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The paper studies the changes concerning the ethnic structure of post-socialist Hungary. 
Based on the data of the 2011 census, the number of the non-Hungarian population has 
signicantly increased between 2001 and 2011 and so has had the number of those who 
refused to answer. Behind this phenomenon several reasons can be identied, like the 
methodical changes in the data collection of the census, migration and subjective factors. 
Regarding the methodology, double identication in three ethnic categories was allowed in 
the last census, which resulted in the growing number of respondents who claimed both 
Hungarian and minority identity. Meanwhile, migration (including cross-border residential 
mobility) from Romania, Ukraine, Serbia and Slovakia has changed the ethnic landscape. 
Beyond the above factors, subjective factors have also contributed in the changes. The 
present paper argues that the self-identication of some minority groups is related to the 
symbolic ethnicity and the double and hybrid identities, thus the results of the census cannot 
be interpreted merely by the assimilationist approach.
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Introduction

The ethnic composition of Hungary – based on census data – has signicantly 
changed between 2001 and 2011. The revealing picture seems to be surprising for 
the rst sight.  While the number and the rate of the Hungarians are diminishing, 
those of the minorities are – except one or two groups – increasing. These processes 
somewhat contradict the expected results as all the previous Hungarian analyses 
were reporting about an intensifying assimilation process. Furthermore there has 
been a homogenisation process in nearly all the nation states of the region, which 
was the dominant trend in Hungary as well.
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How is it possible then that the number of the minority population is growing, 
while literature reports about their linguistic and ethnic assimilation? If the data 
are analysed only supercially, more seemingly contradicting issues can be 
detected. How is it possible that in case of 63 settlements the proportion of the 
ethnic minorities is over 50%, and in case of 3138 settlements the proportion of the 
Hungarians is over 50%, when there are all together 3154 settlements in Hungary? 
And how come that after hundred years of nation building and ethnic homogenisa-
tion processes, the recent proportion of population with Hungarian native lan-
guage only slightly exceeds the values measured in 1880 in the present territory of 
Hungary?

The aim of this study is to provide answers for these questions phrased, of 
course, in a quasi-naive way. These questions highlight the main issues that have to 
be analysed in order to identify the changes taking place in the last decades. The 
analysis of these topics will hopefully provide the answer for the following ques-
tions: what kind of factors, what kind of processes and in what directions have been 
and will be forming the ethnic composition and the ethno-spatial pattern of 
Hungary.

Changes in the ethnic makeup of Hungary between 1990 and 2011 – 
from a statistical point of view

According to the last three censuses, the ethnic composition of Hungary has 
undergone signicant alterations in the last two decades, which, on the one hand, is 
a consequence of the changes regarding the number of members belonging to 
certain ethnic groups and, on the other, the modied data collection methodology 
of the census. If only the proportion of the Hungarians and the minorities is taken 
into consideration, the population, that earlier seemed to be ethnically homoge-
neous, today is characterised by ethnic diversity. 

While 271 thousand people (2.6% of the total population) out of the 10.4 million 
inhabitants of Hungary had ethnic background other than Hungarian in 1990, 
their number grew to 531 thousand (5.2%) by 2001, and according to the last 
census out of the 9.9 million people 769 thousand (7.7%) persons declerad non-
Hungarian ethnic afliation. Besides the declining number of the total population, 
the growing number of the minorities forecast that the number of persons claiming 
Hungarian ethnicity is diminishing. Speaking in numbers, while the 97.8% of the 
total population declared themselves to be Hungarian in 1990, this rate dropped 
back to 83.7% by 2011. However, this phenomenon is not due to the growth of the 
minorities but due to the nearly 1.5 million inhabitants (14.7%) who did not answer 
the questions of ethnic belonging. 

There are several reasons standing in the background of the above introduced 
changes. One of the most easily detected and most important reasons is the chang-
ing methodology of data acquisition. The 1990 and pre-1990 censuses intended to 
measure ethnic attachment by questions focusing on ethnicity and mother tongue. 
Answering the questions was compulsory and only one answer could be given for a 
question. This corresponds with the modern statistical imagination which has tried 
to describe cultural identity and people's ethnicity with one and only category 
(Anderson 1991. 166). This method, characterizing the whole region, stems from 

the ideology of the 19-20th century nation state, which, as to be able to exercise 
control more easily, categorise people (Kertzer and Arel 2002. 10). In the broader 
region ethnicity is thus considered to be not only a statistical category but an 
assigned status as well (Brubaker 1996). This routine was also one of the devices 
used by the rivalling nationalisms of the region: everybody had to decide to which 
group (or rather category) to belong to. As this choice determined the statistical 
size, the local and national demographics and thereby the local and national 
lobbyist skills of a given community and the power relations, the data of the census 
regarding the ethnicity is always rather seriously inuenced by the politics (Kertzer 
and Arel 2002).

The 2001 census underwent signicant changes compared to the previous 
practices. Besides the questions focusing on ethnicity and mother tongue, ques-
tions regarding the cultural attachment and the language used in communities of 
family and friendship were also asked. For each of the four questions three answers 
could be given. It was also an important innovation of the 2001 census that answer-
ing the questions of ethnicity and religious denomination was not compulsory. 

The 2011 census generally used the same method as ten years earlier, but at 
some points it differed from the previous one. Ethnicity gained a bigger attention, 
as this year two questions focused on this topic. Besides, the number of the possibly 
chosen answers was reduced from three to two, and the question about cultural 
attachment was removed from the census. Furthermore, the questionnaires could 
be lled in both online and on paper. The paper-based lling in could be carried 
out both with the help of ofcial interviewers, and also alone, which gave the 
complete freedom to undertake any identities.

