instead of raising Magyars.

Some teachers harboured deep scepticism towards “elevating” the minorities to the
Magyar middle class, and the shaming of Romanian students could become more frequent as

teachers were losing faith in their mission of creating a Magyarophile elite. Even vague
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assertions of cultural otherness could startle them out of their role and made them lose their
temper. The later prime minister Petru Groza and the later Jesuit Nicolae Brinzeu unleashed
the fury of the Orastie headmaster, who edited the local Hungarian paper in an intransigent
nationalist stance, by asking him to correct the spelling of their family names in their matura
certificates. The misspellings quoted by Groza (Groza and Brinza) were not Hungarian
transcriptions but could have unpleasant connotations in Romanian. As the two students came
up with their request, the headmaster suddenly felt that he had “nurtured snakes in his bosom
for eight years” and, showering angry reproaches on the two ungrateful propagators of anti-
Hungarian plague, drove them out of his office.110

Hungarian secondary schools also grew suspicious and intolerant of any Romanian-
language activity that took place on their premises. Most of them did not allow Romanian
literary societies, the most popular form of extracurricular activities at the time.111 Schools
with sizeable Romanian student contingents usually offered Romanian as an optional subject.
Eleven Hungarian gymnasia and forealiskoldk and several polgéari iskoldk ran Romanian
classes in 1895/96.112 The government, for its part, tried to take the wind out of the sails of
the subject, regarded dangerous for its focus on the national literary canon and the standard
variety. It curtailed the requirements that teachers were allowed to set in Romanian, ruling out
homework, revoked its compulsory status for Romanian students in some schools and levied
extra fees for it in others.113 Starting in the 1880s, several school leaderships pitched in by
forbidding teachers the use of Romanian or appointing teachers who turned the subject into a
travesty, an excuse for practising Hungarian or reading Hungarian classics.114

Most Romanian students took Romanian classes anyway, often because funding
institutions set it as a requirement. But the Calvinist college of Orastie seems to have crossed

a red line when it latched onto a government campaign to Magyarize religious education. The
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headmaster ordered Romanian priests to teach in Hungarian in 1909, but the church
authorities resisted. The headmaster’s gambit backfired. Enrolments fell off a cliff from one
year to the next to such an extent that the school only started two first-year classes instead of
five.115

Many schools prescribed the use of the medium of instruction under the rationale of
speeding up its acquisition. However, once the medium of instruction was no longer Latin but
Hungarian, this measure installed a clear hierarchy between students and contained a heavy
dose of symbolic violence. This aspect came to the fore when such a ban was enforced with
disciplinary intent or fuelled by suspicion. According to its chronicler, the Orastie college
introduced a ban on Romanian speech partly to prevent Romanian students from forming
cliques and to preserve the institution’s Hungarian character: “...since the Magyars and
Saxons all knew Romanian, whereas the Romanians either spoke no Hungarian or spoke it
badly, the conditions deteriorated to a point where Romanian became a competitor of
Hungarian as the language of exchange in the institution, threatening to outstrip it.”’116

The prohibition of Romanian speech sparked far-reaching conflict at the Nagyvarad
Premonstratensians, where it was all the more offensive as Romanian students represented a
Romanian-language institution, the local Greek Catholic bishopric. Greek Catholics educated
their trainee priests in the Premonstratensian gymnasium in the lower standards and the
Latin-rite seminary in the upper ones. The Premonstratensians demanded Romanian students
to speak “a language that everyone can understand” when their Magyar peers were
present.117 At least since the Millennium of 1896, there had been a permanent tension
between students belonging to the two rites. The teachers not only encouraged the
denunciation of “unpatriotic behaviour” and Romanian speech, but the Premonstratensian

headmaster even stirred up a scandal out of one Romanian boy’s unintentional mangling of a
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Hungarian word.118 It all came to a head in 1912, after Romanian students had visited their
fellow-Romanian comrade in the infirmary, and one Magyar student present had picked a
quarrel with them for “exciting” the patient by speaking loud Romanian. A student called
Bonea talked back, to which the Magyar boy denounced him. The bishop first called on the
Romanian students to apologize and then expelled the unyielding Bonea, along with the
fifteen seminarians standing in solidarity with him. The Latin-rite students celebrated the
departure of their Uniate peers by singing the Hungarian anthem. After a joint probe
condemned the conduct of the teaching faculty, the government granted permission to set up
an independent Greek Catholic priestly seminary.119

