
Takács Zoltán

306

Fi
gu

re
 1

.  
Nu

m
be

r o
f c

iti
ze

ns
 o

f n
ei

gh
bo

ur
in

g 
co

un
tr

ie
s a

pp
ly

in
g 

to
 

H
un

ga
ria

n 
IH

Es
 b

y l
oc

at
io

n 
of

 in
sti

tu
tio

n,
 2

00
5-

20
10

So
ur

ce
: E

du
ca

tio
 d

at
ab

as
e,

 o
w

n 
co

lle
ct

io
n;

 C
ar

to
gr

ap
hy

: D
r. 

Pa
tr

ik
 T

át
ra

i, 
M

TA
 C

SF
K

 F
TI

 (H
un

ga
ria

n 
A

ca
de

m
y 

of
 S

ci
en

ce
s)

, 2
01

2.

C
om

m
en

t: 
Th

e 
sy

m
bo

ls
 in

 F
ig

. 1
 re

pr
es

en
t b

ra
nc

he
s o

f H
un

ga
ria

n 
IH

Es
 lo

ca
te

d 
ou

ts
id

e 
of

 H
un

ga
ry

.



Felsőoktatási határ/helyzetek

307

An analysis of the total number of students from neighbouring countries 
within the Carpathian Basin reveals that most of these students apply to 
study at IHEs in Budapest (49.4%), while the remainder apply to Szeged 
(13.1%), Debrecen (9.3%), Győr (5.8%), Sopron (3.9%) and Pécs (3.0%) 
(Fig. 1). Takács and Kincses (2013) demonstrate important links between 
migration and target locations. The further students travel, the more likely 
they are to set the capital as their primary destination. As for areas along 
the borders, similar features can be observed with local regional centres 
emerging. These are Szeged, Pécs, Győr, Sopron, Miskolc, Debrecen and 
Nyíregyháza. In the case of students from Voivodina (students from Serbia), 
the geographical proximity of the sending regions plays the most prominent 
role, with 52% of them aiming for higher learning in nearby Szeged.

The largest sending regions in the Carpathian Basin, Révkomárom/
Komárno (7.7%), Dunaszerdahely/Dunajská Streda (7.2%), Érsekújvár/
Nové Zámky (5.5%), Szabadka/Subotica (4.4%) and Magyarkanizsa/
Kanjiža (3.7%), overlap with areas inhabited by ethnic blocks and territo-
ries with scattered populations (Fig. 2).
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Figure 3. 
The percentage of foreigners studying in Hungary (citizens of 
Serbia, Romania, Ukraine, Slovakia, Austria, Slovenia and 

Croatia) by training programme and level (2001-2009)

Source: Based on Hungarian Central Statistical Office database, KSH, 2012; own 
collection.

The percentage of students from regions neighbouring Hungary in the 
last decade has decreased by 15% (the percentage among all foreign stu-
dents in 2001-2002 was 63.1%, while that figure was 47.7% in 2009-2010). 
The drop in the percentage of students is especially significant for Romania 
and Slovakia, and a declining trend can be observed among students from 
Ukraine as well. These changes are probably due to local developments and 
the establishment of IHEs in those countries (Fig. 3). A few years after the 
establishment of institutions beyond Hungary’s borders, several thousand 
students pursued their studies there (2,695 students at Selye János Universi-
ty [in the Highlands of Slovakia], 934 students in Transcarpathia [Ukraine] 
and 1,940 students at Sapientia in Transylvania [Romania]).12

12 � This is based on Albert (2009), Tonk (2012), and Orosz and Szikura (2011). According to 
Csete et al. (2010: 140), the number of Hungarian students in the regions bordering Hun-
gary are 5,887 in Slovakia, 38,085 in Romania, 3,298 in Serbia and 1,923 in Ukraine. 
The new institutions in Slovakia and Ukraine draw 45-50% of the local Hungarian stu-
dents.
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NEW UNIVERSITIES FOR MINORITY COMMUNITIES

The university is an important tool in nation-building, the main purpose of 
which is ‘to train a loyal elite and a group of experts for the political and 
cultural establishment’. Since minorities are underrepresented in univer-
sity education worldwide,13 for them higher education and its institutional 
organisation are extremely important (Salat, 2012). Minority education is 
perceived as a problem and a set of conflicts throughout the world (Kozma, 
2005a; Berényi, 2005; Z. Papp, 2012). Culturally divided societies and mar-
ginal groups distinguished on the basis of ethnic, linguistic and religious 
markers are rife with tension (Salat, 2012: 49). Kozma (2005a: 13-14), for 
instance, lists Scotland, Wales, the Benelux countries (Flemish-Walloon, 
German and Dutch), the Baltic communities (German-Russian, Lithuani-
an-Polish), the Mediterranean (Basque, Süd Tiroler, German and Sloveni-
an) and the Balkans (Albanian, Macedonian, Bosniak, Bulgarian-Turkish) 
among the European regions at risk in terms of educational affairs. They 
are characterised by individual solutions in flux and continual national con-
trol by the majority (Kozma, 2005a; Mandel, 2005, 2007; Z. Papp, 2012).