After introducing the changes carried out in the methodology, the modication 
in the values of the above categories of ethnicity is presented (Table 1). The broad 
category of cultural attachment was the most popular among the minority popula-
tion in 2001. Most of the persons claimed to belong to an ethnic group via this 
category. Nearly as many persons declared to belong to an ethnic group based on 
their ethnicity, thus the second most often used category of self-identication 
turned out to be the category of ethnicity. The least persons belonged to any ethnic 
group based on their mother tongue. In all the categories used in the 2011 census 
the number of persons was increasing, although by rather diverse amounts. While 

Table 1. The number of persons belonging to minority ethnic groups and 
non-responding persons according to the census categories, 2001–2011 

 
Census categories 
concerning ethnic 

affiliation 

Number of persons 
belonging to minority ethnic 

groups 

Number of non-responding 
persons  

2001 2011 
Change 
(2001= 
100%) 

2001 2011 
Change 
(2001= 
100%) 

Ethnicity 357,274 603,455 168.9 570,537 1,455,883 255.2 

Mother tongue  179,961 188,616 104.8 541,106 1,443,840 266.8 

Used language 230,589 333,363 144.6 558,246 1,486,218 266.2 

Cultural attachment 360,871 .. .. 628,328 .. .. 

Nationality 532,439 768,735 144.4 524,103 1,398,731 266.9 

..= no data.  
Source: the author’s calculation based on the data of the 2001 and 2011 censuses (HCSO) 
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the rate of the growth in the category of 'ethnicity' reached nearly the 70%, this rate 
was around 45% in the category of 'used language' and only around 5% in the 
category of 'mother tongue'. As to see in details the signicant changes between 
2001 and 2011 presented above, it is necessary to look at how the number of 
minority population developed by ethnic groups and census categories (Table 2). 
Not only the number of persons belonging to any minority ethnic groups altered 
rather greatly in the examined period, but large differences are detected in the 
changes by ethnic groups. 

The main ethnic processes and their theoretical frameworks

After reviewing the above presented data there are more questions to be answered. 
What kinds of processes shape the ethnic pattern of Hungary? How can these 
changes be interpreted? What kind of causes and factors stand in the background 
of the processes varied by ethnic groups and census categories? To answer these 
questions, rst I take into consideration the possible inuencing issues, and then I 
analyze their applicability for interpreting the processes.

Three factors determine the modication of the size of any ethnic groups: the 
natural increase (the balance of birth and mortality), the net migration (the balance 
of emigration and immigration) and the changes in the ethnic self-identication 
called as subjective factors in the following. The phenomenon of not replying 
questions regarding ethnic afliation partly belongs to this latest category but due 
to its importance it is worth discussing it separately. 

  
Natural population change

Based on the 2011 census, except for the Roma, there is no signicant difference in 
the various indices of natural increase (e.g. in the number of live births for 100 
women) between the ethnic groups. Natural decline characterizes all the ethnic 
groups apart from the Roma community. In the background one can identify low 
birth rate and population ageing. Most minority groups, especially the bigger 
communities in whose reinforcement immigration plays a minor role, have older 
age structure and higher average age than the national average. The ageing of the 
minority native speakers is especially striking, which reects the intense linguistic 
assimilation of the young generations (Table 3). At the same time the change of the 
ageing index between 1990 and 2011 is not even, its uctuation detected in more 
groups indicates that the changing size of minority groups cannot be described 
simply as linear assimilation or ageing.    

Table 2. Changes in the number of persons belonging to the recognized and other 
main ethnic groups between 2001 and 2011 
 
Ethnic groups/ 
Nationalities 

Number by nationality Change (2001=100%) 

2001a 2011 Ethnicity 
Mother 
tongue 

Used 
language  

Nationality   

Hungarian  9,627,057 8,504,492 88 88 88 88 

Bulgarian 2,316 6,272 262 223 247 271 

Roma 205,720 315,583 163 112 115 153 

Greek 6,619 4,642 156 97 119 70 

Croatian  25,730 26,774 151 96 109 104 

Polish 5,144 7,001 193 118 143 136 

German 120,344 185,696 212 113 181 154 

Armenian 1,165 3,571 531 151 165 307 

Romanian 14,781 35,641 330 164 219 241 

Rusyn 2,079 3,882 303 90 106 187 

Serbian  7,350 10,038 189 109 136 137 

Slovakian  39,266 35,208 168 84 90 90 

Slovenian 4,832 2,820 79 54 56 58 

Ukrainian 7,393 7,396 111 69 72 100 

Arab 2,367 5,461 325 204 241 231 

Chinese 2,915 6,770 271 241 238 232 

Russian  5,512 13,337 264 227 260 242 

Other 77,662 95,143 77 60 149 123 

No answer 524,103 1,398,731 255 267 266 267 

All together 10,683,599 10,671,958 103 99 99 104 

Population 10,198,315 9,937,628 97 97 97 97 

a: in 2001 including  persons having cultural attachment.  
Source: the author’s calculation based on the data of the 2001 and 2011 censuses (HCSO) 

Table 3. The ageing index, the average age and the number of live births per 100 
women by ethnic groups between 1990 and 2011 
 

