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I. Reasons for the Choice of Topic and the Relevance and Purpose of the Dissertation

A great number of works have been published on the history, culture and language use of the 

Slovaks of Hungary, while the characteristic features of individual villages, towns and regions

have been described in several monographs. Yet, although we have a relatively full 

impression of the history (particularly the 19th-century history) of the Slovak community in 

Budapest, we still lack a summary work on the current situation of Slovaks in the Hungarian 

capital and their recent history – the period before and after the adoption of the Minorities Act 

and the formation of minority self-governments. The dissertation seeks to fill this gap.

Aims of the dissertation:

The dissertation aims to investigate the diachronic and synchronic processes of the 

assimilation of the Slovak community in Budapest, while also focussing on language use, 

bilingualism and language shift, and the culture of Slovaks in Hungary. The dissertation also 

examines the effects of the social and economic transition on identity and it investigates

double identity, dissimilation processes, and survival strategies. In the dissertation I seek to 

determine the type of bilingualism exhibited by the Slovak community in Budapest, the 

functions performed by the minority and majority languages in the lives of members of the 

community, and the influence of the various social and linguistic factors on language use. As 

well as giving a socio-linguistic description of the community (which is undergoing a 

language shift) and examining the circumstances and characteristic features of the processes 

underway, I look at the factors that act to suppress the minority language. In doing so, I seek 

to reveal how the choice between native language and second language is made in everyday 

life and to evaluate the factors influencing this choice.

As far as issues of identity are concerned, the theoretical frameworks and hypotheses of the 

research are based on the findings of research carried out by Györgyi Bindorffer in 

Dunabogdány in 1993–1996.1 Accordingly, double identity is considered to be an identity 

construct, whereby a minority, while preserving and representing its own ethnic identity, 

adopts elements of the national identity of the majority ethnic group – elements that had been

fully or partially absent from its own ethnic identity. Since the manifestation of ethnic and 

                                               
1 Cf. Györgyi Bindorffer, Kettős identitás: Etnikai és nemzeti azonosságtudat Dunabogdányban [Double identity: 
Awareness of Ethnic and National Identity in Dunabogdány.] Új Mandátum Kiadó–MTA Kisebbségkutató 
Intézet, Budapest, 2001.
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national identity varies depending on the situation, one cannot know which identity will 

take/receive priority. Thus my aim is to map out situations and arenas in which ethnic identity 

receives precedence – in relation to the “ubiquity” of everyday life. 

The main questions raised in the dissertation are: How do the people affected experience their 

Slovak identity, what is the extent of their assimilation and what “survival” strategies 

(identity-preserving strategies) are they employing against assimilation? What role in this 

process is played by the mother language and by religion? What role in the preservation and 

maintenance of identity is played by pre-school and school education in the Slovak language 

or by the minority self-governments? What is the relationship between ethnic Slovaks in 

Hungary (including the Slovaks of Budapest) and culture in the native language? How are the 

Slovaks of Hungary linked to the mother nation in Slovakia? How are such links manifested 

at the individual and group level? 

The scope and methods of research:

The geographical scope of the research is Budapest where, according to the data of the 

Hungarian Central Statistical Office, almost 5,000 Slovaks reside in isolation and where the 

Slovak language can only be used in the home or at various events (the latter is more common 

given the high number of mixed marriages). This dissertation, in addition to the documentary 

analysis of the literature and of the laws in force when most of the dissertation was written (up 

to and including December 2011), is based in part on participant observation of participants 

and interviews with them. These observations and interviews were made in the course of the 

past seven years. In consequence, one of the chapters is based largely on interviews conducted 

in 2005. In addition to such interviews, I also made use of interviews conducted in 2010 in 

English, which formed part of a research project funded by the European Union.2 Alongside 

the interviews, a relatively short anonymous questionnaire was also used and appraised; it 

recorded basic data on ethnicity and the use of the native language and was not representative. 

