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Abstract
The Hungarian government in the early 1990s recognized 13 different ethnic groups as minorities. 
During the last two decades, their total number has increased reaching 555,507 citizens in 2011, 
although according to the last two censuses the questions concerning ethnicity were not compulsory 

to answer. In 2011, data were collected about mother tongue and second language, and people were 
inquired about situations in which they use their native language. Our main aim is to analyse the 

national minorities in the 19 County Seats of Hungary.
Keywords: census, mother tongue, nationality, county seats, bilingualism

1. A historical overview of ethnic minorities in Hungary
Hungary was a multilingual country prior to World War I, with several nation-
alities living together. The official data about nationalities in Hungary shows 
that 54.5% of the population spoke Hungarian as their native language in 1910.

Table 1
Ethnic groups in Hungary in 1920, 1941 and 1990, data based on censuses

Language Nationality Nationality

1920 1920% 1941 1941% 1990 1990%
Total 7,986,875 100 9,316,074 100 10,374,823 100
Hungarians 7,155,979 89.6 8,918,868 95.74 10,142,072 97.76
Gipsies 6,989 0.1 27,033 0.29 142,683 1.38
Croats 58,931 0.7 4,177 0.04 13,570 0.13
Germans 550,062 6.9 302,198 3.24 30,824 0.3

Romanians 23,695 0.3 7,565 0.08 10,740 0.1
Serbs 17,132 0.2 3,629 0.04 2,905 0.03

Slovaks 141,877 1.8 16,677 0.18 10,459 0.1
Slovenes 6,087 0.1 2,058 0.02 1,930 0.02

Among ethnic minorities, the Slovaks (10.7%) and the Germans 
(10.4%) were the two largest groups in 1910. After World War I, the for-
mer Austria-Hungary collapsed and the ethnic minorities started to cre-
ate (or to join) their own national states. The new independent Hungarian 
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state became an ethnically almost homogenous one with a vast majority of 
Hungarians’ (almost 90%). Only a few settlements remained in Hungary 
where the traditional local residents spoke one of the languages of the new 
neighbouring countries. After World War I, censuses sought information 
about the mother tongue and, for the first time in 1941, about the nationality 
of the citizens. It was compulsory to answer to these questions. Numbers 
of the different ethnic minorities in Hungary decreased between the World 
Wars; but more significant changes happened after World War II (here not 
making any other details). The proportions for all of the ethnic groups in 
Hungary decreased during the so-called ‘Kádár’s system’ (Table 1).

2. Ethnic minorities in Hungary after 1990 
In parallel with the change of the political system, between 1988 and 1993, it 
was a long process to find out and determine the official status of the ethnic 
minorities in Hungary. The first plan in 1988 took only into consideration a 
few ethnic groups such as Croats, Serbs, Slovenes, Germans, Romanians and 
Slovaks. During the next two years, there were two written documents (never 
accepted as Acts) about minorities, which also named them Gipsies, Croats, 
Germans, Romanians, Serbs, Slovaks, Slovenes and Jews (Dobos 2005). The 
concept was crystallised around 1992 and accepted as Act LXXVII in 1993, 
recognising the rights of the ethnic groups. The concept took account of two 
different groups, the national minorities (Bulgarians, Greeks, Croats, Poles, 
Germans, Armenians, Romanians, Ruthenians, Serbs, Slovakians, Slovenes 
and Ukrainians) and the ethnic minority of the Gipsies including Romani and 
Beás groups. The most important official criteria were that each ethnic group 
should have been living in Hungary for at least 100 years, the members should 
have Hungarian citizenship, the group should have their own mother tongue 
as well as an independent culture and tradition, and they should have a strong 
sense of belonging to protect their interests. Some short changes happened in 
the text of the Act over the following years, mainly connected with the rights of 
electing local ethnic governments (Dobos 2009). Finally, the Act CLXXXIX 
in 2011 terminated the previous two main nomenclatures and created a new 
one with the name of national minorities. The Hungarian constitution of 2011 
(Fundamental Law) recognises only the Hungarian language as the official 
language of the state but Article XXIX protects every ethnic minority group 
as the part of the state forming an entity. Education is provided at every level 
(e.g. local governments must provide pre-primary education in given minority 
languages if the parents of at least eight pupils require it) (Bartha 2012).
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3. Methods of census in 2011
The census of 2001 introduced a new methodology to investigate natio-
nality and the use of languages. Citizens could answer different questions 
about how they feel about belonging to a given ethnic group. First they 
could determine their mother tongue; secondly, the language they use at 
home when speaking with their family-members or with friends; thirdly, 
they could determine whether belonging to the given ethnic group (cultu-
rally) or not. The Hungarian Central Statistical Office published the results 
in a complex and detailed form, comparing all answers with each other. 
This system proved to be a bit more complicated so that the question about 
cultural connection was missing from the questionnaire of 2011. The Hun-
garian Central Statistical Office determined that people belong to a given 
ethnic group if they gave an answer to at least one question regarding eth-
nicity or language. Results were published only on county-scale with the 
county seats handled separately.