Ethnic 
groups/ 

Nationalities 

Ageing index Average 
age 

Number of live 
births per 100 

women 

by mother tongue by ethnicity by 
nationality 

by nationality 

1990 2001 2011 1990 2001 2011 2011 2001 2011 

Hungarian 91 127 171 94 132 175 41.5 153 150 

Bulgarian 463 420 248 .. 240 290 43.8 130 137 

Roma 14 21 27 11 12 14 26.3 239 233 

Greek 393 468 365 .. 222 149 39.8 108 117 

Croatian 375 458 604 297 298 365 47.3 154 154 

Polish 76 126 207 .. 108 218 42.7 134 131 

German 598 964 628 230 310 245 44.1 147 138 

Armenian 267 112 160 .. 165 341 44.0 128 138 

Romanian 235 271 233 156 209 173 41.3 142 139 

Rusyn .. 285 534 .. 227 342 45.7 145 162 

Serbian 435 243 290 370 214 186 41.2 123 121 

Slovakian 891 724 737 514 403 447 49.9 161 165 

Slovenian 399 445 969 281 336 510 49.5 171 177 

Ukrainian 320 157 244 .. 156 160 39.7 130 129 

No answer .. 54 106 .. 52 107 37.8 140 132 

Population  92 123 161 92 123 161 41.5 153 147 

..= no data.  
Source: the author’s calculation based on the data of the census 1990, 2001 and 2011 (HCSO) 
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The highest values of ageing index are interrelated with the declining size of 
certain ethnic groups (Slovenians and Slovaks) between 2001 and 2011. Though 
there is no big difference between the ethnic groups in the number of the live birth 
per 100 women, the minorities' ageing index is generally higher. In other words, 
although the number of children born by either Hungarian or non-Hungarian 
mothers is very similar, there are less children with minority attachment, which can 
be interpreted as a sign of assimilation. 

Researching assimilation from demographic point of view, Sándor Szilágyi 
distinguishes between the biological and the ethnic reproduction, as for example 
not all the Slovak mothers will have Slovak children (Szilágyi 2004. 178-179). Based 
on the demographic indices regarding the natural increase, a clear cleavage has 
emerged between the Roma and non-Roma people. The age structure of the Roma 
population is rather young; their average age is by 15 years lower than that of the 
total population. Based on these facts, it can be stated that the positive natural 
increase plays an important role in the growing number of the Roma population 
only. However, as it will be presented later, their growth is not only down to this 
factor.

Migration

The migration processes between 2001 and 2011 have signicantly contributed to 
the alteration of the ethnic pattern of Hungary. There are no solid statistics regard-
ing the size of this process; only approximate evaluation and indirect data are 
available. Based on the statistics, the examined period resulted in migration 
surplus in Hungary, meaning that more people moved into the country than 
moved out. Data concern mainly the arrivals, thus this paper focuses on them. 

In the last two decades, 45–80% of the foreigners residing legally in Hungary 
arrived from the neighbouring countries, and most of them (81% according to the 
2001 census) had Hungarian mother tongue (Gödri 2010). Based on the 2011 
census, immigration played a key role not only in Hungarians' demography, but it 
was one of the most important sources of the increasing non-Hungarian popula-
tion: primarily the Romanian, Slovakian, Serbian and German ethnic groups 
gained new members (Table 4). 

However, understanding migration's role in the transformation of ethnic 
makeup seems to be more complicated if we take into account that considerable 
proportion of the non-Hungarian population born abroad also self-identied as 
Hungarian. This may partly be explained with the high share of migrants with 
ethnic Hungarian background, but anyway, the phenomenon highlights that the 
ethnic groups' boundaries are becoming more blurred.

Migration has considerably contributed to the maintenance (e.g. Slovakians, 
Ukrainians) and growth (e.g. Romanians, Serbians, Germans) of some ethnic 
groups. However in case of the ethnic groups whose settlement pattern is rather 
dispersed (Bulgarians, Greeks, Polish, Armenians, Ukrainians) the number of 
persons born abroad is traditionally higher, which implies that many of the mem-
bers of these groups immigrated in the recent decades (Tóth and Vékás 2009; 
2013). Of course, in case of the newly immigrated communities non-recognized as 
traditional minority by law (e.g. Arabs, Chinese) immigration is obviously the main 
source of their increment. Migration has an essential effect not only on the ethnic 

pattern of the population but on the ethno-spatial structure as well. Tóth and 
Kincses analysed the preferences in residency choice of those who moved to 
Hungary between 2001 and 2008, nding out that there are three preferred 
regions: the central region that attracts the foreign citizens with its strong economy, 
the borders zones that have the advantage to be close to the areas of origin, and the 
third area, less important than the two mentioned earlier, around the lake Balaton, 
which becomes the new home of the pensioners arriving to Hungary mainly from 
Western-Europe (Tóth and Kincses 2010).

As the result of the migration processes in the last decades, nowadays the biggest 
communities of all the minorities, except the Slovenians, live in Budapest. The 
concentration of new immigrant groups in Budapest and its agglomeration zone is 
specically striking. An increasing number of people with Ukrainian, Romanian 
and Serbian background also live next to the main transport corridors between the 
borderland of their country of origin and the capital city (e.g. near the M3, M4, M5 
motorways and highways). Due to the internal economic migration processes, the 
minorities became increasingly urbanised. Nevertheless, the spatial pattern of the 
sizeable minorities has changed relatively little except the Romanians: while 2/3rd 
of them lived close to the Romanian border in 1990, nowadays only 1/3rd of them 
live there (and 40% in the central region) (Kocsis and Bottlik 2009). 