                                               
2 The EU-funded ENRI-East project: http://www.enri-east.net/en
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II. Structure of the PhD Dissertation

1. Short historical review and demographic data on Slovaks in Hungary

The chapter briefly summarises the origins of the Slovak language islands in Hungary. It 

analyses the demographics of the Slovak ethnic and linguistic community based on the census 

data (for ethnicity and for the use of native language), in particular the annual data for the 

period 1980–2001. It may be stated that until 1980 the number of people claiming to speak 

Slovak was greater than the number of people claiming Slovak ethnicity in all the counties 

(and in Budapest) where Slovaks were relatively populous. However, by 1990 the disparity 

had decreased and by 2001 the situation was the reverse. That is to say, by 2001, cultural 

identity and cultural bonds were more important than the native language. The adoption of the 

Minorities Act in 1993, the establishment of minority self-governments, and a strengthening 

of civil society were major factors in this process, exerting a positive effect on self-

identification as a member of the minority and a revitalisation of ethnic consciousness. At the 

same time, however, linguistic assimilation has continued apace, a process driven by the 

general propensity to mixed marriages as well as rural emigration, urbanisation, and the 

ageing of the rural population. Additional factors include the passing away of an older 

generation of Slovaks who learnt the (non-literary) language at home and the growing number 

of younger Slovaks who consider Hungarian to be their native language. For these reasons, 

bilingualism has weakened, Hungarian has achieved predominance in communication within 

the family and at school, and cultural socialisation now takes place in Hungarian. The “bi-

culturality” and double identity of Slovaks – the results of several hundred years of 

acculturation and assimilation – were revealed in the census of 2001. In that census, citizens 

were able, for the first time in Hungary, to indicate multiple identities. 

2. A short historical review and demographic data concerning the Slovaks living in 

Budapest

The chapter briefly summarises the settlement in Hungary of various groups of Slovaks who 

now live in Budapest. It examines the arrival of Slovaks from the north from the mid-18th

century onwards, subsequent waves of settlement, the decimation of the Slovak community 

due to the forced exchange of population, and – from the 1950s onwards – the arrival in 

Budapest of Slovaks from the various language islands. Based on the census data, it analyses 

the figures for ethnic Slovaks, for native speakers of Slovak, and for other speakers of Slovak, 

within the various districts of Budapest and for Budapest as a whole. According to the 2001 
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census data, the Slovak population in Budapest numbered 4,929 persons, whereby 15–39

year-olds made up the largest group, followed by the 40–59 age group, the 60–69 age group, 

and the over-70s. There were 16 children and 40 seniors per 100 adults. By way of summary, 

it can be stated that based on the 2001 census data the Slovaks in Hungary and in Budapest 

saw themselves as a minority primarily on cultural grounds. As the research in 2010 showed, 

the Slovak population in Hungary has a strong feeling of community and is a well-integrated 

national minority. Integration, minority language use and ethnic identity are no longer of 

prime importance. Today, cultural and community affiliation and cohesion are more important 

factors.3

3. Identity – double identity

The chapter on identity and double identity presents the main theories concerning identity and 

relevant to the dissertation. It also examines Györgyi Bindorffer’s construct of double identity, 

which has been adapted by the Slovak community in Hungary and in Budapest. According to 

Anna Gyivicsán, ancestry is the strongest aspect of the ethnic identity of Slovaks in Hungary. 

This is true even though they have been assimilated into the Hungarian community in a 

linguistic and cultural sense.4 The dissertation looks at the various components of ethnic 

identity. Alongside ancestry, it is affiliation with the ethnic group and the native language that 

acts like a dynamic element, showing continuous adjustment depending on various changes in 

society. Overall, it may be stated that members of the Slovak community in Budapest have 

assimilated into the Hungarian population in terms of their ways of life; indeed, they even 

share a Hungarian national identity and Hungarian national sentiments. Although Hungary is 

their native land and they speak Hungarian in everyday life, nevertheless they still have links 

with Slovak traditions, cultural and language. They are doing their utmost to preserve their 

ethnic culture. The routines of everyday life are connecting the Slovaks of Hungary to the 

Hungarian nation, and in everyday life they do not differ in any manner from members of 