4. Main results of census 2011
Owing to the new methodology, all ethnic groups were able to increase 
their proportion according to the census of 2001 and 2011, with the excep-
tion of Hungarians (Table 2).

Table 2 
Total number of 13 native minorities in Hungary in 2001 and 2011

Ethnics 2001 % Ethnics 2011 %

Total 10,198,315 100.00  Total 9,937,628 100.00

Hungarians 9,627,057 94.40  Hungarians 8,504,492 85.58

Gipsies 205,720 2.02  Gipsies 315,583 3.18

Germans 120,344 1.18  Germans 185,696 1.87

Slovaks 39,266 0.39  Romanians 35,641 0.36

Croats 25,730 0.25  Slovaks 35,208 0.35

Romanians 14,781 0.14  Croats 26,774 0.27

Ukrainians 7,393 0.07  Serbs 10,038 0.10

Serbs 7,350 0.07  Ukrainians 7,396 0.07

Greeks 6,619 0.06  Poles 7,001 0.07

Poles 5,144 0.05  Bulgarians 6,272 0.06

Slovenes 4,832 0.05  Greeks 4,642 0.05

Bulgarians 2,316 0.02  Ruthenians 3,882 0.04

ETHNIC MINORITIES AND THEIR LANGUAGE...
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Ethnics 2001 % Ethnics 2011 %

Ruthenians 2,079 0.02  Armenians 3,571 0.04

Armenians 1,165 0.01  Slovenes 2,820 0.03

no answer 570,537 5.59  no answer 1,398,731 14.08

The Gipsies produced the largest increase (up to 3.18%); however, 
the number of people who denied giving answers to questions related to 
ethnicity increased from 570,535 to 1,398,731 (Table 2). Other immigrants 
are not included in Table 2, as they are not native (historical) minorities: 
according to the census 5,265 Arabs, 6,596 Chinese, 12,774 Russians and 
3,453 Vietnamese lived in Hungary in 2011, besides 90,621 people who 
came from other countries. Adding up all groups the total number reached 
10,666,456 inhabitants in 2011 (more than the total population of the coun-
try!), so some people gave different answers to the analysed ethnic-related 
questions. Official numbers show 644,524 people in Hungary who men-
tioned their affiliation with one of the native minorities in 2011.

Among the county seats, Pécs, Szekszárd and Békéscsaba are the three 
most important county centres where 8.22%, 7.21% and 6.48% of the local 
population belonged to native minorities in 2011. Although native minori-
ties were not traditionally living in all county seats (e.g. in Debrecen) before 
1900, now all centres having at least 2 percent of native minorities which 
means that domestic migration was significant during 20th century. Budapest 
is an important residence for almost all ethnic groups with its 77,502 mem-
bers of native minorities. The other 18 county seats had totally 74,207 inhab-
itants as native minorities. It was typical that 20–50% of almost each group 
(e.g. 36.21% of Bulgarians) were living in Budapest in 2011 (Table 3).

