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(1) History 

Foreign language press has old traditions in Hungary. The first newspapers in the 

Austro-Hungarian Monarchy were the very first printed press outlets in the country. 

The Mercurius started in Buda in 1730. It was written in German, published by a 

German editor and the audience was the German settlers, who came to Hungary after 

the Turkish were defeated and the Viennese court wanted to have loyal citizens. They 

became strong/rich enough for publishing their own paper, and they had contacts with 

the court and society in Vienna and in Germany. For them the German press meant 

the prototype, in a more advanced position than the Hungarian, suffering many 

calamities in the past. Thirty years later in Bratislava the citizens started another 

German-language newspaper ; the first Hungarian newspaper started only some years 

later. In the same period the first Slovakian-language newspapers appeared in the 

northern part of Hungary.  

Minority press existed almost for 100 years peacefully beside the Hungarian 

language papers. The daily papers of the minorities living in Hungary during the 

revolution were as divided as the majority itself. The situation changed radically only 

after the “equation” between Hungary and Austria. The Hungarian nationalism 

awakened and became stronger in the public sphere as well.   

The forced “magyarization” /“Hungarianization” in the school system, and the 

government using the language of the majority could seem a fair response after the 

long years of the Austrian court’s absolutistic reign. But the “magyarization” 

/“Hungarianization” affected all spheres of public life, also the national minority 

communities, and left its mark on the foreign language press. 

Due to this process, for example, one of the long-established newspapers in German 

language, “Fünfkirchner Zeitung” had to close down because of the huge numbers of 

trials coming from the town’s nationalistic, government supported circles. 

After WWI the German national press became divided, just like the minority society 

itself. The Germans in Hungary were already identified only with the farmers and the 

craftsmen living in the countryside, and were strongly influenced by the German 

foreign policy and the revanchist Hungarian government. 

 

The period after WWII changed everything in the country’s structure. The communist 

party took over the power and immediately started to change everything including the 

press.  



Lenin said in March 1918: “… the task is, that the press has to be changed from the 

everyday, predominantly political communications into the organ of the serious 

economic education of the masses. We have to and we will achieve that the press of 

the soviet masses should deal less with the personal belongings of the political leaders 

or irrelevant political implementation, which belong to the generic activities, 

everyday jobs of every political institution.” 

 

(2) Media before the Change 

The press and the media are the field of the education and persuasion of the citizens, 

where the interests and principles of the party have to be enforced. 

Journalists are expected to accept and support the political and cultural objectives of 

the communist party. The history of the Hungarian press between 1948 and 1989 can 

be understood only in the social and political context of that time. 

The appearance of the one-party system automatically dissolved the pluralistic press. 

The affirmative public appearance of separated concerns appeared only at the end of 

the 80’s in the agenda.  

Though the number of the discussed issues expanded continuously, there existed - 

throughout until the change - a restricted, or as the communication expert Róbert 

Angelusz defined it, “half-publicity”, according to which taboos exist and the most 

important questions can’t be discussed openly. 

János Berecz, the party’s secretary of the central committee said in 1986, during the 

discussion of the press law in the Hungarian parliament: “ The freedom of press is not 

concerned with supporting conflicts with the interests of society and will not be in the 

future either. The constitutional order, the international interests, the socialist 

achievements, the national, historical and moral fundamental values can not be 

questioned in Hungary with any cause, not even under the pretext of the freedom of 

press.” 

A priori a private person could not found a press organ. Launching a newspaper could 

be decided only by the party. Then it was implemented by the government-run 

Information Office. They decided here how the profile of the newspaper should look, 

who is the target audience, how often and with how many pages it should be 

published. 

The number of copies was decided by the party; the scarcity of the printing capacity 

and the central distribution of the paper were all tools of control. 



Although a censorship office did not exist, there were numerous organizations on the 

country and local level, offices and social structure, throughout the whole society, 

whose task was to control and regulate the press. 

Beside the agitation and propaganda department of the socialist party, there was the 

information office of the government, and different committees, like the committee of 

the state radio and television, the committee for the coordination of information and 

the Association of the Hungarian Journalists. This association played a very important 

role in the further education of journalists in self-censorship. 

Self-censorship was written in capital letters before the change, not only the editor-in-

chief, but also the youngest reporter knew what to do, what the system expects from 

him. There were almost no accidents or these were punished and were not published. 

The broad audience did not really notice much about it, especially in the years before 

the change. 

The censorship had different ways to work: planning ahead, and the evaluation as a 

tool of follow-up control. MTV/Hungarian state television acceptance procedure was 

very seriously taken. 

Mass communication was approached as the tool for agitation and propaganda.  

Minority press was no exception either. The same expectations were formed towards 

them as well.  

To understand how it worked, it has to be clarified how mainstream and minority 

media are distinguished. 

 

The appearance of electronic media in the 20th century meant a new quality in the 

history of mass communication. They reached everyone, even the less educated 

citizens, who could not handle written media. 

The electronic media followed in Hungary the mainstream radio and tv with some 

decades of delay.  The Hungarian radio started in 1925 and some 30 years later the 

first minority radio program went on air. The Hungarian public service television 

started in 1956, and for the first minority programs - German and Serbo-Croatian - the 

audience waited about 20 years.  Until the change the recognized minority 

communities got their radio or tv programs. In the radio the airtime increased from 

half an hour to 2 hours a day (partly regional, partly on the country level). In the 

television the two weekly programs became regular, weekly and half an hour long.  



