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Hungarians possess a strong sense of national identity, marked by
an emphasis on distinctiveness that, to some extent, stems from their
Asian origins. This sense of uniqueness and strong self-identification
has been evident since the Middle Ages. Upon arriving in Europe, the
Hungarian tribes encountered a new and unfamiliar reality that they had
to confront and eventually accept. Since that time two parallel trends
have characterized Hungarian political, social and economic thought
stemming from interactions with both Eastern and Western civilizations.
These dual influences have also shaped Hungarian culture and political
ideology: a persistent tension between a return to tradition and a drive
toward modernization. These opposing tendencies have consistently vied
for dominance throughout Hungarian history. Naturally, there have
been periods where traditionalist views prevailed and others marked
by progressive reform. However, the most fruitful epochs in Hungary’s
development have been those in which tradition and modernity were
successfully reconciled, where elements of the past were used creatively
to construct a modern identity. For centuries, Hungary’s geographic
location, situated between East and West, has played a crucial role in
shaping its history and culture. This was accompanied by an enduring
aspiration to align with the West. The presented article is devoted to
the study of the evolution of Hungarian identity and history over many
centuries. The author analyzes various historical periods during which
Hungarians turned to their origins connected with the regions around
the Urals, and how this dual perception between the West and the East
is reflected in their culture. This conflict of identities was particularly
evident in the 19th and 20th centuries, when Hungarian nationalism
reached its peak. During periods of crisis in relations with the West, most
notably following the Treaty of Trianon in 1920, there was a marked
tendency to distance from Western values and seek alignment with Turkic
and Asian peoples. This shift provided fertile ground for the emergence
and development of the Turanist ideology.
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Benrpus: [Touck MOAeHTHYHOCTH MeXay BocTokoMm u 3anmagom

AuHoTanusa. BeHrpel npeAcTaB/AlOT cO00M HaIMI0, 00JIaAAI0IIYI0 MOLIHONM HALlMOHAIBHOMN
UAEHTUYHOCTHI0O U YHUKAJIBHON KYJbTYPHOU HWHAWMBUIYAJIbHOCTHIO, KOPHU KOTOPOM MOXHO
MpOCJeqUTh OO0 WX Murpanuu u3 Asum B EBpomy. 3Ta HAEHTUYHOCTb, BEPOATHO, ObLIa
copmurpoBaHa MO BO3JEMCTBUEM HOBBIX peasivii, ¢ KOTOPbIMU BeHrepcKue IIjieMeHa
CTOJIKHYJIMCh B EBpomne, 1 nMeeT riiy0oKre NCTOpUYecKre KOPHU, BocxoasAmye K CpeJTHEBEKOBbIO.

MurpaiiuA BeHI'POB Ha €BPOMENCKU KOHTUHEHT CTAJI0 OTIIPAaBHOM TOYKOM AJIA CJIOKHOTO
B3aMMOJENCTBUSA C KyJbTYPHBIM U NOJUTHYECKUM KOHTEKCTOM, KOTOPBIN OTJIMYaeT 3anaf OT
BocToxka. B mmpoijecce cBoeli MCTOpUY BEHT'PBI PAa3BUBaJIH [IBe MMapaJijiesibHble TEHIeHI[UN: OAHY,
HamnpapJIECHHYI0 Ha BO3BpallleHre K TpaJAuluAM, U APYIyl — CTpeMJIeHre K MOAepHU3aluu
COILAJIBHOM U TMOJIMTUYECKON >XMW3HU. OTHU TeHAeHIIMM Ha MpOTsKeHUU BeKOB ObUIN B
MOCTOSTHHOM MPOTUBOCTOSTHUHU, MHOTJ]a OJJHON U3 HUX YAaBaJioCh B3SATh BEPX, B TO BpeMs Kak
B JIpyrye Nnepuobl MPOABIAINCH CTPeMJIEHUA K mnepepabOTKe TPaAuILMOHHOIO Hacjaequs B
KOHTEKCTe HOBBIX peasIbHOCTel.

Hanbosiee mpoAyKTUBHBIMU [Jisi BEHTePCKOW HalluM OBUJIM BpeMeHa, Korja Tpaaulluu
YCIHELIHO COYeTaJIMCh C COBPEMEHHBIMHU B3IJIAaMM, 4YTO IIO3BOJIAJIO HCIIOJIB30BaTh dJle-
MEHTBhl MCTOPUYECKOr0 Hacjaeaus [Jis CO3JaHUA HOBOrO, aKTyaJlbHOrO OOJIMKa CTPaHBHI.
l'eorpaduueckoe nojoxeHue BeHrpuu, HaxosIericsa Mexay 3amnagomM u BoctokoMm, a Takxe
TIOCTOAHHOE XeJlaHHe ee HapoJla acCOI[MMPOBaTh cebA ¢ 3amaJHON HMBUJIM3AIUel OKa3aju
3HAUMTeJIbHOE BJIMAHUE Ha pa3BUTHE BEHT'e€PCKOUN UCTOPUU U KYJIbTYPHL.

[TpencTaBiieHHAas CTaThs OCBAIIEHA HCCJIeJOBAHUIO 3BOJTIOIUYN BEHT'ePCKON NAEHTUYHOCTHU
U WUCTOPUU HaA IMPOTAKEHWM MHOTMX BEKOB. ABTOP CTaTbM aHAJIM3UPYET pa3JIMYHbIe
HCTOpHUYecKre Mepuodbl, KOrAa BeHrphl oOpamajiuch K CBOMM HKCTOKAaM, CBS3aHHBIM C
peruoHaMu BOKPYT Ypajia, U Kak 3TOT AyaJiu3M BOCOPUATUA — ¢ 3amaaomM U Boctokom —
NPOSIBJIAETCA B UX KYJIBTYpE.

OcobeHHO 3aMeTeH 3TOT KOH(QIUKT maeHTU4YHocTell Ob1 B XIX-XX Bekax, KOrja BeH-
repcKuil HallMOHAJIN3M JOCTHUT CBOero srores. B MoMeHTH Kpu3rca OTHOIIeHUsA ¢ 3anajioMm,
Takue, Kak mocjenctsus TpuaHOHCKoOro jgorosopa 1920 ropa, BeHIpbl Hayajl UCKaTh
OTBETHI Ha BOIIPOCH B TIOPKCKUX U a3UAaTCKUX KyJIbTypax. O0OpallleHre K BOCTOUHBIM KOPHSAM,
BJIOXHOBUBIIIEE U0 TYPAHCTBA, CTAJI0 BaXHOW YacThi0 BEHTEPCKON UAEHTUYHOCTU B
OTBET Ha BBI30BHI, C KOTOPBIMU CTAJIKMBAJICA BEeHrepCKUU Hapoj. Takum oOpa3om, mpoijecc
(popMHpOBaHUA BEHTepPCKON UAEHTUYHOCTU NpefCcTaBjseT cOOOM CJIOXKHBIN AUaJor MeXay
Tpaauiliell M COBpPeMEeHHBIMM BbI30BaMU, YTO MPOJOJIKAeT OCTaBaThCA aKTyaJbHBIM U B
Hallli JHU.
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MaxcapCTaH: IIbirpic ieH baThiC TOFBICBIHAATBI 6OJIMBICHI

Annoranusa. Maxapiap — AsuaaaH Eyponara KOHBIC ayjlapyblHaH 6acTay ajaThlH MBIKTBI
YITTHIK Oipereii 6G0JIMBICHI MeH epekille MaJieHU KesiOeri Oap yirt. By Gipereii 6oJMbIc,
6oskiMm, Eypomaga maxap Taiinasapbl OeTme-0eT KeJreH XaHa IIBIHIABIKTApAbIH dCcepiHeH
KaJIBIITACHIIN, KeUiH KeJie opTa FachlpjlapAaH epOUTiH TepeH Tapuxu TamblpJiapra e OOJIJbL.

