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Literary societies are in focus both of literary studies and social history.1 In particu-
lar, they played an important role in the modernization of Central Europe in the 
19th century. Becoming widespread in this era, they helped develop a democratic2 
political culture and disseminated literature to a wider audience. Hungarian histo-
riography has depicted this period as one of large-scale social segregation and a 
fragmented middle class which refused to have any contact with the bourgeoisie,34 
while Slovakian historians have emphasized the exclusion of Slovaks from elite 
society.5 Kassa (today Košice), which was then situated in northern Hungary and is 
now the largest city in eastern Slovakia, has, however, been recognized as a more 
complicated example that challenges these assumptions.6 For instance, the impor-
tance of local citizenry was preserved in the fi rst half of the 19th century, in contrary 
to other cities in Hungary.7 The purpose of this article is to examine the composition 
of the most prominent social club of the town to provide fresh insights into the 
social history of Kassa in this period, and the larger processes shaping urban life in 
Central Europe in the period before the First World War. In particular, this article 
argues that a culture of both pluralism and exclusion was evident in the membership 
of Kassa’s Kazinczy Circle, and that their affi  liations reveal a more complicated 
social network in the city, which both preserved communal solidarity during a peri-
od of rapid urbanization and encouraged the growth of modern democratic values.

Keywords: literary societies, Hungarian social history, 19th century history, middle 
class, Kazinczy Circle, modernization

What social exclusion in associations represents on a wider social scale

Kassa (today Košice) has always received signifi cant attention from historians 
and literary critics interested in its culture, history and social transformation. Its 
intellectual life, theatres, pluralistic ethos and multicultural population have con-
tinuously inspired researchers to explore the reasons for its distinctiveness. It 
became, for example, the European Capital of Culture in 2013, has the largest 
gothic cathedral in Central Europe and had an outstanding role in both Hungarian 



186 PÁL KOUDELA

and Slovak cultural history – for instance Bánk Bán,8 the famous Hungarian play 
with nationalistic overtones made its debut there in 1833, or we can mention that 
Sándor Márai was born in Kassa. In addition, the city has long been celebrated 
by historians for its tolerance and community cohesion.9 These virtues had ex-
tremely high importance both in the age of dualism, when Hungary was wrestling 
with its multi-ethnic character,10 and between the two world wars, when ethnic 
nationalism continued to shape the Czechoslovak Republic.

Rooted in the late middle ages, literary societies had been widespread in al-
most every town and city of Europe ever since the fi rst such circles appeared in 
Normandy and London. Late medieval companies and their successors special-
izing in literary culture were part of the European corporate tradition.11 From the 
second half of the 19th century onwards, civil society fl ourished in Europe and 
began to do so in Hungary, too.12 Hundreds of associations came into being in 
towns, counties and even on a national scale. Their activities were multifarious: 
diff erent covenants, leagues and societies dealt with advocacy, aiding and social 
care, health, social life, industrial and commercial life, education, the cultural 
sphere or even with politics and public aff airs. Cultural organizations formed a 
narrower group (public education associations, choirs, social circles, sports and 
tourist clubs, reading circles and educational societies), and started to spread at 
the beginning of the 19th century. This kind was, probably, the most widespread 
among associations, contributing to the institutionalisation of the non-advoca-
cy civic sphere. The construction of these societies was based on a wide social 
scale, and became inextricably interwoven with contemporary everyday life it-
self, having a benefi cial eff ect on complex social developmental processes. At the 
same time, their organisational structure (general assembly – committee – offi  cer 
corps) had the power to mediate a democratic political culture toward civic so-
ciety. In the case of Kassa, contemporary observers distinguished three types of 
societies: social, cultural and charitable.13 The key rules governing these associa-
tions were laid down in the regulation No. 1508/1875 of the Ministry of Interior, 
which refl ected the overall socio-political inequality of the system by discrimi-
nating against minority and workers’ organizations. For example, the cultivation 
of Slavic culture by the premier Slovak cultural organization, Matica slovenská, 
was condemned for promoting panslavism, and was banned by the Hungarian 
government in 1875.14

Voluntary associations had an important role in the development of Slovak so-
ciety. The formation of civil society went hand in hand with political, demograph-
ic and social developments. By 1918 there were several associations in northern 
Hungary, however, only some of them were Slovak, and their activities were 
rather informal, since they were strictly supervised.15 For this reason, examining 
the ways of exclusion aff ecting existing cultural societies, or particular groups 
within such societies, is extremely important. In this study we focus on Kassa 
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at the turn of the century – a local society which has been often characterized as 
rigid, fragmented, feudalistic and divided.16

Nevertheless, although civil society was beginning to emerge in northern Hun-
gary in the decades before 1918, the Kazinczy Circle was very active in striving 
to elevate Kassa’s cultural life to a higher standard and to enhance its reputation 
in Hungary. For example, the circle arranged for memorial plaques and invited 
nationally renowned personalities to visit or elected them as honorary members. 
This particular circle unveiled the memorial plaque to Ferenc Kazinczy in 1901,17 
elected the prominent writer Kálmán Mikszáth as an honorary member in 1909 
and another leading writer Zsigmond Móricz gave lectures to them in 1914.18 
They also represented the city on the national level, for example representatives 
of the circle attended various ceremonies both in Kassa and elsewhere in Hunga-
ry.19 This article focuses particularly on the circle’s ethos and the plurality of its 
membership. 

Literary societies, like many other associations in Hungary at this time, were 
usually affi  liated with an organisation, a university for instance, and as a conse-
quence their membership was limited accordingly. Many literary societies existed 
in other towns, like the Csokonai Circle in Debrecen (1890), the Dugonics Circle 
in Szeged (1892), the Szigligeti Circle in Nagyvárad (today Oradea) (1892), the 
Toldy Circle in Pozsony (today Bratislava) (1874), the Kölcsey Circle in Arad 
(today Arad in Romania) 1881, the Jókai Circle in Pápa (1892), the Franken-
burg Circle in Sopron (1877) or the Széchenyi Circle in Eperjes (today Prešov) 
(1878).20 In other cases, they functioned as elite social circles. While from an oc-
cupational point of view their composition was mixed, they were fundamentally 
recruited from the same social segments of the local societies. For example, the 
Literary Society of Washington, which was founded in 1874, had a membership 
that came from the elites of the city including the leading intellectuals of the 
contemporary United States, some of whom had also been the founding members 
of the Cosmos Club, an elite private society.21 It is also remarkable that this soci-
ety was founded in the American capital, which had a population at that time of 
131,000, but only consisted of 24 founding members, which increased to forty in 
the following years. (In addition, for its fi rst 110 years, the Cosmos Club did not 
permit women members.) Likewise, in 1888 in Berlin, with a population of one 
and half million, the Literarische Gesellschaft was founded by only 99 members. 
Similarly, in 1901 in Kassel, Germany, with a population of 100.000, a literary 
society was set up called Freie Feder. Its goals were similar to those of the Ka-
zinczy Circle: having been a gentlemen’s association it was created to support the 
dissemination of literature by promoting public readings. This group in Kassel 
was neither a professional association of interests nor did it serve economic pur-
poses. Members were amateur literary patrons, most of them public service em-
ployees, lawyers or teachers, however, based on their occupation, they defi nitely 
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belonged to the small intellectual elite of the city.22 (Unfortunately Wülfi ng does 
not mention the number of members.) In contrary, Kassa had only 22,000 inhab-
itants when its literary society was established in 1898 but it was founded by 197 
people, which soon rose to 201 including twelve female members. This fact also 
gives a special character to this elite society.

