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Surnames of Foreign Origin in a Language Contact Situation. 
The Reasons and Ways of Their Changes and Their Influence on the 


Surname Stock in Hungary1 


Tamás Farkas 
Hungary 


Abstract 
In historical Hungary the use of inheritable family names developed in a natural way among the Hungarian, 
German, Slovakian and Croatian population, while decrees prescribed the use of permanent family names 
for the still surnameless Gipsy, Jewish and Greek Orthodox (mainly Serbian) minorities later. Many names 
of foreign origin were changed spontaneously in language contact situations, according to the name stock 
of the dominant community throughout the centuries, while in the 19th and 20th centuries mainly by the 
means of official surname changes. As names could have become ethnic symbols, this process was 
influenced also by social, ideological and political factors. 


This paper is a study of the use and the value of foreign surnames of minorities in a dominant linguistic 
and cultural context, as well as the process of the assimilation of these names and their bearers. It analyzes 
the different reasons for these surname changes, as well as the ways of spontaneous and conscious changes. 
It gives special attention to the question of how the linguistic characteristics of original foreign surnames 
and the existing Hungarian surname stock could influence the new surnames coined by the official surname 
changes in Hungarian history. The paper finally concludes that the foreign surnames and their changes also 
modified the structure of the surname system in Hungary, which needs further studies concerning this 
aspect as well. 


*** 


1. Introduction 
For centuries, historic Hungary provided an environment which allowed for contact between 
ethnic groups, cultures, languages and name systems. Among the various influences that the 
contiguous name systems had on each other, two will be discussed more fully in this paper. The 
first is the effect of the dominant language and name system on the surname stock of minorities: 
on its rise, on the change of its use-value and, most significantly, its influence in modifying or 
completely replacing certain names. The second is the direct or indirect effect of foreign 
surnames on the dominant surname stock: on the rise of new names and name-types, on the 
choice of names and, as a result of these changes, on the composition and character of the entire 
surname stock of the country. 


2. The influence of the dominant language and name system 
The adjustment to the linguistic and cultural environment dominant in number or prestige can be 
regarded as a natural process, although in the latter centuries it may have been reinforced by 
peremptory order, or else, bureaucratic or ideological features. 


The effect of this influence can also be observed in the rise of certain surname systems. In 
addition to the naturally developed Hungarian, German, Croatian and Slovakian surname systems 
that existed in historic Hungary, certain minorities adopted the practice of using mandatory 
surnames in response to external pressures. In the case of the Serbs, a state decree by Emperor 
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Francis I in 1817 made patronymics hereditary, whereas in previous generations, these names had 
changed from one generation to the next. In other cases, certain minorities used other languages 
as the source of their names: the Gypsies took their surnames from the Hungarian language, while 
the Jews typically adopted German surnames, also as a result of a decree of Emperor Joseph II in 
1787. 


The existing language contact situations also had an effect on already existing surnames. On 
the one hand, they resulted in the phenomenon of spontaneous name assimilation and, on the 
other hand, they resulted in conscious name changes. The former was a rather collective change, 
while the latter was individually initiated, even if typically influenced by external factors. The 
consequences of these changes were manifested not only in the spoken and written environment, 
but also in the official and unofficial use of surnames. A parallel can be drawn between the 
factors which caused these surname changes with those that influenced the life of the place-name 
stock or the use of Christian names in the multilingual country of that time of name 
Hungarianizations. 


Although the discussion herein on the phenomenon of surname changes is limited to the 
Hungarian experience, it should be noted that similar patterns were occurring in other countries 
around the same time (for their systematic linguistic-onomastic analyses, see Alatis 1955, Maass 
1958, Klymasz 1963, Schmuck and Dräger 2008, etc.).  


3. The background of name assimilation 
Elements that are different from the existing language and name system of a community can 
adjust in a natural way to its common forms, just as in the case of words adopted from other 
languages. Changes in surnames of foreign origin regularly include the movement towards 
increasing the efficiency of the spoken and written language by lessening the difficulties of the 
everyday use of certain names. Other factors are subjectively motivated – such as trying to 
conform to a language which is perceived as being prestigious, or an aversion to a language that 
is strange and unusual due to a feeling that it is unpleasant and unattractive. These are the factors 
that lie behind natural name assimilation.  


In different language environments, surnames can take on new connotations because of 
similarities with vocabulary from the other language in question, e.g., in the Hungarian-speaking 
community, the German surnames Fink, Finger evoke the Hungarian word fing (= ‘fart’), 
obviously making the bearers of the name feel uncomfortable. But surnames can also lose their 
meaning, e.g., the German name Narr loses its meaning of ‘mad’ in a non-German speaking 
community. 


In addition to the above-mentioned factors, during the modern age, surnames became ethnic 
symbols as well. Also at this time, nationalism became the dominant ideology of the 19th century, 
aimed at unifying the ‘nation’ politically, culturally, emotionally, and symbolically. An important 
factor of the nationalization process was the strengthening of the linguistic-ethnic character of the 
community. This manifested itself also in the growing importance of the surnames as ethnic 
symbols, determined by their linguistic character and typical usage in the community in question. 
This mechanism of assimilation, usually regarded as a natural process affecting the use of 
language and names, can turn into a phenomenon that is supported, or even partly expected, by 
the dominant community. However, from the perspective of a minority group, it can be seen as a 
means, or even a condition, of personal and social advancement, as well as an attempt to get rid 
of evidence of a foreign origin. These factors, in addition to other, personal motives, had an 
important, sometimes even decisive, role in the conscious change of surnames. It was not rare for 
these kinds of surname changes to occur in historic Hungary, where the otherwise dominant 
Hungarians comprised only half of the population; in addition, one has to remember that Hungary 
also existed within the boundaries of the even more multiethnic Habsburg Empire until 1918. 
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However, conscious name changes also took place between the two World Wars in Hungary, 
even though after the peace treaty in 1920 it had lost most of its minority groups, and with them 
many of its potential name changers. The last big explosion of “Magyarization” (i.e., 
Hungarianization) of surnames occurred in the years after World War II, with respect to name 
changes of the surviving Jews and also among the Germans who were regarded at that time as 
bearing a collective guilt. Later, primarily as a result of the political changes by the end of the 20th 
century in Hungary, some of the people who had inherited Hungarianized names from preceding 
generations, reverted back to their old surnames; but this has not become a common practice. (For 
a background on name assimilation from a socio-historical perspective, see Karády and Kozma 
2002, Karády 2007, Kozma 2007; from an onomastic-linguistic approach, see Farkas 2007b, 
Maitz and Farkas 2008, Maitz 2008.) 


In the case of minority groups that have lived for a long time in a given region, the process of 
assimilation could affect more than one generation. It starts with the borrowing of elements from 
the material culture, then with the borrowing of elements from the psychological-intellectual 
culture, accompanied by the development of bilingualism, possibly leading to a language shift. 
Regarding personal names, it is usually the naming fashion of given names that changes first, as a 
result of dominant culture influences. This is often followed by a change from the typical Indo-
European “given name + surname” order to that which follows the particular use of personal 
name elements in Hungary. The evidence of this process, for example, can be found on the 
gravestones of a family in a Hungarian village with a German population: Petrus Leitold → 
Leitold Franz → Leitold Ambrus (Szilágyi 2005: 92–94). Although the spontaneous changes to 
surnames may have taken place quite early, the official act of changing the surname can be the 
final step in the process of name assimilation. (Often, this may be preceded by a change in the 
unofficial use of the surname.) However, despite the great number of official surname changes in 
Hungary, surnames of foreign origin were nonetheless preserved in great numbers. Their 
proportion in the almost exclusively Hungarian-speaking country of the present day can be 
estimated at 30–40%.  


Several additional questions in the case of the name changes of Jews also occur in this regard 
(see this volume: Farkas 2008d). In general, for the process described above, many similarities 
can be found in the integration of immigrants in other countries, although the rate at which this 
occurred and the factors which motivated them can be quite different, depending on particular 
circumstances.  


4. Spontaneous name changes 
Surnames of foreign origin, if their linguistic character, phonological system or endings do not 
sound unfamiliar, can integrate well into the name stock of the dominant language. However, in 
other cases, they may go through changes of form and content of varying types and degree, or be 
completely replaced. Through these changes, several versions of the same name may become 
apparent, mainly in the written form. 


Although some of these changes take place only in the spoken language, most of them affect 
the written form as well, sometimes exclusively. These changes are: transcription, transliteration, 
and simplification of the written form. That is why, when adapting, for example, German 
surnames: a) letters unknown in Hungarian were replaced: Groß > Grósz, Jäger > Jager or 
Jáger, Weinhardt > Veinhardt; b) specific combinations of letters were simplified: Hecker > 
Hekker, Hirsch > Hirs, Fröhlich > Frölich, Piltmann > Piltman; c) changes occurred to reflect 
the common pronunciation in Hungarian: Lohn > Lóhn, Vogel > Fógel; or d) changes followed 
the pattern of the phonology of the other language: Jakl > Jakli, Vindl > Vindel. A characteristic 
change, for example, was the dissolution of initial consonant clusters, whose presence is not 
common in the Hungarian language; see the following examples from Slavic languages: Hrabár 
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> Rabár, Tchor > Tihor. In addition to the small phonological and/or orthographical changes, 
modifications of a greater degree also took place – affecting the phonetic character, the form, 
sometimes even the name-structure. In addition, semantic changes also took place: the 
Hungarianization of the surname could happen through a change of folk-etymological character, 
and also via the partial or complete translation of the name. (For spontaneous name changes in 
general, see Hajdú 2003: 752–761; for spontaneous changes of foreign surnames, see Fülöp 1985, 
Szilágyi 2005, Mizser 2007; etc.) 


Integration of surnames of foreign origin into the dominant name structure did not necessarily 
mean finding the equivalent of the surname in form or meaning in the other language. The most 
important consideration was that the new name should be a surname which fit well into the other 
name system. Although the old surname often serves as the starting point for finding a new one, 
the finding of the new surname could also be independent of the old. This explains why many of 
the surnames of foreign origin were simply replaced by Hungarian ones of different motivating 
factors (e.g., denoting an ethnic group, occupation or a certain characteristic) spontaneously. This 
was a natural process, which also could happen to Hungarian surnames according to the changing 
circumstances of everyday life. Similar types of changes were characteristic of conscious name 
changes as well.  


In a bilingual environment, or in multi-lingual environments, the use of surnames may 
alternate, and this can happen with various types of surname-pairs. These can manifest 
themselves as follows: a) alternative written forms (e.g., in today’s minority language use: 
Hungarian Kincses József > Slovakian Jozef Kinčeš; Vörös 2007); b) alternative morphologies 
(e.g., as a historic data: Hungarian Vásárhelyi ~ Slovakian Vásárhelyszky, apparently according to 
the language of the census; Mizser 2007); and c) alternative meanings. (This was the practice of 
the one-time humanists, was typical among Jews, and also occurred later on in bilingual 
communities, e.g., Bili > Fehér ’white’ in Slovakian and Hungarian, where the language loss led 
to an official change in a change-of-name petition from 1964, No. 7667, Archive of Ministry of 
Justice.) 