In general all the Hungarian ethnic groups, except for the Romas, have 
undergone a regional and local spatial deconcentration process since the collapse 
of the communism (Table 5.), and they are living in growing number off their 
traditional settlements – rst of all in Budapest and its agglomeration. As a contrast, 
in case of the Roma population exactly the opposite process can be observed. 
Becoming more and more marginalized and facing to rising unemployment 
during the market transition period, a growing number of them moved back to 
depopulating, peripheral, backward villages, which in some cases contributed to 
selective migration, ethnic change and rural ghettoization (Virág, 2006; Pásztor 

Table 4. The number, the proportion and the changing rates of persons born 
abroad regarding the national minority groups, 2001-2011 
 

Ethnic group 
Number by nationality   Foreign born Foreign born, % Change  

2001=100% 2001 2011 2001 2011 2001 2011 

Bulgarian 2,316 6,272 977 1,062 42.2 16.9 108.7 

Roma 205,720 315,583 932 1,490 0.5 0.5 159.9 

Greek 6,619 4,642 1,290 1,092 19.5 23.5 84.7 

Croatian 25,730 26,774 2,050 2,018 8.0 7.5 98.4 

Polish 5,144 7,001 2,162 2,303 42.0 32.9 106.5 

German 120,344 185,696 9,756 17,500 8.1 9.4 179.4 

Armenian 1,165 3,571 366 566 31.4 15.8 154.6 

Romanian 14,781 35,641 7,286 26,821 49.3 75.3 368.1 

Rusyn 2,079 3,882 1,081 1,000 52.0 25.8 92.5 

Serbian 7,350 10,038 2,808 5,087 38.2 50.7 181.2 

Slovakian 39,266 35,208 2,360 5,315 6.0 15.1 225.2 

Slovenian 4,832 2,820 307 194 6.4 6.9 63.2 

Ukrainian 7,393 7,396 3,668 6,021 49.6 81.4 164.1 

Source: Tóth and Vékás 2013. 1262. 
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and Pénzes 2012). Due to this process their local concentration grew mainly in the 
underdeveloped North-East Hungary and South-Transdanubia.

Cross-border residential mobility

In the last decade, beside the above described migration processes, a new, short-
distance form of international migration has appeared in Hungary, namely the 
cross-border residential mobility. As denied by Jagodič (2011. 60), “cross-border 
residential mobility involves the movements of people who decide to buy real estate 
and move to the other side of the border, while maintaining at the same time strong 
relations with their place of origin.” The cross border residential mobility usually 
means a daily basis commuting as well (e.g. job, school, shopping, use of services, 
visiting friends, etc.), thus migrants are present on both sides of the border, and use 
both sides of the border area. Due to the close ties with the place of origin, cross-
border residential mobility is mostly approached from the perspective of 
transnationalism (e.g. Strüver 2005, van Houtum and Gielis 2006, Jagodič 2011), 
while other scholars involve the theoretical framework of border studies to under-
stand the phenomenon (Balogh 2013).

In Hungary, this phenomenon is predominantly perceived in rural areas in the 
suburban zone of cities near the border, therefore Hungarian literature generally 
applies the term 'cross-border suburbanization' (e.g. Hardi 2012) which rather 
limit itself to urban sprawl across the state border (see Balogh 2013). For the 
development of the cross-border suburbanization the combination of several 
factors is needed: a city near to the border, free international movement, the easy 
transit across the border and, of course, the differing expenses at the two sides of 
the border (e.g. more favourable property prices in the rural settlements in the 
Hungarian side of the border) (Hardi 2012). In Hungary, such a constellation can 
be detected next to the Slovakian and Romanian borders. In the followings I will 
focus on these regions.

Up to today probably less than 10 thousand persons moved to Hungary to cross-
border suburbanisation zones. In case of the most visible and the most studied 
Bratislava agglomeration the estimations signicantly differ from each other and 

range from 2-3 thousands (Hardi 2012) to 5 thousand migrants (Slavík et al. 2011) 
resettled in Hungary. There is no exact information about the ethnic composition 
of the migrants, but presumably – due to the cultural proximity and the lack of 
language barriers – Hungarians may be overrepresented when compared to the 
ethnic structure of the city of origin. Nevertheless, it is expected that in case of the 
majority of the migrants “the identication with the nation of origin is still very 
high” (van Houtum and Gielis 2006. 196).

On the Slovak-Hungarian border zone Košice is another but less signicant 
example for cross-border suburbanization (Figure 1). On the Romanian-
Hungarian border the cross-border agglomeration of Oradea is considered to be 
the most important one. The Hungarian part of the agglomeration is situated 
around the small town of Biharkeresztes, where the most of the newly immigrated 
population is ethnic Hungarian (Lovas Kiss 2011), but numerous people declare 
themselves to be (also) Romanians in more than 10 – predominantly rural – 
localities (Nagy 2013. 46-47) (Figure 2). 

In this case the picture shown by the population census is more complex, as 
some of these villages are home for autochthon Romanian communities as well 
(e.g. Bedö, Körösszakál, Körösszegapáti). Although it can be presupposed that – 
due to the cultural similarity and the already existing Romanian institutions – the 
majority of the migrant Romanians settle down in these villages, the number of the 
Romanian population decreased by circa 100 persons in these localities, while it 
was increasing by 400 persons in the surrounding settlements between 2001 and 
2011. Thus the immigration of the Romanians and the assimilation of the 
autochthonous communities are going on simultaneously at this area. Besides 
Oradea, the most signicant cross-border suburban zone of the Romanian border 
zone, people also move to Hungary from Arad and Satu Mare. In case of the 
Hungarian part of the Arad agglomeration – similarly to the example of Oradea – 

Table 5. The distribution of selected ethnic groups among settlements with their 
various proportion within the population of the settlements in 1990 and 2011 (%) 