The journalists were members of the communities, who had usually no degree in 

journalism. They were sent to the association of Hungarian journalists, having the 

only privilege to train and educate journalists.  There was no university/ college 

education in the field of journalism. They absolved a one year course, where the most 

important rules were taught and the obvious borders were drawn. In the socialist era 

there was only one known case when a minority journalist was fired. It was a sentence 

that was punished with dismissal. The others behaved as expected.  

 

(3) Media after the change 

Before the change the same processes went on in the minority media field like in 

every other segment of journalism. The democratic movements inside of the society 

also let the activities of minority communities grow and ask for more independence. 

The life of minority communities was also organized from above. One central 

organization, called the democratic association ( like the Democratic Association of 

the Germans in Hungary ) was responsible for a quiet life. These organizations were 

subordinated to the party, helped only in the fields of culture and left no space for 

separate political organization of the communities. It only encouraged a movement in 

a limited space.  

Similar to the opposition roundtable, the minorities started to find a place in the re-

organized society as well. A minority roundtable, having members from different 

communities, became a partner of opposition politicians and formed their own future. 

The most important part was the situation of the Hungarian minority in the 

neighboring countries. According to the law, they were in a subordinated situation. 

Now, as for the citizens in the country itself, a new era started for the minorities as 

well. They could participate in the political life and reshape the public life of their 

communities. 

The absolute turning point was the preparation and the minority law itself, passed by 

the parliament in 1993. Not just/only the law, also the environment and the 

enthusiastic climate of this period in Hungary and in Europe helped the minority 

communities to regain control over their newspapers and provide better working 

conditions in the electronic media.  

 

In 1993 the minority law only talked about the possibility of a minority media. The 

press outlets were not defined, nor under whose control they were produced. The 



public service media had to take care of these programs, which worked separately and 

had a separate budget. This gave the minority media a great momentum, extra time 

was given in the radio, journalists were hired and a certain quality was expected from 

the minority audience itself. Religious programs appeared and the freedom of speech 

was also common. 

This trend was also intensified by the first media law. It was taciturn about the 

minority media, but underlined what the minority law three years before already 

settled.   

 

This brought for the minority media a resting period. It was left alone for a while, but 

after different clashes among politicians – the question was who regains the power 

over it – the public service media started a clear descent from the second half of the 

90’s. After more than a decade of fight over the control of the media a new media law 

was passed in 2010, which changed the environment fundamentally. Though an 

autonomous department was founded, 1/3 of the staff, experienced journalists coming 

from minority communities were dismissed. The change in the quality of the 

programs is apparent.  The future of the electronic media is at this very moment 

indefinite. 

 

 

(4) Minority media 

Minority media is different and at the same time very similar to mainstream media.  

The rules valid for the mainstream media are also rules for the minority press itself, 

first of all about the genres, forms and technical realizations. 

First I would like to say some words about the functions of the minority media, about 

its role and then talk about the Hungarian situation itself.  

“ What we know about the society, even about the world we live in, we know it 

trough the mass media. It is not only true for the knowledge of the society and history, 

but also about the knowledge of the nature... On the other side we know about the 

mass media enough not to trust these sources at all. We protect ourselves with a 

suspicion of manipulation, which leads us to no considerable consequences, because 

the knowledge coming from the mass media merges by itself into a structure, which is 

intensified by itself.”  - says Niklas Luhman, sociologist. It means that our picture of 



the world, our everyday life, the information we receive every day in 2013 is not to be 

sorted out by ourselves.  

We are overwhelmed with news, reports and stories we do not need, and still they 

intrude our homes and influence us.  

 

The access to mass media is one of the most important questions of the modern 

society. By producing a public sphere is it possible to articulate and enforce interests 

in parliamentarian democracies. This means that by using public communication, 

hierarchies and positions of power can be established. This is the reason why the 

European model of the public service media is trying to find a balance inside of legal 

frameworks, to give all relevant groups of the society the same opportunities to assert 

its own interests in social and political processes. Individuals have almost no chance 

in the more and more complex society to understand and handle the processes going 

on. 

The growing changes in our life require a regular supply of information, which helps 

social groups to orient themselves in their everyday life.  

 

Members of a minority ca not be reduced to their minority feature, like language or 

culture; they are part of the larger society. The potential audience for minority media 

is quite complex and inhomogeneous, their interests and lifestyle are diverse, as in 

other segments of the population, as it is in practice.  

From minority communities it is expected - even from the members of the community 

itself - that they form an enclosed unity.  Media needs of minorities are not different 

from that of the majority. Just like the majority, minorities expect different thematic, 

political and aesthetic programs as well from the media.  

The most important function of the minority media is the articulation and the transfer 

of information. This plays a relevant role inside of the group and thereby creates a 

common consciousness. All the distinctiveness of the group is part of this 

communication in the minority media. It means information for a small segment. The 

difference is that minority outlets are seen as a political publication and have the same 

aim, to name different problems and to change the social conditions. 

 

There are several international documents which serve the protection of the minority 

communities and secure the principles and rules on a European level. In 1990 the 



treaty of Copenhagen was passed. It contains the right of the public use of the mother 

tongue, which also means the use of the minority language in the media. 

Connected to this in June 1993 the Copenhagen accession criteria were signed. 

Hungary is obliged to protect minorities. Here the country had to report regularly 

about the actual situation of minorities until the accession.  

The South-Tyrolian minority expert Beate Sybille Pfeil stresses/emphasizes that 

individual rights mean the basic minority rights, because they can be used by the 

members of a community.  

 

In my view the minority programs will remain, but won’t recover anymore. The 

minority communities are losing their language and culture more and more and the 

state does nothing to help the to recover. 
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