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HIDDEN CATHOLIC AND PROTESTANT PATTERNS IN THE
HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE HUNGARIAN PHILOSOPHY

Béla Mester, Budapest

1 Introduction

In the self-identification and self-understanding of the Hungarian nation in the
cultural memory, narratives of the history of the Hungarian cultural and intellec-
tual life had always a fundamental role. Within this genre, the most influential
scholar narratives were formulated mainly in three fields; the political history
of the Hungarian Kingdom, the history of the Hungarian literature, and the his-
tory of Hungarian philosophy. Surprisingly, the earliest endeavours emerged in
the field of the history of philosophy, in the time of the Hungarian Reform Era
(1825-1848), by the initiative of the Hungarian Scholarly Society (today: Hun-
garian Academy of Sciences). It was continued in the time of Neo-Absolutism
(1849-1867) by the classic work written by Janos Erdélyi (1865-1867), which
was dominant in its approach in the period of Dualism (1867-1918), and almost
until nowadays. These narratives met three structural challenges; at first, they
must mark an initial point of the history of Hungarian philosophy; later, they
must narrate a continuous, meaningful nation-level history of philosophy what is
the field of the universality of thinking, and the solution of linking the European
and Hungarian narratives of the history of philosophy. The third challenge was to
fulfil the task of making a unified national narrative from different stories based
on different cultural memories of the institutions (mainly higher schools) with
different religious backgrounds. However, the main endeavour was to create a
national narrative above the denominational ones; in the materialized 19™century
historiographies of the Hungarian philosophy, it is palpable the dominance of
the authors with Protestant, mainly Calvinist cultural background. My contribu-
tion aims to offer an explication of the ability of the tradition of the Hungarian
Calvinist scholarship to create the needed narratives of the history of Hungarian
philosophy.

In the following, at first, it will be outlined the emergence of the modern
Hungarian national culture exemplified by several phenomena of the history of
the Hungarian orthography. Later, I will offer an overview of the role of the
great narratives in 19th-century Hungarian catellectual life, linked by a previous
paper of mine published in the series Theology East—West (Mester 2019). In the
following section, it will be shown the narratives of three emblematic histories of
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the Hungarian philosophy, formulated in the 19th century. After that, it will be
mentioned the role of the Protestant cultural background in the establishment of
the first professional periodical of philosophy in Hungary. In the ending section
of my writing, it will be mentioned several cases of a new self-separating policy
of the Hungarian Catholic intelligentsia, in the last decades of the century.

2 A Prelude to the Catholic-Protestant Cultural Parallelisms: History of
the Hungarian Orthography

The main prerequisite of the establishment of a modern Hungarian culture, at the
beginning of the 19th century was to make a unified, national amalgam of the
different cultural elements of the Hungarian Protestantism and Catholicism. This
new culture must be religiously neutral, but it must be built from the different
elements of the Catholic and Protestant cultural backgrounds. This process can
be best exemplified by the development of the Hungarian orthography. Until the
19th century, Protestant and Catholic orthographies were clearly distinguished in
Hungarian scholarship; however, the native Hungarian intellectuals could easily
read the texts written by the orthography of another tradition. It can be easily
exemplified by the different usage of the peculiar Hungarian double consonants.
In the most emblematic case, the first half of a Catholic double consonant and
the second half of a Protestant double consonant make together a new, religiously
neutral double consonant for the same phoneme, in the modern Hungarian orthog-
raphy. For example, the phonetic equivalent of the Slovenian ¢ (pronounced as in
the English chair) was in the Catholic orthography ch (e.g. in the old family name
Chéazar), and in the Protestant orthography ts (e.g. in the name of the Cartesian
thinker Janos Apaczai Tsere). This phoneme in modern Hungarian orthography
is marked by ¢s (e.g. in the word esend ‘silence”), but it was standardised as late
as the beginning of the 19th century.