Salat (2012: 50) states that ‘(...) the linguistic characteristic feature, the 
content reflecting cultural particulars and the control over the institutions 
make these institutions suitable to assist in the greatest challenge for com-
munities in minority positions: cultural reproduction (...)’ within a domi-
nant culture. According to Z. Papp (2012: 10, 14), the issue of language is 
a phenomenon ‘that takes shape between state and minority nationalisms’. 
The importance of the mother tongue is overemphasised (in the case of 
ethnic Hungarian communities), pushes other developments into the back-
ground and reaches beyond the complex system of needs and requirements 
in education. With reference to examples of modern European institutions, 
Polonyi (2005: 86) concludes that ‘time has passed over majority-based 

13 � This is also supported by Recommendation 1353 (1998) issued by the Parliamentary As-
sembly of the Council of Europe on Access of Minorities to Higher Education. This le-
gal document offers recommendations on the national education policies in European 
states (with the purpose of avoiding assimilation and considering the needs of minori-
ties) (Salat, 2012). The same underrepresentation is pointed out with regard to minority 
communities in the regions of the Carpathian Basin. On average, the percentage of the 
college-educated minority population is 50% of that of the majority. See in detail Szabó, 
2006; Albert, 2009; Orosz, 2005; Kész, 2010; Gábrity Molnár, 2006a; Csete et al., 2010. 
Csete and his colleagues (2010) present the following percentages for ‘minority-to-ma-
jority’ underrepresentation by region: Romania 7.8% to 10.0%, Slovakia 5.4% to 9.8%, 
Serbia 6.1% to 9.4% and Ukraine 5.2% to 12.4%.
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state nationalisms (...)’ and that national identity is taking shape in global 
and European relations. Multilingual communities enjoy an advantage and 
successfully integrate into the context of European communication. The 
multilingual university (enriched by minorities in the case of regions along 
the border) may represent a true and progressive alternative to the dominant 
monolingual IHEs.

In the midst of the changes in 1989-‘90, seizing the appropriate oppor-
tunity, Hungarian minority communities in the Carpathian Basin14 began 
to establish their own independent institutions as well. Kozma (2005b: 35) 
calls these institutions ‘the children of the power vacuums’,15 the forerun-
ners of which were off-site institutions. Off-site institutions ‘are the out-
comes of a fortuitous interplay of political, cultural and economic circum-
stances’, which gradually become independent and institutionalized until 
the receiving countries end up integrating them into their own system of 
higher education (Kozma, 2004: 80; Fábri, 2001). These institutions follow 
the changes of economic and political relations, are prepared to take risks, 
offer practical training (in various forms, e.g. distance study) and are entre-
preneurial but also enjoy (financial and even stronger moral) support. In the 
last 20 years or so, off-site institutions have been set up in 13 locations in 
four countries within the Carpathian Basin16 (Fig. 1).

14 � The notion of ‘Hungarian minority communities in the Carpathian Basin’ is understood 
by Z. Papp (2012: 3; based on the work of Szarka [1999] and Bárdi [2004]) as forced 
communities, remainder communities or communities undertaken willingly that evolved 
in the period after World War I as a result of the Treaty of Trianon, which established 
the peace with Hungary and forced the country to cede two thirds of its territory to its 
neighbours. Synonyms for ‘ethnic Hungarians’ abound in the language and translate 
roughly to ‘Hungarians beyond the borders’, ‘expatriate Hungarians’ and ‘minority Hun-
garians’, terms that occur in the chapters of this study as well.

15 � According to Gábrity Molnár (2006a), the Hungarians of Voivodina and the Hungarian 
political elite there have missed this opportunity (primarily due to the Balkan wars) and 
therefore have been struggling to this day with the establishment of a minority Hungar-
ian IHE.

16 � In Slovakia: Diószeg/Sládkovičovo, Királyhelmec/Kráľovský Chlmec, Révkomárom/
Komárno and Dunaszerdahely/Dunajská Streda; in Ukraine: Beregszász/Berehove; in 
Romania: Nyárádszereda/Miercurea Nirajului, Székelyudvarhely/Odorheiu Secuiesc, 
Marosvásárhely/Târgu Mureş, Nagyvárad/Oradea, Csíkszereda/Miercurea Ciuc, Sepsi-
szentgyörgy/Sfântu Gheorghe; and in Serbia: Szabadka/Subotica and Zenta/Senta. 
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An increasing number of students participated in training programmes 
at off-site institutions in their homeland,17 while programmes located just 
outside Hungary strongly contributed to the development of the existing 
IHEs, transferring experience and knowledge and opening the door to the 
practice of studying locally. The legal status of off-site institutions and 
training programmes away from the centre is problematic in practice since 
these institutions are unable to integrate into the higher education of the 
particular nation-states and the degrees issued must undergo a process of 
official recognition. Instruction is offered exclusively in Hungarian (fur-
thermore, they are dominated by agriculture, horticulture, business and 
economics); thus the graduates do not embrace the environmental language, 
which is an expectation of the labour market (and are rather able to put their 
practical knowledge to work as self-employed workers running their own 
businesses). Based on studies by Rechnitzer (2011), 4.5% of the training of-
fered within Hungarian higher education occurs beyond Hungary’s borders. 
These programmes serve the purposes of saving the nation within the pro-
cess of internationalization in higher education.