MaxapsiapasiH Eyporia KypJibiFbiHa KOHbIC ayfapysl baTeic nieH IIIbIFBICTHI epeKIieIeHIipim
TYpaThIH MOJeHM XoHe CasACU Ma3MyH asACBIHIAFbl KYpJesli e3apa 9peKeTTeCTiKTiH Oacray
HYKTeciHe aliHaJIFaHbl OeJirisii. ©3 Tapuxbl OapbICHIHAA MakapJiap eKi mapasuiejbAdi YpAicTi KaTap
JaMBITTBL: Oipi — A9CTypJiepre Kalta opajiyra OarplTTajica, eKiHIIliCi — 9JIeyMeTTiK XHe cascu
©eMip/ii *KaHFBIPTYFa YMTBUIBIC 60J1abl. Byt ypaicTep raceipiap O0Mbl Y34iKCi3 TapThIC YCTiHAE
Jle KepiHic TanThl: Kel Ke3/epi ojiapAblH Oipi 6ackIMIBIKKa ve 0oJica, ajl 6acka Ke3eHaep/ie KaHa
HIBIHABIKTAP aACBIHAA AICTYPJIi MYPaHBI KaiiTa Kapay TaJIIbIHBICTaphl aJIFA MIBIKTHL.

Mackap yJITHI VIIiH A9CTYP MeH 3aMaHayH Ke3KapacTap CITTi yiijleciM TankaH yaKbpITTap
JK9HE eH HOTMXeJIi Ke3eHJepre allHaJIFaHbl €o3Ci3. ByJl Tapuxu Mypa KYHBUIBIKTApbIH eJIiH
kKaHa, KepHeKi OeliHeCiH KaJIBIITacThIPy MaKcaThIHAA TUIM/I MalijajlaHyFa MYMKIHAIK 6epi.
MaxapcranublH Batsic neH IIIBIFBICTBIH, TOFBICHIH[A OpHajackKaH reorpadusIbIK Karaaubl,
COHJIali-aK XaJIKbIHBIH 63iH baThic epkeHneTiMeH OalJIaHBICThIPYFa JereH yAalbl YMThLIBICH
Makap Tapuxbl MeH MaJieHUeTiHiH JJaMyblHa aliTapJIbIKTall acep eTKeHiH aliTa KeTy Kepek.

¥chIHBUTFAH OyJI MaKajia Makap/blH YJITTHIK OOJIMBICHI MeH TapUXbIHBIH Fachlpjiap OOFHI
3BOJIIOLMACHIH 3epTTeyre apHajFaH. Makajia aBTOpbl Makap XaJKbIHbIH Opasl MaHBIHJAFbI
o3 OacraybiHa Kaiita OeT OypraHbl Xaiyibl O6asaHaaraH. COHBIMEH KaTap, OJ1 TYpJi Tapuxu
Ke3eHJep/li XaH-KaKThl TaJjigall OTHIpHIN, BaTwicneH xoHe IlIbFbicrieH GaiijlaHBICKAH OCHI
KocyJiall KaObU1ayAblH oJlapAblH MaJeHreTiHeH KaJjlall KepiHic TanKaHbIH capaJjiaibl.

By GipereliiikTep apachiHarsl KapaMa-KanubLIbIK acipece XIX-XX raceipjiapia, Maxap
YITIIBUIABIFEL MIAPHIKTAY IIeTiHe )XeTKeH Ke3eHJle aliKbiH 6aiikaaasl. 1920 xbutFbl TpruaHoH
KeJiciMiHIH canpgapJyiapel cekingi, baTeicmeH KapbpIM-KaTblHaC [AaFjapbicka YIIbIparaH
coTTepAe [ie MaxapJiap e3 cayajjapblHa TYPKLJIIK XoHe a3uAJbIK MoJeHHeTTepAeH ’Xayall
isgeit Gactamel. TypaHMIBUIABIK HAEACHIH MaObBITTaHAbIpFaH IIIBIFBICTHIK TaMblpJjiapra OeT
Oypy YpAici Maxxap xaJIKbl Tal OOJIFaH ChIH-KaTepJjiepre ayarl peTiHJe YJITTHK OOJIMBICTBIH
MaHbI3/bl OeJtiriHe atiHaiAsl. Ochbuiaiiiia, Maxap YJITTHIK OOJIMBICBIHBIH KaJIbllTacy yJepici
J9CTYP MeH 3aMaHayU ChIH-KaTepJep apachlHAArbl KypAesi Auajor 60JIbN TaOblIaAbl )XoHE
OYTiHri KyHre [eiliH e3eKTi KyHiHJe KaJibll OTHIP.

Kint ce3mep: oprarachipyiblK MaxapcraH, IlIbsirpic meH BaTeic TOFBICHIHAA, hungarius
OOJIMBICHI, MEMJIEKeTTiJIiK OacTaysl, Ka3ipri 3aMaHFbl AUCKYPC, TYPU3M, YJITTHIK UAes, Maxap
Tannasapsl, BusaHTusa umnepusAcel, Apnagrap 9yJieTi, KopoJyb 9yJjue HNITBaH, TYpKi XoHe
puHH-yTOp TiNaEpi.
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Introduction

Hungarian tribes began their migration to Europe in the early Middle Ages and arrived in
Pannonia in 895. The Hungarians transformed into a multi-ethnic conglomerate during their
migration from Asia to Central Europe. Hungarian belongs to the agglutinative language and
scientists believe it may be as old as 3,000,000 years. It is widely believed that Hungarian
belongs to the Finno-Ugric language family. Structurally similar, though only distantly
related to Hungarian are languages such as Turkish, Dravidian languages of India, Japanese
and Korean in East Asia and the Basque language in Europe. In terms of structure, and to
some extent vocabulary, Hungarian most resembles languages often grouped under the so-
called Ural-Altaic family, as the peoples who spoke them historically lived in regions between
the Urals and the Altai Mountains. The Ural-Altai family of languages is divided into five
main groups: Finno-Ugric, Samoyedic, Turkic-Tatar, Mongolian and Tunguso-Manchurian
(Maticsak, 1998: 20-23). To this day, certain lexical similarities can be identified between
Hungarian and languages belonging to the Uralic and other related language families. For
instance, the Hungarian word szem ("eye") corresponds to sem in Khanty and Mansi, and
silmd in Finnish. Similarly, vér ("blood") in Hungarian has cognates such as vir in Ostyak, ver
in Vogul, and veri in Finnish. These linguistic affinities have been further substantiated by
scholarly research. The Hungarian word t 6 ("lake"), appears as mo in Selkup, which belongs
to the Samoyedic language family, and as Turku in Nganasan. Scholars have also noticed a
resemblance to the word t{iz ("fire"), which is rendered as my in Selkup and myii in Tavgian-
Samoyedic (Janurik, 1978).