Regarding the multiple social divisions in Hungary during the age of dual-
ism – whether ethnic, religious fractures or the particular contrast between the 
state employed middle class and the capitalist bourgeoisie society (according to 
the distinction described earlier) – the development of civic society was a major 
factor in modernization, fostering social cohesion.23 Hungary – including today’s 
Slovakia that comprised the north of kingdom – had large numbers of minorities. 
Some of them, such as the Jews, became part of the middle classes, while others 
were excluded. Most importantly, the use of the Hungarian language was a means 
of integration but also assimilation that divided society in two. One important 
consequence was the lack of Slovak intellectuals.24 At the beginning of the First 
Czechoslovak Republic, to fi ll up the missing positions in offi  ces, schools and 
many offi  ces of governance (since in 1918 following the dismantling of the king-
dom, many offi  cials fl ed to rump Hungary) the new government had to recruit 
Czech employees.25 

On the other hand, the limitations on Slovak national and cultural activities in 
Hungary during the nineteenth century contributed to a new Slovak activism.26 
Andrei Radlinský collected signatures for the use of the Slovak language, and 
Jozef Miloslav Hurban drafted the Slovak National Memorandum. Because the 
offi  cial use of the Slovak language remained prohibited – especially at the high-
er levels of administration, where the senior administration was required to use 
Hungarian, while notaries frequently used Slovak, as did many priests –, leading 
personalities of the Slovak minority organized a national gathering in Turócszent-
márton (today Martin) on 6-7 June 1861. In front of an audience of 5.000, 
they proclaimed their political program, the Slovak National Memorandum, with 
great enthusiasm. As a result of the repression, Slovak national movements be-
came increasingly strong. The situation worsened with the language law adopted 
by Count Albert Apponyi in 1907 which incentivized even independent schools 
to reduce their Slovak language teaching. In the period until the fi rst world war 
tension between Slovak and Hungarian ethnicities was fueled by occasional bru-
tality and judicial repression.27

During the last decades before the First World War a large amount of miscom-
prehension aggravated the situation. The partial exclusion of Slovaks from the 
process of modernization – i.e. the growing importance of the middle classes – 
also reinforced ethnic divisions. The larger purpose of this article is to reassess 
these social dynamics by appraising a prominent literary society. To create a more 
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accurate picture about the importance of the Kazinczy Circle and other similar 
societies, to describe their activities, events and inner structure is not enough; the 
exact composition of its membership also needs to be carefully examined. We 
need to explore to what extent this was a genuinely open and integrating society, 
and to what extent distinct social groups were forged together by their common 
interest in cultural issues. 

The activity of societies in Slovakia in the period before 1918 is described in 
detail in the compilation Cultural and Educational Work in Slovakia in 1901-
1918, edited by Michal Potemra.28 Elena Mannová focuses her research primarily 
on the social history of voluntary associations in the 19th and 20th centuries. In 
her dissertation, entitled Societies and Their Place in the Life of Society in Slo-
vakia in the 19th and 20th Centuries, she devotes her attention to the genesis and 
development of the associations scene from the beginning of the 19th century to 
the mid-20th century. In numerous published studies she monitors the impact of 
political changes on the life of the society, but without closer specifi cation of the 
activities of associations.29

Town and region

Kassa was the second largest city in northern Hungary during the Habsburg Mon-
archy and has preserved this position in present-day Slovakia. The municipality 
and the surrounding region developed in a specifi c way both in terms of the econo-
my, policy and society, particularly since the country split into three parts in 1541. 
In the early modern period, however, progress came to a standstill,30 and a long 
period of stagnation began, while certain archaic conditions persisted until the 
beginning of the 20th century. As a consequence of this specifi c development, an 
exceptional role and signifi cance is regularly attributed to the town. Kassa became 
a royal free city in 1347 (some rights, like the free election of priests and judges, 
were already guaranteed in 1249 by Béla IV) and received numerous privileges 
thenceforward: for example, tax exemptions and the right of stopping goods in 
transit were granted by Louis I of Hungary, Sigismund and Matthias I.31 Most 
towns and cities in Upper Hungary sustained their status in a functional sense 
throughout the 18th century, preserved their original privileges or even received 
newer ones – e.g. mining towns were rewarded because of their important role in 
the economy, while Kassa also retained its privileged position.32 After the revolu-
tion of 1848, the reform of civil administration and improvements in the manufac-
turing industry fostered urban development and embourgeoisement. Nevertheless, 
municipalities remained small towns in Upper Hungary until the beginning of the 
20th century, or even declined, while their functional structure ossifi ed.
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This region certainly developed more slowly than other parts of the country. 
The entrepreneurial bourgeoisie had a much smaller role in the economy com-
pared to the role that this social group had played in the eighteenth century. The 
overall composition of the population also continued to be dominated by arti-
sans, winegrowers, landowners and intellectuals, as had been the case since the 
medieval period. Kassa’s situation was, however, unusual because it was both 
a religious and cultural centre and a centre of the government administration.33 
In northern Hungary, however, the smallest market towns gained and preserved 
numerous privileges,34 but these rights had become by the nineteenth century 
a source of prestige rather than providing real economic or social advantages. 
Pozsony (Bratislava) was the one obvious success story in the region. Due to its 
closeness to and economic relations with Vienna, Pozsony, a former capital of 
Hungary, developed faster than any other urban centre in northern Hungary and 
gradually detached itself from the lagging Upper Hungary region. 