Hungarian majority society. There is, however, an “extra” culture and an “extra” language, 

which on certain occasions are manifested. At such times, they prove to be stronger than 

everyday bonds. It is the situation at hand that determines which particular element of their 

                                               
3 Antal Örkény and Endre Sik, “Szlováknak lenni Magyarországon” [To Be a Slovak in Hungary], in Társadalmi 
riport 2010, edited by Tamás Kolosi and István György Tóth. TÁRKI, Budapest, 2010, p. 346.
4 Anna Gyivicsán, “Látlelet egy nemzetiségről: a magyarországi szlovákok” [Diagnosis of a National Minority: 
The Slovaks of Hungary], in Anna Gyivicsán, A nemzetiségi lét és kultúra dimenziói II. Magyarországi 
Szlovákok Kutatóintézete, Békéscsaba, 2003, p. 8.
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identity comes to the fore – an awareness of Slovak ancestry, ethnic or linguistic affiliation, 

Slovak or Hungarian cultural elements, the nation, or citizenship.

4. Assimilation

Based on the models of Milton Gordon and Milton Yinger, this chapter presents the 

assimilation undergone by the Slovaks of Hungary and the Slovak community in Budapest. 

The Slovaks of Hungary display both assimilation and dissimilation. The formation of 

minority self-governments served to mobilise the Slovaks of Hungary primarily in the cultural 

field. The minority language can no longer be regarded as the core of ethnic identity, but a 

feeling of belonging to the community has been strengthened among members of the older 

generation and middle-aged groups by various cultural elements: traditions, customs, choirs, 

dance groups, associations and clubs. 

5. Language use – is it still the mother language?

This chapter investigates issues concerning the use of the native language, bilingualism, and 

language choice. After an analysis of the statistical data, the various arenas of language use 

are examined. The conclusion is drawn that in the private sphere and in the home, some 

members of the older generation consider the language variant (dialect) used in their native 

village to be their native language. However, the Slovak language studied at home and in the 

family can only be used in a very limited fashion. Even among members of the same family, 

the use of the majority language (Hungarian) is typical. As far as the middle-aged groups are 

concerned, the native language is either Hungarian or a local variant of the Slovak language. 

While the literary Slovak language (the standard language) could be studied at primary and 

grammar school – or at a university in Slovakia – there are no emotional links to the language. 

Among members of the younger generation, use of the Hungarian language is dominant; they 

do not speak Slovak and they may be unable to understand the local variant of Slovak. While 

they may have learnt the literary Slovak language at school, they do not consider it to be their 

native language. Members of the youngest generation – irrespective of whether they attend a 

school where Slovak is the language of tuition – are Hungarian native speakers. Most 

researchers on bilingualism and language shift consider the language used by parents in the 

home as the most critical point in the maintenance of a language; if the language is not passed 

on by that cohort, then the process of language shift rapidly progresses and linguistic 

assimilation becomes inevitable. The interviews and questionnaires clearly show that 



7

regardless of the generation, we cannot speak of the use of the minority language within the 

family – apart from a few isolated cases. The same applies to leading Slovak intellectuals in 

Hungary and in Budapest – even though this group considers the mother language and the 

minority language to be an important aspect of preserving ethnic identity.

6. Slovak education in Hungary

Several sociological and linguistic research projects claim that owing to the diasporic nature 

of the ethnic groups in Hungary and the loss of the function of passing on the mother 

language within the family, the use of minority languages has been pushed out of the private 

sphere. Only the minority education system is able (perhaps) to stop and reverse and the 

processes of assimilation and the loss of language. This means that the minority educational 

institutions must provide all the services that are normally offered in education. Further, even 

where there is no external support from families and the community, they must ensure the 

provision of the conditions necessary for learning the mother language and for becoming 

acquainted with the culture and history of these national groups.5

This chapter examines the development of minority education in Hungary from 1945 until 

today. It also inquires into the effects of education policy and language policy on the 

assimilation of Slovaks. Finally, it presents the Slovak educational institutions operating in 

Budapest.