The Latin term Hungarus and its Indo-European derivatives Ungar or Venger originated
from the Onogur tribes, a Turkic people who inhabited the northern Black Sea region during
the 6th and 7th centuries (Csepeli et al., 1996: 247-248.). There is also another explanation
for the origin of the ethnonym Magyar (Hungarian). An alternative explanation for the
Magyar (Hungarian) traces it to one of the tribes that arrived in Pannonia in the late 9th
century, namely, the Megyer tribe, whose name may have evolved into Magyar. Scholarly
debate continues over the etymology of Magyar and the adjective Hungarian. Hungarians
themselves refer to their homeland as Magyarorszdg (“the country of the Hungarians). While
some theories are speculative, for instance the word Magyar, deriving from the Virgin Mary,
others have attempted more linguistically grounded explanations. In the late 18th century,
Artur Schlozer derived it from a Mongolian word meaning “foreigner”, while P4l Beregszaszi
suggested an Arabic origin, linking the term to a noun meaning “migrant” or “one who left
his homeland.” A significant contribution came from the prominent Hungarian orientalist
and linguist A. Vambéry. In his most famous work A magyarsdg eredete (The Origin of the
Hungarians), he distinguished between linguistic and ethnic origins. He argued that the
ethnic identity of the Magyars was more straightforward to trace: following the fusion of
Ugric and Turkic-speaking groups, the Turkic component began to identify as Hungarians.
According to Vambéry’s analysis of historical and linguistic sources, the Hungarians who
conquered Pannonia were consistently described in the same terms as other Turkic peoples.
Arabic sources referred to the Hungarians as being of "Turkish race," and the Byzantines
similarly described them as Hungarians Turks. Personal names used by early Hungarians,
their military tactics, and even cultural expressions such as proverbs, according to Vambéry,
reflected a Turkic character or what he called a “spirit of the East” (Vambéry, 1882: 169).
This perception was further reinforced by diplomatic and religious symbolism.On the crown
of St. Istvan part of which was sent by Byzantine Emperor Michael VII Doukas to the Magyars,
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there is an inscription: (TEQBITZAC MIZETOC KPAAHC TOYPKIAC (Geodbitzas pistds krdles
Tourkias), meaning "Géza, the faithful king of the Turks”. Emperor Michael VII referred to
the Hungarian lands as the "land of the Turks", which was later adopted by Arab historians.
Although scholars generally agree on the main theses regarding the origin of the ancient
Magyars, the question of why they retained their language and ethnic distinctiveness after
settling in Central Europe remains unresolved. In principle, all peoples who migrated across
the Black Sea steppes and Central Europe assimilated with the local population. According
to archaeologists, from the 10th century onward, it is possible to record from burials the
appearance of a steppe- nomadic population along the Central Danube that came from the
northern Black Sea region (Stanojev, 1989: 109-113). The material culture of the early
Hungarians developed under the influence of diverse regional impulses. The material culture
the early Hungarians was rooted in objects brought from their previous eastern homeland;
it was also significantly shaped by elements adopted from the indigenous populations they
encountered in the Carpathian Basin, as well as from their new neighbors. (Révész, 2014:
85-90). Some artifacts, dating to the early 10th century in the Carpathian Basin, can attest
to the influence of local cultures. These artifacts (such as a type of jewelry with pendants
shaped like bunches of grapes) were absent from the material culture of Hungarian tribes
prior to their arrival in Pannonia, but were found in burials in the 10th and 11th centuries,
that is, after the Danube conquest. According to scholars, the Hungarian conquest did not
bring violent changes for the indigenous Slav population, but rather peaceful acculturation.

Materials and research methods

Early Hungarian history was initially studied by historians relying on various written
sources. However, due to the fragility and scarcity of these sources, researchers began
incorporating humanistic disciplines, such as linguistics, archaeology, ethnography, and
cultural anthropology into their studies. As a result, historiography gradually receded from
the primary focus of writing early Hungarian history in the late 20th century, although
the data provided by related disciplines were not necessarily suitable for a true historical
reconstruction. The specific statehood of the steppe peoples, whose framework is even
more flexible than the framework of the states of medieval Christian Europe, is gaining an
increasingly important role in historical research.

This text is based on linguistic analysis from of he works of Hungarian scholars from the
19th and 20th centuries. It should also be noted that archaeological evidence and toponymic
names can be used to prove the origin of the Hungarian tribes and their identity split between
the East and the West. Such a model, emphasizing the orientalism of the Hungarians, functioned
clearly in the 19th century, and here we can use the works of Istvan Széchenyi and Armin
Véambery. The primary sources for this text are the works of outstanding Hungarian and Polish
medievalists, including Pal Engel, Gyula Krist6, Ryszard Grzesik, Kéroly Mesterhazy, Gyula
Moravcsik, and Samu Szddeczky-Kardoss; historians addressing the topics of nationalism and
national identity, such as Tibor Jo6, Janos Gyurgyak, and Gyula Sz&kf(i; as well as statements
by 19th-century and contemporary Hungarian politicians, including Istvdn Széchenyi and
Viktor Orban, which illustrate the strong orientalist tendencies in Hungarian political life.
The comparative-historical method was employed to analyze the findings of historians and
medievalists, ultimately demonstrating that a pronounced orientation toward the East persists
in Hungarian political discourse — a tendency that can be attributed to the historical origins
of the Hungarian tribes in the Ural region of Asia.
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The lack of sources significantly hinders the study of the early history of the Finno-
Ugric peoples and the Hungarian community that emerged from among them. The ancient
Hungarian ethnic group divided into three ethnic branches. The first group settled in what
would later be known as Magna Hungaria and was encountered by Hungarian monks on the
Volga River in 1236. The second migrated to Central Asia, while the third settled in the river
regions of Eastern Europe, specifically in the area known as Etelkoz (between the Don and the
lower Danube). Due to the lack of documentary evidence, we cannot determine the precise
dates of these separations or the political structures of the first two groups. Consequently,
historical study is limited primarily to the third group, the direct ancestors of the modern
Hungarian nation. In Etelkoz, this ethnic group established a form of statehood around the
year 850. The first monarch, Almos, founded a political structure that can be characterized as
a steppe state or steppe empire.

The above-mentioned lack of historical sources necessitates the use of alternative methods
to prove the connections between the Hungarians and both Eastern and Western civilizations.
These methods include the examination of Hungarian vocabulary to identify loanwords
and their origins. The paper employs a variety of research methods, including descriptive,
structural, comparative linguistic approaches. The comparative-linguistic method was used
to analyze the peoples with whom the Hungarians came into contact during their migration
from the Urals to Central Europe. The analytical and descriptive methods were applied to
study available historical sources from the Turkish states and Byzantium, alongside 19th- and
20th-century scholarship on Hungarian origins. The conclusion of the research is that the
duality inherent in Hungarian identity left lasting impact on the socio-political development
of the Hungarians over the centuries.

In this sense, the Avar Khaganate can be seen as a precursor to the Hungarian Kingdom.
In addition, remnants of the Avar population in Pannonia, particularly in the Tisza valley,
contributed to the ethnogenesis of the Magyars, through their integration with the Arpad people
(Szadeczky-Kardoss, 1996: 21-30, 29). By the time the Hungarians arrived in Pannonia, the
Hungarians had likely already acquired some experience in state-building. Scholars suggest
that they may have developed this capacity during their time under the Khazar Khaganate.
It is also quite likely that they adopted elements of administrative organization from the
Carolingian model through contact with Slavic groups in Pannonia, evidenced by the Slavic
origins of Hungarian terms such as megye — county, ispdn — Zupan, tiszt — commander (officer),
and asztalnok — stolnik (naperer). Over time, however, early Hungarian rulers combined these
external influences with contemporary Western European practices. Notably, they introduced
a military system based on a land-holding knightly class and maintained a side-king squad
composed partly of foreign warriors (Homan et al, 1935: 316, 474).