THE ESTABLISHMENT AND OPERATION 
OF NEW, INDEPENDENT IHES

Features of the establishment of IHEs,18 according to Kozma (2004: 88-89), 
are: varying subject matter (based on e.g. economic and training needs), 
in various political arenas, justified and presented clearly (for the state as 
well as the local, minority and majority societies), besides toning down the 
sense of hostility and prejudice (Fábri, 2001: 155). IHE formation is fur-
thermore marked by spontaneity, lack of coordination, the uncertainty and 
weakness of the local society and the lack of alliances locally (alliances that 
would be formed by the local government, the church, business players and 
17 � The number of students in these off-site training programmes is the lowest in  

Slovakia (a total of 140 between 2005 and 2010 with a falling trend), in which the estab-
lishment of a stable, new and independent Hungarian university played a very important 
role. The number of students enrolled in off-site training programmes in other regions 
(e.g. Romania) continues to be high (1,125 students) (Fig. 1).

18 � In cooperation with minority Hungarian organisations in neighbouring countries, the 
Hungarian state has supported the foundation of institutions outside of Hungary. This 
is how the Ferenc Rákóczi II Transcarpathian Hungarian Institute was established in 
Ukraine (1996), Sapientia Transylvanian Hungarian University (2001) and Partium 
Christian University (2001) in Romania, and Selye János University in Slovakia (2003) 
(Orosz & Szikura, 2011; Salat et al., 2010; Albert, 2009).
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the academic elite) (Kozma, 2003, 2004, 2005a). Kozma (2003) emphasises 
the role of change agents in the process of establishing institutions. It is 
essential to have serious political will, followed by an agreement regard-
ing the legal status and costs of establishing and maintaining the institution 
(Polonyi, 2005). It is absolutely necessary to have state funding in a minor-
ity environment (Kozma, 2003). Otherwise, the new institutions face diffi-
culties in financing, infrastructure and human resources (Fábri, 2001). The 
‘other state dictates’ (Csete et al., 2010: 146) in terms of the accreditation of 
the new institution and, according to Salat (2012), a new and independent 
minority institution can only be established if minority higher education 
is characterised by federal or consolidated forms of autonomy. ‘The final 
goal is to have an independent institution accepted’ in the local (minority-
majority) society (Kozma, 2005a: 178).

I would like to summarise experience relevant to launching an institu-
tion on the basis of an analysis of two institutions in the Carpathian Basin 
(Selye János University [SJE, Révkomárom/Komárno, Slovakia] and the 
Ferenc Rákóczi II Transcarpathian Hungarian Institute [II RFKMF, Be-
regszász/Berehove, Ukraine]),19 which can also be utilised by the minority 
Hungarian community in Voivodina in connection with an institution lo-
cated in Szabadka/Subotica.  

In both cases, efforts aimed at establishing a university are years/dec-
ades old. The initial efforts have regularly failed one after the other (due to 
political obstacles, nationalist state agencies and IHEs overwhelming the 
minority communities [Pozsony/Bratislava, Nyitra/Nitra, Kiev/Kijiv and 
Ungvár/Uzshorod]). Both institutions were the outcome of political deals 
and historical moments. Reasons to justify their establishment included the 
mission to maintain and reorganise the intelligentsia, thus reducing the dis-
advantaged position of the Hungarian communities in the Highlands region 
of Slovakia and Transcarpathia (Ukraine): they were underrepresented in 
higher learning and lacked language skills. This thus established the condi-
tions for cultural reproduction, the maintenance of identity and equal op-

19 � Ten in-depth interviews were conducted with the top leadership (rector, deans and presi-
dent) of IHEs in Révkomárom/Komárno in 2010 and in Beregszász/Berehove in 2012. I 
found it important to analyse in greater detail the launch and operation of an independ-
ent institution established by a state (Slovakia: SJE, Révkomárom/Komárno) and a col-
lege founded by a relatively small Hungarian community (Transcarpathian Hungarians 
in Ukraine) and run with financial support from Hungary (Ukraine: II RFKMF, Bereg-
szász/Berehove).
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portunity (Sidó, 2002; Albert, 2009; Kész, 2010; Orosz, 1997, 2005).
At SJE20 in Révkomárom/Komárno21 today, some 3,000 pursue their 

studies at three faculties, economics, teacher training and Calvinist theolo-
gy, based on the Bologna model. The II RFKMF22 in Beregszász/Berehove23 
has 934 students (including students attending programmes at off-site insti-
tutions) at the following departments: history and social sciences, education 
and psychology, philology (Hungarian, Ukrainian and English streams), 
mathematics, biology and geology.