5. Conscious name change: Hungarianization of the surname 
During the last two centuries in Hungary, official name changes typically meant the 
Hungarianization of surnames of foreign origin, i.e., replacing them with a Hungarian sounding 
name, as made possible by a decree of Emperor Francis I in 1814. In the golden age of surname 
changes, which occurred between the middle of the 19th and the middle of the 20th centuries, 
approximately 300,000 surname changes took place in Hungary, most of which meant the 
Hungarianization of surnames. The act of changing surnames of foreign origin had an indirect 
effect on the whole of the Hungarian surname stock, especially because surname changes in 
several cases resulted in really new surnames being introduced into the existing Hungarian 
surname stock. (For a bibliography of literature on surname changes in Hungary, see 
http://nevvaltoztatas.elte.hu. For information on current research, refer to Farkas 2008b. For the 
history on surname changes in Hungary, see Karády and Kozma 2002.) 


Basically three factors had a prominent role in the creation of the new surname stock and in 
the formation of its characteristics: a) the specific name-giving situation which was essentially 
different from that of the historic surname stock; b) the Hungarian surname stock that serves as a 
pattern; c) the original surnames of foreign origin, which often influenced the choice of the new 
name.  


The creation of new surnames resulting from name changes was essentially different from the 
creation of the historic Hungarian surname stock. There are differences in the field of the external 
and internal historical linguistic factors that influenced name-giving, in the field of the motivating 
factors, methods, the original language stock, and the linguistic means of name-giving. The newly 
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created Hungarian surnames followed more or less the pattern found in the existing name system, 
but they were also determined by the names found in contemporary literature, the patterns found 
among formerly Hungarianized names and, most importantly of all, the creativity and preferences 
of the people who created these names for the purpose of changing their names (for these 
differences and their consequences, see Farkas 2008a). 


The new names naturally conformed in character to the dominant language and name system, 
which also is reflected in the widespread use of the term névmagyarosítás (‘Name 
Magyarization’, ‘Name Hungarianization’) used to describe this phenomenon. (A similar 
approach can be found in other countries as well, e.g., in corresponding articles in Names, Journal 
of the American Name Society, the terms Anglicization, Americanization, and even 
Canadianization can be found, but the presence of the term névmagyarosítás in Hungary seems to 
be especially dominant. In general, see Farkas 2008c; for the terms cited here, see Maass 1958: 
148–149, Alatis 1955, Klymasz 1963.) The official laws regarding name changes further 
reinforced this tendency by prescribing that: “foreign sounding names, created in an un-
Hungarian way”, in addition to other restrictions, could not be chosen, with the exception of 
special cases that deserved special consideration. (Similar views regarding name changes could 
be expressed in the laws of other countries as well. The application of such principles was, and 
still is, the responsibility of ministerial officials, depending on their linguistic competence. For 
these principles, see Farkas 2002.) 


Although the surnames that were created by name Hungarianization are Hungarian surnames, 
we can regard them not only compared to the historic surname stock (judging them sometimes to 
be ‘wrong names’), but also as just new elements of the name stock, similarly to the new word 
formations of the language reform movement of the past (which, as a cultural movement, also 
aimed to strengthen the Hungarian word stock by creating a great number of new words instead 
of using foreign ones, most assiduously at the beginning of the 19th century).  


6. Name Hungarianization on the basis of surnames of foreign origin 
6.1. Those who Hungarianized their surnames usually chose their new names based on their 
previous foreign name: on the form of the previous name (especially the initial letters), or its 
meaning (for the motivating factors, see Farkas 2003: 151–157). However, there are also cases 
where a new name is added to an old one, thus creating a double surname (e.g., Fischer > 
Keresztes-Fischer; Deutsch > Hatvany Deutsch), even though this was quite a rare phenomenon, 
also due to the official restrictions.  


6.2. The most typical way of changing names was to choose a new name that started with the 
same letter as the old. A possible explanation for this was for reasons of practicality, as in this 
way, the initials, which often appeared in older times on many personal belongings, could be 
preserved. But there may have been a psychological motivation as well: by preserving something 
from the old name, something of the old self could be preserved as well. In addition, using the 
initials offered a starting point to find a new name from the unlimited number of possible choices. 
This practice became so typical that even in the last decades, there could be name changers who 
believed that this is the only pragmatic way to change a name. 


It should also be discussed how initial letters that do not exist in Hungarian, or differ from the 
Hungarian pronunciation, were perpetuated in new surnames. For example: the W of German 
surnames is typically replaced by V in Hungarian (Wurm > Vajda, Vas, Vidor); Quintz becomes 
Koltai or Kulcsár; the initial letter of the name Singer, which is quite frequent among Jews, 
continues in names starting with S (Simonyi, Somló, Sugár), but more frequently in names starting 
with Sz (Szabados, Szántó, Székely, Szemere, Szigeti). The practice of retaining initial letters can 
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also be illustrated by other examples, such as the fact that only a few new Hungarian surnames 
start with Cs, as it was not a common initial letter in the foreign surname stock. 


In addition to the initial letter, other parts of the original surname could also be used: more 
sounds and letters could be retained or, with minor modifications, a new name could be created 
out of the old one, as can be seen in the following examples: Bényász > Bányász ’miner’, Pecs > 
Pécsi ’from the city Pécs’, Bamberger (pronounced: Wamberger) > Vámbéri ‘vám toll + bér 
wage/rent + -i derivational suffix’. 


6.3. In modifying the new name to fit into the dominant name system, derivatives, endings, or the 
second parts of compound names played an important role, either by cutting off the unfamiliar-
sounding endings, or by creating an ending that was more suitable for Hungarian names (see 
Juhász 2007a, 2007b; Farkas 2008a; cf. also Ladó 1981). Even though these factors were 
important in the creation of new surnames in general, the focus of this discussion is on the 
consequences that came directly from the possible correspondence of the foreign and Hungarian 
name elements. 


One way in which these name changes occurred was simply by attaching endings to the 
foreign surname, and this way creating a more Hungarian sounding name form, e.g., Novák + -i 
(suffix expressing origin from a place or descent) > Nováki; Mayer + -fi (patronymic) > Mayerfi. 
In other cases, the endings of the names were exchanged, e.g., Ettlinger > Etlényi; Hoffmann > 
Hoffmányi (by creating an -ányi/-ényi ending which also could be seen as a typical ending in 
Hungarian). By cutting off part of the ending of the old name, it was also possible to create names 
that sounded Hungarian, e.g., Adamics > Ádám; Bartalovics > Barta; Egresits > Egresi; Murátin 
> Muráti.  


Name endings also played an important part in the forming of new surnames created by 
translation. Sometimes they retained the original structure: Petrovics > Pető/fi, Hirschler > 
Szarvas/y; whereas, at other times, the endings became prudently absent: Kralovics > Király 
(Király/fi would have been a ridiculous and nonsensical surname with its meaning: ‘son of the 
king, [crown] prince’). But the most remarkable situations are those where the elements created 
by loan translation receive a typically Hungarian ending (as a suffix or compound) to be fitted 
into the Hungarian surname system: Nasch [csemeg(e)] > Csemegi; Wünder [csuda] > Csudányi, 
Kosztka [csont] > Csontváry, Schönnagl [szép + szeg] > Szépszegi.  


6.4. The meaning of the original surname could also influence the creation of the new one. It was 
not as common as keeping the initial letters, but it was still fairly typical. It can be neither 
confirmed nor denied that the rich stock of the often compounded German surnames starting with 
Rosen- (besides reflecting a common sentimental-romantic name taste) had an indirect effect on 
surname Hungarianizations in the 19th century. At that time many names of similar character 
appeared without any German precedent: Rózsa, Rózsás, Rózsai, Rózsafi, Rózsaági, Rózsavölgyi, 
Rózsahegyi, Rózsamezei (Farkas 2008a; cf. Maass 1958: 144). A very typical phenomenon was 
the more or less accurate translation of the original name (very often by using a suitable ending 
also): Cimpian > Mezei; Domszky > Hazai; Krieger or Voicsik > Csatár or Csatári; Wilhelm > 
Vilmos. In other cases, we can find free translations, that is, semantic connections between the old 
name and the new: Müller > Molnár ‘miller’; Molnárfi ‘miller + fi’; Malmay ‘his mill + -i’; 
Malmosi ‘miller + -i’. Other examples are Molnár  Müller; Müllner, Mühlstein, Eichmüller, 
Schikmüller; or also Malmos  Mühlflus or Mühlstein; etc. The new name may even have an 
opposite meaning to the original: Engel ‘angel’ > Ördög ’devil’, or Ördög > Angyal (both cases 
were recorded). 


When the original name was polysyllabic, the new name could either be connected with the 
first part, the last part or to the meaning of the whole surname. On the one hand: Földes ‘earthy’ 
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 Feldheim or Feldmann, and  Grünfeld or Reichenfeld. On the other hand: Rosenfeld > Rózsai 
‘of the rose’; Weinfeld > Boros ‘vinous’; Gartenfeld > Kertész ‘gardener’; Blumenfeld or 
Feldmann > Mezei ‘of the field’; Grünfeld > Földes ‘earthy’; etc.  


6.5. The practice of loan translation increased the number of surnames, semantic types, and also 
morphological types (e.g., a change of name from Thürmenstein to Toronykői, where the suitable 
stem variant of the suffix should be -kövi), that are remarkably new compared to the historic 
name system, according to the freedom of name creation. (For their analysis, see Farkas 2008a.) 
The number of such new names grew to such an extent that even one of the most zealous 
supporters of name Hungarianization wrote the following: ‘He had better stay Buchberger than 
change to Könyvhegyi [= of the book mountain] since, even if we deny it, when we hear 
Könyvhegyi, we immediately think of Buchberger’ (Telkes 1906: 14). Therefore, this case 
highlights the fact that the new name and its bearer would always be associated with the 
unwanted mark of their foreign origin.  


This example also illustrates the case of mistranslation: the first element of the original 
German name is Buche ‘oak’ and not Buch ‘book’ – as it was interpreted in the process of the 
name change. More or less related to this example are the German names starting with Fried 
which, according to their etymology, is a form of the Christian name Friedrich. However, after 
the name change, these names lived on in the names of Békés, Békési or Békefi etc., created on the 
base of the translation Fried > béke ‘peace’. (However, although Békés and Békési are also 
historic Hungarian surnames, Békefi is a typical artificial creation.) 


6.6. The detailed typology of the choice or creation of names based on the old surname cannot be 
provided here, but its main types and tendencies can be identified. The importance of the above-
mentioned possibilities can be seen also among the typical old/new name pairs. For instance, 
Klein typically becomes Kis (the meaning and the initial letter are the same), Kovács, Kertész, 
Kemény; while Weisz becomes Fehér or Fejér (orthographical variations of fehér ’white’), or 
Vajda, Vámos, Varga; etc. 


7. The influence of Hungarianization on the Hungarian surname stock 
Because of their different linguistic character and changed use value, surnames in a foreign 
language environment are especially susceptible to the possibility of change, i.e., an adjustment in 
favour of the dominant language and name system. During the last two centuries in Hungary, 
these changes happened first through conscious name change, in particular, through name 
Hungarianization. As a result, the number of surnames of foreign origin or foreign character 
dropped significantly. Although their numbers decreased overall, certain groups, for example the 
most typical Jewish surnames experienced an even more significant decrease (cf. Farkas 2008d).  