Nevertheless, there are other reasons why Kassa was assumed to be the ideal 
place for research. Besides its medium size there are characteristics which set 
it apart from other towns in the region. First, its level of development distin-
guished it from surrounding Abaúj-Torna County. Kassa was an isolated centre 
of modernization, as the county’s development signifi cantly lagged behind the 
city, as well as behind the average of the wider region.35 On the other hand, we 
fi nd a more complex causation system. The eighteen counties of Upper Hun-
gary can be divided into well-defi ned sub regions before 1918 with regards to 
historical, cultural and economic considerations, as well as the diff erences in 
ethnic composition. All of these aspects infl uenced the behaviour, values and 
manners of the people living there and interacting with each other. The ethos 
of the western territories was fairly unique: Pozsony and Nagyszombat (Trna-
va) could be characterized by a peaceful, constructive, bourgeois idyll, which 
was rather similar to some particular areas of Germany. The northern counties, 
Árva, Trencsén and Túróc were distinctive, having been a longstanding centre of 
Slovak cultural life and were dominated by a rural population. Much of Szepes 
County was, however, distinct and isolated because the inhabitants – referred 
to as ‘cipszer’ after the borough’s German name, Zips – preserved their charac-
teristic, self-contained culture, German language and independent legal system 
until the eighteenth century. Although towns in this area fl ourished commercial-
ly, as a result of their distinct culture, they were never integrated into the wider 
regional economy.

In contrast, Sáros County was under Polish and Hungarian infl uence, inhab-
itants, despite being largely settled in towns, still lived like the gentry, while the 
mining towns further west also retained their own distinct culture. Kassa and the 
whole of Abaúj County were also unique compared to all of the other sub-regions 
of northern Hungary, as this was a particularly heterogeneous area. Kassa was 
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neither simply German, nor Hungarian, neither predominantly bourgeois (capi-
talist) or dominated by the middle classes (state offi  cials). It can be characterized 
by the diligent work of the German ‘Bürgertum’, as well as by fervent Hungarian 
patriotism. In the surroundings of Kassa there were German settlements (e.g. 
Mecenzéf/Metzenseifen, Stósz/Stooß – today Medzev and Štós) but also Slo-
vak-speaking villages whose inhabitants gradually moved to Kassa, enriching the 
city with their own Slovak culture.

Coexistence therefore had a longstanding tradition in Kassa. As a consequence, 
culture was more multifarious, and more pluralistic. Germans, Slovaks, Rusyns 
and Hungarians lived in this town together with a reasonably large Jewish com-
munity.36 As Pál Szvatkó observed, ‘Vienna’s attraction cannot be felt, contrary to 
Pozsony, and Budapest’s infl uence was rather new-fangled. The citizens of Kas-
sa, of whom many became Hungarian only a couple of decades earlier, inherited 
their tenacity and collective feelings from Saxons, gained their enthusiasm from 
Hungarians, and obtained a soft mediocrity of forms and some frivolity from the 
Slavs.’37 

Multicultural society can facilitate the development of urban modernity, es-
pecially the transformation from early modern civic values. A typical element of 
this transformation was the process by which the citizenry of privileged towns 
became a capitalist bourgeoisie. Many towns, through institutions such as the 
guilds, had been at pains to exclude newcomers and preserved a greater degree of 
homogeneity as a consequence. Such retrograde behaviour of the ‘old’ citizenry 
conserved their value system. In a more heterogeneous society the acceptance of 
a new bourgeoisie was easier. However, diff erences in the development of towns 
cannot be attributed merely to diff erences between ‘old’ and ‘new’ civic values: 
both of them emphasized performance-based work, diligence, dutifulness, and 
honoured knowledge. The belief that good quality in work ensured the future 
of children through education and the family’s well-being, was characteristic of 
urban settlements throughout northern Hungary.38 Kassa conformed to elements 
of both the older and newer civic culture that it preserved, as it benefi tted from 
a certain degree of modernism and economic progress, but also retained a more 
archaic middle-class based social structure.

A good example of the unique identity that developed in Kassa, and the local 
patriotism that existed there, is revealed by an old man, who was interviewed by 
Éva Kovács after 1945. He declared, ‘I’m not Hungarian, because otherwise they 
would have deported me, and I’m not Slovak, because then I would also have 
been deported. If I was Jew, Israel would be my place – what else could I be but 
a Kassa man?’39 Middle class society was more plural in Kassa at the turn of the 
century than in similar sized towns in other regions of Hungary; diff erent groups 
within the middle class were less segregated and separated. This hypothesis is 
best verifi ed by examining their social networks.
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The middle class

As István Weis has observed about Hungarian society, ‘the middle class is the 
most diffi  cult to defi ne or elaborate of all social strata’.40 It is thus most important 
to defi ne the central concept of the inquiry: the middle class. In England, along-
side the two dominant characteristics – the scale of owned property and the extent 
of access to power41  – denominational and especially educational background 
became infl uential features ascribed to the middle class.42 Derived from French 
and Italian micro-history, a sociological approach is also relevant. To defi ne the 
nineteenth century middle class properly, the identifi cation of the diff erent oc-
cupational groups is a very important aspect. We can more easily explore social 
fragmentation by distinguishing between the narrow social groups that combined 
to make up the middle class.43 This analytical approach reveals the integrity of 
middle-class society, and reveals the role of urban institutions and lifestyles in 
addition to economic characteristics. Although including civic values in the defi -
nition of the middle class is important, especially its critical role in fostering 
modernization, particular lifestyles can also be considered as a consequence of 
the quality of life and a representation of one’s social position.

To interpret middle-class structures in Central Europe, the traditional model 
of industrialization and its core idea that the importance of craftsmen, artisans 
and small entrepreneurs was diminished by the expansion of large companies, 
cannot be applied.44 It would also be misleading to interpret the emergence of the 
middle classes in this region to the rise of service occupations, which characterize 
post-industrial societies. In contrast to Western European societies, industrializa-
tion was not the most important determining factor in Central Europe in the 19th 
century. Central Europe accordingly needs alternative interpretational approach-
es, for example by analysing contemporary societies through specifi c local com-
munities and associations. This article, therefore, applies the fl exible approach 
advocated by Ferenc Erdei45. Erdei found that Hungarian society was divided into 
two distinct groups: one composed of artisans and businessmen all the way up to 
the wealthy capitalists (this is what we shall refer to as the bourgeoisie), and an-
other composed of state offi  cials and landowners (referred to as the middle class). 
During the communist period, a distinction continued to be drawn by historians 
between the ‘noble order’ and the Jewish bourgeoisie, and since the 1970s this 
has been used in most cases in accordance with Erdei’s concept. Szekfű’s own 
work did not focus on the Jewish bourgeoisie,46 but he did argue that the Hun-
garian population outside the capital city lived in isolated groups, and noble and 
non-noble society did not interact.