 

* 
Roma Croatian German Romanian Serbian Slovakian Slovenian 

1990 2011 1990 2011 1990 2011 1990 2011 1990 2011 1990 2011 1990 2011 

0–1 25.5 5.0 20.0 28.4 35.3 14.7 49.8 75.0 51.9 84.6 40.3 31.5 19.3 35.3 

1–5 33.0 32.2 5.9 24.7 19.4 39.2 8.5 11.3 21.0 12.6 14.6 18.2 12.6 2.1 

5–20 31.4 40.3 11.0 13.2 27.3 22.4 9.1 3.2 21.3 0.5 14.8 28.9 2.0 26.1 

20–50 9.4 19.0 21.6 16.8 15.8 21.9 15.2 4.6 0 0 30.3 20.4 9.9 7.1 

50–x 0.7 3.5 41.4 16.9 2.1 1.8 17.4 5.8 5.8 2.3 0 1.1 56.2 29.4 

** 112,9 308,9 13,6 23,5 30,6 131,9 10,6 26,3 2,9 7,2 10,2 29,6 1,9 2,3 

* Proportion within the total population of settlements (%) 
** All together (thousands persons)  
Source: the author’s calculation based on the data of the census1990, 2001 and 2011 (HCSO) 

Figure 1. The change in the proportion of Slovaks between 2001 and 2011 (% point)
Sources: the authors' edition, based on the data of the census (HCSO)
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Figure 1. The change in the proportion of Slovaks between 2001 and 2011 (% point)
Sources: the authors' edition, based on the data of the census (HCSO)



88 P.Tátrai     Transformations of the ethnic structure in Hungary       89

the area most affected by migration (Battonya, Dombegyháza, Lökösháza and 
Nagylak) and the area of the autochthon Romanians somewhat overlap each other. 
It is also true of this territory that the number of the Romanian population is 
growing, apart from the autochthon Romanian settlements. The population 
moving from Satu Mare was detected in 10 villages around Csengersima in a very 
low concentration. According to the census, the number of persons with Romanian 
ethnic background does not reach 200 people.  

On the whole, it is clear that immigration has a decisive role in the growth of 
some of the recognized ethnic groups (e.g. Romanian, Ukrainian, Slovak) and all of 
the new migrant communities.  Although only the minor part of the migration gain 
is realised via cross-border suburbanization, due to the novelty of this process it is 
worth introducing the phenomenon in details. Based on the statistical data, the 
ethnic groups' demography differs by subgroups: the analysis of the Romanians 
and Slovaks revealed that while immigration increases, assimilation reduces their 
number. Based on these, the present study argues that the ethnic groups in 
Hungary are far from being homogenous. They can be divided into those living on 
their traditional settlements, are better assimilated and declare themselves to be 
Hungarians as well, and into those who immigrated to Hungary lately, who are less 
assimilated and live off the given ethnic groups' traditional settlements.

Subjective Factors

From a demographic perspective, the change in the size of the ethnic groups is due 
to two kind of factors: the objective (natural reproduction, migration) and the 
subjective factors (the change in the (self-)identication and the decrease in the 
ethnic reproduction). Researching the transformation of the ethnic composition in 
Hungary and in the broad Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), these subjective 
elements are mostly analysed by applying the assimilation discourse. The recent 

change in the size of the minority ethnic groups in Hungary was also approached 
through the assimilation/dissimilation dichotomy by Ágnes Tóth and János Vékás 
attributing the growth of the minority groups mainly to dissimilation (Tóth and 
Vékás 2013). In the following it will be argued that applying other theoretical 
framework than assimilation is more protable for explaining the growing size of 
the non-Hungarian ethnic groups. The present paper also claims that the assimila-
tion theory can be also a relevant approach – but only for interpreting other 
phenomenon than the growth of minority ethnic groups.

Presupposing the theory that assimilation/dissimilation is the main source of the 
increase in the number of minorities appears to be false, since on the one hand the 
direction of assimilation mostly reects the power relations and the ethnic 
hierarchy and on the other hand the detailed census data (see below) and the 
everyday experiences contradict this hypothesis. At the same time, rival concepts 
such as hybridity, hybrid identities and double attachment describe some of the 
contemporary identity change processes better. The Hungarian case reveals that 
the declaration of double or multiple identity gained ground due to the changes in 
the census methods, and Homi Bhabha's (1994) theory of hybridity is suitable for 
describing these identity constructions.

Minorities in Hungary can thus be characterised by double and multiple ethnic 
attachments (e.g. Bindorffer 2001; Szarka 2003b, Kozma 2007, Homišinová 2008) 
and hybrid identities (e.g. Kovács 2002), which has been realised in the statistics 
from 2001 on. The extent of this phenomenon signicantly increased between 
2001 and 2011: while 36% of the non-Hungarians claimed more than one ethnicity 
in 2001, by 2011 their percentage grew to 72. Thus nearly ¾ part of the minorities 
self-declares to belong to two nationalities, and the minority identity is most often 
paired with the Hungarian one (Tóth and Vékás 2009. 8). In other words it means 
that the Hungarian identity is accompanied by a minority identity, as the predomi-
nant majority (around 80%) of the persons claiming double identity marked 
Hungarian to be their rst ethnicity (Kapitány 2013. 32). Due to the high propor-
tion of minorities having double attachment, it is not surprising that the territorial 
distribution of the population declaring more than one ethnicity partially overlaps 
with the territorial distribution of the most numerous minority ethnic groups 
(mainly the Slovaks, Germans and the Roma). Although almost the half of the 
hybrids lives in urban areas, their highest concentration can be found in the 
traditional rural settlements of the minorities (Figure 3). 