Research background

At the beginning of the 10th century, the ancestors of the Hungarians spent a significant
period in Central Europe, during which they dismantled the Great Moravian State and
launched plundering expeditions to the south and west. Their barbaric activity was halted by
Emperor Otto I whose efforts contributed to the Hungarians’ transition to a sedentary lifestyle
and permanent settlement. Medieval chronicles sometimes identified the Magyars with Turkic
tribes. One of the key regions in their migration to Pannonia, Etelkoz, scholars associate with
the Turkic word eti, meaning "river" (Engel, 1994: 3). Etelkoz has been positioned in recent
years by scholars along the central Dnieper River. Medieval chronicle One of the migration
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to Pannonia, Etelkoz, is linked by scholars to the etil, (Engel, 1994: 3). Recent scholarship
places Etelkoz Dnieper River. Archaeological funds in this area, such as burials containing
horse skulls and limbs placed near human remains, exhibit striking similarities to those found
in the Ural foothills. Archaeological evidence indicates the emergence of a cohesive culture in
the Carpathian Basin during the 10th century. This culture has been characterized as a 'broad,
homogeneous unit, with contacts extending to the steppes of Eastern Europe and beyond'
(Mesterhazy, 1994: 29-31) , although some of its features appear to have developed locally.
The formation of this new culture complex coincided with the migration of the Hungarians.
In the Etelkoz region, significant transformations occurred in the socio-political organization
of the Hungarian tribes. Prior to this period, the population had lived independently, under
the federal rule of seven "vajdas" (chieftains) . Among them was Arpad, a dominant figure
and, according to family tradition, a descendant of the Hun king Attila. It is likely that the
blood pact, a steppe tradition dating back to Scythian times, was not a consensual act, but
but rather the result of Almos' military ascendancy. Almos' personal abilities and the political
heritage of his lineage enabled him to assume sole leadership. Given that he is believed to
have been born around 820, he likely attained supreme authority by the mid-9th century.

Analysis

The ancestors of the Hungarians were exposed to the major world religions in their eastern
homeland; however, their primary belief system was shamanism, which functioned as a means
of interpreting the surrounding world. Their religious beliefs were enriched with elements
adopted from Iranian, Turkic, and other peoples encountered during their migrations. Only
shamans possessing extraordinary abilities were able to communicate with supernatural
beings, typically by entering a trance state to request assistance or convey messages. Among
the ancient Magyars, it was customary, either symbolically or literally, to open the skull, as
they believed the human soul resided in the head and needed to be liberated. Archaeological
excavations of cemeteries from the period of the Hungarian conquest of Central Europe reveal
numerous elements of religious belief and superstition. To protect the dead from malevolent
spirits, the ancient Magyars would place sharp, pointed objects on the chest of the deceased,
an act likely rooted in the belief that the dead could return as evil entities. In an effort to
prevent such occurrences, bodies were sometimes bound and buried face down, a practice
intended to inhibit the 'return of souls.'

According to historian Tibor Joé, the Hungarian nation was created not by blood, not by
language, not by statehood, but by a purely spiritual factor. Medieval Hungary thus emerged
as a faithful heir to the Eurasian nomadic empires, multilingual, rich in diverse customs,
and home to different peoples living peacefully under the rule of the descendants of a
nomadic kagan (Jo6, 1941: 54-55). If there ever existed an ancient tradition asserting that
the Hungarian nation was formed through the unification of seven tribes, no concrete traces
of such a narrative have survived.

The most numerous settlements were established in river valleys. For example, in Batjanica
on the Danube (in the territory of Vojvodina in Serbia), burial sites of warriors buried with
their horses have been discovered. To date, no prince's burial site has been discovered (Thaly,
1898: 9-11). Previously, there was an opinion among researchers that Hungarians, like other
steppe peoples (Huns, Avars, etc.), buried their princes in secret, alone and in concealed
locations. Nevertheless, chronicles written 200-300 years after the time of the conquest
record that Prince Arpad was buried near Obuda, and later King St. Stephen commissioned
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the construction of a church near his burial site. In recent years, two artifacts have been
discovered that undeniably contain elements of the original Hungarian script, known as Old
Hungarian runes. The first was excavated from a burial site near Kalocsa in Homokmégy,
dating back to the period of the Hungarian conquest; and parts of a quiver found in the grave
are believed to bear runic inscriptions. In 1999, a fragment of a clay blowpipe, inscribed with
runes was discovered during excavations in Somogy County.

Byzantine sources, most notably Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenetus' De Administrando
Imperio, consistently refer to the Hungarians of this period as 'Turks' (oi ToUpkol). In his work,
Emperor Constantine also mentions the 'Meger clan,' identifying it as a component of the
broader group of Turkic tribes. likely due to the presence of Turkic aristocratic elements
among the Meger clan at the time, with their leader himself bearing the title 'Prince of the
Turks.' The 11th century Persian historiographer Gardizi described the Hungarian tribes as
a faction of the Turkic peoples. According to him, these tribes, numbering approximately
20,000, under the leadership of their chieftains conquered Slavic populations, imposed heavy
tributes on them, and treated them as captives (Zimonyi, 2014). The Hungarians also supposed
to have adopted from the Turkic-Bulgarian tribes the institution of dual leadership: one leader
(the gyula) held political authority, while another (the kende or kiindii) fulfilled religious
functions. After the conquest of Pannonia, this dual structure was abolished and Prince Arpad
consolidated both roles (Alfoldi, 1933: 28). According to Hungarian researchers, the title of
kende was borrowed from the Khazars, who had temporarily subjugated the Hungarian tribes
(Ligeti, 1979: 268-269).

Hungarus identity

From the second half of the 14th century, members of non-Hungarian elites obtained
noble privileges and were gradually assimilated into the Hungarian nobility. As Szekf{i notes
"There was no question of deliberate deprivation; it was all a natural, long-term process
and a consequence of the political and social changes that took place within the Hungarian
nation" (Szekfdi, 2002: 492-493). The formation of the state Hungarian in the 10th century
was itself a lengthy and complex process. In a sense, the establishment of territorial and
central administration established the framework for forging a nation from an assemblage
of different tribes. Historiography shaped by the Counter-Reformation often interpreted the
founding of the state as a miraculous transformation. "Was it not a true miracle that, at the
behest of the just-crowned and not yet very popular king, there was a conversion to the faith
of Christ of the uncultured and stubbornly pagan Magyars?" wrote Count Széchenyi in the
mid-19th century (Kornis, 1943: 16-17).

He renewed national institutions without violating their proper historically constituted
character. St. Stephen transformed the Hungarians, a formerly nomadic and warlike people,
into a settled population inhabiting the Danube and Tisza valleys, surrounded by the
Carpathian Mountains. From his reign onward, the historic mission of the Hungarians shifted
from pursuing external conquests to defending the kingdom. Undoubtedly, the Hungarians
arrived in Europe with a pre-existing form of tribal organization, which later influenced the
structure the Christian-era state. For these groups, what mattered not the language or ethnic
identity of the various tribes, but the shared political purpose represented by loyalty to rulers
such as the Avars or the Huns. The eventual abandonment of these ancient concepts of state
governance, along with the adoption of Western political and linguistic ideas, contributed
ideals to the erosion of the traditional Danubian framework, which proved unable to withstand
the pressures of modernity (Jo6, 1941: 190-193). Even in the interwar period, the value of
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the Hungarus concept were recognized, in particular for its tolerance towards diverse ethnic
communities.