7. Ecclesiastical life

The churches have played an important historical role in the preservation of identity and 

mother language. In addition to offering a short historical introduction and the statistical data,

this chapter surveys the current situation of Catholic and Lutheran Slovaks in Budapest. In the 

post-war period and until 1989, there was no opportunity for Catholic Slovaks to hear a mass 

                                               
5 For more details on this topic, see Györgyi Bindorffer, Sándor Horváth, István Janek, Tamás Krékity, Orsolya 
Szabó, and Mirjana Tolnai, Asszimiláció, nyelvhasználat, identitás – a kettős identitás összehasonlító vizsgálata 
a magyarországi német, horvát, szerb, szlovák és szlovén kisebbség körében: szinkron és diakron dimenzióban.
Munkabeszámoló. [Assimilation, Language Use, Identity – A Comparative Study of Double identity among the 
German, Croatian, Serb, and Slovene Minorities in Hungary: Synchronic and Diachronic Dimensions. Working 
Report.] OTKA, 2006, http://real.mtak.hu/194/1/37400_ZJ1.pdf: 
Mária Erb and Erzsébet Knipf, A magyarországi német kisebbség nyelve és nyelvhasználata az ezredfordulón
[The Language and Use of Language of the German Minority in Hungary at the Turn of the Millennium], 
http://www.sulinet.hu/oroksegtar/data/magyarorszagi_kisebbsegek/Nemzeti_es_etnikai_kisebbsegek_mo_on%2
0a%2020_sz/pages/026_moi_nemet.htm
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in their mother language, Slovak. In 1999, the Slovak Minority Self-Government in the 

Eighth District of Budapest organised the first mass in Slovak at the Parish Church of 

Józsefváros. Slovak Lutherans could exercise their religion in the church in Luther Udvar and 

then – after the sale of the church in 1965 – in a chapel established in an apartment. However, 

by the 1980s, the congregation had only 2-3 members, and it closed at the turn of the 

millennium. In 2003, church services were recommenced – again at the initiative of the 

minority self-government. However, as in the case of the Catholics, church service attendance 

is low. We can state that masses and other church services in Slovak are available to Slovak 

Catholics and Lutherans living in Budapest – on a monthly basis for the Catholics and a 

weekly basis for the Lutherans. However, the local Slovak community is unable on its own to 

fill a church or chapel. Still, churchgoers come from villages in the vicinity of Budapest come 

to Catholic services and more recently to Lutheran services. Young people tend not to attend 

church services, and although members of the youngest generation may take religious studies 

at school, nevertheless they are often Slovaks from Slovakia or they are from one of the 

Slovak villages near Budapest or their parents do not even have Slovak ancestry and do not 

speak the language. Thus, owing to geographical distance or limited language knowledge, 

these children will not increase the numbers attending church services.

8. Minority self-governments

The chapter briefly outlines the process that led to the establishment of the minority self-

governments. It then analyses the results of the five elections, giving particular attention to 

Budapest and its various districts. It describes the Slovak Self-Government of Budapest and 

its institutions. It investigates language choice and language use in the minority self-

governments. The conclusion drawn is that the Slovak minority in Budapest possesses the 

infrastructure that will help to slow down the process of assimilation. The minority policy 

strategy that was reformulated after the political changes of 1989-90 recognised the national 

minorities as “constituent elements of the state” and created the legislative and financial 

backing for a radically new organisational structure. The Slovaks of Budapest made use of the 

new opportunities. 
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9. Endangered language, language shift, language revitalisation and linguistic planning

In addition to explaining such notions as endangered language, language shift, language 

planning, and language exchange, the chapter investigates linguistic vulnerability and 

language shift among the Slovak population in Budapest. It addresses language revitalisation, 

which in this case should be understood as strengthening the use of language. The goal, 

therefore, is that Slovaks in Hungary should use the Slovak language – the literary Slovak 

language – in an increasing number of situations, whereby there will be an increase in the 

number of arenas of language use and in the number of speakers. Several research projects in 