Applying the theory of the double attachment and the hybridity still do not 
explain completely why did the number of minorities increase in such an outstand-
ing way after the turn of the millennium, since the opportunities to declare multi-
ple ethnic afliation (in statistical sense) decreased between 2001 and 2011. Thus 
the present study argues that another approach, the theory of symbolic ethnicity 
introduced by Herbert Gans (1979) helps to answer the research questions. 
Symbolic ethnicity “proposes that ethnicity can survive without signicant social or 
cultural participation”, moreover it “proposes the rejection of or a departure from 
active ethnicity: from participation in ethnic groups and in ethnic culture. It 
hypothesizes a passive ethnicity, involving the temporary and periodic expression 
of feelings about or toward the ethnic group or culture through material and non-
material symbols.” What is even more important, symbolic ethnicity is “available to 
all who are embedded in the assimilation and acculturation processes.” (Gans 2008. 

Figure 2. The change in the proportion of Romanians between 2001 and 2011 (% point)
Sources: the authors' edition, based on the data of the census (HCSO)
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Figure 2. The change in the proportion of Romanians between 2001 and 2011 (% point)
Sources: the authors' edition, based on the data of the census (HCSO)
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123). Thus in case of symbolic ethnicity it is not necessary to know or practice the 
ethnic culture and language, or to use the ethnic minority institutions. Accordingly, 
symbolic ethnicity does not mean ethnic revival (Gans 1979. 1). 

In our view, the trend recorded in the censuses regarding the increasing 
number of minorities started in the 1990s is due to not only the changes in the 
methodology of the census, but also due to the symbolic ethnic identication – 
except in case of the Roma population. What is our concept based on? Partly on the 
fact that while the results of the various eldworks report about existing and 
continuous assimilation in case of all the non-Roma minorities (e.g. Bindorffer 
2001; Kozma 2007; Homišinová 2008; Bartha et al. 2013), the census data show 
increasing number of minoritites. On the other hand, the growing gap between the 
data on ethnicity and on mother tongue (Table 6) completely coincides with the 
theory of the symbolic ethnicity. 

The 2011 census data prove that language competency is not a precondition to 
belong to a certain ethnicity. While in the earlier decades the ethnic identity was 
mainly expressed through the 'mother tongue' category, this phenomenon, mainly 
due to the advanced assimilation, has been altered by today, and minority attach-
ment is represented through the rather subjective 'ethnicity' category (Szarka 
2003b. 414; Tóth and Vékás 2005. 148; Kozma 2007. 264). As the result of all these 
processes, the number of those who declared to belong to a minority ethnic group 
by all the categories has signicantly decreased (Table 6). Not only the above 
indices, but the size of most of the ethnic groups has also uctuated rather highly 
from census to census, which conrms the existence of the symbolic ethnic 
attachments in Hungary. This phenomenon is visible both on national and local 
level, but analyzing the latter one more spectecular cases emerge: some minorities 
have been multiplied in number or appeared out of the blue, and later their 
number may have decreased drastically without relevant migration process. 

Besides the hectic change in the number of the minority groups, their age 
structure is also characterized by signicant modications as seen in the past 
censuses (Table 3). Though the age structure of some of the main minority groups 
(e.g. Croats, Slovaks, Slovenians) reects the effects of intergenerational assimila-
tion, in other cases (e.g. Germans and the micro-minority communities) the ethnic 
identity of the young-middle generation often become stronger. After the turn of 
the millennium mostly urban regions were characterized by this 'rediscovery' of 
ethnic roots, which meant a signicant transformation compared to the past 
period, when the persons moving to cities got almost completely assimilated during 
a generation (Szarka 2003a. 296). 

Researching the Roma population reveals somewhat different patterns, 
although their data analysed on the local level showed the most visible changes. 
According to census results only the minor part (around 40%, though this rate is 
rather diverse in space and time) of the persons regarded to be Roma by the non-

Figure 3. The percentage of persons who declared to belong to two ethnicities, 2011 (%)
Sources: the authors' edition, based on the data of the census (HCSO)

Table 6. Changes in the MTE-index1 and the ethnic homogeneity index2 of the main 
ethnic groups 1980–2011 
 

Ethnic group 
MTE-index Ethnic homogeneity  index 

1980 1990 2001 2011 2001 2011 

Hungarian 99.4 100.8 101.4 101.1 96.4 96.4 

Bulgarian .. .. 95.7 81.5 27.5 16.8 

Roma 435.9 33.7 25.5 17.6 18.0 13.5 

Greek .. .. 76.6 47.8 21.8 28.7 

Croatian 147.4 129.5 91.9 58.2 33.9 39.4 

Polish .. .. 87.1 53.2 29.1 30.4 

German 276.1 121.7 54.4 29.0 15.2 14.1 

Armenian .. .. 47.4 13.5 14.8 7.2 

Romanian 114.3 81.3 106.1 52.7 28.2 21.9 

Rusyn .. .. 101.4 30.1 22.8 13.6 

Serbian 122.1 101.7 88.8 51.4 30.1 24.1 

Slovak 176.4 121.9 66.8 33.4 14.5 18.5 

Slovenian 181.5 136.1 105.1 72.2 40.3 44.1 

Ukrainian .. .. 96.4 60.1 42.7 20.8 

All recognized minority groups .. .. 43.2 26.7 19.3 16.2 

Arab .. .. 103.0 64.6 .. 37.2 

Chinese .. .. 106.1 94.6 .. 80.5 

Russian .. .. 139.1 119.6 .. 28.2 

Non-Hungarians all together 183.8 68.7 50.4 31.3 .. 17.1 

..= no data. Source: the author’s calculation based on the data of the census 1980, 1990, 