Over time, the totemic symbols of the tribes disappeared. The most common motifs of the
ninth and early tenth centuries — the griffin, wolf and deer — gradually became rare in later
Hungarian heraldic iconography and symbolism. The hawk, or turul, persisted longer as a
symbol associated with the ruling house. However, it too was eventually overshadowed by
the double cross and, around 1200, by the red- and- white striped shield (Bertényi, 1983:
66-67). The tribal names were gradually phased out, and are now preserved only in a mid-
10th-century Byzantine source and in toponymic evidence. They no longer appear in later
personal nomenclature or in the accounts of the Hungarian chronicles. It is believed that the
Old Turkish language, possibly spoken by the tribal elite, merged into Hungarian speech and
survived until the early 11th century (Bartha, 1975: 49-50). A similar process occurred with
the Proto-Bulgars and the Avars, who underwent Slavization.

A small number of tribal names and words of Turkic origin have survived in geographical
names in Hungary. Names associated with the Pecheneg tribe (Hungarian besenyd) are found
in such localities as Besenydd, Ladbesenys, Rinyabesenys, Szirmabesenyd, Besnyd, and
Sepsibesenys. Names associated with the Oghuz (Hungarian: tizok or oguzok) include Uzpatak,
Uzsalgé, Uzpeklény, and Uzvolgye (Pacsai, 2022). Other ethnonyms in place names are
connected to the Halflings (paléc) and Cumans (kun), with names such as Kunhegyes, Kunmadaras,
Kunadacs, Kundgota, Kunfehérté and the Pal6cfold region. The suffixes Megyer and Gyarmat
are tied to Turkic names, specifically to the names of the Hungarian tribes that conquered
Pannonia. One theory links the word gyarmat to the Old Turkish word jormati, meaning 'non
nomadic, sedentary' (it survives today in the names of several places, such as Balassagyarmat,
Fehérgyarmat, Fiizesgyarmat, Kaposgyarmat, and Rabagyarmat). Other place names, containing
the particle bél may indicate proximity to passes or saddle-shaped rock formations (examples
include Bakonybél, Bélapatfalva, Kassabéla, and Ménosbél) (Pacsai, 2022).

Basically, until the 18th century, the issue of nationality was not a prominent concern in
Hungary, as the country existed as a unified community of destiny (sorskozosség). In this
context, the language barrier was not considered a significant obstacle, especially within the
framework of the feudal system. In feudal society, distinct states operated under separate
legal statuses, and communication among various groups occurred through shared practices
that did not require national homogeneity. The elite, for instance, communicated in Latin,
while other groups maintained their own dialects. The medieval Kingdom of Hungary was
characterized by ethnic diversity. Over the centuries, numerous foreign groups both from the
east and the west settled in Hungary through either spontaneous or organized resettlements.
Chronicles mention the arrival of Czechs, Poles, Saxons, Rhinelanders, Latins, Italians,
Armenians, Saracens, Pechenegs, Cumans, and others, particularly during the reign of St.
Stephen I (Istvan) (1000-1038) and his successors. The newcomers found land suitable for
settlement, and with the guarantee of the rule of law, they were granted privileges that were
specific to the so-called "guest peoples." According to Ferenc Erdei, the eastern origins of
the Hungarians contributed to a delay in social development, especially in the context of
Hungarian peasantry and its socio-economic structures. The Hungarian system, with its tax
regulations and economic framework, remained influenced by Eastern models well into the
19th century, even after the political reforms of 1848 (Erdei, 1980: 291-346).

The concept of the Hungarus nation was prominent from the early Middle Ages until
the late 17th and early 18th centuries (Szaraz, 1988). This concept, rooted in a legalistic
and supranational vision of political attachment, became especially influential in the 18th
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century, particularly before the rise of modern ethno-linguistic nationalism In this context,
Hungarus identity referred to membership within the Kingdom of Hungary, which was seen
as a hierarchical entity within the feudal system. Hungarian consciousness (often referred
to in scholarly works) was especially pronounced among German and Slovak evangelical
intellectuals and was less about ethnic unity and more about a shared political and legal
affiliation with the Kingdom.

According to Andor Téarnai, it was especially visible between 1690 and 1770, and was
associated with an old Latin saying about the lands of Pannonia, which became a prominent
expression used to praise the Kingdom as a unique and incomparable land: Extra Hungariam
non est vita. Si est vita, non est ita ("there is no life outside of Hungary") (Tarnai, 1969: 48).
One of the notable figures of this era was Bél, who proud of his Slavic-Hungarian roots
and educated in the German tradition, celebrated the Hungarian Crown and its historical
significance in his writings. He wrote songs about Hungarian history and the Magyar language,
and even published a Hungarian grammar for Germans (Der ungarische Sprachmeister,
1729). Additionally, Bél attempted to prove the existence of an ancient Hunno-Scythian
runic alphabet (De vetera literatura hunnoscythica exercitatio, 1718). In his Compendium
Hungariae geographicum of 1753, Bél wrote that Hungary was the most beautiful country in
Europe, surpassing all others in terms of its ease and fertility. His statement contributed to
the famous Hungarian saying, "Extra Hungariam non est vita, si est vita, non est ita" (Tarnai,
1969: 24).

The Hungarians' early political interactions with Byzantium predate their defeat at the
Battle of the Lech River (955). By 948, a Magyar delegation had already visited the court
in Constantinople. In 953, the Transylvanian chieftain Gyula was baptized, and with him
returned to Hieratheos, a monk who obtained the title Bishop of Turkey by the Metropolitan
of Constantinople, a title that was used until the time of St. Stephen I. Following his baptism,
St. Stephen suppressed the centrifugal forces, such as those represented by Koppany relatives
and Ajtony, the ruler of Banat (Szymarnski et.al, 1979: 175-176).

The origins of Hungarian ethnic identity and sovereignty are closely tied to steppe traditions.
The roots of Hungarian identity extend more than a thousand years into the history of the
steppe peoples. Although the exact timing of the formation of the tribal community remains
uncertain, it is clear that the Hungarian ethnic identity emerged long before the establishment
of the Hungarian state. This connection to the steppe shaped the early development of the
Hungarian people and contributed to the distinctiveness of Hungarian statehood and ethnic
identity.

The Hungarian state, initially in the form of a principality and later as a kingdom, emerged
somewhat later than its ethnogenesis. As Gyorgy Szabados states, "...Hungarians are the
only European nation existing to this day whose first state organization and ethnogenesis
developed on the steppes, and with this eastern heritage they integrated into the intellectual
and political world of the medieval [Latin] West and expressed their own state and ethnic
characteristics in it" (Szabados, 2015: 159-170). Throughout its historical development, the
Hungarian nation was marked by multi-ethnic character, a feature already emphasized by
St. Stephen I, who saw ethnic diversity as a strength. In his admonitions, he warned against
homogeneity, stating that homogeneous states are fragile and weak (the ruler left an important
indication: Nam unius lingue uniusque moris regnum inbecille et fragile est) (Grzesik, 2016: 157).