Among Slovak historians47 it seems clear that there is no widely accepted defi -
nition of the middle class. The issue of studying the aforementioned component 
of the population, whether in terms of its existence as a social group in the social-
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ly diff erentiated community of the city, or from the aspect of the bourgeois way 
of life (culture, norms and values, traditions and so on), has been circumvented 
in the past by social scientists in Slovakia. Over the past fi fty years, these disci-
plines have focused on the study of history, the way of life and the traditions of 
the working classes of rural and working-class communities. The subject of re-
search was related to the ideological demands of the time and the need to explore 
those social communities that exhibited national or folk traditions.48 After 1989, 
social scientists in Slovakia focused on the middle class from the perspective of 
modernization, nationalism or civil society. In the late 1990s, interdisciplinary 
projects were developed involving sociologists, ethnologists, historians, literary 
scientists and political scientists – in particular Bourgeoisie and Civil Society in 
Slovakia 1900–1989 edited by Elena Mannova in 199849  which outlines a wide 
range of sub-issues related to the life of this component of the population.

The original ‘bene possessionati’ lower nobility’s transformation into the gen-
try, later into the middle class and fi nally into professional intellectuals50 over 
generations was discussed in István Bibó’s analysis of the survival of archaism. 
This concept, however, cannot be confi rmed genealogically. The gentry middle 
class was largely composed of public offi  cials at the turn of the century, how-
ever, three quarters of them didn’t have noble ancestry,51 and in the Horthy era 
the proportion of nobles in these middle class positions further decreased. Some 
kind of feudalistic exclusiveness, nevertheless, characterised this strata: the high-
born core of the occupational group made entry almost impossible for retailers 
and other members of the petite bourgeoisie, including those whose incomes had 
increased signifi cantly. (Bibó, for example, still complained about this phenom-
enon in the 1940s.) The gentry segment of the middle class is, therefore, excep-
tionally important due to its infl uence on broader society.

A more persuasive starting point for defi ning the middle class in Kassa is the 
work of Gábor Gyáni.52 Middle class and bourgeoisie dimensions are separated 
in his scheme – following the original insight by Erdei – but a third element is 
added: that of non-public or market-oriented intellectuals. Although Gyáni’s defi -
nitions were initially applied to Hungary in the era between the two world wars, 
the aspects he highlighted also perfectly fi t the political-social environment at the 
turn of the century. Indeed, the fundamentals of Hungarian society in the 1920s 
and 1930s were rooted in the former Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy.

Nevertheless, the most detailed analysis of the middle classes can be found 
in Gyáni’s argumentation. Gyáni builds on earlier research on artisans, primar-
ily skilled manual self-employed individuals and provides a framework for un-
derstanding this class. These jobs were still important in the fi rst half of the 19th 
century. By mid-century, however, research has emphasized the growth of small-
scale capitalism and the spread of retail.53 Along with them clerical, technical, and 
managerial workers entered the middle class in the late 19th century and early 20th 
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century.54 At the same time the exclusion of the petite bourgeoisie business own-
ers from the middle classes became prevalent in historiography.55 In contrast, this 
article argued that the middle class was a remarkably heterogeneous social group 
which is best analysed through empirical evidence instead of a deductive model.

Gábor Gyáni has provided a sophisticated, versatile and diversifi ed portrayal 
of the middle class of this period. For example, he observes that civil servants 
– the fi rst branch in his classifi cation – cannot be considered in the same social 
class as even the lowest rank of the nobility (the gentry). Housing statistics con-
fi rm that the three-bedroom minimum requirement to belong to the middle class 
was not widespread enough. This prerequisite was explicitly articulated during 
the last decades of the 19th century in published guides written for the middle 
classes. These handbooks provided advice on everyday life in Budapest and for-
mulated social expectations.56 One of them was the minimum size of apartments 
even though this expectation was not always matched by actual living conditions. 
At the same time, identity as determined by public employment was weakening, 
due to the dilution of this social group’s prestige by the growing participation of 
women in traditional middle class jobs and the decreasing number of nobles in 
these positions.57 

The concept of the bourgeoisie, the second branch according to Gyáni’s divi-
sion, consisted of middle-scale traders, artisans and private offi  cials. In addition, 
when describing social groups religious affi  liation had a special role, especially 
as regards Hungary’s Jewish communities which were mostly urbanized, but also 
isolated and excluded from other parts of middle class society. This duality ap-
pears in most analyses produced both in the period and today, and was already 
described in Szekfű’s previously mentioned monograph, also cited by Gyáni.58 
Applying both income and the number of employees as criteria is rather diffi  cult 
in the light of the vast diff erences between the dominant capital city, Budapest, 
and other, much smaller towns of the era. In the case of either traders or private 
offi  cials, similar incomes could provide a very diff erent fi nancial situation and 
lifestyle in a small town of the countryside compared to Budapest. This was in 
contrast to public offi  cials for whom such diff erences were, in some ways, com-
pensated by the state. In Budapest a branch manager of a bank, for example, 
hardly belonged to the middle class, while in a tiny municipality he was defi nitely 
a member of this class.

The third branch of the middle classes in Hungary in this period, in Gyáni’s 
model, was comprised of intellectuals with university or college degrees, who 
were not employed by the state. Lawyers, doctors, pharmacists, journalists, artist 
and actors can thus be described as market-oriented professionals. There was a 
gradual increase in the size of this group during the second half of the nineteenth 
and the fi rst half of the twentieth centuries. Many drifted to such careers after 
fi nding it diffi  cult to compete for positions in the already overcrowded nation-
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al and local government institutions. This stratum was also heterogeneous and 
sharply divided by religious affi  liation.

In summary, the middle class in late nineteenth century Hungary was remark-
ably heterogeneous, undergoing a process of complicated transformation, and is 
exceptionally diffi  cult to defi ne. Moreover, in specifi c cases such as Kassa, a local 
ethos also infl uenced the membership of the middle class in this city. We will, 
therefore, use the term ‘middle class’ to defi ne a status group rather than a class 
structure that conforms to the Weberian social structure, where classes and status 
groups are distinct albeit overlapping categories within society, and social esteem 
is indicated more clearly by privileges based on manners, formal training and the 
prestige of professions and ancestry.59 

Finally, we have to mention that the distinction drawn between the ‘old’ cit-
izenry, based upon its legal status, and the new heterogeneous bourgeoisie is a 
new phenomenon in Hungarian historiography. Traditionally the two terms were 
considered synonymous, while, at the same time, discontinuities between the old 
and the new bourgeoisie were emphasized. According to Vera Bácskai there were 
several reasons for this confusion: on the one hand, most of the historians concen-
trated on the upper middle classes, which included only a few former members of 
the urban population in the 19th century. On the other hand, the ‘foreign’ origins 
(mostly German and Jewish) of the urban population meant that they were not 
properly interpreted as part of the changing middle classes but were instead de-
scribed as simply alien.60 In addition, comparisons with Western Europe led to the 
Hungarian middle class being unfairly considered as archaic. 