EXPERIENCE OF ESTABLISHING AND OPERATING 
MINORITY INSTITUTIONS IN SLOVAKIA AND UKRAINE

In order to summarise useful experience for the Hungarian community in 
Voivodina, I analyse factors that typify the institutions discussed which 

20 � The City University of Kormárno (Schola Comaromiensis) (1992) was replaced by a 
state university established by second-generation minority politicians, thus ensuring the 
best conditions for educating the Hungarian minority intelligentsia in Slovakia (Bordás, 
2010).

21  �Révkomárom/Komárno is a town of 34,349 in the Komárom/Komárno District of Slova-
kia, in which ethnic Hungarians enjoy an absolute majority of approx. 60%. The number 
of students at SJE was 2,695 in 2008-2009. In Slovakia, Hungarian students study in 
high numbers at numerous universities and faculties. Enrolment at the largest IHEs is 
the following: SJE is followed by Constantine University (Nyitra/Nitra) with 1,130 stu-
dents, the Slovak University of Technology (Pozsony/Bratislava) with 961 and Comenius 
University (Pozsony/Bratislava) with 793 (Albert, 2009).  

22 � This institution was established as the legal successor to the Beregszász Teacher Train-
ing College (Beregszász/Berehove) (in 1994). The Hungarian state backed initiatives 
beyond its borders and was interested in establishing training programmes off site (the 
College of Nyíregyháza in Hungary was the first to launch such a programme with train-
ing courses for teachers in kindergarten, lower school, and certain upper school sub-
jects). It would take two more years to establish the independent college in Transcar-
pathia (Orosz & Szikura, 2011).  

23 � The highest number of ethnic Hungarians in Transcarpathia lives in the Beregszász/
Berehove District (41,246, comprising an absolute majority of 76.1%). The number of 
students at this college was 1,021 (in 2006-2007), while this figure is the following at 
other IHEs in the region: Uzhhorod National University (Ungvár/Uzshorod) 714, Tran-
scarpathian State University (Ungvár/Uzshorod) 57, Mukachevo Institute of Technology 
(Munkács/Mukachevo) 41, and the College of Humanities and Education (Munkács/Mu-
kachevo) 90. The make-up of the intelligentsia is typically one-sided with an interest 
in the social sciences. This is because, without a proper knowledge of the Ukrainian 
language, students are unable to successfully complete Ukrainian-medium IHEs (Kész, 
2010).
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have had the greatest impact on the organisational development of ethnic 
Hungarian institutions in the Carpathian Basin in the last one or two dec-
ades. I argue that the key factors in developing institutions beyond Hun-
gary’s borders are: (1) the local and regional elite, change managers, the 
role of politics in ensuring institutional establishment and operation and 
the missions of the institutions; (2) grants and financing; (3) migration, elite 
retention and cultural reproduction as well as equal opportunity; (4) the 
labour market, the economy, embeddedness in and commitment to the re-
gion; and (5) institutional relations and cooperative efforts.

The processes of forming (minority) institutions and a (minority) elite 
in the Carpathian Basin are marked by a powerful struggle between play-
ers in higher education and a long battle between change managers. In 
general, the development of institutions organised around the principles of 
protecting minorities against state nationalism is dominant in all the coun-
tries. The intellectual centre of ethnic Hungarians in the Slovakian High-
lands region is Révkomárom/Komárno, in Transcarpathia it is Beregszász/
Berehove, and for Hungarians in Voivodina it is Szabadka/Subotica. The 
unity of the political will (which is indispensable) to initiate the establish-
ment of an institution is shaken when individual interests (the political elite 
and academic oligarchy) are placed above collective interests (e.g. the clash 
of interests in academic circles in the towns of Révkomárom/Komárno vs. 
Nyitra/Nitra, Beregszász/Berehove vs. Ungvár/Uzhhorod and Szabadka/
Subotica vs. Újvidék/Novi Sad). Local university lecturers whose mother 
tongue is Hungarian do not accept the independent Hungarian university 
due to distrust and personal interests. In the initial phases of their estab-
lishment, these institutions managed to compensate for their shortcomings 
(in terms of accreditation) by bringing in teaching staff from Hungary. The 
initial staff consisted of a wide range (retired people, teachers with a griev-
ance who had thus left state universities behind, staff with fresh PhDs and 
lecturers from Hungary), but, unfortunately, an agreement with Hungary 
regarding mutual recognition of degrees has had no effect.