The adoption of Western Christianity under St. Stephen did not imply a break with Eastern
Christian traditions. Numerous Greek monasteries existed as early as his reign, including
notable centers at Marosvar and Oroszlédn and later establishments at Tihany and Visegrad,
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founded by King Andrew I. The monasteries at Tihany and Visegrad were originally of the
Greek rite. Later sources also confirm the existence of Pentele Monastery, once inhabited by Greek
nuns, near present-day Dunapentele and named after Saint Panteleimon, as well as a monastery
at Szavaszentdemeter, later transferred to Benedictine control in the mid-14th century.

The centralization of power under Prince Géza and King Stephen I curtailed the independent
military activities of various tribes. However, the western orientation of their policies did not
preclude ongoing contacts with Byzantium. In 1002, to counteract the threat posed by Gyula
of Transylvania and to consolidate power in the south, Stephen formed an alliance with
Byzantine Emperor Basil II, who was then engaged in conflict with Tsar Samuel of Bulgaria
(Moravcsik, 1953: 66).

By the mid-11th century, King Andrew I (1046-1060), who succeeded the German-oriented
Peter Orseolo (1046-1060), was baptized according to the Eastern rite (he is credited with
settling Greek monks in Visegrad and Tihany) and pursued a distinctly pro-Byzantine policy.
His son Solomon (1063-1074) allied with the German court, while his cousin Géza I (1074-
1077) turned again to Byzantium, receiving his crown from Emperor Michael VII Dukas. The
so-called "Greek crown," was later combined with the crown of St. Stephen, creating the Holy
Crown of Hungary, decorated with enamel icons, one of which depicts Géza titled as “faithful
king of the Turks.” Although the precise impact of Byzantine law on early Hungarian legal
development is unclear, Byzantine influences were undeniably present (Zhishman, 1864:
156-160).

There are also many links with eastern cultures that emerged in Hungary during the
Arpadian Age (e.g., strong Arpadian dynastic ties with Byzantium and Kievan Rus). Good
relations reached a high point during the reign of Béla III, when an almost personal union
was established between Hungary and the Byzantine Empire. After Béla, the next ruler King
Andrew II also maintained strong ties to Constantinople. Linguistic evidence also underscores
Greek influence , as a number of Greek loanwords entered Hungarian via Slavic intermediaries,
including apdca, apdt, didk, eretnek, érsek, gorog, kabdt, kdd, kaliba, kaloda, kamat, keresztény,
kerevet, olaj) (Moravcsik, 1942: 264-275).

The origins of the Grand Duchy of Hungary can be traced to the mid-9th century, with its
initial territory located in Etelk0z, a vast region east of the Carpathian Mountains. It existed
there for approximately two generations before relocating to the Carpathian Basin around
895. From a Western European perspective, the political structure of the Kingdom of Hungary
retained strongly oriental, particularly in the dominance of royal authority, even long after
the official adoption of Christianity (Deér, 1938: 123-124).

From the Arpadian period onward, Hungary served as a refuge for various ethnic groups,
including the Jasz (Alans), Boszormény (Ishmaelites or Saracens), Cumans, and Pechenegs.
Nineteenth-century historiography often asserted that these peoples were related to the
Hungarians and originally spoke Hungarian, but linguistic and ethnographic research has since
clarified their distinct origins: the Pechenegs and Cumans spoke Kipchak Turkic languages,
while the Jéasz spoke a Northern Iranian dialect. Nevertheless, these steppe peoples shared
cultural similarities with the early Hungarians and played a role in the ethnogenesis of the
Hungarian people.

Prolonged migration and mobility fostered regular contact between different peoples,
interactions often marked by tension and conflict. This nomadic way of life shaped the social
and political organization of peoples such as the pre-Hungarian tribal confederation. The
structure of such communities extended beyond the ethnically based formations typical
of fishing and hunting societies. According to J6zsef Deér, two principles prevailed in this
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process: the system of "superimposition" and the subordination of newly incorporated groups.
Superimposition referred to the practice whereby, in the context of armed conflict, the
victorious groups did not destroy the defeated but but instead subordinated them as subjects.
This process of social stratification, integrating the conquered as a distinct social layer, had
already been employed by earlier nomadic groups such as the Huns and the Avars (Deér,
2003: 12-13).

St. Stephen's achievements include the establishment of the state structure, including the
creation of counties (comitatus) responsible for tax collection, judicial functions, and military
organization. In times of war, local officials, or ispans (Zupans), held authority over regional
militias and were also responsible for overseeing religious practices. Part of the pre-conquest
social structure remained in the names of social groups. At that time, a social category was
distinguished, the so-called udvarnokok (court folk), who were tried as freemen but lacked
certain legal rights, such as the ability to testify against nobility (Sroka, 2015: 138-139).

It is worth noting that the authority of the Zupans extended beyond local jurisdictions,
particularly because the number of counties in the early Middle Ages was far fewer than in
the modern period. From the outset, Hungary's population played a defensive role against
eastern nomadic incursions. Such a function was fulfilled by the Szeklers and various western
towns (e.g. Kapuvar, 6rség) were established with military and defensive functions in mind.
Of the 47 counties existing in the 10th-11th centuries, nearly half had strategic defensive
roles. Additionally, the Hungarian kingdom inherited servile settlements, a system already
present in Great Moravia and mirrored in Piast Poland (Sroka, 2015: 141). Approximately
300 Hungarian village names reflect servile origins, with over half being of Slavic etymology.

The early rulers of Hungary, Prince Géza, recognized that the survival of their state
— positioned between the Byzantine Empire and the West Frankish realm — depended on
abandoning the nomadic lifestyle and replacing the traditional pagan beliefs of the Hungarian
people with Christianity. In 996, following the death of Bavarian Prince Henry the Wrangler,
a dynastic marriage was arranged between the Bavarian prince's daughter Gizella, and Géza's
son, Stephen. This union marked the beginning of Hungary’s integration with the West. It
is unlikely that Gizella was brought into a nomadic prince's tent; rather, the union may
have included a formal agreement stipulating the enforcement of Christianity, if necessary,
through force. Upon Géza’s death in 997, Stephen assumed power and immediately faced
military resistance from proponents of the old pagan order, notably Koppany, a relative who
embodied the pre-Christian traditions brought by the Magyars into Europe (Krist6, 1995:
335-358). A decisive battle in 997 between Stephen and Koppény’s forces was described
in contemporary sources as a conflict between Hungarians and Germans, indicating the
involvement of Bavarian troops on Stephen’s side. With the support of Emperor Otto III, Pope
Sylvester II bestowed the royal crown upon Stefan. Although the coronation symbolically
united the kingdom, Stephen continued to wage military campaigns to assert control over the
entire Carpathian Basin. Between 1003 and approximately 1028 he fought against the tribal
leaders of eastern Hungary, namely Gyula (his maternal uncle) and Ajtony ultimately binding
the kingdom to the West.