Kassa’s social complex in the 19th century

The social structure of Kassa’s population, therefore, did not change fundamentally 
until 1918, and could hardly be characterized by modern class structures. Its inhab-
itants’ position in society was determined by the specifi c prestige of their occupa-
tion and income, an attitude that can be traced back to the occupational composition 
and social architecture before 1848, when citizenship in Hungarian towns had been 
a distinct legal category. Namely, the burghers of Kassa were a social group which 
actually existed in legal terms before 1848, to which benefi ts and privileges were 
connected. In that period burghers enjoyed collective advantages of tax exemption, 
the storing of goods and many other advantages. Indeed, even a nobleman consid-
ered it worthwhile to be entitled to the status of burgher, even if he enjoyed other 
privileges. In the fi rst half of the 19th century Kassa was not one of the declining 
(mining) towns of northern Hungary. While, for instance, in Selmecbánya61 (Ban-
ská Štiavnica) less and less silver was mined, Kassa remained the unoffi  cial capital 
of the region according to Pál Magda and Elek Fényes,62 and foreign travellers had 
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the same view.63 Kassa was regarded as pleasant, its shops and citizens were seen as 
rich, its aesthetic quality and the large numbers of administrative and cultural build-
ings were often emphasized. The town was exceptionally suitable for a bourgeois 
lifestyle: it had a vivid theatre life, casinos, coff ee houses and promenades – and 
thus Kassa rivalled Buda and Pest regarding its social life.64 During the Reform Era 
Kassa was ranked as the fourth most important city in the national rankings.65

After the 1848 revolution, and the abolition of feudalism its privileges were 
ended and a more consistent and democratic situation developed. The benefi ts and 
disadvantages of urban life aff ected all of its inhabitants equally. Nevertheless, a 
social group or unit very similar in composition to the former burghers of Kassa 
before the Revolution, endured in this period. Many merchants and offi  cials count-
ed as ‘real burghers’; furthermore, noblemen also identifi ed themselves as part of 
this group. Nevertheless, not every merchant or offi  cial became a member of this 
social core, as such identifi cation was not derived merely from one’s occupation. 
Both before and after 1848, civil status was dependent not only on a person’s eco-
nomical and offi  cial importance, and gaining such a status depended not only on 
fi nancial and legal prerequisites. In addition, the highly elusive aspect of prestige 
was a key factor in determining membership in Kassa’s social elite, for example, 
participation in civil organizations and the place of residence also played a signif-
icant role. A merchant deserved an entitled position partly due to the rate of his 
income and partly due to the nature of his activity, namely how far it was appreci-
ated by the local community. Occupations carried an attributed quality, based both 
on traditional local values, as well as on fi nancial or legal advantages.

Offi  cially, the number of burghers in Kassa was 637 in 1842, only 5.7% of the 
whole population of the town; they were teachers, lawyers, retailers, merchants, 
traders, as well as counts66 such as, for instance, Tivadar Csáky, Ferenc Dessewff y 
and Manó Péchy.67 It was not only a legal category, but a tight relationship too, as 
their economic conditions were similar (according to the amount of tax they paid), 
and their connections to the town were multifaceted and far stronger than their 
fellow inhabitants’. According to the local regulations and statutes, only they could 
fulfi l municipal positions, they could represent the city at special events, they had 
the right to trade, operate local business and guilds,68 and only they had the wealth 
to support (and enjoy) cultural life. In the fi rst half of the nineteenth century, be-
coming a burgher was about joining a local elite rather than a practical question. 
Kassa was diff erent to Pest in terms of the surviving traditional order, and local 
patriotism was more intense. (In other parts of Hungary the importance of local 
citizenry decreased and the role of their civic code became eroded.69) It happened 
partly because of the much smaller population of Kassa, compared to Hungary’s 
capital, and consequently the smaller size of is social elite. This is not, however, 
the only explanation for this phenomenon. It was also the result of the fact that in 
Kassa modernization, or more narrowly embourgeoisement, happened within the 
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framework of a specifi c feudal social order, which was structurally preserved while 
also being reorganized from within.70 Social networks did not change even after 
feudalism was formally swept away. For example, the membership of local free-
masonry lodges remained the same throughout the nineteenth century, with pro-
fessors, physicians, solicitors, some county noblemen and even retailers working 
together. Prominent personalities such as count Lajos Török and Ferenc Kazinczy 
also became members of the lodges in order to participate in this social elite.71

Even after 1848 a person’s origins continued to matter. The ‘real burghers’ of 
Kassa derived their membership in this category from their grandparents who 
had earned this privilege, but they also had to earn the right to maintain this sta-
tus. Charitable bequests and membership in civil organizations which they them-
selves established were also required. Kassa had 57 associations at the end of 
the 19th century: 19 social associations, 15 public educational associations aimed 
at literature, arts, sciences, and self-education, and 23 charitable associations.72 
During the second half of the 19th century, however, Slovaks had no associations 
at all of their own yet.73

The Kazinczy Circle, founded in 1898,74 was the 58th association to be estab-
lished in Kassa. Among its 41 managerial and council members between 1916 
and 1919 were 18 teachers, 7 church dignitaries and pastors, 11 state or municipal 
offi  cials, archive or museum directors, 3 private offi  cials and lawyers, as well 
as 2 retailers.75 If we include full and supporting members of the society we ob-
tain a more mixed picture. For example, from the list of council members, Ignác 
Czigler was a history and geography teacher in the State Upper and Finishing 
School, who – after 34 years of service – earned 4400 crowns76 annually and a 
sum of 1200 crowns was awarded to him as a pension.77 At the same time Engel-
bert Mázy – another council member in the circle –, who was the chief executive 
of the school board of Kassa, earned 12 000 crowns annually;78 while another 
member of the circle Géza Grosschmid79, one of the most successful lawyers in 
contemporary Kassa, was even more prosperous.