Hungary6 have addressed the question of what should be done (and by whom) to achieve a 

revitalisation of the Slovak language and to slow down linguistic assimilation. The findings of 

the research emphasise – and this was also the view of many of the people I interviewed – the 

importance of institutions, particularly educational institutions. The need for guest teachers 

from Slovakia was highlighted. Other requirements were that teachers and educational experts 

should use Slovak when talking among themselves and that they should participate in regular 

language courses (further training). The research identified other needs, such as 

extracurricular programmes in a Slovak language milieu and an enhancement of the prestige 

of the Slovak language, so that parents and children would consider it worthwhile learning the 

language. Evidently, efforts to revitalise and strengthen the language will only be successful if 

they are initiated by the community itself and by speakers of the language who are aware of

the risks of language shift and the loss of the language and who regard measures and 

programmes to counter these trends as necessary. A possible task for the experts is to bring an 

awareness of these dangers to the linguistic community and to outline potential solutions.7

III. Summary

For most members of the minority community, language is the most important element in 

sustaining and preserving ethnic identity. As to who regards which language as their native 

language (mother tongue) and why they do so, one can identify a generational correlation with 

ancestry, with membership of the group, and with knowledge of the language. That is to say, 

there are both emotional and practical dimensions to this question. Although many members 
                                               
6 See, for instance, a project titled “A szlovák nyelv Magyarországon” [The Slovak Language in Hungary], a 
linguistic project that ran from 2002 until 2007. For the findings of the research project, see Erzsébet Uhrin, 
“Szlovák nyelv Magyarországon a nyelvhasználók szemszögéből” [The Slovak Language in Hungary From the 
Viewpoint of Users of the Language], in Slovenský jazyk v Maďarsku. Bibliografia a štúdie – I, edited by 
Alžbeta Uhrinová and Mária Žiláková. VÚSM, Békešská Čaba, 2008, pp. 145–223.
7 Noémi Gál, “Veszélyeztetett nyelvek és a nyelvfelélesztés” [Endangered Languages and the Revitalisation of 
Language]. Korunk, February 2009.
http://epa.oszk.hu/00400/00458/00146/galn.html
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of the minority emphasise the importance of the minority language, nevertheless in reality 

fewer and fewer of them are speaking it. Consequently, the arenas of language use – the use 

of the Slovak language – are becoming more and more limited. An investigation of the 

traditional arenas of language use – at home, among friends, at work, in education, and at 

church – revealed the following: 

1. Local language variants versus the literary language: 

The Slovak dialects in Hungary are local language variants that are regarded by Slovaks 

living in Hungary as their native language. They are dying out and, with a few exceptions, 

they are spoken only by the oldest generation – whose children and grandchildren have not 

learnt the local language. As far as the Slovaks of Budapest are concerned, the native 

language has been better preserved by those who arrived in the city from the mid-20th century 

onwards. In many cases, the linguistic assimilation of the descendants of the Slovaks who 

settled in Budapest in the 19th century took place at the turn of the 20th century. Hungarian is 

generally spoken even among Budapest’s “visible” Slovak community – that is, among those 

who actively or passively take part in the cultural life of Slovaks in the city. Middle-aged 

groups that studied the Slovak literary language at school are less and less likely to use it; the 

only exceptions are those who have kept in contact with other Slovaks through their work in

the self-governments or as members of civil society organisations. Many of these people, 

however, are dissatisfied with their knowledge of Slovak. As they have a better knowledge of

Hungarian, they tend to avoid using Slovak in everyday life situations. The language used 

among family members and friends is – apart from a few exceptions – the language of 

majority society. The language of the young generation is exclusively Hungarian – even 

among those who attend schools where Slovak is the language of tuition. The youngest 

children, who may learn Slovak at kindergarten or school, view the language as a foreign 

language. They do not use the language when talking among themselves or at home, and so 

they tend to have a passive vocabulary. 

2. Arenas of language use:

As demonstrated in the foregoing paragraphs, Hungarian is – irrespective of generation – the 

language spoken in the main arenas of language use (at home and among family members). 