In other cases, this harmonisation of the two orthographies was not possible, a
choice between two opposite conceptions was needed. The last one in this genre
was the so-called upsilon—iota war between the phonetic writing used mainly
by Catholic scholars and the etymologic writing used mainly by the Protestants.
However, in this debate were used linguistic arguments, and several scholars
both from the Catholics and Protestants were in this question against their or-
thographical traditions, the religious background was clear for everyone. One of
the witnesses wrote about it in his memoirs by the following words, in 1849—1851:
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“All of our writers in this period were ex-professio philologists. In the period
of my lieutenancy,' when they had a meeting, they always had philological
disputations, sometimes so violently like the politicians later. A testimony
of it is the controversy of the usage of ‘y’ and ‘j; in the lifetime of Révai,” it
was almost depraved to religious fanaticism. Papistical people wrote upsilon
where the Protestants wrote iota, excluding Révai himself, and it was a sensi-
tive harm for the Catholics to see a so great papistical authority against them.
Consequently, a rich writer from the city of Gydr, who was a zealot of the ‘up-
silonism’, wanted to corrupt Révai with cash in the presence of Kazinczy® and
Istvan Horvat,* as it is narrated in a humorous form in a manuscript of Ferenc
Kazinczy, preserved by Pal Szemere.” (Szontagh 2017, 118.)°

At the time of this story, Szontagh was a young man, at the beginning of his
career; he wrote this case as a retrospection to the prehistory of the Hungarian
literature, before the narration of the building of the modern Hungarian national
culture. Let us turn to the next period.

3 History of Philosophy in Hungary at the Beginning of the 19th Century

This process was finished just by the publication of the first edition of the or-
thographical manual of the Hungarian Scholarly Society, today: Hungarian Acad-
emy of Sciences (HAS 1832). This new-type institution was a catalyst for the
establishment of the modern Hungarian culture within the framework of cultural
nation building, in other fields, as well. The Academy has two fundamental roles
in its early period. The first task of every department was to edit the scholarly
dictionary of its research field. In most cases, it was not a creation ex nihilo, but
a collection and standardisation of the existing terms. After the mathematicians,

1 The author of the memoirs quoted above, Gusztav Szontagh (1793-1858), a significant public
intellectual of his age, was a military officer in the first period of his career (1813—1837).

2 Miklés Révai (1750-1807), Piarist monk, linguist, professor of the Hungarian philology at the
University of Budapest, founder of the Hungarian historical linguistics.

3 Ferenc Kazinczy (1759-1831), a classic of the Hungarian literature, leader of the linguistic
reform.

4 TIstvan Horvat (1784—1846), historian, professor of the University of Budapest, founder of the

Hungarian diplomatics.

P4l Szemere (1785—1861), romantic poet.

6 Inthe following, I will refer the Hungarian sources in the main text in English translation, for
the original titles see the list of references.

wn
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the Department of Philosophy was the second in the publication of the scholarly
dictionary (HAS 1834), written based on an analysis of a relevant text-corpus of
Hungarian philosophy.

In the field of humanities, the second task was to write the historical manuals
of the different fields, particularly the history of the Hungarian language, the
history of Hungarian literature and the history of Hungarian philosophy. It seems
to be that this close link between the cultural identity and the historical narrative
is a Hungarian speciality, at least in the field of philosophy. For example, in the
neighbouring cultures, Augustin Smetana (1850), or, Cudovit Star (1931, written
in 1851) wanted to establish the Czech and Slovakian philosophies by future-ori-
ented prophecies, and not by historical narratives, in the same period. The basis
of this historical orientation is the Academy as the institutional foundation of the
cultural nation-building process; serious historiography of philosophy requires
a serious institutional background. It is not surprising that all the serious works
about the history of Hungarian philosophy were written by the initiative of the
Academy. In a recent writing on a similar topic, based on my previous lecture in
Celje a few years ago, entitled Catholic and Protestant Narratives of the Histori-
ography of the Hungarian Philosophy, 1 described this historical character of the
self-understanding of the Hungarian philosophy and the role of the Academy in
it (Mester 2019). In my previous paper, the change from the religious traditions
to the narrative of the national culture was exemplified by a fictional figure, an
erroneous date in the history of philosophy. He was at first a part of the cultural
memory of the Hungarian Province of the Dominican Order in the time of the
Catholic revival, later he became a part of the national narrative. (Later, in the
20th century, it turned out that Boéthius de Dacia was not born in Transylvania,
but in Denmark; in the mediaeval Latin, Dacia was the name of Denmark, and
not Transylvania.)