2001 and 2011 (HCSO) 

                                                           
�  The ‘MTE (Mother Tongue per Ethnicity)-index’ of an ethnic group is calculated as 
the number of the group members affiliated with ‘mother tongue’ category per 100 
group members affiliated with ‘ethnicity’ category.  
2 The ’homogeneity index’ of an ethnic group is calculated as the number of the group 
members affiliated with at least one census category per 100 group members affiliated 
with all the census categories. 
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Roma declares any kind of Roma attachment or identity. But in contrast with other 
minorities, this uctuation is to be examined mainly off the framework of symbolic 
ethnicity, primarily due to the diversity of Roma identity constructions and their 
stigmatized being. The currently intensifying Roma self-classication as Roma thus 
reects their increasing exclusion from the majority society.

In the above an attempt was made to underpin that the increasing number of 
minorities is to be interpreted in the frameworks of double attachment, hybridity 
and symbolic ethnicity rather than assimilation/dissimilation. Double attachment 
and hybridity explain the self-identication of the people who have both 
Hungarian and minority identities, are attached to both cultures, use the minority-
related institutions and attend minority events. The theory of symbolic ethnicity 
seems to be a useful approach in case of people who, as the result of assimilation 
processes, have primarily Hungarian ethnolinguistic afliation, but they keep tally 
on their minority roots as well, even though in their everyday life they are hardly or 
not at all in contact with the minority culture and institutions. 

However, both statistics and eld research proved that besides the above 
approaches assimilation is also a rather important factor nowadays, which still 
results in identity change of minorities. The data on the language use show the 
continuous linguistic assimilation of minorities and the ageing of the minority 
language users, while the ethnic data reect ethnic assimilation, mainly in the 
traditional settlement area of the minority ethnic groups (Figure 1 and 2). Focusing 
on the Hungarians, the assimilation hypothesis is strengthened by the slight 
increase in the rate of Hungarians (97.8%-98%) between the 2001 and 2011 census 
among those who declared any ethnic afliation (Kapitány 2013. 33). As a 
conclusion the present paper claims that in contemporary Hungary double 
attachment, hybridity, symbolic ethnicity and assimilation are simultaneously 
existing phenomena acting oppositely. 

Persons not declaring ethno-linguistic afliation

Starting with the 2001 census, it is not compulsory to provide answers for questions 
concerning ethno-linguistic afliation in Hungary. In 2001 only 541–629 thousand 
persons (5.3–6.2% of the population depending on the census category) took this 
opportunity, but their number signicantly increased by 2011, to 1443–1487 
thousand persons, which was the 14.5–15% of the population. This trend fully 
aligns with the regional tendencies, as for example 25% and 7% of the population in 
the Czech Republic and Slovakia did not reply to these questions as well. 

Károly Kocsis (2005. 9) presumed two main causes in the background of the 
undeclared ethnicity: the weakening of national consciousness and the diminishing 
importance of ethnic belonging. At the same time Balázs Kapitány (2013. 28–29), 
based on examples from the Carpathian Basin, highlighted another four possible 
factors inuencing this phenomenon: the hidden minority identity; the enumera-
tors' intentional sabotage of registrating some people afliated with certain 
minorities; the extensive mistrust of the census and supplying of data in general; 
and the diminishing willingness to answer these questions due to the self-
completion census questionnaires. Although all of the above mentioned factors 
could have a greater or lesser impact, in our view only the latest two factors could 
have a really signicant effect.

After examining the reasons, it is also a worth reviewing what is known about 
the group of persons who did not reply ethno-linguistic questions in 2011. Most of 
all, they are a rather heterogeneous group. Their geographical distribution is quite 
even, there is only a coherent area of small villages in North East Hungary charac-
terised by high willingness to respond. Relating to this, it can be concluded that 
generally the larger the settlement, the lower the proportion of non-responding 
residents: while in villages with less than 500 inhabitants only 8.7% of the residents 
did not answer, this value increase to 16.7% in cities with more than 100 thousand 
inhabitants. In contrast to the 2001 census, the local level data of the 2011 census 
does not reveal a strikingly high number of non-respondents in localities with high 
minority population. The age structure of the non-respondents is somewhat 
younger than that of the total population. Other differences along education, 
economic activity and employment do not seem relevant in this issue. On the 
whole, the non-respondents may be differentiated along two factors: the size of the 
settlements and the age of the respondents (thus young urban residents responded 
the least, and elderly persons living in small villages responded the most often), 
however the differences are not outstanding. 

Conclusions 

The interpretation of the ethnic processes taking place between the latest two 
censuses is a complex mission. Stating that the number of the minority afliated 
population has increased or decreased are both true, depending on the category 
taken into consideration or on the basis of the comparison (the total population, or 
the ones that give substantive responses). Thus it can be concluded that the ethnic 
self-classication of the minorities and the willingness to respond depend as much 
on the methodology of the census as on the actual social relations.