Table 3 
Native minorities in Budapest in 2011, data based on 2011 census

Native 
 minorities

Total 
number 
in HUN 

Total 
number in 
Budapest

BP%
question of 
nationality 

in BP

nat% 
 in BP

question 
of mother 
tongue in 
Budapest

mt% in 
BP

Armenians 3,571 1,530 42.85 1,445 94.44 235 15.36

Bulgarians 6,272 2,271 36.21 1,592 70.10 1,048 46.15

Croats 26,774 2,186 8.16 1,822 83.35 735 33.62

Germans 185,696 28818 15.52 18278 63.43 4560 15.83

Gipsies 315,583 20,151 6.39 19530 96.92 3,162 15.69

Greeks 4,642 2,311 49.78 2,041 88.32 1,057 45.74
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Native 
 minorities

Total 
number 
in HUN 

Total 
number in 
Budapest

BP%
question of 
nationality 

in BP

nat% 
 in BP

question 
of mother 
tongue in 
Budapest

mt% in 
BP

Poles 5,730 2,758 48.13 2252 81.65 1364 49.46

Romanians 35,641 8,480 23.79 6,189 72.98 2,798 33.00

Ruthenians 3,882 789 20.32 641 81.24 242 30.67

Serbs 10,038 2,552 25.42 1,778 69.67 1,088 42.63

Slovaks 35,208 3,257 9.25 2,581 79.24 835 25.64

Slovenes 2,820 2,71 9.61 206 76.01 87 32.10

Ukrainians 7,396 2,128 28.77 1,643 77.21 1,022 48.03

The question of nationality was important for ethnic groups in Buda-
pest with the results of at least 60% and even up to 94.44% (Armenians). 
However, less than half of all native national groups’ can use the language 
of their nationality as mother tongue (Table 3). More people use the lan-
guage when speaking with family, friends or relatives than those that gave 
it as their mother tongue. For example, half of the Greeks in Hungary lived 
in Budapest (49.78%); of those 2,041 people, 88.32% stated their nation-
ality as Greek, but only 45.74% gave Greek as their mother tongue, and 
53.66% are speaking the Greek language in everyday life.

The Gipsies was the most populous ethnic group in 2011 with 315,583 
people, but public opinion believe that their number is even higher. Re-
searchers of the Geographic Institute of University of Debrecen made a 
survey via telephone to collect real data about Gipsies from all Hungarian 
settlements a few years ago. Results show that their number more than three 
times higher than the official number according to the census (Pásztor–Pén-
zes 2016). Only 15% (47,389 people) of the Gipsies lived in the 18 county 
seats and in Budapest; and almost half of them (20,151 people, 42.5%) 
settled in the capital. Their segregation becomes more and more typical in 
some peripheral villages, mainly in North Hungary (Pásztor–Pén zes 2012, 
Virág 2016). It seems, Beás or Lovari as mother tongues are not so impor-
tant officially for Gipsies (or they do not speak these languages), e.g. only 
15% of them answered this question in Budapest.

According to the censuses of 2001 and 2011, the number of people 
who considered themselves as Slovaks rose from 17,693 to 29,647 (regard-
ing the question on nationality). Answering the mother tongue question, the 
number of Slovakian people decreased from 11,817 to 9,888. Among the 
Counties, Békés County had the largest Slovakian ethnic group with 8,877 
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people. The situation of Slovaks in Békéscsaba (where 2,513 inhabitants 
considered themselves members of the Slovak ethnic group) seems to be a 
typical example. 1,881 people defined their nationality as Slovakian; 1,133 
people use Slovakian when speaking with family or friends, but only 665 
people stated that Slovakian is their native language.

5. Ethnic minorities and their relationship with languages 
in county seats of Hungary. Germans in Hungarian county seats in 2011
Because of lack of space, we chose only the group of Germans to illustrate 
the results of the census on maps regarding language knowledge. If all 
respondents had answered all nationality questions (giving the same answer 
to [A] nationality, [B] mother tongue and the [C] language use when speaking 
with relatives) only the grey colour would have been used in the columns of 
the figure. If all members of the native ethnic minority group of Germans had 
answered only one question, the extent of columns would have been three 
times higher than the total number of the given ethnic group, and columns 
would consist of three different colours. Results shows that people answered 
not all questions, so the columns have mainly three different colours.
Figure 1 