Although in the Hungarian surname stock, new surnames and surname types appeared that 
conformed to the characteristics of the Hungarian language, they were more or less new in 
relation to the Hungarian name system, partly due to the influence of the foreign surname stock. 
(Here only these cases were mentioned in brief, although the topic is much wider.) If foreign 
names are compared with the adopted new Hungarian surname stock, further conclusions can be 
drawn. In general, name changes in terms of old and new surnames did not vary in number (as in 
the case of the Jewish changes, cf. Farkas 2008d). In addition, regarding their length, new names 
are statistically shorter than the old ones, taking into consideration the number of the letters as 
well as the syllables. This can be explained by the differences in length of surnames in the most 
important contiguous languages (German, Slavic) and Hungarian. (Most Hungarian surnames 
consist of 2–3 syllables.) 
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8. Conclusions regarding the surname stock of Hungary  
Finally, three examples from the USA concerning Hungarian surnames are mentioned below (for 
the most frequent surnames in Hungary, see Erdész 2007). 


1. Horváth is one of the most common (more precisely, the fifth most frequent) Hungarian 
surname existing today. It is a historic surname based on the ethnonym of Croatians in the 
Hungarian language (horvát), but this is not what is most significant about it. Its frequency 
among Hungarians could also have contributed to the fact that it became a common noun (i.e., 
Horwat) in American slang to denote Hungarian immigrants at the beginning of the 20th century 
(Allen 1983: 316). 


2. A Hungarian figure in “My Fair Lady” (the musical based upon G. B. Shaw’s Pygmalion) 
is called Karpathy (more precisely, it should be written as Kárpáthy; in Shaw’s play that figure 
had a different, not Hungarian name). This surname is the most successful proof of the 
Hungarianization of surnames in Hungary. It is completely missing from the historic surname 
stock, but for different reasons (including its appearance as a surname of a Hungarian literary 
hero), it became very popular among people changing names and fitted into the Hungarian 
surname stock quite well. It is estimated to be the 170th most frequent surname in Hungary 
nowadays, and the most frequent of its type, i.e., of artificial surnames as a result of name 
Hungarianization (as a case study, refer to Farkas 2007a). 


3. In the American movie “Three to Tango” the following can be heard: “Novák, it’s a 
Hungarian name, isn’t it?”, which is followed by the affirmative response: “Yes”. This name is 
clearly of Slavic origin, but is also the only representative of the hundred most common surnames 
in Hungary which comes from a foreign language. It is estimated to be the 81st most frequently 
occurring surname in the country, therefore quite typical not only for the Slav-speaking countries 
in Central Europe, but also for Hungary. 


The above-mentioned examples help to illustrate how the Hungarian surname stock consists 
of: 1. historic surnames of Hungarian origin; 2. new surnames created by name Hungarianization; 
and also 3. surnames of foreign origin. The exploration of their relationships, similarities and 
differences is a field of study deserving further research as well.  


Note 
1. The research is supported by the OTKA Research Fund (T 049095) and a Bolyai Research Fellowship.  
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Abstract 
The paper presents Jewish surname changes as a part of the phenomenon of surname changes in Hungary, 
as well as a part of the history of Jewish communities in a surrounding majority. It is based on social 
historical studies and current onomastic research, and applies different sources (as Jewish jokes, original 
petitions or propagandistic statements of their time) to investigate the social, historical, political and 
ideological background, and the characteristics of surname changes of the Jews. It gives a summary on the 
origin of Jewish surnames, analyzes the role of these surnames as symbols of Jewish origin, and the 
different reasons that made the surname changes so typical for the Jews. It presents the assimilation process 
of persons and their personal names in general, and the history of Jewish surname changes in Hungarian 
history. The characteristic features of the surnames chosen and their typical motivations are also analyzed 
here, also in comparison with those of the non-Jewish society.  


*** 


1. The origin of Jewish surnames 
The Jews of Central Europe began to use surnames relatively late in their history and mostly as a 
result of state regulations. In 1787, Emperor Joseph II of the Habsburg Empire (to which Hungary 
belonged at the time) issued a decree that required the use of unchanging surnames by all of its 
citizens. This decree also required the taking of surnames – which particularly affected the Jews 
who had yet to be incorporated into the society of the non-Jewish majority. Similar measures 
were also taken over the following decades in the German states, France and, later on, in Russia. 
(Karády and Kozma 2002: 20–23, Kaganoff 1978: 21–22, Mugden 1994–1995 #5, 9.) The aim of 
the Emperor’s decree was the modernization of the state along with the integration of the Jews.  


Surnames taken at that time could differ in many aspects from the historic ones, which 
evolved spontaneously throughout the previous centuries. Thus, the new names often became 
characteristic of their bearers. The vast majority of Hungarian Jews, not only because of Emperor 
Joseph II’s decree, but also because of their linguistic background, took on German surnames 
(e.g., Goldstein, Grün, Klein). A much smaller portion took on Jewish surnames (e.g., Katz, 
Kohn, Levi), and only few of them took on names of other origins. (For an overview of this name 
stock, see Frojimovics 2003.) The proportion of these surname categories within the group of the 
Jewish name changers of the 50 years prior to 1918 were: 85%, 12.5%, 2.5% (Karády and Kozma 
2002: 23). Nevertheless we should remark that this distribution does not necessarily reflect their 
distribution among the whole of the Jewish population, as the bearers of the less characteristic 
Jewish surnames should not have been as motivated to change their name as those bearing the 
most typical Jewish ones.  


2. Names as ethnic symbols 
Through the birth of nationalism, surnames received a special function: they also became ethnic 
symbols. (For its analysis, see Farkas 2007; Maitz and Farkas 2008.) Surnames of foreign origin 
began to be associated with the foreign origin of their bearers by their linguistic character or, 
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more commonly, by the frequency of their occurrence in a given population of society. For 
example, a Slavic surname likely pointed to a Slavic origin, whereas a German surname probably 
alluded to German or Jewish roots. The fact that, in the first half of the 19th century, these 
German-Jewish surnames were only allowed to be altered in case of a religious conversion 
illustrated that these names could be not ‘German enough’ (cf. J. Kozma 2007). Moreover, what 
later became apparent is that when the same names were Hebraized in great numbers in Israel, 
they could not be regarded as ‘Jewish enough’ either (cf. Kaganoff 1978: 86–93, Bányai 2007). 
To what extent personal names were able to reflect Jewish characteristics is marked most 
significantly by the name decrees of the Third Reich (see Rennick 1970). But the same can also 
be surmised from a remark made by the head of the Hungarian State of the inter-war years (who 
was not an active anti-Semite personally), that explained why he was not in favour of Jewish 
name changes in general: “Den Vogel erkennt man an den Federn” (= ‘A bird can be recognised 
by its feather’; cited in Karády and Kozma 2002: 180). 


The adjustment to the dominant linguistic and cultural environment and its name system can 
be regarded as a natural process. However, it was likely also strengthened by prevailing social, 
ideological and political factors (cf. Karády and Kozma 2002, Kozma 2007b, Farkas 2007, Maitz 
and Farkas 2008, Maitz 2008). At a time when Hungarian surnames played a special role in 
expressing national identity, a surname bearing Jewish characteristics, apart from being ‘alien’, 
was also regarded as ‘Jewish’, thus even more easily stigmatizing the bearer. (For the 
stigmatization of Jewish names and the subsequent changing of names, see Bering 1987, cf. 
Singermann 2001: 116–117, etc.) It was not by chance that a new and former Jewish surname 
would sometimes be mentioned together at that time (and not only in Hungary) when referring to 
a Jew who had changed his (or her) name. This phenomenon was also reflected in jokes about 
Jews (and it is also revealing that similar jokes are known regarding double religious conversions 
as well; Farkas 2003: 157):  


– “You have just changed your name from Grósz to Nagy (= ‘Big’). Why did you change 
it to Kis (= ‘Little’)?” 
– “Simply because if someone asks me what my name used to be, I can say: Nagy.”  


The act of changing surnames, due to the vast number of Jews who changed their names, 
became identified with Jews, not only in Hungary but in other countries too. As per another 
Jewish joke (Farkas 2003: 157):  


– “What should I become? Kovács? Kopárligeti? Kósavári? If people hear these names 
they will say right away: Yes, he should have been a Kohn.” 
– “You should be Grün. Nobody will think that you used to be Kohn before.” 


Nevertheless, it also can be added that, before and during World War II, many from non-
Jewish backgrounds tried to take back their original non-Hungarian names because they were 
thought of as Jews because of their changed names (I. Kozma 1997: 414, 440–443). 


Finally, name changes among Jews are part of a more complex context than that of any other 
social groups – as can be simply expressed with a saying (in this case, not from Hungary) 
regarding the name changers of the Jews: “They can change their name from Moses, but they 
can’t change their noses” (cited in Lapierre 1995: 301).  


3. Name change as a Jewish trait  
A change in name was considered to be a typically Jewish trait, as recorded by Jewish jokes, e.g., 
Question: “How do two Jews introduce themselves to each other?” Answer: “My name was 
Feldman. And what was yours?”; or: Question: “What is the title of ‘Who is Who’ in Israel?” 
Answer: “Who was who?” (Cited in Kaganoff 1978: 88; for more jokes on Jewish name changes, 
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see Frank 1993, Farkas 2003, Spalding 2001 passim etc.) Jewish names, formerly taken or 
received, inherited from generation to generation, could result in a separation from the majority of 
the society. As a result, the changing of names also became typical in Hungary where the 
proportion of the Jews was relatively high, even in comparison with other European countries 
(before 1918 it was 4.5–5% of the Hungarian population; cf. Karády and Kozma 2002: 76). 


In Hungary, the vast majority of the official name changes during the “golden age” of name 
changes (i.e., between the middle of the 19th century to the middle of the 20th century) was the 
change of surnames of foreign origin or characteristics to ones that sounded more Hungarian. The 
most typical group of name changers were the Jews, especially during the Austro-Hungarian 
Monarchy (1867–1918) which, by its national liberalism, offered a backdrop for their natural 
assimilation. (For the social and historical characteristics of the course of surname changes in 
Hungary, see the monograph of Karády and Kozma 2002.)  


In historical multi-national Hungary (in other words, the Hungarian part of the Austro-
Hungarian monarchy), the Hungarian nationality itself only amounted to approximately half of 
the population. Therefore, in the age of nationalism, the importance of strengthening of the 
Hungarian nation could be viewed as a natural conclusion from this situation. Because the 
changing of names was considered to be a symbolic expression of assimilation, the prevailing 
social environment and the authorities more or less agreed or even supported this action (e.g., 
with simplified administration, reduced fees.) The Jews, desiring social integration, were 
therefore prone to willingly change their names and, when the occasion presented itself, took 
advantage of the opportunity, regularly far over-representing their proportion in society. They 
typically also formed the majority of name changers during the time of the Austro-Hungarian 
Monarchy; with the exception of one single year, when a strong action within the state hierarchy 
influenced the rate, pressing many civil servants – typically non-Jews – to change their surnames 
also. (Meanwhile, the assimilation of Jews to the strongly positioned German population in 
Hungary, which could be represented by a Pfeffersamen > Pfeffermann type name change in 
1854, was rather rare; the case cited in Telkes 1898: 56.) When considering the strong 
representation of Jews among the name changers, it needs to be taken into account that the name 
change is a singular demographic act, i.e., families that had already changed their names would 
not be part of the group that would later possibly take part in the so-called Name Magyarization 
(in other word, Hungarianization, i.e., adoption of a Hungarian sounding name).  


The special features of Jewish name changes can be explained, on one hand, by their specific 
names and a kind of stigmatization potentially linked to it and, on the other hand, by the typical 
social background of the Jews. In general, those who changed their names were usually in 
frequent contact with the dominant linguistic and social community, were on a high level of 
social mobility, were modern city dwellers, were better educated, and were those who came from 
a Hungarian-speaking background. These groups within the Jewish community had a high 
representation, not surprisingly mostly among the Reformed Judaists. The reasons for name 
changes can be better appreciated if viewed in the context of the advantages it presented and the 
disadvantages it eliminated, as influenced by the social factors and historical context of the day.  