These initiatives begin with the establishment of a foundation (the Selye 
János University Foundation for the university of that name in Révkomárom/
Komárno, Slovakia, and the Transcarpathian Hungarian Institute Foundation 
for that IHE in Beregszász/Berehove, Ukraine), which provides initial sup-
port for the educational management activities of the off-site institutions, in 
which the town also plays an active role. Launching an institution of this type 
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will not be successful without the backing of town leaders. Alliances are re-
quired between the political elite and supporters for the cause of minority 
higher education (the academic elite, the local intelligentsia, the church and 
other interest groups) based on the principle of mutual dependence. Alliance 
with the majority nation does not work. New (ethnic Hungarian) institutions 
in the Carpathian Basin are unable to transfer promising and modern Europe-
an higher education models organised around multiculturalism (thus prevent-
ing linguistic isolation and hostilities). Generally speaking, ethnic Hungarian 
students do not speak the state language (well). Therefore, the importance 
of language (multilingualism) emphasised by both institutions appears in the 
institutional mission statement and a few initiatives (supplementary Ukrain-
ian language classes for convergence and a few subjects taught in Ukrainian 
to each year in Beregszász/Berehove and the launching of the Department 
of Slovak Language and Literature in Révkomárom/Komárno). The issue of 
a country’s state language should be understood as a requirement in the do-
mestic labour market.  

In the case of new minority institutions, the goal is to enable highly 
qualified Hungarian youth to earn degrees in their homeland, studying lo-
cally (to improve the disadvantaged underrepresentation of the community 
and to reduce migration). These students will have key competences, can 
find employment in the public sector or be self-employed, through which 
the cultural reproduction of the minority society may be realised.

In general, the new institutions are viewed with distrust both by stu-
dents and parents. It takes some time for the institution’s own image to de-
velop. The new institutions still enjoy a competitive advantage over others 
due to Hungarian-medium education, a Hungarian-language diploma, prox-
imity, low cost and provision of student hostels (with subject-specific ‘col-
leges’ even offering courses in addition to housing).

The goal is to establish financial and decision making independence 
(funding from the majority national state budget in the case of SJE, Ré-
vkomárom/Komárno) and long-term sustainability, in which backing from 
the mother country is only supplementary and serves to establish the con-
ditions for quality education. Support from Hungary is always dependent 
on politics and difficult to plan around because it is uncertain and involves 
strict requirements. Therefore, an institution that operates based on private 
capital and enjoys no support through Ukrainian normative funding has 
difficulty operating (II RFKMF in Beregszász/Berehove). Consistency and 
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continuity can be achieved if the IHE works to increase student enrolment, 
hires highly qualified university staff, develops its system of adult educa-
tion and in-service training programmes and organises R&D – all of which 
generate further resources.

The institutionalization of research and other academic activity as well 
as the development of cross-border relations and network-building repre-
sent a priority. (However, these mechanisms are difficult to operate in the 
institutions under examination; they include cooperative efforts between 
business, government and university, contracted work and innovative CBC 
collaborative efforts.)

The new institutions fit into the internationalization processes in higher 
education (training programmes at off-site institutions and study mobility), 
but, at the same time, they experience difficulty satisfying the conditions 
for diversification (a wide range of training programmes, versatility, com-
mitment to the region, financial stability, modern, European multicultur-
alism and multilingualism). The task of the independent IHEs in regions 
beyond the borders of Hungary – created out of structural elements in Eu-
ropean higher education – is to work toward diversity, and through interna-
tionalization to ensure the reflexive spread of new knowledge and innova-
tive higher learning and other academic activities through the encourage-
ment of cross-border relations.

I wish to share the advice offered by leaders at the two institutions. 
According to the president of the Ferenc Rákóczi II Institute in Bereg-
szász/Berehove (Ukraine), ‘Don’t plan a lot. Just jump into it, don’t over-
think it. This is a bumpy road. It’s done by locals who are committed, 
who have a vision and consistently take things to completion’. 
According to a dean at SJE, Révkomárom/Komárno (Slovakia), ‘Voivo-
dina, well, I think that the Hungarians in Voivodina … have in them 
some sort of modernity unlike Transylvania and Slovakia. That is, there 
is experience, there are very modern Croatian, Slovenian and Austrian 
models, the German experience, and I can imagine that it is possible, 
for example, to develop a service-oriented university model which will 
not carry out a pre-set programme, but responds to needs, cooperates 
and then tries new things. Probably, Szabadka needs a flexible, well, how 
shall I put it … a small university that reacts fast and is service-oriented, 
that is able, for example, to cooperate with all the players in the region’.
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EFFORTS TO ESTABLISH A HUNGARIAN 
MINORITY INSTITUTION IN SERBIA

In Serbia, the role of the state bureaucracy is traditionally large, and high-
er learning is highly politicized. The influence of the central ministerial 
power and the Belgrade lobby is extremely strong (with regard to accredi-
tation, legislation etc.), there is a lack of interest when it comes to minority 
needs (e.g. bilingual education), and the demands of the regional economy 
and labour market are not considered significant. An increasing number 
of private institutions have emerged in the region. The impact of the aca-
demic oligarchy is strong, and its role is conflated with other spheres of 
interest (they are also politicians and owners of private institutions in one). 
In Szabadka/Subotica, we can see a reflection of the general problem that 
characterises Serbia’s higher learning in general: the state bureaucracy 
opens the door to the free market, a move from which the academic oligar-
chy may also profit. Therefore, basically, each interest (except for univer-
sity students, taxpayers, minorities and the economy) can profit from this 
situation and perpetuate it even as they seem to be pointing the finger at 
one another.