In the following, I will outline the conceptions of three historiographers of
Hungarian philosophy in the 19th century, but before that, I must make several
notes about the status of the history of philosophy in European scholarship at
this time. The history of philosophy as a discipline of philosophy and as a part
of the curricula of higher education was a relatively new phenomenon, yet, in the
period of our story. The first serious scholarly manuals of the history of philos-
ophy were published in the middle of the 18th century, amongst them the most
relevant was Jacob Brucker’s masterpiece (Brucker 1742-1744). In Hungarian
education, in the last decades of the 18th century, the history of philosophy was
an obligatory part of the curriculum. All the remained textbooks in this field
were based on Brucker’s work, both in the Catholic and Protestant schools (e.g.
Handerla 1782/2021; Rozgony 1821). The difference was how could they narrate
the story of the philosophies after Brucker’s lifetime, that is the thought of the
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French and Scottish Enlightenment, and Kantianism. It seems that the Protestant
authors were in a better position because of their experiences in peregrinatio
academica. It does not mean that they all were disciples of these new schools, but
they were better informed and formulated better critiques. For example, the book
of Josephus Rozgony (1821) contains a chapter of the Scottish common sense
tradition and a detailed critique of Kantianism, but just a short remark about the
French Enlightenment.’

4 The First Professional Historiography of the Hungarian Philosophy: Pal
Almasi Balogh

My first hero is Pal Almasi Balogh (1835). He was mentioned in my recent writ-
ing on this topic, as well (Mester 2019), as an example of the creative usage of
the old term of philosophia barbarorum for the ends of the national narrative.
Almasi Balogh identified the ancient Greek data about the Scythian sages with
the ancestors of the Hungarians, solving the problem of the beginning of the
national narrative of philosophy. He has another task, as well; it is to narrate
the Hungarian philosophy in comparison with the European thinking. For this
reason, it needed to describe the history of European philosophy as a series of
national philosophies, with a retrospective regard, detecting nations in antiquity
and in the mediaeval times, as well. The long title of his work is the question of
the competition of the Academy on this topic. It mirrors the ruling backward-
ness narrative: Answer to the Following Question: What is Mirrored in Different
Periods of the History of our Scholar Culture, Concerning the Conditions of
Philosophy; Why and For What Reasons are We More Backward in Terms of Phi-
losophy Compared to Several Other Countries? Almasi, as a personal disciple of
Rozgony, the leader of the anti-Kantians in the greatest Hungarian philosophical
debate of this epoch, had first-hand information about the early Hungarian Kant
reception and the controversy about Kant (1792—1822); therefore, the description
of the recent past is detailed and well done.

From the point of view of the religious identity, it is interesting how he dis-
cussed the authors with a Catholic background. He had methodological problems
at this point, because he, as a Calvinist, was unfamiliar with the Catholic school

7 E.g. for Voltaire, just a sentence: “Maria-Franciscus Aruet Voltair [sic!] (Voltér) anno 1694.
natus, anno 1778. mortuus, Po&ta Satyricus, Epicus, Dramaticus, Historicus, incertum an
Philosophus.” (Rozgony 1821, 134-135.)
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philosophy of his epoch. He could not identify the contemporary and recent past
Hungarian Catholic authors with any philosophical school of his main narrative,
but his task was to edit a detailed narrative with all the existing Hungarian philo-
sophical writers. The solution was to create a new category, the so-called eclectic
philosophers. All his eclectic philosophers were Catholic clerical professors,
whose task was to teach official textbooks based on the Scholastic tradition, in
Latin. At the same time, they were informed about the philosophy of their age, as
well, and published on actual issues in the Hungarian periodicals. The meaning
of their eclecticism is that there is a tension between their school teaching and
their publications.