The changing of names within the Jewish community, especially in those groups of the social 
profile that were the most suitable for changing names, became a collective social experience, a 
common pattern. The two, probably most zealous promoters of name changes in Hungary, Simon 
Telkes and Zoltán Lengyel (establishing non-governmental organizations and writing prominent 
publications supporting this aim) were themselves assimilated Jews. It is worth quoting Telkes 
who underlined the importance of name changes sometime at the turn of the century as follows 
(Telkes 1898: 3–5):  


As one becomes Christian and is admitted into Christian society with the adoption of Christianity, 
one can gain full acceptance into Hungarian society, into the nation with a national baptism by 
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changing his foreign name to a Hungarian one. Name must be considered as a political creed of a 
Hungarian citizen […] Magyarization of the name is an oath of allegiance, a patriotic vow.  


For the above-mentioned reasons, Hungarianization of names in dominant society partly became 
a Jewish question as well, while the diverse views of the public concerning this phenomenon was 
also connected with how Jewish assimilation was perceived. 


Nevertheless, the motivation for Jewish name changes cannot be limited to assimilation of 
national characteristics. It is also connected with the question of secularization and 
modernization, and with the role of individualization, as it identified the bearer of the name not as 
a ‘Jew’ but as a member of the nation. (Refer to Karády 2001, 2007; Fenyves 2008.) It is also 
connected to the question that in general the too frequently occurring names were replaced, to 
some extent, with a wider variety of unique names (up to 20%, according to an extensive study, 
refer to Forgács 1990: 26–27). 


4. Assimilation and Hungarianization of names  
The first phase of assimilation, i.e., basic integration by borrowing elements of the material 
culture, is followed by integrating elements of the psychological-intellectual culture, to which the 
development of bilingualism and the possibility of a language shift are linked. The mostly 
German- or Yiddish-speaking Jews were the pioneers of linguistic Hungarianization, far 
outpacing other minorities in Hungary in this regard. (The percentage of Hungarian-speaking 
people among Jews in 1880: 59%, in 1910: 77%; while also in 1910 among Germans: 23%, 
among Slovakians: 17%, among southern Slavs: 19%, among Rumanians: 5%. Cf. Karády and 
Kozma 2002: 51, Maitz and Farkas 2008.)  


In the transformation of Jewish name usage, the first step was the spontaneous adoption, 
followed by the official adoption, of surnames. This was followed by the usage and giving of first 
names to Jewish children that originated from, and fitted well into, the dominant name system. 
Along with that, personal names in Hungary took the form of “surname + first name” in terms of 
order, which is the usual sequence in Hungarian. (It also needs to be noted that the custom of 
Jewish name usage could survive in parallel.) The next, and generally the final level of 
assimilation was the change of surname, which sometimes was preceded by the use of a non-
official name (the adoption of a so-called alias). However, in the case of the Jewish community, 
there was one more factor that separated them from dominant society: religion, which they often 
changed as well, usually as the last step in their assimilation. The different phases of the 
assimilation process were sometimes linked, and their order could also be different as was seen 
before and during World War II among those who tried to sever all ties to their Jewish roots. (For 
the assimilation process among Jews in Hungary regarding their personal name usage, see 
Frojimovics 2003, Fenyves 2008. For the assimilation process of foreign surnames in general, see 
Farkas 2008c.)  


The steps in the assimilation process need to be examined not only in the case of individuals 
but also through successive generations. This was authentically portrayed in István Szabó’s film 
entitled ‘Sunshine’ (1999). In this film, the ancestor of the Sonnenschein family, Emmanuel, 
arrives in Hungary from Galicia in the second half of the 19th century, where, as Sonneschein 
Manó, he becomes the founder of the family factory. His son, Sonneschein Ignác, Hungarianizes 
his surname to Sors (= ‘Fate’) somewhere in the early 1900s to help further his career. His sons 
inherit this new family name and receive typical Hungarian first names, András and István. A 
change in religion also takes place during this generation before the start of World War II. After 
the war, a member of the next generation of the family, Iván, searches for his place in the new 
post-war world, and the family members who survived the war later change their surnames back 
to their ancestors’ Sonnenschein. Although the story is fictional, it is historically plausible, except 
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perhaps for the last part, as reverting back to an earlier surname, although possible at the end of 
the 20th century, was not typically done.  


5. The history of Jewish name changes in Hungary 
A decree in 1814 lifted the 1787 ban on name changes in Hungary, therefore, the history of 
official surname changes dates from this point in time. (For an overview of this history, see 
Karády and Kozma 2002.) For Jews, name changes were at first only allowed if accompanied by 
a religious conversion as well, but from the middle of that century onwards, name changes could 
take place without it. Although Jews were still a minority in the first wave of name 
Hungarianization that took place in Hungary during the Revolution and Freedom Fight of 
1848/49, later the number of Jews who changed their names grew steadily. Most of the members 
of the first Jewish name-changing generation were mostly middle-aged. In this case, name-
changing was an expression of their individual results of their cultural assimilation. But the 
typical name changers of the following decades were members of the younger generations for 
whom Name Hungarianization was a voluntary, strategic step linked to improving future career 
prospects. During the decades preceding 1918, the Jews were over-represented ten-fold in Name 
Hungarianization when compared to other minorities. On average, every 8–12th Jew changed their 
name while approximately only approximately only 1/100 did the same among other minorities 
(From 1895 to 1918, on average, only 1/26 Germans, 1/23 Slovakians, 1/40 Rumanians, and 
1/238 South Slavs changed their surnames. For these data, see Karády and Kozma 2002: 53, 76–
77.) 


World War I, the communist rule in 1919, and the implementation of the ensuing peace treaty 
resulted in a large-scale loss of area and population of Hungary. This fundamentally changed the 
situation. By that time, the most mobile part of the Jewish population had already Hungarianized 
their names, whereas some others left Hungary and started lives in other countries. Applications 
for name changes in Hungary were, for some years, only approved if strict conditions were met, 
and the number of Jewish name changes was also limited in accordance with an internal quota. 
Up until the 1930s, the number of name changes grew again, to a proportion which even overtook 
the figures of the 19th century. What followed is that name changes were, at first, restricted to 
religious Jews. Then, from 1938 onwards (which was also the year of the first law that limited the 
rights of Jews in the country), the same restriction for name changes was extended even to Jews 
who already had been converted. A decree was not needed for these restrictions as in several 
countries under German rule (cf. Kaganoff 1978: 67) since the administrative system for 
approving the applications could manage it. For the annulment of former Jewish name changes, 
one of the counties introduced a bill (“so that a Jew cannot be mistaken to be Hungarian”, refer to 
Karády and Kozma 2002: 247–248), but the bill never passed. But at the same time religious 
conversions became more frequent among the Jews, which may have seemed to be the only way 
to escape.  


During the years following 1945, many surviving Jews got rid of everything, even their 
names that alluded to their Jewish identity. While the Pro Domo notes of the ministerial 
bureaucracy in Hungary earlier regarded Jewish origin as a reason for rejecting name change 
applications, they now used it as a strong argument in support of that. (It should be mentioned 
that the other large group of name change applicants consisted of Germans, who were collectively 
labeled in a way as guilty of war crimes. The reasons for their often rejected applications are 
interestingly in parallel with the motivations of the Jewish applications of the previous period.) 
The communist party sometimes also supported or even requested Name Hungarianization to be 
applied to their party members of Jewish origin.  


By the mid 20th century, the golden age of Name Hungarianization came to an end, and name 
changes became far less frequent, motivated first of all by the factors of private life and becoming 
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independent of prevailing ideologies. At the same time, in society and for researchers, the subject 
became more or less taboo due to its historical, social and political context. Therefore, research in 
this area has only been gaining acceptance in Hungary over the past two decades (cf. Kozma 
2007a, Farkas 2008b; for the bibliography of research on surname changes in Hungary, see 
http://nevvaltoztatas.elte.hu). 


6. Names in the Jewish surname changes  
The majority of Jewish descendants in Hungary now use names obtained in the past as a result of 
name changes. The number of names that are typically Jewish have decreased significantly. For 
example, in the present-day telephone directory of Budapest, only 5 entries can be found for 
Kohn, 1 for Grün, and 3 for Lévy. In addition, as already mentioned, the Jewish name changes 
resulted in new sets of names that were more varied than the names of the original surname stock 
of the applicants. (In the case of non-Jewish name changes, the variety of names has not been 
changed statistically.) 


In Hungary, just as in other countries, the history of Jewish name changes can be 
characterized by the choice of simple, common surnames, at least when compared to the choices 
made by non-Jewish contemporaries (see also Maass 1958: 169, Scherr 1986: 293, etc.). Here, the 
desire to assimilate as seamlessly as possible, and also a more developed, more civil name taste 
likely played a role. It can be identified in the case of the adopted names and in their semantic 
categories as well. Nevertheless, there were also fewer examples among the adopted surnames of 
the Jews that belonged to an old-type orthography, which were linked to a higher social prestige 
at the time of Name Hungarianizations. However, it needs to be recognized that these old type 
orthographical forms were less often permitted by the state for the Jewish applicants. 


The Hungarian name changers chose or created new surnames most frequently by deriving 
them from their original names. The former names of the Jews concerned could, in this way, 
influence the new set of names, from which, along with the previously-cited examples, typical old 
> new surname-pairs originate, e.g., Kohn > Kovács ‘smith’ / Kun ‘Cumanian (ethnonym)’ / 
Kertész ‘gardener’ / Kardos ‘sword-cutler’ / Kalmár ‘merchant’ / Kemény ‘hard, stiff’ / Komlós 
‘hopper’; or Weisz > Fehér ‘white’ / Vajda ‘voivode (a dignitary)’ / Váradi ‘locality name + -i 
locative’ / Vidor ‘a first name created in the 19th century’. In these cases, the retaining of the 
initials; the more or less exact translation of the names; the semantics of the new surnames; and 
the adjustment to the existing surname system, are all significant. (For more details, refer to 
Farkas 2008a, 2008c). It is also revealing that there is a popular Jewish joke, which can be cited 
from many sources, about two Jews travelling by train and, even if they do not know each other 
personally, the surname of the person coming from the city to the village, can be guessed from his 
supposed old name – as “it was obvious”. (For different Polish and Hungarian variations, see 
Spalding 2001: 21, Frank 1993: 47–48, Farkas 2003: 156, etc. The typical ways of changing the 
names are also documented in the jokes, cf. in the literature cited here.) 