It is useful to compare the membership of the Kazinczy Circle to a similar 
association in Kassa, the First Hungarian Choral Club of Kassa (Kassai Első 
Magyar Dalegylet), established in 1867. Its founders included a senior offi  cial 
at the Mortgage Bank of Kassa (Kassai Jelzálogbank), a choirmaster, a forensic 
clerk, a fi nancial offi  cial, the deputy city notary, a lawyer, a teacher from a public 
elementary school, a city bailiff , a factory offi  cial and count Albin Csáky.80 Kas-
sa is certainly not unique in showing that older social networks survived in the 
new associations. In the wider region other municipalities preserved similar pat-
terns,81 however, Kassa’s exceptional economic and cultural position exemplifi es 
the diversity of these older social networks. Retailer and innkeeper sung together 
with landed gentlemen, private and state offi  cials or intellectuals. Similar social 
patterns can also be recognized in the spatial order. For example, an analysis of 
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the names and occupations of house owners or even residents in Main, Mészáros 
or Kovács streets in the city centre and a comparison with dwellers living on the 
outskirts indicates that even in its spatial geography Kassa retained its pre-indus-
trial social divisions during a period of rapid urbanization in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, and the turn of the century. For example, 75.4% of the 183 
teachers lived in the historical centre of the city in 1906. Teachers were surely 
members of the middle class, but still unaff ected by the emerging urban sprawl in 
Kassa – both them and the Ring preserved its earlier symbolic value.82

Sociologist Ján Pašiak characterizes the bourgeoisie through categories such 
as ownership, education, living standard and cultural level, some forms of so-
cial contacts and the resulting urban lifestyle.83 Another distinctive feature is the 
lifestyle that distinguishes the group from the rest of the city’s population: the 
location of a house in the city center along with a certain type of architecture, 
stylishly furnished spacious interiors, sanitary facilities, electricity, water and so 
on.84 In cities like Kassa geographic zones had an exceptional role, especially in 
relation to habitus and class, defi ned by Bourdieu as social spaces.85 Local insti-
tutions reproduced this local ethos, where institutions refl ect not just educational 
or legal distinctions, but also material and communal symbols and segmentation. 
The centre of the town, where the burghers had formerly concentrated, retained 
its outstanding cultural role, even if the structure of Kassa’s social spaces was 
transformed during this period, resulting in small-scale suburbanization and the 
dominance of the petty bourgeoisie in some districts.

To defi ne a specifi c community in Kassa, it is more eff ective to focus not on cul-
tural markers such as linguistic or dialect diff erences but rather to consider spatial 
geography and social segregation, the presence of pluralism, greater tolerance and 
interrelated, permeable classes. The local community absorbed the German citizen-
ry (we can read about them in Márai’s novels). Of the 14759 persons who changed 
their original names to a Hungarian name between 1800 and 1893  no fewer than 
5539 were German.86 This is the largest part among all ethnicities and exceeds by 
far the rate of the German minority in contemporary Hungarian society.87 Jews 
played the leading role from the viewpoint of Magyar nationalism,88 and the multi-
lingual character of the community persisted in Kassa during the whole era.89 Even 
after the turmoil of 1918-1919 and the integration of Kassa into the newly formed 
Czechoslovak Republic, Slovaks, Hungarians, Jews, as well as recently immigrat-
ed Czechs, preserved their old social networks or created new ones.90 

The Kazinczy Circle as melting pot

The membership list of the Kazinczy Circle represents how the new middle class 
structures became embedded in the specifi c local culture. Although many other 
social associations existed in Kassa simultaneously, none of them had exactly 
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the same character, while membership in multiple associations was not excluded 
either. We can also measure the plurality of the middle class in Kassa at the turn 
of the century by examining the occupational composition of the membership of 
the most eminent social association in the city, the Kazinczy Circle.91 

To fi nd interactive and open relations we looked for a place of everyday use, 
where such activity could and was expected to happen. The Kazinczy Circle was 
precisely such a location, where the promotion of culture and science was not 
just a demonstration of social standing and values. This association was not only 
a place where members could exhibit their contribution to public life or display 
their wealth with donations – it also served as a club in its original meaning to 
which no one could belong unless they were accepted by the standards of the 
unwritten laws of the wider society. Most events of the Kazinczy Circle were not 
intended for a wider audience, many occasions were deliberately small and de-
signed to create a friendly atmosphere. This in no way means that participants at 
a club meeting or public reading, or users of the club library were all friends, but 
for mundane life these places served to maintain relationships. Members visited 
the club regularly since its formation was not only for administrative purposes 
but also to meet and talk to each other. It was merely a location that created 
an exceptionally sociopetal space.92 In addition, documents and correspondence 
compiled by Ferenc Sziklay – an executive of the association – reveals the close 
relationships maintained by members of the circle as they existed outside the so-
ciety’s premises. For example, Sziklay himself, when lost his job as a teacher in 
1919, had to fi nd livelihood. First he became an assistant electrician, later to start 
a political career. In both cases, the people who helped him were members of the 
society – including his father-in-law.93

The transformation of literary life initiated by Ferencz Kazinczy, Dávid Baróti 
Szabó and József Batsányi in 1786, which took the form of establishing maga-
zines and theatres, has earned a high reputation in the literary history of Kassa. 
However, it lasted only fi ve years and terminated when Kazinczy – soon after the 
death of Joseph II. – lost his job as inspector of education in 1791. Hungarian lit-
erary life in Kassa began to decline as a consequence, and was only sustained by 
the short-lived periodicals Magyar Museum and Orpheus. The Theatre of Kassa 
was, however, famous country-wide, and many celebrated actresses started their 
career there including Déryné and Róza Laborfalvy. The theatre was maintained 
by the surrounding county rather than by the city of Kassa itself and hosted most-
ly German-language performances.

By the 1890’s most of the German inhabitants had voluntarily assimilated to 
the Hungarian population, adopting the Hungarian language, and as a conse-
quence their demand for Hungarian newspapers and Hungarian-language theatre 
increased. These newspapers, previously published weekly or even less often, be-
gan to be issued more frequently, and local writers also started to appear in them. 
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In 1893 the Literary Society of Kassa and a couple of months later an institution 
called the Home for Journalists were established. However, Kassa was too small 
for two similar societies and both clubs rapidly experienced a decline in their 
membership. Already in 1896 a merger had been suggested, and on February 17, 
1898 the fi rst joint meeting was convened. The merged society was named the 
Kazinczy Circle and rented two rooms in Hollander House on the Main Street.94 
Mór Katona, professor of law, became president, while Bishop Zsigmond Bubics 
and Zsigmond Péchy, lord-lieutenant of the county, became honorary presidents. 
One of Ferenc Kazinczy’s grandchildren, the wife of notary dr. Gyula Off enheim-
er of Kassa, was also invited to the fi rst assembly.

The fi rst publication of the new society was issued in March 1898: a memo-
rial album for the fi ftieth anniversary of the 1848 revolution. The organisation’s 
activities were regular and intensive, with major festivities arranged every two 
weeks. Concerts and public readings were even held in the City Hall. Memorial 
tablets were erected and famous guests, most of them writers and poets, were in-
vited to these events. In its daily activity, the membership ‘strove unceasingly to 
raise national culture’.95 From the beginning, the association had a social, a liter-
ary, a journalism and a legal sections, as well as a library which was opened to the 
public on December 26, 1902.96 The rented rooms and the library hosted events 
with large audiences. The number of events organized by the circle increased to 
20-25 per season during the fi rst decade of the 20th century.97

The membership of the association 

Between 1898 and 1901 the number of permanent members was 197, whose social 
distribution is shown in the following table.