Despite Hungary’s expansionist ambitions, including attempts to seize Croatian territories,
diplomatic relations with Byzantium were also maintained. A significant dynastic alliance
occurred in 1105 when Piroska, daughter of Saint Ladislaus of Hungary, married John II
Komnenos. Upon her arrival in Byzantium, she took the name Irene and ascended to the throne
in 1118. Her memory was preserved in several Byzantine sources, and she was venerated as
a blessed figure by the Orthodox Church (Makk, 1993: 129-133).
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Historical accounts suggest that, until the beginning of the 13th century, Hungary's economic
ties were more deeply rooted in exchanges with the East than with Western Europe. Parallel to
the integration of Hungarians into the Western Christian community and the transformation of
a semi-nomadic society into a settled and feudal order, everyday life of the Magyars, especially
the domains of family and domestic life, became arenas of cultural conflict between Eastern
traditions and Western norms. The Hungarians had to to relinquish their Eastern way of life
and gradually adopt Western practices. Nowhere in Europe was such a cultural transition more
difficult and painful. The Magyars, along with paganism, had to forgo long-standing customs
passed down through generations. These included rituals of ancestral reverence conducted
at the family hearth — practices meant to honor and appease the spirits of forebears whose
remains had been left behind in the East, and whose disapproval could bring misfortune both
within the family and among the increasingly Christianized community.

Results

The old ways of life, destined for extinction after the adoption of Christianity, continued
to haunt the Hungarians for generations. This legacy was embodied in the figure of Koppany,
a pretender to the throne, who lamented the loss of Hungary’s Eastern heritage and sought
to restore the ancestral pagan way of life to a people now turning westward (Domanovszky,
1939: 345-347). According to legend, King Stephen defeated Koppany's army near Veszprém,
however, the rebel was not captured, and his loyal warriors escaped with their wounded
leader. In the 19th century, Koppany experienced a kind of renaissance in Hungarian national
memory. Cast in opposition to Saint Stephen, he came to symbolize ancient Hungarian virtues
for nationalist thinkers, who regarded him as a more authentic hero than the Christianizing
king, especially in the context of resisting Habsburg influence. Koppany was portrayed as a
tragic national figure, deaf to the call of modernity, yet faithful to his ancestral identity.

Even after adopting Christianity, Despite the formal adoption of Christianity, many
Hungarians continued to adhere to pagan burial customs brought from the eastern steppes.
These included funerary feasts, the interment of weapons, horse skulls, and bones alongside
the deceased, and the ritual killing of slaves, practices rooted in a belief that the dead would
require servants in the afterlife. Although the Church could not eradicate these deeply rooted
traditions, it gradually reinterpreted them within a Christian framework. brought from the
eastern steppes. Instead of being sacrificed, slaves were manumitted and assigned to the
service of the Church, ostensibly for the salvation of their former master’s soul.

Over time, totemic tribal symbols faded from use. The most common motifs of the ninth
and early tenth centuries, such as the griffin, wolf and stag- largely disappeared from
Hungarian heraldic iconography and symbolism. The turul (a mythic hawk) which had long
been associated with the ruling dynasty, persisted longer, but even it was gradually eclipsed
by Christian and state symbols, including the double cross and, by around 1200, the red-
and-white striped shield (Bertényi, 1983: 66-67). Tribal also disappeared; they survive only
in a few Byzantine sources from the mid-tenth century and in toponymic evidence. They
are absent from later personal nomenclature and the Hungarian chronicles. This raises the
question: did the Hungarians possess such a robust identity that they were able to preserve it
from the Migration Period to the present? Few peoples of the steppes achieved this, among
them, the Oghuz and the Ottomans, founders of what became Ottoman Turkey.

The Holy Crown was the source of legitimacy for landholding in Hungary (Sacra Corona
radix omnium possessionum). Hungarian land ownership belonged to the Holy Crown in such a
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way that nobles did not have full rights to the land they occupied. Thus, while a knight could
be a landholder (féldbirtokos), he was not a landowner (foldtulajdonos) in the full legal sense
(Szabd, 1997: 269). Hungarian law also prohibited the transfer of land to nobles of foreign
descent. The sanctity of the crown derived from the tradition that the first king crowned with
it did so on the Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, symbolically dedicating
the state and its crown to the Virgin. As such, the Holy Crown came to be regarded not merely
as an object or symbol of power, but as a living, sacred person, a mystical embodiment of the
community and the state. According to the doctrine of the Holy Crown, its divine and sacral
essence could not be transferred to any other object, person, or community, including the
nation itself.

Although the doctrine originated in the Middle Ages, the crown’s symbolism evolved in
modern and contemporary periods. Although in the 18th and 19th centuries, it came to
represent the unity of the Hungarian state. After 1920, its symbolic function grew stronger;
even under Communist regime, the crown remained a potent symbol of national identity.
This explains the determination of the Communist authorities to recover it from the United
States, where it had been held after being seized by American forces at the end of World
War II. In national ideology, the crown also came to symbolize Hungary’s historic mission to
integrate the diverse peoples of the Carpathian Basin and to maintain peace and civilization
in the region. Its power remains potent in contemporary Hungary: in 2000, the crown was
transferred from the National Museum to the Parliament building, where it ceased to be
treated as a mere artifact and became an active emblem of state authority. In 2012, its
symbolic importance reached an almost mythical level when a Siberian shaman was invited
to perform a purification ceremony in the Hungarian Parliament, an event authorized by state
officials (Kaplan et al., 2002).

The East or the West: Hungarian contemporary discourse on identity

Paradoxically, it was during the period of the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy (1867-
1918), when Hungary was closely aligned with Western Europe, that some of its elite began
to turn toward the East. This was partly due to the influence by European "Orientalism,"
but a key factor was a renewed interest in the eastern origins of the Hungarian people. This
rediscovery influenced strategies of nation-building in the latter half of the 19th century. At
that time, two concepts of nationhood emerged in Hungary. The first was the "nation-state"
concept, which conceived the Hungarian nation as encompassing all ethnic groups within
the kingdom, not only the Magyars. It emphasized legal citizenship as the defining element
of national belonging. The second was the concept of the "cultural nation," which defined
the nation as a resident community unified by shared language and ethnicity. This approach
valorized folk traditions, which were believed to preserve vestiges of ancient Oriental culture.
A further factor shaping national identity was a growing sense of isolation — an emotional
undercurrent that had intensified since the Ottoman conquest. This "loneliness" was
compounded by fear of more powerful Western nations (including Austria) and by anxieties
over the ideologies of Pan-Germanism and Pan-Slavism. These pressures deepened Hungary's
search for a unique identity straddling East and West. At the turn of the 20th century, a
sense of ethnic isolation led Hungarians to seek support in the East, where they searched for
remnants of ancient Hungarian identity. This intellectual movement gave rise to "Turanist"
ideas (Szendrei, 2010: 17).

Turanism offered hope to nations that felt threatened or lacked a strong sense of kinship,
envisioning either inclusion in a larger cultural community or the ambitious creation
of a great Eurasian empire. Within the ongoing debate on Hungarian identity, Hungary’s
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intermediary position between East and West took gained symbolic significance. Eastern
values became associated with traditionalists and conservatives, whereas modernists and
advocates of political activism aligned themselves with Western ideals. In 1905 the, poet
Endre Ady described Hungary as a "ferrying country," moving continuously between the two
poles of East and West.

Hungary's historical connections with both Western and Eastern civilizations were disrupted
by the Turkish conquest of the Balkans, and subsequently Hungary itself, following the Battle
of Mohécs (Dvornik, 1947: 470-473). During the Ottoman occupation, it was not Islam but
the Reformation and, later, the Counter-Reformation, both originating in the West - that
determined Hungarian culture, thought, and identity. Nonetheless, the political orientation
of the Transylvanian Principality sought to maintain ties with the East.

In modern Hungarian identity, which has been shaped since modern times, several
dichotomies persist: the West is associated with enlightenment, progress, and civilization,
while the East is often equated with backwardness, poverty, and provincialism. However,
a broader interpretation sees the East as representing tradition, religiosity, ethnic roots,
and historical continuity, while the West symbolizes decadence, over-civilization, excessive
individualism, and a market-driven culture (Hofer, 1996: 7-22).