A comparison of the frequency of new surnames between Jewish and non-Jewish name-
changers reveals significant variation. An examination of the “top 10 list” of new surnames of 
Jews and non-Jews (refer to Table 1) based on a large number of samples from the Austro-
Hungarian period (N=32704, an electronic database provided courtesy of Viktor Karády), 
indicates that there are only two surnames (Kovács ‘smith’, Molnár ‘miller’) that are represented 
in both lists of this kind. The representational proportion of one of these names, i.e., Kovács, 
which is the most frequent one on both lists, also varies significantly. 
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Table 1 
The most popular adopted surnames of Jews and non-Jews of the Austro-Hungarian period in Hungary 


 
 Among Jews  


(position / %) 
Among non-Jews 


(position / %) 
Kovács ‘smith’ 1. 2.11% 1. 1.64% 
Székely ‘Secler’ (ethnonym) 2. 1.91% 18. 0.56% 
Kertész ‘gardener’ 3. 1.41% 21. 0.50% 
Fodor ‘curly’ 4. 1.31% 50-51. 0.31% 
László ‘a Christian name’ 5. 1.24% 90-96. 0.22% 
Vajda ‘voivode’ (dignitary) 6. 1.14% 178-182. 0.12% 
Molnár ‘miller’ 7. 1.10% 2-3. 1.05% 
Révész ‘ferryman’ 8. 1.09% 59. 0.29% 
Kemény ‘hard, stiff’ 9. 1.02% 37-38. 0.39% 
Radó (a former first name) 10. 1.01% 139-144. 0.15% 


Further research has found more significant differences between lists of surnames exclusively 
or predominantly chosen by Jews or non-Jews. Based on these findings, it can be hypothesized 
that, in the formerly existing name-choosing trends among Jews in Hungary, a new grouping 
mechanism might be detected besides the mechanism associated with assimilation tendencies. 
(For this analysis, see I. Kozma 2007c.) 


The differences in the choice of names can be seen by examining not only the frequency of 
individual names, but also by looking at the recurrence rate of certain categories of these 
surnames. Using research results from two studies from two different periods, further 
comparisons can be made (1. 1897–1908, N=7780: I. Kozma 2007c; 2. 1948, N=400: Farkas 
2001: 321). (See Table 2a and Table 2b below.) 


 
Table 2a 


Name categories of adopted surnames among Jews and non-Jews in Hungary  
(main categories) 


  
Period of sample taking, proportion of cases 


1897–1908 1948 
 


Jews non-Jews Jews non-Jews 
From a place name 12.4% 40.9% 40.9% 67.9% 
From a first name 22.9% 11.0% 21.2% 4.1% 
From a common word 59.4% 41.9% 34.9% 22.8% 
Other and special cases 5.4% 6.1% 3.0% 5.3% 


Surnames based on place names (and, not uncommonly, pseudo, i.e., non-existing place-
names) occurred far more frequently among non-Jews than among Jews. This type is the most 
typical surname type in the Hungarian surname stock, even if their proportion is lower there than 
among the surnames adopted by name changes. The surnames based on place names also 
corresponded more to the romantic taste in surnames, gave more flexibility to unique name 
formation, and could resemble more closely the names of noble families. In contrast, surnames 
derived from first names (especially from ones that were used at that time) were more commonly 
used by Jews, probably also in remembrance of Jewish naming tradition. Deriving names from 
common words that had a more ‘civilian’ character were also more popular among Jews. (Joining 
to Table 2a, this is presented in Table 2b below.)  
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Table 2b 
Name categories of adopted surnames among Jews and non-Jews in Hungary  


(surnames from common nouns) 
 


Period of sample taking, proportion of cases 
1897–1908 1948 


 


Jews non-Jews Jews non-Jews 
Ethnic groups 7.8% 5.6% 3.0% 2.9% 
Occupation 29.8% 22.8% 20.5% 13.5% 
Social / political  
status / function  


5.2% 2.8% 1.5% 3.5% 


Characteristics 9.6% 6.5% 4.5% 1.8% 
Object, living creature, 
natural phenomenon 


5.2% 2.8% 5.3% 1.2% 


Other or uncertain 1.7% 1.3% – – 


The special features of name choice trends varying in time and in different social groups of 
the Jewish population deserve further investigation. (Not much attention was paid to these aspects 
by the corresponding research. But refer to the studies of V. Karády, I. Kozma, and K. Fenyves.)  


7. Conclusion 
This paper attempted to provide a brief overview of the history, the historical-social function, and 
the main characteristics of Jewish surname changes, focussing on examples taken from the 19th–
20th centuries in Hungary. Recognizing that further research is needed in this area, it is perhaps 
best to conclude with an anecdote (cf. Farkas 2003: 158) which highlights the complexity of this 
subject matter area:  


Katzmann, who lives in France, complains that his Jewish sounding name causes him a 
lot of problems: 
– “Change it!”, advises his friend. 
– “What to?” 
– “The simplest way is if you just translate word by word. Let’s see, Katz in French is 
chat, and Mann is l’homme...” 


 


 


 


Note 
1. The research was supported by OTKA Research Fund (T 049095) and a Bolyai Research Fellowship. 
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Chronicle 
 


Tamás Farkas (Budapest, Hungary) 
The research of official family name changes in Hungary* 
 
 


1. The topic and its history of research 


1.1. The topic 


The question of personal name changes has until recent times been a relatively 
under-researched topic, but nonetheless varied, complex and interesting enough 
for onomastics and other scientific disciplines. In the area of official personal 
name changes, the issue of family name changes has received the most atten-
tion. Rightfully, too: the element inventory of first names and the easily catego-
rized characteristics of marriage names as compared to family name changes 
offers only a limited variety of research topics. What is more, the former two 
topics have presented possibilities and demand later in history, and more impor-
tantly, they also present a less complex issue in terms of social factors. 


The historical corpus of Hungarian family names developed spontaneously dur-
ing the 14th–16th century. The full and unvaried use of family names in the ter-
ritory of the Habsburg Monarchy became obligatory due to Kaiser Joseph II’s 
1787 decree. In 1814, Kaiser Francis I reintroduced the possibility of changing 
family names, but bound it to an official procedure of authorization. A signifi-
cant demand for name change in Hungary appeared for the first time during the 
Revolution and Freedom Fight of 1848/49, primarily with the aim of changing 
family names of foreign origin to Hungarian ones. The family name change—
first of all: the Magyarisation (Hungarisation) of surnames—reappeared follow-
ing the oppression in a politically more moderate atmosphere of the 1860s, and 
became a truly social phenomenon in the 1880s. The major period for changing 
foreign-sounding family names into Hungarian ones lasted until after the 2nd 
World War. In the golden age of such changes, it is estimated that almost 
300,000 people changed their family names (I. KOZMA 1997: 428). 


                                                 
* The research was conducted as a part of the T49095 OTKA tender and with the support of 


the Bolyai grant of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. 
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1.2. The interdisciplinary relations of the topic 


The issue of family name change can be relevant for general onomastics, name 
etymology, name psychology, name sociology and applied onomastics besides 
the study of family names. Research into family names touches upon autono-
mous onomastic research topics and also upon the following disciplines: 


— linguistics: language contact, linguistic minorities and bilingualism, the is-
sue of language ideologies, intercultural linguistics; 


— historical sciences: history of society, local history, history of politics, ide-
ology and mentality history, history of culture and auxiliary history sci-
ences; 


— minorities research, identity research; the research of the Hungarian mi-
norities abroad and the research of historical ethnic minorities in Hungary, 
especially Jewish Studies, German Studies, Romology; 


— history of law, theory of law (name law) and application of law, history of 
administration and current practice; 


— other disciplines: Hungarian Studies, social psychology, etc. 


1.3. Booming scientific interest 


Research into family name changes in national and also international litera-
ture seems to have boomed in the last one or two decades. According to 
American researches in the second half of the 1980s, the topic of name chang-
ing—here referring to the name change of American immigrants—is “one of 
the most interesting and least-discussed aspects of onomastics”, yet “there 
have been […] virtually no systematic studies of this phenomenon” (ROSEN-
WAIKE 1990: 32). In the international literature of the time and since then a 
few monumental monographs have been published, such as LAPIERRE’s book 
on French family name changes (1995), PAIKKALA’s on Finnish family name 
changes (2004), or BERING’s on the destiny of Jewish family names from 
Germany (1987). (For a European survey see PAIKKALA 2004: 87–105 and 
for Hungarian relations the same author, 90–94). 


Due to the political changes of the period, research on this topic in Hungary 
got a major impulse at the same time, resulting in topics up to then treated as 
taboo being discussed more freely. The possibilities of the subject matter are, 
however, limited by aspects of the protection of human rights. (Authorized 
name changes have not been officially disclosed since the mid 20th century, 
and the Ministry documents require special permission for research; data from 
the last 90 years suitable for person identification is categorized as sensitive.) 
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1.4. The topic’s history of research 


Interest in Hungarian official name changes was for a long time a matter of 
name Hungarisation as a social issue and a matter of correct language use; the 
existence of the first Hungarian family name books is due to this movement 
(SZENTIVÁNYI 1895, LENGYEL 1917). Experts (mainly) dealt with the topic 
of name change sporadically and mainly for its practical connotations. The 
first systematic study of the topic (BENKŐ 1948–1949)—with language culti-
vation claims and being founded in the history of names—was not followed 
by other research studies for a long time due to the change in the political 
climate and the controversial issues the topic raised. 


In Hungary, the topic is mainly analysed from linguistic, onomastic and, more 
recently, local history aspects, as well as socio- and ethno-history; certain at-
tention has been paid by legal sciences, too. Relevant literature bears the fol-
lowing characteristics: 


a) The studies usually were not conducted with the aim to cover all the phe-
nomena; and they have systematically focused on one settlement or a specific 
geographical area, on a shorter period of time, on a given social group or on 
several key aspects. Naturally, the greatest attention was devoted to Hungari-
sation, i.e. to the change of foreign-sounding names for Hungarian and its 
golden age between 1880 and 1940. Among the social groups taking part in 
the name change, Jews have received the most attention, since they usually 
led the name change movement. 


b) The studies are generally of smaller scale and based not on primary sources 
(as the petitions of the time) and utilize the results of the secondary sources 
(press, literature, state administration documents) in a relatively limited way, 
too. 


c) Researchers into this topic have mainly confined themselves to their re-
spective fields. The relationship and the contact between disciplines has also 
proved sporadic and weak. Certain approaches, such as the socio-psycholo-
gical approach, are missing from national research even today. 


The topic’s first and only monograph is VIKTOR KARÁDY and ISTVÁN KOZ-
MA’s volume “Név és nemzet” [Name and nation ] published in 2002. The au-
thors mainly discuss Hungarisation’s symbolic role in nation building and so-
cial processes, emphasizing the historical standpoint. In parallel and inde-
pendently, a linguistic-onomastic research and summary of family name 
changes in the form of TAMÁS FARKAS’s dissertation was completed but not 
published (FARKAS 2001). Both works are based on documents from the Min-
istry and supported by the literature. 
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The literature of the topic is available at the webpage of the research group 
(http://nevvaltoztatas.elte.hu) and there is an overview on the a history of re-
search in ISTVÁN KOZMA’s recent study (KOZMA 2007a) 


2. Forming of the interdisciplinary research group and its aims 
A dialogue initiated by the above-mentioned socio-historians (which was first 
a reflection on a name typology to be applied) have resulted in a union of the 
experts in the field and in a more ambitious research plan. A research group 
was formed in 2004 at the Institute of Hungarian Linguistics and Finno-Ugric 
Studies at Eötvös Loránd University and within the Society of Hungarian 
Linguistics. Its main aim is to analyse the official family name changes from 
a number of aspects, being both complex and methodical. Its members are 
linguists-onomasticians: DEZSŐ JUHÁSZ, TAMÁS FARKAS and JÁNOS N. FO-
DOR, and the historian ISTVÁN KOZMA. As financial support of the planned 
research for 2005–2008, we received an OTKA grant; the supervisor being 
TAMÁS FARKAS. Later, graduate and undergraduate students in onomastic, 
linguistic, sociology and legal topics joined. The research group has a direct 
relationship with the basic research of family name changes by the research-
ers taking part in the project and by the latter group of people who joined with 
the possibility of undertaking further referential research. 