The intellectual hub of the Voivodina Hungarians is Szabadka/Subot-
ica, which is situated ten kilometres from the Serbian-Hungarian border. 
Traditions in higher education in the town date back to the 18th century. In 
a study, Wagner (2011) mentions a seminary for training teachers estab-
lished in 1870, which provided an opportunity to study and secure employ-
ment in the town, then called Maria Theresiopel after the Habsburg Em-
press. Later, the first university faculty in Voivodina was also in operation 
in Szabadka/Subotica. This was the law faculty between 1920 and 1940. A 
period of systematic downsizing in regional higher education began after 
1945 (Gábrity Molnár, 2006a; Uvalić, 1952, cited in Horváth, 2010).

In the light of the historical facts, a further stagnation and downsizing 
can be observed among the institutions in Szabadka/Subotica and along 
the Serbian border (through the example of changes in enrolment: in 2009-
2010, the number of students increased 68% in Újvidék/Novi Sad and 44% 
in all of Voivodina, but only 13% in Szabadka/Subotica, accompanied by 
problems with applications and quotas (TT VAT, 2013). Gábrity Molnár 
(2003, 2005a, 2006a), Takács (2009a, 2009b, 2010a) and Korhecz (2012, 
2013) list the following characteristics of regions struggling with minority 
problems (as well): the underrepresentation of particular minority commu-
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nities in higher education, a low percentage of college graduates, a limited 
supply of mother-tongue training programmes and an ever increasing study 
migration.24 They argue for the need to provide students with education in 
their mother tongue within their homeland, an increase in the percentage 
of college graduates (as well as maintaining national identity, cultivating 
the mother tongue, acquiring knowledge and competitiveness at a European 
level, succeeding in the labour market and establishing equal opportunity). 
In Szabadka/Subotica so far, it has been the Hungarian minority that has 
expressed the most pressing needs regarding the development of higher ed-
ucation within the concept of a university.

Higher education in Szabadka/Subotica requires a solution. Facing forc-
es of integration, the first step in the solution might be to found an inde-
pendent base IHE. The Autonomous Province of Voivodina enjoys limited 
rights but is able to propose the establishment of an IHE.25 With the forma-
tion of the national councils, a more defined institutional support system is 
being constructed for minority educational policy and an assertion of inter-
ests (the example of the Hungarian National Council includes teaching Ser-
bian, entrance exams, grants and other funding [for fields underrepresented 
among Hungarians]), demography, simplified recognition of degrees etc.) 
although ‘ethnic power struggles’ are still being waged at the national level.

Szabadka/Subotica has traditionally been multinational: it is a town 
of 100,000 residents comprising Hungarian, Serbian and Croatian/Bunje-
vac ethnic communities (35.7% Hungarian, 27.0% Serbian, 10.0% Croatian 
and 9.6% Bunjevac) (for a comparison, Révkomárom/Komárno has 35,000 
inhabitants and Beregszász/Berehove has 25,000, both with an absolute 
Hungarian majority). In consideration of the specific ethnic composition of 
Szabadka/Subotica, its size and the (non-independent) IHE in the town in 
the last ten years, the question of establishing a university has been raised 
a number of times (2002-2010) in (separate) Hungarian and Serbian propos-

24  �About 30% of Hungarian students from Voivodina study in Hungary (1,300-1,400) (Fig. 1). 
At 5.59%, Voivodina Hungarians between the ages of 20 and 35 attend college or uni-
versity at half the rate of all members of that age group in Voivodina (11.5%) (Takács, 
2009a). Furthermore, Voivodina Hungarians make up only 6.6% of all Voivodina stu-
dents, while they comprise 13% of the population of that region. Finally, college-educat-
ed Hungarians form 6.1% of the total population of Voivodina, while that figure for their 
Serbian peers is 9.4% (Csete et al., 2010).

25 � Zakon, 2009, §35.
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als.26 The Croatian community has also announced its needs in connection 
with developing higher education (in the form of a Department of Teacher 
Training and Croatian Studies), but none of these proposals has borne fruit. 
At the end of 2012 and in the spring of 2013, based on a Hungarian National 
Council proposal, the topic of the ‘Szabadka Hungarian University’ was 
raised again as well as that of a state university, where Hungarian is also a 
medium of instruction. The degree to which the proposal was realistic can 
be strongly questioned given the opinion of the local and regional elite, the 
academic elite and leaders of institutions in Szabadka/Subotica, the obser-
vation of the politicians and national councils as well as the necessary – 
indeed, indispensable – conditions (legal, human resources and financial). 
According to the local and regional elite representing the Hungarian, Serbi-
an and Croatian nationalities – as regards the ethnic, linguistic and organi-
sational issues of the potential new institution – a truly multi-ethnic IHE is 
justified in Szabadka/Subotica (Chart 1 illustrates the ethnic composition of 
the students in the town27). The idea of an independent Hungarian universi-
ty was rejected by the Hungarian community of Voivodina (because of the 
small membership of the community, the low number of students and teach-
ers and the modest range of training offerings, the institution would end up 
forming the basis for linguistic isolation). In Szabadka/Subotica, there is 
a need for the majority (and other) ethnic students and teachers as well as 
an institution that is properly able to represent the interests of the Hungar-
ians of Voivodina in alliance with the Hungarian, Serbian and Croatian 
communities (while meeting their needs as well) and relying exclusively on 
bottom-up institution building. 