5 Almasi’s Concurrent: Janos Hetényi

The second historiographer of the Hungarian philosophy, discussed here, is an-
other intellectual with a Calvinist background, Janos Hetényi, who was an active
pastor of his native village in his all life. Hetényi was a notorious participant in the
competitions of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in the fields of history and
philosophy. His writings in these fields completed each other; his history of the
Hungarian towns and his history of philosophy were called today’s intellectual
history, or, history of ideas (Hetényi 1837; 1841). Hetényi chose a very different
solution for the problem at the beginning of the narrative; his starting point is the
Hungarian language itself (Hetényi 1837).° This solvation is connected with his
conception formulated about the essence of philosophy, based on the Continental
interpretation of the Scottish common sense tradition. For this school, the basis of
every philosophy is the common human ability of thinking, which is embedded
in the human social praxis and cannot be separated from it. In the interpretation
of Hetényi, this philosophical faculty of humans is incarnated in the languages;
consequently, the story of human thinking, or, a part of it, for example, the his-
tory of the philosophy of a nation, must begin with the analysis of the language.
Another face of Hetényi’s philosophical historiography is incarnated in his
monograph on the role of the cities in the development of the Hungarian civ-
ilization.? In this work he introduces the term ‘civic philosophy’, which is the
equivalent of the ‘popularphilosophie’ as it was used by the German Pre-Kantian
philosopher, Ernesti; that is the cultivated and educated thinking of the ‘populus’,

8 A Schema of the Historiography of Hungarian Philosophy (1837).
9  The Influence of the Inland Towns to the Development and Refinement of Our Nation (1841).
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the nation in political meaning, the whole of the citizens, or, the electorate. This
clear political aspect appeared in his history of philosophy, as well; his narrative
was focused on the history of the political usage of common sense in Hungarian
intellectual history. By this perspective, philosophers, works and schools are not
values in themselves, they are always embedded in the social praxis, their final
verification depends on their efficiency, or, how can they help the political com-
munity in the right choice between the important historical and political alterna-
tives. Hetényi’s work won the second grade in the competition of the Academy,
after the monograph of Almasi Balogh, with a highly close score. Probably, its
clear connection with the aspects of the political community - called by him ‘the
philosophy of citizenship’- was the reason why it was published just a few years
later, in an abbreviated, censored form.

6 A Synthesis in Fragment: Janos Erdélyi

Janos Erdélyi’s masterpiece, entitled The Philosophy in Hungary (Erdélyi 1865—
1867/1981) was written in the 1860s, at the personal request of the chief secretary
of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. It was just after the first editions of
the history of Hungarian literature, written by the same secretary, Ferenc Toldy,
who became later the first professor of Hungarian literature at the University
of Budapest. Erdélyi was in a special situation, concerning the possibility of a
narrative of philosophy, because he published just a few years before his history
of philosophy a highly Hegelian discussion paper about the conditions of the
present Hungarian philosophy, entitled The Present of the Inland Philosophy
(Erdélyi 1857/1981). In this debate, his main opponents were the representatives
of the Hungarian common sense tradition, amongst them, posthumously, the
abovementioned Janos Hetényi. Erdélyi, in his argumentation, makes a strict
distinction between professional philosophy and common sense thinking, based
clearly on Hegel, and separates the literature-centred, emotional national cultures
and the universal world of philosophical thinking. From this starting point, it is
difficult to develop any national narrative of philosophy, but it is not impossible.
He uses the proposed hidden philosophical elements of the Hungarian language
as a starting point, similarly to Hetényi, but in a different form. For him, the
philosophical content of the language is not a warranty of the common sense of a
communicative community, but a treasury of secret Hegelian ideas for recovering
and developing. The history of Hungarian philosophy, by Erdélyi, was equivalent
to the development of the Hungarian philosophical vocabulary, and at the same
time, a long Odyssey of the common human Spirit in Hungary from the darkness
of the alienated, Latin Scholastic philosophy until the philosophy in Hungarian
language and with Hegelian content. It is an ending point of the history of phi-
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losophy both generally and in Hungary. Several details of this great narrative
are not clear to us, because Erdélyi’s work remained a fragment. The story is
finished before the philosophy of his lifetime, but the conception was formulated
in the foreword. (Erdélyi died unexpectedly in 1868, probably by stroke.) The
role and importance of historiography in Hungarian philosophy were formulated
.1 the clearest form in this historical work of Erdélyi. The self-understanding of
philosophy is incarnated in the narration of the history of philosophy, based on
the institutional background of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, by his in-
terpretation. Erdélyi regarded his historiographical work as the top of Hungarian

philosophy and as a top of the philosophical self-understanding of the Hungarian
nation, both as a cultural and as a political entity.