The objectives of the research group were the following: 


— to discover and make researchable (in detail and as a whole) a fairly large 
quantity of primary sources; 


— an overview of the research of studies conducted so far; an elaboration of 
important theoretical frameworks; an analysis of broader connections and 
connecting points; 


— survey and summary studies, partial, full studies and case studies; 


— presentation and reinforcement of the topic in national and international 
scientific forums and for the public; 


— besides disciplinary and multidisciplinary analyses, validation and en-
forcement of interdisciplinary, multi-aspectual and complex standpoints. 


3. Overview of literature 
During our work, we have methodically taken into account the Hungarian lit-
erature on name change published until now. We have reviewed the history of 
research (I. KOZMA 2007a); we have compiled and published its bibliography 
(bibliographical data plus any internet-available data), which we aim at keep-
ing up-to-date (see above). Our objective with all these steps was to bring 
closer and link the results of the disciplines and the disciplines together. Natu-
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rally, we aim at processing and exploiting partially and in full the results of 
earlier literature on the topic. 


Wishing to study the latest international literature we reviewed and presented 
PAIKKALA’s Finnish monograph to the national public (KOVÁCS 2006, see 
also NYIRKOS 2005). 


4. An outline of a specific research programme  


4.1. The sources and the research period 


The examination of sources is aimed at the exploration of the primary sources 
of family name changes, that is, documents concerning name changes from 
that period, as well as the official (hand-written, later printed) lists made from 
them. They contain all the name change cases from that time, together with 
onomastic data and the persons changing their name’ data relevant from a so-
ciological aspect. They include all the cases of change, the names before and 
the names after the change, but besides these, they also contain some other 
personal data: place of birth, dwelling, age, profession, marital status, relig-
ion; together with the personal data of family members of the petitioner. Fur-
thermore, the documents sometimes shed light on the petitioner’s reasons and 
other circumstances of the name change. 


The period we chose for our analysis is the “years of happiness and peace” 
between 1867 and 1896. The archives are basically complete, and contain al-
together 16,788 licensed cases of name change. The factors behind choosing 
this particular period are the following: 


a) Regarding the characteristics of the source material: since 1867, i.e. since 
the Austrian-Hungarian political settlement, name change matters were re-
ferred to the newly established, independent Hungarian Royal Ministry of the 
Interior, and its archives are therefore systematic, accessible and researchable 
in full, containing all the early name change cases, and, for the period until 
1896, even in the form of once submitted petitions. 


b) Regarding the history of family name changes: this period involves the 
spread of the Hungarisation movement and its becoming a mass phenomenon, 
and it ends in 1896, which is considered to be an internal borderline of Hun-
garisation for several different reasons. (Besides other things, the years of the 
Bánffy government following this period recalled a strong image of a new 
type of Hungarisation.) 


c) Regarding the corpus: this represents a full source corpus, an appropriate 
length of the period researched and a processable quantity of data. In the latter 
two decades of the Austo-Hungarian Empire, the number of name changes 
was almost 4.5 times that of the three decades analysed here. 
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d) Regarding the history of research: although this period presents the first 
great period of Hungarisation, its systematic analysis has not yet been com-
pleted. The KARÁDY and KOZMA monograph (2002) also applies a methodi-
cal analyses only for the period after 1894. 


Referring to the period in question (1800–1893), we have one useful source at 
our disposal (SZENTIVÁNYI 1895). It, however, does not contain all the cases 
of name change and, in its current form, it is not easily utilisable (as a printed 
database listed in alphabetical order of the names taken up). Our objective 
was to develop a more complete and a more user-friendly database.  


4.2. The computer programme 


We needed, therefore, to develop a customised computer programme. The 
Nemo software operating under Microsoft NET Framework has been devel-
oped for the demand of the research group by Bálint Kozma. The characteris-
tics of the software are the following: 


— It contains the database from the primary source data; 


— It is suitable to record the interpretational coding of the data (which coding 
shows socio-historical, linguistic and onomastic aspects individually and 
jointly); 


— It is suitable for arranging the primary data and the coding information in 
an arbitrary composition (by multiple ‘and’ or ‘or’ relationships), i.e., even 
for the most complex questions, it can give precise name and data or nu-
merical (by piece or by percentage) results; furthermore, it can export the 
results in an Excel file format (.xls); 


— It is able to carry out modifications and broadening of searches even later. 


4.3. Disclosure of sources and database building 


We have discovered and photocopied the official (annual and six-month) 
summary lists used as our source from the documents of the given year, and 
these were listed lacking any order. However, not all the lists were found at 
that time, and some were found later, in which case we had to survey the 
documents themselves, via a form constructed for this purpose. In the data-
base, we also indicate the type of the source used for each case. 


In the computer programme and data are recorded in their original forms ac-
cording to their information content. In other words, when we record the data 
we neither interpret nor simplify them—firstly, because we wanted to achieve 
a fully evaluated source, secondly, in order to avoid jeopardising new re-
search aspects that may appear in the future. All information elements are re-
corded separately, to provide for a maximally detailed search. The recording 
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of the data can be done by several people simultaneously since the files are 
later joined in a single database. 


4.4. Interpretation and coding of data 


After the database is fully completed, the data in the database can be inter-
preted and coded according to previously planned and incorporated aspects. 
During this procedure, we had to render possible 


— a relevant and appropriate; 


— versatile and as detailed as possible; 


— unequivocal and precise characterisation 


of the name change cases, of the participants and of the onomastic corpus. 
The planning of the aspect system and of the logic of programming presented 
a rather complex task, and required multiple modifications during the prepa-
ration of the programme. With minor modifications, the system KARÁDY and 
KOZMA used in their joint study could have been applied for sociological 
variables. The onomastic coding, however, as a novel task, proved more diffi-
cult. Different types of aspects had to be arranged differently in order to allow 
the future users of the programme to apply it in the most efficient and appro-
priate way. Naturally, in several cases, a multiple classification had to be pro-
vided for, to allow the programme, in future analyses, to consider the given 
coded information both separately and jointly. 


The elaborated system of aspects (and a few empty labels, labels without a ti-
tle saved for later) is an organic part of the programme, the data in the data-
base can be coded accordingly, even independently from each other. Single 
aspects should be, however, coded by a single person throughout the data-
base, for both efficiency and unification reasons. The coding made for differ-
ent copies of the programme can be imported into further copies. 


One part of the coding tasks belongs to the name change case (for example, 
the reason for the name change) and the other part to the type of the given in-
formation (the linguistic origin of the family name, the location of the settle-
ment given as a place of birth or place of residence). The coding therefore has 
to be done only once and not every time a given piece of information appears, 
which is a beneficial feature of the programme as it saves time, reduces the 
possibility of accidental mistakes, and ensures the possibility of correcting 
later mistakes in interpretation. The programme itself can create certain cod-
ing information (e.g. age derived from the date of birth and date of name 
change, the territorial mobility of the person changing his name based on the 
difference between place of birth and place of name change, name frequency 
within the database). 
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The programme is suitable both for finding direct informational elements (e.g. 
religion, year of the name change) and also for interpreting numerous types of 
the data, such as: 


a) The sociological background of the person changing his name and his fam-
ily members (gender, profession, social group; location of place of birth and 
place of residence, type of settlement and the difference referring to territorial 
mobility; age and age-group); 


b) The characteristics of the first names of the person concerned; 


c) The characteristics of the old family name (basic ortographical form; lin-
guistic origin; length; frequency); 


d) The characteristics of the new family name (basic ortographical form; lin-
guistic origins; earliest mention in the corpus, its presence or absence among 
the historical Hungarian and history of culture texts concerning family names; 
semantic type; orthography; length; frequency); 


e) Motivation for the new name, i.e. the basis for selecting it (this is an item 
of information that is not related to every given name, but only to certain 
name change cases). 


The coding possibilities encoded in the programme render possible analysis 
of different importance; we can choose from them according to demand and 
possibility in the future. 


5. Survey and partial analyses in the research of name change 


5.1. Theoretical framework 


Besides direct data exploration, the family name change research involved 
examining theoretical questions as well, which, independently from the pe-
riod and corpus researched, may clarify the questions concerning the whole 
topic. Our most important conclusions, i.e. aspects, are the following: 


a) The complex and multidisciplinal phenomenon of official family name 
changes can be described as an act realised in a four-componential network of 
relationships. In the first instance, a name change is an interaction between 
two actors: the petitioner and the administrator needed to realise the name 
change. Both actors, however, are surrounded by a third one: a historically 
determined social, linguistic, cultural, political and ideological atmosphere. In 
other words, this is the field of power which influences individual decisions, 
which forms the demand and background for name change, influences its con-
tent and form, as well as the conditions of permission (I. KOZMA 2007b, 
2007c.). But the family name itself can be placed as the fourth and central ele-
ment of this socio-historical framework. 







Chronicle  
 


95 


b) The family name change is generally motivated by the above-mentioned 
factors being external to language, but its direct cause and solution should be 
sought in the language itself, more precisely in the semantic structure of the 
family name examined. From this point of view, a family name change can be 
described as an activity aiming at taking up a more beneficial name. A name 
is understood as a relative notion, and its being beneficial is also explained 
with the semantic structure of personal names (cf. J. SOLTÉSZ 1979; more 
precisely: identification, motivation, etymology, information content, conno-
tation—but particularly the latter two) (FARKAS 2003, 2008a). 


c) The new family name corpus derived by family name changes is signifi-
cantly different concerning its characteristics from the historical family name 
corpus (external and internal linguistic factors of name change date, the per-
sons in question, the causes, as well as the basis of the new name, its modes, 
its language corpus and means). For all these reasons, and contrary to appar-
ent similarities, the two are to be analysed in a different manner (FARKAS 
2003, 2008a). 


d) Certain elements of the above model can be and should be analysed in 
themselves and in their relationship to each other. (As a highlighted example: 
the complex historical-social-ideological processes appearing in the name 
change process can also be analysed in the name itself—in the old and new 
name and in their relationship to each other.) 


e) Certain factors of the name change—similarly to language phenomena in 
general—are determined spatially, socially and in time. Our research should 
pay attention to all these individually and jointly, of course, besides looking 
for general conclusions. 


f) Principles outlined here emphasise the necessity of professional studies 
within our own discipline, but the necessity of interdisciplinary studies as 
well. 


g) The description and interpretation of name change phenomena can show 
further conclusions for the connected disciplines and their results can be put 
to different theoretical and empirical uses. Through this research we also have 
to pay attention to open these windows.  