Apart from a few exceptions, middle-aged groups and members of the younger generation use 

the Slovak literary language (which they learnt at school) only in the workplace and in the 
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minority self-governments. Representatives of the minority self-governments theoretically 

have some knowledge of Slovak, and so this institution presents an opportunity to use the 

Slovak language. However, similarly to the situation prevailing in schools and kindergartens, 

if just one person in the self-government does not speak Slovak, has only a poor knowledge of 

the language, or is dissatisfied with his/her knowledge of the language and refuses to 

communicate in Slovak, then Hungarian will tend to be used by everyone. Moreover, when it 

comes to debating professional matters, most minority self-government representatives will 

only have the necessary vocabulary in Hungarian. Under current legislation, the local notary 

must be present at meetings of the minority self-government and is responsible for ensuring 

compliance with the law – this too requires the use of Hungarian. The minutes of meetings are 

usually drawn up in Hungarian. In churches there are opportunities to use the Slovak (literary) 

language at masses and in other church services, but most Slovaks living in Budapest do not 

make use of such opportunities: there is an absence either of religious conviction or of 

language knowledge. The various Slovak organisations and the institutions founded by the 

self-governments are the arenas of language use where communication in Slovak is more 

common than communication in Hungarian. This is in part because of the attitudes of the 

leaders of the Slovak self-government in Budapest and the age of its members. The researcher 

Erzsébet Uhrin discovered – concerning the use of Slovak by ethnic Slovak intellectuals in 

Békéscsaba8 (and it would seem her findings apply to Slovaks in Budapest too) – that the 

Slovak language has become an institutional language. In other words, Slovak is no longer 

spoken at home, but people are beginning to use it once more at events held by the various 

civil society organisations and self-governments and in choirs and dance groups. This, 

however, is characteristic of middle-aged groups and the older generations. 

Overall, one may state that the Slovak community in Budapest is characterised by an 

advanced stage of language shift. With a few exceptions, members of the community –

irrespective of their age – use the majority language in most arenas of language use. Use of 

Slovak in the family is increasingly limited, and in the absence of the role of the family in 

passing on the language, the institutions are not sufficient to reverse the language shift.

                                               
8 Erzsébet Uhrin, A békéscsabai szlovák értelmiség anyanyelvhasználata [The Use of the Mother Language 
among Slovak Intellectuals in Békéscsaba]. VÚSM, Békéscsaba, 2004.
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3. Identity – double identity: 

When investigating identity, my point of departure was the supposition that Slovaks living in 

Budapest have a double identity and that the most important elements of their ethnic identity 

are ancestry, the mother language, and affiliation with a culture and community. The strongest 

element of ethnic identity is ancestry, which – as it is a given – cannot be a matter of choice. 

The second element is the public admission and expression of an affiliation with the native 

language and with the ethnic group, whereby the expression of such an affiliation, as a 

dynamic element, may be in a state of constant adjustment depending upon various changes in 

society. The data from the most recent census are still unavailable, but the data for 2001 

indicate that the Slovaks of Budapest define themselves as a minority primarily on the basis of 

cultural affiliation; in their identity the strongest element – alongside linguistic and ethnic 

affiliation – is an awareness of cultural and community belonging. An analysis of the data for 

2001 shows that dissimilation is occurring among the Slovaks of Budapest, whereby young 

people are becoming a part of minority culture – indicating the possibility of ethnic survival. 

Adherence to cultural values may serve as a substitute for the lack of community cohesion 

that was caused by the loss of language.9

                                               
9 Györgyi Bindorffer, “Etnikai, nemzeti és kétnemzeti identitás. Előszó.” [Ethnic, National and Bi-national 
Identity. Foreword.], in Változatok a kettős identitásra. Kisebbségi léthelyzetek és identitásalakzatok a 
magyarországi horvátok, németek, szerbek, szlovákok, szlovének körében, edited by Györgyi Bindorffer. 
Gondolat Kiadói Kör–MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kisebbségkutató Intézet, Budapest, 2007, p. 13.
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