26 � The Voivodina Higher Education Development Programme 2002 (VFFP, 2002). The 
proposal parallels other efforts to establish institutions in other ethnic Hungarian re-
gions. In 2010, the idea of founding a university was embraced by the Serbian town lead-
ership: ‘Does Subotica need a university?’ (Agora, 2010).

27 � 1,282 Hungarians pursue their studies in Szabadka/Subotica’s state-run institutions. Of 
the faculties at the University of Novi Sad, most Hungarian students are enrolled at the 
school of engineering (547), followed by the faculties of natural sciences and mathemat-
ics (459) and humanities (299). The total number of Hungarian students in Voivodina is 
3,563 (TT VAT, 2013).
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JUSTIFICATION AND SOCIETAL SUPPORT FOR AN 
INDEPENDENT IHE IN SZABADKA/SUBOTICA BASED 
ON THE OPINIONS OF THE LOCAL/REGIONAL ELITE

I present the possibilities for the development of higher learning in Szabad-
ka/Subotica based on in-depth interviews conducted with key players of the 
(majority and minority) local/regional elite of Northern Voivodina.28

When examining support among the local/regional elite for the estab-
lishment of an institution, we can distinguish between two groups: support-
ers and non-supporters. Faculties headed by Serbian leadership and the 
Serbian academic elite (because of their commitment to the University of 
Novi Sad, their job security, and their distrust of the potential institution) 
do not support the idea of the University of Subotica, although the legal 
conditions, human resources and funding are satisfactory. The attitude of 
the Hungarian elite in Voivodina is also uncertain. The IHEs with Hungar-
ian interests29 do not satisfy the legal requirement to create an independ-
ent faculty structure30 (at least three accredited programmes at three levels 
[bachelor’s, master’s and PhD]) necessary to establish a university. Leaders 
representing private faculties31 and the academic elite would like to cooper-
ate (while others would not support the establishment of a mixed state and 
private institution). The church represents a moderate and reserved posi-
tion (although it wishes to participate in a future institution by establish-
ing a faculty of theology). The municipal leadership, which has represented 
Serbian interests since 2008, supports the founding of a university and has 
its own ideas about it (the establishment of a faculty for the visual and per-

28 � 28 (structured and semi-structured) in-depth interviews were conducted in Hungar-
ian, Serbian and Croatian between 2009 and 2012. When selecting the participants, I 
considered professionalism and commitment to higher education (and research) and to 
minority policy (deans, heads of institutions, university professors, heads of private in-
stitutions, directors of research groups, political leaders, municipal leaders, church rep-
resentatives etc.). The interviews took place in Szabadka/Subotica, Újvidék/Novi Sad 
and Zenta/Senta.

29 ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� IHEs (with Hungarian leadership) interested in university establishment are: the Teach-
er’s Training Faculty in Hungarian, College of Applied Sciences for Pre-School Educa-
tion and Technical College of Applied Sciences (in Szabadka/Subotica). 

30 � Zakon, 2005, §33.
31 � Private (humanities and social sciences) institutions in Szabadka/Subotica are: Meg-

atrend University (Belgrade), International University of Novi Pazar (Novi Pazar), Sin-
gidunum University (Belgrade), and Educons University – FABUS (Sremska Kamenica). 
Total enrolment is estimated to be 1,700.
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forming arts). The Hungarian National Council is also in favour of (and 
proposes) formation of the institution, but some tension can be felt between 
the two groups of major supporters (municipal leadership and the Hungari-
an National Council) over one issue: nationality and the medium of instruc-
tion. With the initiation of negotiations, a compromise must be reached 
through greater attention to instructional development efforts presented by 
the national council(s) and the development of ethnic (Hungarian-Serbian-
Croatian) alliances noted above. 