5.2. Survey and partial studies, case studies 


In the light of the principles outlined here, we have pinpointed several general 
aspects of name change and a few of its more specific issues. We have con-
sidered it important to present the topic at different national and international 
forums. The topics summarised above have been presented at several major 
national and international conferences; among them at the 6th International 
Congress of Hungarian Studies (2006) and at the 6th Conference of Hungar-
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ian Onomastics introducing ourselves as a research group. (The majority of 
the studies are still in the press at the time of writing this article.) During our 
research: 


a) We have reviewed and analysed the terminology used in the society and 
literature in the last two centuries with reference to name changes. This con-
sists of numerous elements, the majority of which are used in varied forms 
and with varied meanings, and do not form a clear and unified system. The 
analysis of this proved to be useful both for the social and professional ap-
proach to the topic, its clear application is a condition for a clear view of the 
topic, its appropriate interpretation and for connecting the partial studies to 
each other (FARKAS 2007b). 


b) An overview of the legal history background of the family name change 
has been completed (a name law MA thesis with a linguistic basis: SZABÓ 
2006). 


c) Building on the extensive application of the literature so far as well as on 
direct source finding, we have described the multi-layered and complex ex-
planation system of name changes in a more detailed and methodical manner 
(I. KOZMA 2007b, 2007c). We aimed at interpreting Hungarisations, espe-
cially the name change processes in the 19th century, from points of view 
relevant to international erudition, such as the aspect of language ideologies, 
language nationalism (MAITZ–FARKAS 2008), national romanticism (JUHÁSZ 
2007b), ethnic identification, as well as majority and minority language use 
(FARKAS 2007c). We analysed the influence of contracting languages and 
their surname stock on the features of surname changes and on the present 
day surname stock in Hungary (FARKAS 2008b). 


d) We have compared the main differences between the naturally evolving 
family name corpus and the one derived artificially; by taking these into ac-
count we can set up and apply systems and research methods suitable for a 
joint and compared analysis of the two corpora (cf. FARKAS 2003, 2008a). 
We have used the successful systematic description for toponyms developed 
by ISTVÁN HOFFMANN (1993/2007 etc.) in the analysis of historical Hungar-
ian family name corpus (N. FODOR 2007a, 2008). We have utilized the results 
when designing the analysis part of the computer programme mentioned 
above. 


e) We have examined the new name corpus from different grammatical and 
analytical aspects in separate case studies. More precisely, we have analysed 
the corpus from etymological-semantic (N. FODOR 2007b on the cases of 
changed Hungarian family names), semantic (JUHÁSZ 2005, 2007b by notions 
from national romanticism), lexical (on the most successful family name in 
the history of name changes, being Kárpáti: FARKAS 2007a) and morphologi-
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cal (JUHÁSZ 2007a on the family corpus ending with -ányi/-ényi) aspects. We 
have paid the most attention to the analysis of the most recent family name 
corpus, that of the 19th century, which still awaits methodical processing in 
the database. 


5.3. Conference on the topic of research 


The intention of the research group was to establish a forum which would not 
only allow us to report on the stages of the research, but also allow other dis-
ciplines and scientists of the topic to meet, discuss their findings and their 
standpoints and therefore promote a broader and more integrated insight in 
the topic. This idea was realised in the form of the first independent and in-
terdisciplinary conference of the topic entitled “Névváltoztatás—társadalom 
—történelem. Családnév-változtatások—több szempontú megközelítésben” 
[Name change—society—history. Family name changes from a multitude of 
aspects] in Budapest, 22–24 November, 2007. 


Although the topic of the conference (for which lecturers were requested also 
individually and which was announced for the wider Hungarian-language re-
lated scientific life as well) was specific, the expectations were surpassed by 
the 27 presentations held on topics closely connected to the advertised topic. 
The presenters—both acknowledged professionals and novice researchers—
arrived from various research institutions in Hungary and the neighbouring 
countries; they participated representing certain branches and aspects of sci-
ence: history, social history, minority research, linguistics and onomastics, lit-
erary theory, ethnography, other cultures’ research, legal science and public 
administration. Keynote speakers were representatives of the disciplines with 
a most direct interest in the topic of family name change: VIKTOR KARÁDY 
sociologist, MIHÁLY HAJDÚ linguist, onomastician; IMRE PAPP law scientist, 
and the Secretary of State of public administration of the Ministry of Justice 
and Law Enforcement commissioned with the administration of family name 
changes. Together with the research group, the presenters, visiting academics 
and the colleagues of the Ministry of Justice and Law Enforcement concerned 
with the matter of name change, the conference gathered together about a 
hundred participants. 


We are planning to publish the presentations—both those presented and those 
not presented for various reasons—in a conference volume in Hungarian, 
with English abstracts. We are going to get back to the presented new re-
search directions, aspects and results in more details after the publication of 
the volume. (For a more detailed report see J. KOZMA 2008.) 
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6. Plausible results of the research group, its usefulness and con-
tinuation 
We expect results regarding contents, theory and methodology from the re-
search group. 


Concerning the family name changes between 1867 and 1896 we are mainly 
conducting source finding. The data that were incorporated into the data-
base—which is part of the computer programme based on the above elabo-
rated coding system—can be interpreted directly and its results can be re-
corded in the programme. The computer inventory developed like this is eas-
ily searchable and the software related to it makes the database to be easily 
measurable and analysable. Besides being a database with source value, it has 
empirical applications as well (e.g. in official administration, in the revelation 
of family histories). Beyond acting as a formidable database for the sociohis-
torical and onomastic research in family name changes it may serve in other 
topics as well (e.g. socio-graphic mobility, group-specific use of last names). 
The full database gives a rich picture summarising name changes, and it even 
helps us in interpreting it better (e.g. name change tendencies of a given set-
tlement). So far, we have basically spent our time on preparing the above. 


The study of name changes offers some far-reaching conclusions for the bor-
dering disciplines. In linguistics, from the aspect of foreign-Hungarian lan-
guage contact; in onomastics, from the aspect of the name taste changing in 
time and according to ethnic identity, family name typologies or name giving 
models and other types of artificial name giving (pseudonyms, stage names 
and pen names, which have received little attention as yet). 


The activity of the research group concerns other researches, too. The discov-
ery work resulted in a name-ending (a tergo) dictionary of the historical Hun-
garian surname corpus (KÁZMÉR 1993), and an electronic data inventory of 
the entries of the dictionary has yet to be compiled. The incorporation of the 
latter into the Nemo computer programme will support the comparison of the 
new family name corpus with the historical Hungarian family name corpus. 
Currently, there is a large-scale project underway, which in some other coun-
tries has already started, and which undertakes to collect and analyse the his-
torically claimed Hungarian Jewish family names. In this research, the data-
bases and experience gained from the study of name changes will be probably 
well utilized, due to the strong presence of Jews in Hungarisation and since 
their old and new family names are represented in the corpus, together with 
other characteristics. 


We would like to continue the study of official family name changes. We will 
focus on the following points: 
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a) The database which has been completed by the end of the specific research 
project offers a lot of possibilities for research in itself, but there is also a lot 
to research within the topic and in connection to it (cf. FARKAS 2007d). 


b) We are planning to expand the database under construction and to extend 
the examined period to the beginning of the 19th century (on the basis of sur-
veys from the last third of the 19th century, SZENTIVÁNYI 1895 and WALTHERR 
1872) and to the period after 1896 (according to sources from archives similar 
to the ones used in this research). 


c) We need to reinforce international conclusions and relations to be able to 
identify the general and specific characteristics of the phenomenon. It would 
be interesting to compare, amongst other things, for example the features of 
Hungarian, Finnish and Estonian name changes (also in the context of the 
name changes in the Russian Empire, cf. VERNER 1994). 
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István Hoffmann (Debrecen, Hungary) 
Katalin Fehértói (1925–2006) 
 


 


Katalin Fehértói was born on November 22nd, 1925 in Debrecen, as the 
youngest child in a family of three children. She finished secondary school at 
the Calvinist Dóczy High School in her hometown, and continued her studies 
in the famous Pallag Agricultural Academy. Due to World War II, she could 
not finish her studies, and her parents sent her to Vienna because the front 
was approaching. She returned to Debrecen after the War had ended. 


Katalin Fehértói married Lajos Kiss, also from Debrecen, who at that time 
taught Slavic Studies at the University of Debrecen. They spent a few years in 
Debrecen, but Lajos Kiss’s work brought the family to Budapest in 1954. Ka-
talin Fehértói started working as a librarian at the National Institute of 
Neurosurgery, and in 1963 she continued to work as a librarian in the library 
of the Hungarian Linguistics Department at Eötvös Loránd University’s 
Faculty of Arts. Her third workplace, from 1972 till her retirement, was 
Schöpf-Mérei Hospital library. In the 1960s she received a qualification in 
this field of work as well: she graduated from Eötvös Loránd University with 
Hungarian-Librarian majors. 


Her interest in the Hungarian language and linguistics was first realised in the 
form of publications from the mid-1960s. She obtained a doctorate soon after-
wards, and she received the title of Candidate of Science in 1977 with her 
dissertation “Magyar személynévadás és társadalmi helyzet a XIV–XVI. szá-
zadban” [Hungarian name-giving and the social situation in the 14th to 16th 
centuries]. However, her continuously published scientific results are much 
more important than the titles she received. 


She had a homogeneous and a straight-lined career which, by pointing in a 
single direction, surpassed those of her peers. On the basis of her work, Kata-
lin Fehértói belongs to the most excellent Hungarian historical personal name 
researchers. 
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Tamás Farkas



(Budapest)



surname changes in Hungary: 
Researches and their ONOMASTIC conclusions 1



Abstract. The paper investigates the types and factors of the differences be-
tween the stock of the family names that arose naturally in the community and the 
stock of the surnames that were created artificially later via a legal procedure of 
surname changes. Despite their similarities and interconnections they are quite dif-
ferent in a number of respects, determined by the circumstances and ways of their 
emergence. The differences are studied here according to these respects: When 
were these surnames born? Who gives the name and to whom? Why is that name 
born? On what bases is the surname chosen? From what material (set of linguistic 
elements) and in what way is the surname formed? The most typical new surname 
types (semantics and morphology) are presented here by examples and comments. 
The paper also gives a short account on a current research project (OTKA T 
049095) for official surname changes, aiming at a complex analysis of the whole of 
the change-of-name petitions of the period of 1867-1896 in Hungary.



1. The changes of surnames offer an interesting research field not only 
for several fields of onomastics, but for numerous other sciences. From the 
many possible approaches in my lecture I choose to study those differen-
ces in the Hungarian surname stock that exist between the names naturally 
born (in old centuries) and those established in an artificial way by official 
surname changes (over the last one and a half or two centuries). Taking 
into account all these viewpoints and for further study at the same time a 
research project was launched, which I’d like to deal with also in my lectu-
re in brief.



2. The artificially established new surnames via these official name chan-
ges became elements of our name stock as well as earlier the historical ones 
that arose naturally in the community. Researching the differences between 
these two sections of the overall stock of Hungarian family names we have 
to put questions on the circumstances and the ways of the emergence of the 
two. (Besides of other works, on historic Hungarian surname system in ge-



  1	T he researches are related to a research project aiming at the Hungarian surname system 
and the history of surname changes in Hungary (see the report of T. Farkas before publication), 
supported by Bolyai Research Fellowship and OTKA Research Fund (T 049095).
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neral see the referred monograph of M. Hajdú, on socio-historic analysis of 
the official surname changes the work of V. Karády and I. Kozma, and as 
Onomastic summary of the topic the PhD Dissertation of T. Farkas). For 
summary of some aspects of the phenomenon, see the study of P. Maitz and 
T. Farkas, on current researches the report of T. Farkas before publication. 



3. Our first question is: When were they born?
The Hungarian surname system for the most part came into existence 



during the XIV-XVI. centuries. Its names up to the enlightenment era 
could change naturally with circumstances of life. Later, however, even the 
surnames of communal origin and usage became officially fixed in Hun-
gary, too. Their change was made possible in 1814, but at the same time 
bound to an official procedure. The inheritance of surnames became not 
only dictated by common custom, but also a procedure prescribed by law. 
The individual gets his or her name automatically readymade, so it may 
happen that from some point of view a person bears a name not suitable to 
him/her, which he/she doesn’t like and – as the spontaneous name change 
is no more possible – the problem can be solved by the official procedure.