Interestingly, peasant boys bore the brunt of teachers’ verbal aggression, although they
were less likely to bring a Romanian nationalist world-view from home than the children of
educated parents. One of teachers’ favourite stumbling blocks was Romanian peasant attire,
complete with a wide leather belt and a long shirt.120 Multiple shifts of urban (“German”)
clothes constituted a great expense and represented a symbolic break with the parents, which
the latter might wish to avoid.121 Romanian gymnasia proceeded tactfully and let their
students wear clothes from home, at least in the lower classes. Not so Hungarian ones.122
Unable to force modern clothes on them, some teachers of the Fogaras gymnasium
demonstratively made Romanian peasant boys tuck in their shirts.123 Since middle-class
Romanians had easier access to Hungarian, teachers’ ire also hit peasant boys
disproportionately when lashing out at students’ faltering Hungarian or thoughtless
memorizing.124 A Romanian student’s grammatical mistake could easily trigger the beloved
nationalist trope about the ungrateful devourers of Hungarian bread, as in the following

outburst, quoted by a former student: “They have been gnawing at this nation for a thousand
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years, eating the good Hungarian bread, and they don’t take so much effort as to learn this
beautiful, sonorous language!”125

The stigmatization of Romanian students was likely a major reason that Hungarian
schools were inefficient at making Magyars not only from sons of Romanian priests,
schoolteachers and other intellectuals but even from Romanian peasant boys that flocked to
the new state gymnasia. The former group was less amenable to that offer, and the latter was
singled out more often for discriminatory treatment and remarks. In the early stage, until they
spoke enough Hungarian, they could mostly rely on their fellow-Romanian peers. Then, by
reminding them daily of their ethnic background and exercising overt and covert social
closure, teachers reinforced these solidarities and inadvertently helped reproduce the
Romanian minority intelligentsia. Students’ almost inevitable conflicts with teachers were
likely to deepen their opposition to Hungarian state nationalism. As shown earlier, some
teachers had drawn similar conclusions by the end of the era.
Conclusions
Hungarian schools and middle-class Romanian parents held opposing visions of a (male)
bilingual minority elite. In their public rhetoric, the former presented the dissemination of
Hungarian language skills as the backbone of “Magyarization”, meant to build attachment to
the Hungarian state. Since Hungarian was not much spoken over large swaths of the
Hungarian state, the government and other school-maintaining bodies supporting the status
quo strove to increase the numbers of bilinguals among the minorities. The statistical office
carefully tracked their growth, while state nationalist organizations organized language
exchange.126 The acknowledged aim was to replace dissenting minority intelligentsias with

bilingual and bicultural elites acquiescent to Magyar sovereignty and the political status quo.
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Romanian parents undercut these expectations, about which even most teachers felt
ambivalent. They enrolled their sons in Hungarian schools because proficiency in the code of
power was a vital advantage for their life chances in a middle-class career and well-informed
parents judged it was easier to obtain there than in a Romanian gymnasium. For many of
them, it also cemented their leadership position over the technically monolingual Romanian
masses. For a priest, it meant the ability to draft and explain official letters and intervene on
behalf of his parishioners in speech and writing.

The sympathy middle-class parents had for Romanian nationalism was not a major
consideration in their choices. Certainly, few parents would have consented to their sons
turning their backs to the ancestral language. They typically made sure that they learned how
to read and write Romanian and often enrolled them for a couple of years in a Romanian
gymnasium. On the other hand, Hungarian schools did shape the identities of their Romanian
students, but seldom in the direction that they hoped for. In the final count, Hungarian
schooling did not prevent the self-reproduction of the Romanian middle class and even
allowed it to replenish itself from the ranks of the peasantry. Few Romanian minority
politicians had not attended Hungarian school. This was not a foregone conclusion, but came
at the price of constant negotiation, frictions, wounds and dissimulation.

Former students’ recollections and teachers’ pedagogical reflections from Transylvania
and eastern Hungary give some credit to the seemingly hyperbolic Czech tirades against
German schools quoted by Zahra, claiming that Czech children there “staggered behind the
others”, “received no attention from their teachers” and, as a consequence, were full of
resistance and “suffered from low self-esteem”.127 German teachers in Prague also struggled
to enforce the language of teaching and were as ill-equipped to deal with students unversed in

it as their Hungarian colleagues, an unhealthy mix against the backdrop of ethnic politics.128
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Parents sent their children to learn a valuable second language in spite of the mistreatment to
which they were subjected, in Hungary and likely in Prague. However, since I cannot pretend
to know how many Czech nationalists enrolled their children in German schools, let me close
with some more theoretical reflections.

In the end, what does it reveal about parents’ loyalties that they wished to maximize their
children’s linguistic capital? Or even, as was the case with Hungarian, to secure them a
linguistic asset indispensable for a respectable middle-class life, which for hundreds of them
also became a tool of minority representation and nationalist militancy? Once again,
advocates of the concept would like to classify their investment in linguistic capital as
“national indifference”. But its canonical formulations reveal that only a negative definition
holds together the miscellaneous things grouped together under this epithet, which is exactly
the reason why most of its critics reject it as an analytical concept.129 Bilingual practices,
along with neutral, pre- and anti-nationalist stances, multiple and nested loyalties and
opportunism, qualify as indifference because nationalists combatted them or underplayed
their prevalence, and nationalist historiographies tried to efface them.130 Leaving aside other
problems that this negative definition raises, it is far from clear that it can apply to Romanian
nationalists in Dualist Hungary. Even the Romanian nationalist penny press broadcast
conflicting messages about bilingual skills. Warning against Hungarian and German schools,
it also regularly applauded Romanian leaders for allegedly speaking better Hungarian in
public than the Magyars.