Table 1. 
Social composition of the membership of the Kazinczy Circle between 1898-1904. 

Number of members from diff erent social backgrounds and their percentage in parentheses

Offi  cials Teachers Market based 
intellectuals Bourgeoisie Land 

owners Students Total

1898-1901 73 (37) 38 (19.3) 44 (22.4) 31 (15.8) 10 (5) 1 (0,5) 197 (100)

1901-1904 79 (39.3) 35 (17.4) 32 (15.9) 36 (17.9) 11 (5,5) 8 (4) 201 (100)

Source: Géza Gerlóczy, ed., A Kassai Kazinczy-Kör évkönyve 1898-1901 (Kassa: Vitéz A. könyv-, 
kő- és műnyomdája, 1901).; Béla Blanár, ed., A Kassai Kazinczy-Kör évkönyve 1901-1904 (Kassa: 

Kazinczy-kör, 1904).

The 73 members marked in the fi rst column of the table above included all 
state and county offi  cials, as well as those employees of the city council who had 
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at least as much income as a secondary school teacher. Market based intellectuals 
included non-state offi  cials or intellectuals with higher education: private doctors, 
pharmacists, lawyers. The bourgeoisie includes middle managers of private com-
panies, like offi  cials in banks or insurance companies, and entrepreneurs owning 
middle-sized companies, retailers and craftsmen. The typology above and in the 
following was based on the social historiography paradigm emphasizing the con-
trast between state employed middle class and capitalist or manufacturer bour-
geoisie. If we wish to gain an idea of the wider social context, we can compare the 
circle’s social distribution against the ratios of the diff erent occupational groups 
in Kassa’s population.

Table 2. 
The distribution of Kassa’s population by economic sectors in 1890 and 1900

Agriculture Industry Commerce Transport Public 
service Military Other98 All

1890 1012 11263 2540 1914 2752 3792 8892 32165

1900 832 14644 3606 2717 3693 5294 9316 40102

Source: A Magyar Szent Korona országainak 1900. évi népszámlálása. 2. rész A népesség 
foglalkozása községenként (Budapest: Magyar Kir. Központi Statisztikai Hivatal, 1904). 32–4.

Within the industrial workforce, offi  cials made up only 1.8%, artisans and re-
tailers 38%, and the rate of non-manual workers in medium-sized plants was 
3.6%. The rate of the bourgeoisie in Kassa was about 5.4%, while the 772 public 
and non-public offi  cials in 1890 and the 1041 clerks in 1900 accounted for 2.4% 
and 2.6% of the population respectively.99 Therefore, teachers were the most over-
represented group in the membership of the Kazinczy Circle, since their rate in 
the town’s population was less than one percent. The high rate of offi  cials refl ects 
the function of Kassa as an administrative centre. Among retailers and artisans of 
middle-sized companies and of medium incomes, many families came from the 
old patrician strata of the town. Land owners were a mixed group including not 
only Hungarian noble dynasties, but German merchant families, too. Distribution 
didn’t change a lot until the turn of the century.

We can conclude that in the membership of the Kazinczy Circle every middle 
stratum was involved, and their rates largely represented the social distribution of 
the local population. The state employed middle class and the private bourgeoisie 
were the most prominent members of this dynamic network. Despite the high 
numbers of local families, it is worth noting that membership in this society was 
a more important factor in city life than having been born in Kassa. For example, 
Ferenc Sziklay was born outside of the city (in a small mining village, Aranyida 
(today Zlatá Idka), 23km from Kassa), nor was his family native to Kassa – still 
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he was accepted without any reservations. The Brósz family came from northern 
Saxon towns, and were still the most wealthy and respected citizens in late 19th 
century Kassa.100

A signifi cant part of the middle class in Kassa had noble or gentry ancestry, 
while the bourgeoisie included mostly German trading families.101 Of the sev-
enteen merchant members eleven were German, fi ve were Jewish and only one 
was Hungarian.102 The fourteen private offi  ce and banking staff  included eight of 
German, two of Jewish and four of Hungarian origin. Among non-state employed 
intellectuals the rate of Hungarians and Jews was higher, while almost half of the 
teachers were Germans. Among middle class occupations the rate of Hungarians 
was one and half times higher than that of Germans. Of those who were registered 
merely as land owners each had aristocratic ancestry, whether German or Hun-
garian – like the baronesses Georgina and Malvina Melczer. Moreover, Sándor 
Esterházy was registered as a professor of law, Lajos Kemény as an archivist and 
Zsigmond Péchy as lord-lieutenant, although all of them were members of old 
aristocratic families and owners of extensive lands. Omitting their titles from the 
yearbooks also suggests the progressive and inclusive attitude of the society.

The overrepresentation of teachers in the membership of the Kazincy Circle 
denotes the increased importance of this profession in social and public life as a 
result of the expansion of education and literacy in nineteenth century Hungary. 
Moreover, teachers having a high prestige in the society despite their relatively 
low incomes is a clear sign that income was not a single determining factor of 
position, especially in Kassa, one of the educational centres of the country. Ed-
ucation represented an ethos that was valued by the whole society, thus teachers 
were entitled to have a say in public aff airs. The over-representation of the cap-
italist and manufacturer bourgeoisie in the Kazinczy Circle also demonstrates 
how the merchant-patrician strata retained its infl uence in this period. Most of the 
bourgeoisie had German origins, but Jews were also overrepresented compared 
to their ratio in the local population. It should be noted that only 12 out of the 
197 members were women. Their social statuses were not determined by their 
husbands, since most of them were unmarried, including nine schoolmistresses 
and Mariska Bartóky, the postmistress. The fact itself that these unmarried wom-
en were members in such a premier association underscores the importance of 
occupation rather than factors such as gender in determining the membership of 
the social elite in Kassa.103

Since the ethnic composition of the membership was colourful, the exclusive 
use of the Hungarian language aff ected particular members diff erently. The accul-
turation of the German minority during the late 19th century was accompanied by 
Hungarian replacing German in everyday life. Despite the fact that the German 
minority sympathised with the revolution of 1848, they continued to use their 
mother tongue, but two generations later their grandchildren had to learn German 
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at school. The case of Slovaks was completely diff erent: they could never became 
an integrated part of the civic society by using the Slovak language, they had to 
turn to German or Hungarian in offi  ces, schools or any other domain of institu-
tionalised social life. They could not benefi t from the same sense of sympathy 
during revolutionary times, since minorities and their languages were excluded 
from the goals of the revolution. In fact the opposite happened, and the use of 
German language was guaranteed and enforced by the Habsburg restoration after 
the fall of the revolution. This gives us a diff erent view on the ethnic composition 
described above.