From the 18th century to the present, the debate on national identity in Hungary has
remained a central issue. Efforts to develop a coherent national strategy have often been
reactive, focused on preserving institutional and cultural continuity, rather than proactively
articulating long-term visions. Only a few historical figures, such as Saint Stephen, King
Matyés, Gabor Bethlen, and Istvdn Széchenyi, are recognized for their forward-thinking
leadership (Pomogats, 2005: 7-8). After the political regime change in 1989, the issue gained
new urgency as Hungary sought to redefine its foreign policy and regional relationships.
These relationships, shaped by shared geographic, political, and cultural conditions within the
Carpathian Basin, had to be reconsidered in light of historical legacies (Baranyai, 2001: 103).

As early as the late 18th century, there was a polemic between advocates of modernization
(e.g., Gyorgy Bessenyei, Janos Batsdnyi) and defenders of national tradition (e.g., Jozsef
Gvadanyi, Andras Dugonics). Subsequent decades saw debates over cultural and linguistic
reform (led by Ferenc Kazinczy), and in the 1930s, a prominent controversy arose between
populist writers and urban intellectuals over national identity and political reform. This
longstanding intellectual rivalry continues to shape Hungary’s contemporary political
landscape, dividing it into two dominant ideological camps, appearing with two distinct
visions of the country's development (Pomogats, 2005: 9).

In recent years, Prime Minister Viktor Orbadn has frequently invoked the East-West
dichotomy to characterize clashing political cultures and value systems. He is not the first
Hungarian statesman to do so; since the Middle Ages Hungarian chroniclers and leaders have
referred to the nation's Asian origins to define its national character and geopolitical role.
The Enlightenment introduced a hierarchy that privileged Western culture, but since the
Reform Era of the 19th century, both Eastern and Western influences have remained integral
to Hungarian identity discourse.

During this Reform Era, Count Istvan Széchenyi argued in his pamphlet A kelet népe ("The
People of the East") that emphasizing Hungary’s Eastern roots could expose the flaws of
liberalism and challenge the blind adoption of Western political values (Gerd, 1995: 22-23).
He contrasted the pejorative view of Asia held by liberals with a more positive interpretation
of Eastern origins. Széchenyi wrote: "The Hungarian nation has no less a vocation than to
represent (...) its own uniqueness, hidden in an Asian cradle that has never been developed,
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never matured" (Széchenyi, 1985: 16). The work A kelet népe created a platform for dialogue
between medieval Hungarian historical traditions and Enlightenment-era political theory.
The title referred not only to the eastward origins of the Magyars but also to the newcomers'
aspirations to attain the standards of Western cultural and economic development. In this way,
Széchenyi juxtaposed the competing paradigms of tradition and modernization (Gyurgyék,
2007: 48-50).

Széchenyi's political rival, Lajos Kossuth placed his hopes in England and France during the
1849 revolution, appealing to their democratic principles.Referring to the symbolic struggle
between East and West, Kossuth made a futile appeal to England and France to intervene
against the Habsburg-Russian coalition, portraying Russia as the embodiment of Oriental
despotism and positioning Hungary as the easternmost bastion of Western values, defending
Europe against Russian aggression. (Fejt6, 1973: 347).

Following the Treaty of Trianon in 1920, Turanist ideologues advocated for a rupture with
the West, which they accused of betrayal and cultural decay "moral rot flowing from Western
philosophy". They called for solidarity among all Turanian peoples to unite and oppose
“Semitic corruption” and “Aryan decadence” (Laruelle, 2015: 181). The interwar revival
of Turanism, particularly after Mussolini's ascent in Italy, reflected Hungary's geopolitical
alienation and the search for new allies in the East and in Asia. The core sentiment underlying
Turanist ideology during the interwar period was the perception that Europe had treated
Hungary with injustice and cruelty in the aftermath of the Treaty of Trianon, and the West had
forgotten that the Magyars had long served as defenders of Western civilization. Confronted
with perceived ingratitude, injustice and historical amnesia, the Hungarians turned away
from the West and instead sought alliances in the East, aligning with their presumed Eastern
origins.

Hungary’s elite interest in the East, stems from disillusionment with liberalism and Western
cultural values. This narrative is exemplified by the Speaker of the House of Representatives
Laszl6 Kovér, that "the psyche of the Hungarian nation comes from the East," adding that
Hungarians are “the westernmost nation of the East” and remain loyal to their "eastern brothers."
Such statements prompt reflection on whether this Eastern orientation can be reconciled
with Hungary’s historic role as a Christian bulwark and bastion of European civilization. In
opposition to the liberal, individualist West, Hungary’s nationalist and conservative right
espouses values rooted in tradition, religion, and community.

During the communist era, some Hungarian intellectuals advocated for a “third way”
between East and West. In the aftermath of the 1989 regime change, one author questioned
Hungary’s future alignment, warning against losing cultural distinctiveness. He wrote: "It
would not be a miracle, therefore, if Hungary, between the West and the East, sought its own
Hungarian and Central European way, its own solutions, preserving and maintaining its own values
and characteristics, but it would be unnatural if it did not do so, if it did not strive for this.
Although now some people are suggesting: let's stop this centuries-long effort [to preserve their
Asian traditions — note T.K.] this constant search for a way forward, and let's melt peacefully into
the great Atlantic" (Bir6, 1992: 68).

In September 2018, Hungary participated as a guest of honor in the sixth summit of the
Cooperation Council of Turkic Speaking States, alongside Uzbekistan. This organization
includes Tiirkiye, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. In addition to Hungary, Uzbekistan
and Turkmenistan hold observer status in this body. In his address, Prime Minister Orban
declared: “The Hungarian language is a unique and strange language, linked by its origin to
Turkic languages. We have always closely followed the cooperation between the countries of
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the Turkic language family. We are among you [Turkic peoples- note T.K.] the people who
moved the farthest west and also converted to Christianity. So, we are a Christian people living
in the West, standing on the foundations of the Hunnic-Turkic.” He added that Hungarians
consider themselves descendants of Attila (Hungary’s Growing, 2018).

Conclusion

The Asiatic and early medieval origins of Hungarian statehood have had a lasting impact
on the historical, social, political discourse along the Danube throughout the centuries. The
ancestors of the Hungarians migrated over several centuries from regions east of the Ural
Mountains. The ancestors of the Hungarians and even into the twentieth century, discussions
surrounding the nation’s future and its political institutions continued to invoke symbols
rooted in this ancient heritage. Prior to the 18th century, ethnic conflicts were relatively rare
in Hungary. The ancient history of the Hungarians, their multi-ethnic statehood influenced
them to identify with more than one ethnic group as exemplified by figures such as the Zrinyi
family, numerous intellectuals, and the polymath Matyéas Bél.

The politically enfranchised class, known as the "noble nation" (natio hungarica),
cultivated a broad civic identity that often transcended ethnic boundaries, fostering loyalty
to the Hungarian crown among various social and ethnic groups. This civic identification
with the Hungarian state typically coexisted with individual ethnic identities, rather than
replacing them. The awareness of an Asian origin, a symbolic marker of otherness, persisted
in Hungarian political and cultural thought well into the 20th century. This notion eastern
ethnogenesis periodically resurfaces in public discourse and is frequently mobilized for
ideological or political purposes.
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