Being drawn from nationalist propaganda also encumbers the concept of “national
indifference” with a one-dimensional model of human beliefs and action, which passes over
the typically situational, inconsistent and often pragmatic way people relate to ideologies. To

take the word of nationalist hardliners amounts to a litmus test that not even they can pass, if
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for no other reason than (with the title of a paper seeking to unmask nineteenth-century
Flemish activists as indifferent) there was “too much on their minds”.131 They held strong
nationalist beliefs in moments of conflict or collective action and may have even persisted in
them in some roles and contexts but may not have acted upon them when their emotional
focus lied elsewhere.132 With a healthy self-irony, they might even joke about their activism
in private. This remained so at least until national categories solidified into taken-for-granted
frames, that is, as long as there was little “banal” or “structural”’133 about them, and
wherever opposing nationalisms contested their validity.

The Romanian minority elite did not embrace investment in bilingualism as a strategy
against the call of nationhood. True, individual bilingualism could represent alternative
loyalties and open people to alternative identity projects.134 This idea underpinned
Hungarian state nationalism when it hoped to bring about minority elites with dual loyalties
through education and, in its more voluntaristic mood, regarded bilingual citizens as quasi-
Magyars. One thing it left out of consideration was the complex embroilment of language
with informal hierarchies, hegemony and discrimination in asymmetrical settings. The stigma
and feeling of underachievement accompanying language acquisition in the milieu of high
schools bred resentment rather than loyalty, and the strings attached to it gave rise to anxieties
about the authentic self. For most students, the reaction (also supported by their families) was
to strengthen their emotional ties to the maligned home language in search of solace, a sense
of authenticity and superiority.

Some historians’ understanding of bilingualism as a subversive practice against
nationalist mobilization departs from national propaganda’s pervasive stress on language
loyalty. As a wandering theme, the latter was present in dominant and minority nationalist

discourses alike, although Magyar writers of the Dualist period also praised the benefits of

27



bilingualism for the minorities. However, national movements could aspire to less here than
state nationalisms. The more the latter tried to impose the officially dominant language as the
unmarked code for the entire citizenry, the more the former had to postpone the utopian state
of linguistic self-reliance to a distant future, as an oppositional and (to borrow the late
Hungarian historian Miklos Szabd’s binary opposition) “programme ideology”.135 Middle-
class Romanians hurled denunciations at one another for transgressing the acceptable use of
Hungarian in public and especially in official contexts, but no-one was rebuked for high
proficiency in the language. What seemed more urgent to them was to deter peasants (and, to
a lesser extent, young Romanian ladies) from giving in to the lure of Hungarian, which they
feared threatened the survival of the community in the long run. Predictably, such appeals to
the peasantry often fell on deaf ears. The lack of means and not their lack of desire hampered
Romanian peasants from getting their sons to learn Hungarian, an entry ticket to white-collar
professions.

Finally, associating bilingualism with a hypothetic popular resistance against
nationalisms is also confusing because, in most cases, at least the early generations of
European “national awakeners” were highly bilingual and sometimes more proficient in the
dominant high code than in the vernacular they championed. Indeed, the birth of new national
movements has often been attributed to their blocked mobility and subsequent disaffection
with core-group hegemony.136 They lived in the dominant high culture and modelled on it
the cultural paraphernalia of their nation-to-be, including its new linguistic standard.137 With
the critical difference of a kin state that slowly imposed its cultural norms on them, the
cultural parameters of the Romanian minority intelligentsia in Dualist Hungary resembled
this widespread pattern.

Around the same time, the dominant Magyar elite could already afford to speak other
languages badly, although the nationalist government of Kalman Tisza made German a
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mandatory subject for Hungarian high schools. But even there, the monolingual national
world that communicates with other nations via translation was just a programme ideology
and a symbolic affirmation of values. Its violation by peasants, the supposed holders of the
national essence, could be deplored as an anomaly and a worrying sign — but after all, weren’t
the elites entitled to the moniker “intelligent classes”? Middle-class parents may have agreed
with the opposition’s demand to introduce the Hungarian command language into the
Common Army but hired German nurses for their toddlers, German assimilants into
Magyardom looked for ways to pass on the advantage that German represented, and teaching
decent French was a requirement from girls’ institutions. There is little reason to believe that
public writers lashing out against language education either suited their actions to their words
or seriously moved more than a couple of their fellow-nationalists to mend their ways.
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