Table 3. 
Distribution of members in the Kaziczy Circle by origin and social strata between 1898-1901

German Jewish Hungarian Slovak French Total

Offi  cials 24 4 36 8 1 73

Teachers 15 1 20 2 - 38

Bourgeoisie 15 10 15 3 1 44

Market based intellectuals 19 7 5 - - 31

Land owners 7 - 3 - - 10

Students 1 - - - - 1

All 81 22 79 13 2 197

Sources: Géza Gerlóczy, ed., A Kassai Kazinczy-Kör évkönyve 1898-1901 (Kassa: Vitéz A. 
könyv-, kő- és műnyomdája, 1901).; Századunk névváltoztatásai 1800-1893. 

Helyhatósági és miniszteri engedéllyel megváltoztatott nevek gyűjteménye (Budapest: Hornyánszky 
Viktor, 1895).

In the archive of László Sziklay, elder son of Ferenc Sziklay, the deed of foun-
dation of the Literary Society, the predecessor of the Kazinczy Circle established 
in 1893, its statutes and calls for support, issued during the fi rst year after its 
creation, are preserved among other documentation. According to the statutes 
the 35 members of the elected council were to meet every month and a general 
assembly, which included at least one-fi fth of the members, had its meeting in 
the fi rst quarter of every year. Fifty-four persons supported the founding of this 
society, fi ve of whom represented various newspapers in Kassa and its environs, 
including Abauj-Kassai Bulletin (Abauj-Kassai Közlöny), Kassa Review (Kas-
sai Szemle), a Kaschauer Zeitung, as well as periodicals such as Pannonia and 
the Felvidéki Bulletin (Pannónia, Felvidéki Közlöny). The membership of the 
council was basically identical to that of its successor, the Kazinczy Circle – in 
fact the two consecutive societies were established and maintained mostly by the 
same persons. Both associations held weekly programs, which were described in 
more detail in the yearbooks they published. Members gave lectures in line with 



204 PÁL KOUDELA

their vocation on these occasions: Ede Szerencsi, a cellist, performed a recital, 
Géza Szepessi, an engineer, gave a lecture on electricity and Sándor Esterházy, a 
law professor, lectured on ‘Law and the principle of asset allocation’, to mention 
but a few examples. These colourful evenings always attracted a large audience, 
and permeated Kassa with a buoyant social life. A community was forged, while 
members worked hard to put their society on a fi rm basis as they initially had to 
arrange events on varying sites. Besides the founders, all additional members 
supported the survival of the society; the library, for example, was established 
based on donations in the form of both money and books. 

The founding members of these societies had been brought together by bonds 
of kinship and friendship that expanded further during their time as members. 
For example, László Brósz, a lawyer and founding member became the father-in-
law of Ferenc Sziklay, a later president of the association; another member was 
Sándor Rohringer, a civil engineer and professor, whose niece married Sziklay’s 
elder son László decades later. Lajos Rosenauer was also a founding member, 
a civil engineer and a son of a German merchant family, originally from Besz-
tercebánya (today Banská Bystrica). His daughter Márta was married to Sán-
dor Rohringer’s younger brother Géza, an undertaker. The association therefore 
served as a community within the community. 

The range of goals that such a circle was at pains to achieve was not exception-
al: belles-lettres, arts and science; writing, playing music and involving broader 
audiences in cultural life. Disseminating the arts among less educated and less 
wealthy strata through tenders and brochures was part of their mission. Everyday 
life was characterized by constructive, diligent work, a sense of civic virtue than 
frivolity or eccentricity. The company’s suite of rooms in the centre of town was 
always open to the public, they were not only an elite club, since the location of 
the library had been expanding over time. Indeed, community building had been 
among  the goals of the Literary Society and its successor, the Kazinczy Circle 
right from the outset. The middle strata of the local society – or as it was termed at 
the time, the ‘erudite section’ – were forged together. Merchants, teachers, judg-
es, mistresses and pharmacists joined forces in support of a community which 
was otherwise fairly virtual. 

Conclusions

It is obvious that such a state of aff airs as described above could not have devel-
oped in a short time: the situation where the state-employed middle classes and the 
business bourgeoisie equally appreciated each other was a consequence of a com-
plicated, sensitive and, therefore, vulnerable social superstructure, which needed 
time to take shape. Under diff erent circumstances, as in Budapest or Debrecen,104 
the gentry middle classes disdained the recently assimilated bourgeoisie, while 
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in many of the towns of northern Hungary the largely German-speaking bour-
geoisie was quite exclusive.105 Living in a small city with a ‘neighbourhood’ air 
like Kassa in the 19th century, a bureaucratic and educational centre with a large 
bourgeoisie mostly of German origin, both groups learned to tolerate and coop-
erate with each other. They lived side by side in the same central district, just as 
the burghers of the town had done before 1848, running the city’s aff airs jointly.

Ethnic, occupational and even denominational diversity would not in them-
selves have been a suffi  cient basis for the development of so tolerant a society. 
This was defi nitely necessary for Kassa to be able to preserve its success in every 
historical circumstance and to adapt to every situation. The traditional social or-
der prevailed here more than in Pest, and the need to belong to the community 
was stronger, probably due to slower urbanization. This did not mean a simple 
survival of feudal norms. It was a societal transformation, a so-called embour-
geoisement within a preserved feudal framework, and this process had already 
begun decades earlier.106

This archaic formation together with the slow increase in population size ex-
plains why migrants moving to Kassa could easily acculturate – without having 
to become assimilated. It was common in numerous towns of northern Hungary 
in the fi rst half of the 19th century for diff erent organizations, masonic lodges, 
city councils or social associations to be composed of a whole range of changing 
social strata. This was demonstrated by the openness of Kassa’s middle strata: an 
intellectually devoted society composed of people with diverse ancestry, prestige 
and occupation, yet forming a tight personal network.

Accommodating some groups (notably the Jewish bourgeoisie), but at the same 
time excluding the Slovak minority triggered a response on a wider economic and 
political scale. After WWI this protracted social confl ict contributed to the inter-
ruption of economic relations between Hungary and Czechoslovakia.107 At the 
same time, Slovaks were mostly excluded from the development of the middle 
strata during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as a consequence of the 
almost exclusive use of the Hungarian language. The entire process was embed-
ded in a much wider social complex – as Elena Mannová concluded: the predom-
inance of an agrarian society of Slovakia, the predominance of small towns, the 
dominance of the petty bourgeoisie, a multilayered ethnic structure, confessional 
diff erences, regional diff erentiation and unstable political development.108 
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