Analyzing the changes in the ethnic composition it is visible that the signicant 
part of the former tendencies, based of the 2001 census, has been continued. Out of 
these László Szarka (2003b. 414-416) highlighted four major points: the minority 
groups have increased in number; the role of the mother tongue and the ethnicity 
has been interchanged; the geographical distribution of the minority groups has 
changed signicantly (moving to cities, decreasing concentration); the role of 
assimilation and double attachments is simultaneously important. Based on the 
2011 census it can be concluded that these processes still go on, but some factors 
have gained bigger importance. Out of these factors the (international) migration 
plays the most important and growing role including one of its new forms, the 
cross-border suburbanisation. The second special character of the period between 
2001 and 2011 was that the number of persons with minority attachment was 
growing, even though several factors anticipated its decrease: (1) based on the eld 
research the examined period can be characterised with continuous assimilation; 
(2) the modications of the research methods used in census should have resulted 
in a diminishing number of ethnic minorities; (3) the migration gain of the minori-
ties and (4) the natural reproduction of the Roma was not so signicant that it 
would explain the growth. This contradiction can be resolved by the theory of 
symbolic ethnicity, which means that, in our view, the great majority of the persons 
who have minority afliation is not attached through mother tongue, culture or 
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use of institutions to a certain ethnic group, but only by their subjective declaration, 
therefore the growth seen in the statistical data should not labelled as 'ethnic 
rebirth'. Our supposition is underpinned by most of the statistical indices (e.g. the 
uctuation of the data, the growing gap between the data of 'mother tongue' and 
'ethnicity' categories). However, recent ethnic processes can not be solely inter-
preted by the theory of symbolic ethnicity. 

The present paper argues that on the one hand the number of persons with 
minority afliation is positively inuenced by the symbolic ethnic, double and 
hybrid identities, on the other it is decreased by the assimilation (in general to 
Hungarians). Regarding this issue, it should be stressed that the Roma population, 
increasing due to their positive natural reproduction and their intensifying self-
classication as Roma, differs nearly in all aspects from the other ethnic groups. By 
2011, the balance of the above factors manifested in signicant increase in the 
number of ethnic minorities compared to the previous periods.

Studying the ethnic processes pointed out the signicant differences or even 
cleavages within most of the ethnic groups. Hence it is essential to distinguish 
subgroups within ethnic groups: the rather assimilated communities living in their 
traditional settlement area and the newly immigrated, less assimilated communi-
ties living off their traditional land. These differences are manifested both in 
ethnic, language use and demographic data. Beyond the autohthonous-
allochthonous dichotomy there exist other cleavages within the ethnic groups. For 
example Judit Durst's research on Roma women's fertility revealed considerable 
differences. Even within the same settlement, different strategies were observed 
between Roma groups; some live in “traditional”, big family with many children, 
but some tend to follow non-Roma fertility patterns with only one or two children 
(Durst 2010). Taking into consideration all of these phenomena, it seems clear that 
the ethnic groups are not homogenous, unitary groups; furthermore the declara-
tion of double attachment in census stretches and blurs the ethnic boundaries even 
in statistical sense.

Thus, as a conclusion, this study revealed, what antropologists and sociologists 
(e.g. Barth 1969; Jenkins 1997; Brubaker 2002) have already emphasised, namely 
that people classied as part of a certain statistical group are characterized by 
heterogenous features. Accordingly, ethnic groups should not be reied “as if they 
were internally homogeneous, externally bounded groups, even unitary collective 
actors with common purposes” (Brubaker 2002. 164). Considering the above, it is 
worth rethinking also from statistical point of view the relationship between the 
ethnic groups and the categories associated with them.
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use of institutions to a certain ethnic group, but only by their subjective declaration, 
therefore the growth seen in the statistical data should not labelled as 'ethnic 
rebirth'. Our supposition is underpinned by most of the statistical indices (e.g. the 
uctuation of the data, the growing gap between the data of 'mother tongue' and 
'ethnicity' categories). However, recent ethnic processes can not be solely inter-
preted by the theory of symbolic ethnicity. 

The present paper argues that on the one hand the number of persons with 
minority afliation is positively inuenced by the symbolic ethnic, double and 
hybrid identities, on the other it is decreased by the assimilation (in general to 
Hungarians). Regarding this issue, it should be stressed that the Roma population, 
increasing due to their positive natural reproduction and their intensifying self-
classication as Roma, differs nearly in all aspects from the other ethnic groups. By 
2011, the balance of the above factors manifested in signicant increase in the 
number of ethnic minorities compared to the previous periods.

Studying the ethnic processes pointed out the signicant differences or even 
cleavages within most of the ethnic groups. Hence it is essential to distinguish 
subgroups within ethnic groups: the rather assimilated communities living in their 
traditional settlement area and the newly immigrated, less assimilated communi-
ties living off their traditional land. These differences are manifested both in 
ethnic, language use and demographic data. Beyond the autohthonous-
allochthonous dichotomy there exist other cleavages within the ethnic groups. For 
example Judit Durst's research on Roma women's fertility revealed considerable 
differences. Even within the same settlement, different strategies were observed 
between Roma groups; some live in “traditional”, big family with many children, 
but some tend to follow non-Roma fertility patterns with only one or two children 
(Durst 2010). Taking into consideration all of these phenomena, it seems clear that 
the ethnic groups are not homogenous, unitary groups; furthermore the declara-
tion of double attachment in census stretches and blurs the ethnic boundaries even 
in statistical sense.

Thus, as a conclusion, this study revealed, what antropologists and sociologists 
(e.g. Barth 1969; Jenkins 1997; Brubaker 2002) have already emphasised, namely 
that people classied as part of a certain statistical group are characterized by 
heterogenous features. Accordingly, ethnic groups should not be reied “as if they 
were internally homogeneous, externally bounded groups, even unitary collective 
actors with common purposes” (Brubaker 2002. 164). Considering the above, it is 
worth rethinking also from statistical point of view the relationship between the 
ethnic groups and the categories associated with them.
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