Germans in county seats in 2011

Source: Own compilation, data based on the Hungarian Central Statistical Office
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Germans are the most populous ethnic minority group in Hungary 
among those, whose presence is continuous since the era of the Árpád-dy-
nasty. 120,344 Germans lived in Hungary in 2001; their number increased 
to 185,696 in 2011. 131,951 people defined their nationality as German, 
while only 22,455 people were using German as their mother tongue. 
55,781 Germans lived in 18 county seats and in Budapest (30%), but more 
than half of them lived in the capital (28,818 German people). 18,278 peo-
ple stated their nationality as German in Budapest; only 4,560 people used 
German as a native language, and 14,916 people used German during con-
versations with family, relatives or friends.

Pécs had the second largest German population with 6,565 people, 
81.9% of them (5,375 people) had German nationality, 1,737 people stated 
German as their mother tongue, and 2,987 local residents used it for con-
versation in everyday life. Comparing the data of the 18 county seats and 
Budapest, German as mother tongue is an important factor in Pécs and 
Szekszárd. It seems assimilation might be at an advanced stage in the other 
17 towns; the majority in these towns answered ‘German’ only to the third 
question, ‘language used when speaking to family, relatives or friends’, so 
they are probably bilingual. Figure 1

6. Final thoughts
The present situation raises many issues for the national minorities; here 
we determine some of them. Minority ethnic groups have two identities 
while 72% of them marked two languages (Tátrai 2014). Data of mother 
tongues show relatively low proportions among all ethnic groups. Final-
ly, not only the traditional denominations were named in 2011. Since 
every nation has a traditional religion, for example, the Slovenes, Croats 
and Polish people, and to some extent the Germans are Roman Catholics. 
The Slovaks are mostly Roman Catholics, but the Lutheran church is also 
typical among them. Serbs, Ukrainians, Bulgarians and partly the Roma-
nians are Orthodox Christian, while the other Romanians and Ruthenians 
are Greek Catholics. Armenians are ancient Catholics. Calvinism is typi-
cal only for Hungarians.

Surprisingly, among Bulgarians, only 10.62% were Orthodox Chris-
tian, but 29.05% were Roman Catholics and 9.44% were Calvinist. Among 
Greeks there were 14.56% Roman Catholics and around 200 people were 
Protestants (Calvinists: 3.6%, Lutherans: 0.88%). 800 Croatian people 
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admitted to be of Orthodox Christian (0.44%), Calvinist (2.03%) or Lu-
theran (0.47%) denomination. 56.23% of the Polish people were Roman 
Catholics, which is the traditional religion for them, but 17 respondents 
stated Orthodox Christian denomination (0.24%), 325 people were Calvin-
ists (4.64%) and 90 people were Lutheran (1.29%). Among the 185,696 
German people around 1,000 had an atypical religion (880 Greek Catho-
lics and 157 Orthodox Christians). Almost 12% of the Armenians were 
Protestants: 365 people as Calvinists (10.22%) and 57 local residents as 
Lutherans (1.6%). The most remarkable fact belongs to the Romanians 
because 28.43% of them were Roman Catholics (10,133 people), 24.69% 
were Calvinists (8,801 people) and 0.76% members were Lutheran (271 
people). 6.36% of the Rusyns belonged to the Protestant Churches. Among 
the Serbs, 36.25% of the total population in Hungary were Roman Catho-
lics (3,639 residents), their number was around two times higher than the 
number of Orthodox Christian people (1,987); 4.26% were Calvinists and 
69 people were of Lutheran denomination. 3.37% of the Slovaks belonged 
to the Calvinist Church. Slovenes were mostly Roman Catholic (78.3%), 
only several residents had an atypical religion. 21.55% of the Ukrainians 
belonged to the Roman Catholic Church and another 17.65% of them were 
of Calvinist religion. Non-traditional answers could have many reasons, 
from mixed marriages of the previous generations to converting to another 
faith. 99,256 married couple lived in Hungary, in which at least one person 
belonged to one of the native minority groups in 2001 (Tóth–Vékás, 2008). 
3,535 children were registered whose parents belonged to a different native 
minority group in 2001 (Tóth–Vékás, 2008)!
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