In the light of the possibilities offered by the higher education law and 
the capacity of local institutions in the middle term, an ‘academy of ap-
plied studies’ (‘an independent regional institution of higher education’) can 
be formed in Szabadka/Subotica.32 An institution of this type would be in-
dependent of the University of Novi Sad (with an institutional leadership 
representing Hungarian interests) and would ensure the possibility of the 
establishment of an IHE organised on the regional level which later could 
even be elevated to the university level. Two solutions may be mentioned to 
compensate for the (missing) third academic area: (1) natural sciences and 
mathematics (justified previously by the demands of the labour market and 
the economic matrix) in the form of teacher training with double majors; 
and (2) (visual and performing) arts (as an institution that cultivates the re-
gional cultural heritage of a multinational community, including its vari-
ous artistic traditions, in order to contribute to the maintenance of identity, 
a goal which is supported by the municipal leadership). It is important to 
introduce multidisciplinary training programmes to diversify programmes 
offered (integrating environmental protection, agriculture, law and engi-
neering). With regard to human resources, the (multi-ethnic) community 
has the necessary capacity (potentially 150-20033 staff members and ap-
prox. 6,500-7,000 students). With regard to financial conditions, funding for 
the institutions in Szabadka/Subotica is secured. Further support is needed 
for institutional formation, infrastructure and training vis-à-vis the third 
academic area (support from the province and from Hungary). Thus, a mul-

32  �It unites instruction, research, scholarship and (visual and performing) arts in three 
academic areas with at least five accredited programmes on two levels (bachelor’s, or 
‘specialty studies’, and advanced studies, or ‘advanced specialty studies’) (Zakon, 2005, 
§35).

33 � My own calculations based on the internal databases of IHEs in Szabadka/Subotica, 
the database of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, and the Organisation of Voivodina 
Hungarian Ph.D. Students and Researchers.
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ti-ethnic IHE, which would be unique in Voivodina, could be established 
in Szabadka/Subotica and represent European values. The base institution 
may form the foundation for CBC collaborative efforts in the Serbian-Hun-
garian border region (Takács, 2012), might complete the internationaliza-
tion of higher learning understood within a European dimension, and could 
prevent the isolation of a potential minority IHE.

CONCLUSION

An ethnic Hungarian IHE fits into the processes of internationalization in 
higher learning (off-site programmes and student mobility), while it expe-
riences difficulty meeting the requirements of differentiation/diversifica-
tion (a variety of training programmes, multifaceted regional institutional 
commitment to providing services, financial stability, modern European 
multiculturalism and multilingualism). Ethnic Hungarian higher learning 
is usually characterised by relatively few teachers, limited training offer-
ings and financial dependence (on some sustainer or providers of funding; 
see the examples of the II RFKMF in Beregszász/Berehove and SJE in Ré-
vkomárom/Komárno). Linguistic isolation represents a problem, and multi-
culturalism cannot be integrated into the institutional mission. Institutional 
services offered to society and the private sector are weak. The establish-
ment of (Hungarian minority) institutions beyond the borders has slowed 
study migration in the Carpathian Basin since an increasing number of stu-
dents have enrolled in training programmes offered in their homeland at the 
newly established institutions (45-50% of the local Hungarian students are 
enrolled in the new minority institutions in Slovakia and Ukraine), which 
have partly come into existence through the replacement of off-site institu-
tions. Their role is expressed in the cultural reproduction and strengthening 
social position of the minority community and in educating a minority in-
telligentsia that remains in its own homeland. 

The role of Szabadka/Subotica as an independent higher learning hub 
in the region is unclear. Representatives of the local/regional elite (Hun-
garian-Serbian-Croatian communities), state bureaucracy, academic oli-
garchy, market players, and other stakeholders represent varying views on 
Szabadka/Subotica. There is no finalized concept. Interest groups partici-
pating in the ‘power struggle for higher education’ have difficulty finding 
common ground. Therefore, support for the establishment of a new institu-
tion is uncertain. Potential supporters are: the Hungarian National Council, 
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the Croatian National Council, private faculties, the municipal leadership 
of Szabadka/Subotica, think tanks and a few representatives of the church. 
The academic oligarchy (due to its dependence on Újvidék/Novi Sad) does 
not support the founding of the institution, and political circles remain neu-
tral, waiting to see what happens. I support my assumption with the opinion 
of the local and regional elite in favour of the development of the institu-
tion, which maintains that there is a justification for the state establishment 
of a multi-ethnic institution in Szabadka/Subotica (a traditionally multina-
tional town of 100,000 inhabitants) with no intention of creating enemies 
and based on arguments of competitiveness, rationality and sustainability. 
The multinational community possesses the capacity and the conditions 
necessary to found the institution: legal requirements met, political lobby-
ing, human resources (teachers, researchers and students) and the sustain-
ability of regulated financial support. 

An ‘academy of applied studies’ may be formed as a base institution 
with an autonomous institutional leadership dominated by Voivodina Hun-
garians as a result of long-term negotiations and compromises, thus ensur-
ing the division of labour among the various players connected to the es-
tablishment (e.g. the municipal leadership of Szabadka/Subotica is to estab-
lish the [visual and performing] arts faculty, the Szabadka/Subotica-based 
Teacher’s Training Faculty in Hungarian [within  the University of Novi 
Sad] will set up teacher education with a double major [humanities and nat-
ural sciences], the church will develop the theology programme, and the 
Croatian National Council will launch the training of Croatian teachers). 
As a result, an institution may come about which is open to a multinational 
society, blind to borders and involved in CBC collaborative efforts, which 
represents modern educational management and regional service provision, 
and which demonstrates its usefulness and necessity for the local society at 
various levels.  
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