7 Possible Reasons for the Overrepresentation of the Calvinist Authors in
the History of Hungarian Philosophy

There were shown above three typical narratives of the history of philosophy as a
mirror of the Hungarian nation, as well, as they were formulated in the historicist
cultural environment of the 19th century. They are, especially the last one, fun-
damental elements of the canon-creating mechanism of the self-understanding
of the Hungarian culture, until nowadays. However, this cultural canon is an
element of a modern, religiously neutral national culture; it is interesting that
Calvinist authors, two of the three from the same Calvinist College, Sarospatak,
developed all of these narratives. At the same time, within the framework of the
more extended Catholic institutional network, there were not any significant en-
deavours to offer a narrative of the Hungarian philosophy. In the following, it will
be inquired, why the Calvinists were SO overrepresented in the historiography
of the Hungarian philosophy, and why the Catholics are almost missing in this
field, however, the cultural and institutional background was offered for similar
cultural and scientific activities.

The first reason is the narrative of the mediaeval Hungarian chronicles, before
the Reformation. They are not simple annals, but well-formed, teleological nar-
ratives, combinations of the Pagan historical traditions of the great aristocratic
clans and Scriptural patterns. The most important common point is the emblem-
atic Hebrew—Hungarian hisftorical parallelism. Nomadic nations are wandering
on the prairie for generations, searching the Promised Land, Canaan for the
Hebrews and the Carpathian Basin for the Hungarians. This ancient parallelism
later was used mainly by the Protestants, after the Reformation; the collapse
of the Hungarian Kingdom, Turkish occupation and Hapsburg rule were easily
identified with the double kingdom of Israel and Judea, and with the Assyrian
and Babylonian captivity.
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Later, before the beginning of the historiography of Hungarian philosophy,
a separate genre of church history was developed, especially within the Calvin-
ist institutional network, using the same patterns: freedom and the Babylonian
captivity of the (Hungarian Calvinist) Church, etc. One of the earliest and best-
known works of this genre is the book of Pal Debreceni Ember (1728). In this
narrative, however, the Hungarian Reformed Church is a part of the European
Protestant community; it appears as an independent, individual agent of history,
who represents the whole of the nation. (However, the abovementioned work of
P4l Debreceni Ember was written within the framework of an all-European col-
laboration for the historiography of European Protestantism.) This narrative was
formulated sometimes clearly, sometimes just in a hidden form, but it was always
a characteristic feature of the Calvinist historiography. These ecclesiastical nar-
ratives always contain chapters about the schools, literature and other cultural
activities within the institutional network of the Calvinist Church; especially the
school history was an obligatory element. Symbolically speaking, a Calvinist
writer can just separate these chapters, generalise for the whole of the nation, and
make a new, religiously neutral, national narrative. It appears in the clearest form
in the abovementioned works of Janos Hetényi. These new narratives remained
the core of the well-formed, theological patterns of the model, and they fitted
for the requirements of the 19®-century historiography of philosophy, as it was
shown above, in the case of Janos Erdélyi’s Hegelian narrative.

Another reason for the Protestant dominancy in this field is the different
structure of the peregrinatio academica amongst the Protestants and Catholics.
Summarising this phenomenon, Protestant students from Hungary were strongly
represented at the universities of the Protestant parts of Germany, where they can
be familiar with different branches of 19"-century historicism. On the Catholic
side, the structure of the church history was different; it remained a list of the
honoured persons and works, a new series of the old genre of historia litteraria.
Without useful patterns of the church history and the input of German histor-
icism, Hungarian Catholic philosophers could not be involved in the making
of narratives of Hungarian philosophy, and found other fields of research for
themselves.

8 Instead of a Conclusion

Seemingly, the story ended with the establishment of the narrative of the national
philosophical tradition, and the fact that the most important authors had a Calvin-
ist background, is just a historical date. However, it is just one-half of the reality.
From the last decades of the 19th century, it was palpable the endeavour to create
a separate Catholic philosophy in Hungary, with special topics and institutions,