Compared with the traditional Hungarian surname system the names 
adopted by these official procedures are significantly later ones. In big 
numbers they came into existence in the middle of the XIX. century or 
even more from its last third. Their distinct periods of origin involve quite 
different ways of thinking, and quite different factors and periods of the 
internal and external history of the language (such as the usable language 
material or historic social situation). The taste in giving names had a cru-
cial role in their formation, which by itself is also epoch-related.



4. Our second question is: Who gives the surname and to whom?
At the rise of historical Hungarian name stock it is the name giving 



community that gives names to each of its members – whereas during the 
surname changes only certain members of the society give and get those 
names. (During the whole history of Hungarian name changes about 300 
thousand persons.) The compound, the characteristic groups of the name 
changers are worthy of a socio-historic study. Due to the fact that everybo-
dy chooses the name for himself (or less frequently herself) it is evidently 
concluded that everybody chooses a name suitable and lovable to himself/
herself, which is more advantageous than the previous one.



5. The third question is consequently: Why is that surname born?
The formation of the historic surname system is due to the demand of 



the persons’ reliable identification. But the official change of a surname 
already in use could make a person’s identification more difficult, even if 
only temporarily. The main reason for establishing a new name is adopting 
a ’more advantageous’ one.
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To the question how a newly adopted surname can be ’more advanta-
geous’ than the former one we can give an answer by studying both the old 
and the new surnames. The surnames, at least seemingly inform us of the 
bearer’s background: ethnic and family background (the purpose of chan-
ging these two factors are the two crucial reasons for the petitions) or that 
of the social standing of a person (as for example what we can see in the 
top ranking quality of archaic spellings in the new names). Purely a strange 
or unpleasant sounding of the surname or a certain coincidence with cer-
tain elements of the vocabulary (homonymy, polysemy, paronymy) can also 
make a surname unpleasant, disadvantageous. The naturally born historic 
surnames may have this kind of connotation which can lead to a name 
change. In the case of conscious individual choices, namely in the cases of 
name changes the petitioners certainly avoid this and they endeavour to 
give ’good sounding’ names.



6. To the ’why’? question is attached our fourth question: On what ba-
ses is the surname chosen?



In the course of the rise of historical Hungarian surnames with the na-
me giving role of the community a surname is established after a certain 
characteristics of a person. The motivational system of the historic surna-
me stock can be best approached by the etimology of those names – but 
in the case of artificial surnames this method would lead us to false results. 
Even if the name stock is more or less similar, even in the case of the same 
surnames the potential motivation circle is basically different. The surna-
mes born in the name changes are the results of a conscious, individual 
and subjective choice and in their birth such factors get roles which were 
missing in the natural shaping of surnames.



First and foremost such are the obligation and the demand to fit in the 
existing surname system or such are the legal rules. Also in the official na-
me choice role can be played by factors that are known in the rise of the 
naturally born surnames (as choosing a name after the birthplace or the 
kinship). The most characteristic group of the new surnames however is 
– even more in the early stage of name changes was – the adjustment to 
the former name of the person. Especially to its initial letter (so much so 
that quite many people believed that a surname could be changed only this 
way). More seldom the new name is adjusted to the common noun meaning 
of the former non-Hungarian surname. Sometimes it occurs with the shor-
tening or expanding of the existing name, again sometimes by making an 
unofficially beared name official. Recently, it also could happen on basis of 
numerology. Besides all this, great role is given to the taste of giving a name. 



7. The logically next question is: From what material (set of linguistic 
elements) and in what way is the surname formed?



9_Farkas_bz4   357 24-02-2009   9:49:35











358	 tamás farkas



The most reliable classification of the natural and the artificial name 
stock takes place primarily on etimological basis. In their semantic classi-
fication however the frequency of the surnames in the otherwise identical 
categories can be diverse. Even more importantly during the name changes 
such names and subcategories arise that were missing from the historical 
Hungarian surname system. Apart from this in each category there can be 
ones that became surnames during the name change procedure, although 
they are missing from the natural Hungarian surname stock. Besides the 
traditional surname stock these new names also could become models for 
the later name changers, and the name giving fashion could increase their 
numbers significantly.



The reasons of differences lie in the diverse birth of the two name 
stocks. The language material of the period of the name changes is dif-
ferent: in their case we can calculate with a larger circle of possibly used 
common nouns and proper names. Some morphological procedures can 
also be different. Due to the different attitudes of giving names such 
semantic and structural types can arise that were unimaginable in the hi-
storic name stock which is more related to the bearer’s realistic features. 
Certainly there are names which due to the modification of the resources 
of the language or its rules couldn’t be re-derivated any more. But the tra-
ditional Hungarian name stock, in its existing examples ’readily’ could be 
transferred to denoting a petitioner, so they can reappear in name changes 
centuries later, too. The archaic spelling also had fashion in spite of (or 
even more: because of) the change of the Ortography.



Due to this in case of name changes we can speak of a much greater 
circle of potential surnames than in the traditional Hungarian surname 
stock. If we wish to show the characteristics of the artificially made new 
name stock, we have to complement the traditional surname typology with 
new viewpoints. Let’s see its examples within the semantic categories! 
(The examples quoted here were collected from former change-of-name 
petitions, name lists, the present day surname stock, and publications con-
cerning the field of surname changes.) 



A) The surnames derived from place-names are frequent within the 
natural name stock, and constituted the most popular type of the surna-
mes born with the name changes. The suffix -i to be found in most of the 
following examples is regularly attached to place names when deriving a 
surname from it. Its meaning is ’to be of, to be from’.



Characteristically an artificial new subcategory is the one of surnames 
formed from pseudo-place-names. We can find quite odd ones among 
them such as Békevári (’Peace-Castle’ + -i) or Síkhegyi (’Flat-Mountain’ + 
-i). Their one time popularity could be nourished by the Romantic name 
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giving taste, as in the case of Romlaki (’Ruin Lodge’ + -i) Szépligeti (’Nice 
Grove’ + -i), Vérkúti (’Bloody Well’ + -i) etc. Sometimes their model could 
be German (Jewish) names (as in the case of Aranykövi (’Golden Stone’ + 
-i; cf. Goldstein) or Könyvhegyi (’Book-Mountain’ + -i; cf. Buchberger).



Even among the ones formed from existing place-names there are some 
examples or even groups which are missing from the traditional Hungarian 
name stock. Such are the ones formed from place-names outside historic 
Hungary (such as Prágai from the Hungarian name of Prague, Rajnai from 
that of River Rhine). It happens also to the place-names that were non-
existing in the time of consolidation of historic Hungarian surname system 
(such as the surname Pannonhalmi from the settlement name Pannonhalma 
[after 1809], or Farkasházi from Farkasháza [after 1907]).



Another subcategory: surnames referring to names of mountains and 
bodies of water differ especially by their frequency in the two sections of 
the overall surname stock. Among the new-born surnames perhaps the 
Kárpáti (Kárpáthi, Kárpáthy; ’Carpathian’) has the most phenomenal career 
(complemented by Kárpát and with those derived from fictitious place na-
mes as Kárpátfalvi, Kárpátvölgyi, Kárpáthegyi). In 1933 for example among 
the non-Jewish name changers Kárpáti was the most popular new surname 
in Hungary (whereas among the Jews it took only the 129th place). This na-
me is absolutely missing from the historic surname stock, but today by its 
frequency it’s approximately the 170th Hungarian surname. Its popularity 
alongside its connotative meaning was enhanced by the protagonist’s name 
of a highly famous Hungarian romantic novel.



B) Surnames formed from first names within the historical name stock 
are usually divided by their origin into Old Testament names, martyro-
logical ones and names of secular origin; also classified by the existence 
and the type of a special ending attached. However, after the model of the 
historical name stock artificial surnames can be derived from first names 
even unexisting in the centuries of the birth of the historical surname sy-
stem. So is in the case of the surnames Hajna or Szilárdffy (’Szilárd’s son’); 
Zsolt or Előd. Only in the age of the name changes was created Hajna as a 
romantic literary person’s name, and also Szilárd (‘Solid’) as the Hungarian 
translation of Constantin. Just then were renewed old Hungarian personal 
names such as Zsolt or Előd also, which extincted before the formation of 
the historical surnames. But there are also artificial new surnames which 
originate from first names that had long time ago and once for all died out 
of the first name stock (such as Dános, Ódor; originated form Daniel, Ulri-
ch). They could be reborn only by the direct copy of these definite existing 
historic surnames.



C) In certain sub-categories originating from common nouns (which is a 



9_Farkas_bz4   359 24-02-2009   9:49:35











360	 tamás farkas



really large category) we also find diversities. As an example for this I just 
quote here surnames developed from names of nations. From the historic 
stock of course is missing the name of a long extinct nation: Avar (extin-
cted before the Hungarian Conquest of their homeland in the 9th century). 
In the same way missing the quite new ethnic names of other nations: 
Román (’Rumanian’, historic name was Oláh) or Szlovák (’Slovakian’, hi-
storic name was Tót). Such are also the names of relatively remote nations: 
Svéd (’Swedish’).



D) In the artificially created name stock we find types where the name 
givers used certain elements of the historic material, but creating definitely 
different ones from the traditional samples. The suffix -i adjusted to a pla-
ce-name expresses origin, or to a personal name as a patronymic. But after 
the name changes they appear not only with these natural name types but 
adjusted to various common nouns, too; e.g. Fellegi (’Cloud’ + -i), Pálmai 
(‘palm[-tree]’ + -i), Regényi (’Novel’ + -i), Reményi (’Hope’ + -i), Kedvesi 
(’Beloved’ + -i), Széplábi (’Nice Legs’ + -i). The suffix -fi (’son of’) played 
a similar role, as in the case of historically non-existing names; e.g. Mezőfi 
(’son of Meadow’), Magyarfi (’son of Hungarian’), Angyalfi (’son of Angel’), 
Hattyúfi (’son of Swan’), Hősfi (’son of Hero’), Békefi (’son of Peace’). The 
suffixes -i or -fi were considered to be illustrious in the history of the name 
changes, especially in case of the old spelling: -y; -fy, -ffy.



8. Study of the name elements is any way noteworthy. The name changes 
with its fashions made frequent not only certain name types, but common 
words, too. For example, alongside the surnames existing already in the hi-
storical name stock such as Rózsa (’Rose’) and Rózsás (’Rosy’), later turned 
up artificial names such as Rózsai (’of/from the Rose’), Rózsafi (’son of Ro-
se’), Rózsaági (’of/from Rose Branch’), Rózsavölgyi (’of/from Rose Valley’), 
Rózsahegyi (’of/from Rose Hill’), Rózsamezei (’of/from Rose Meadow’), 
too. Some other components got role as second parts of compounds, es-
pecially in place-name compounds such as e.g. the -vári ’of/from castle’ in 
surnames as Aranyvári (’Golden Castle’ + -i), Sziklavári (’Rock Castle’ + -i), 
Romvári (’Ruin Castle’ + -i), Szépvári (’Nice Castle’ + -i), Hídvári (’Bridge 
Castle’ + -i) or even Békevári (’Peace Castle’ + -i). The majority of these are 
shaping the form of place-names unexisting in life, even if following more 
or less the samples of real ones.



From morphological point of view some newly re-derivated words with 
the suffix -i could create structures non-existing in the historic name stock. 
When getting this suffix, some sounds change or disappear at the end of 
the historic surnames – but not in the new born ones: e.g. Koltói (cf. Koltó 
place name > Koltai historic surname), Szendrői (cf. Szendrő > Szendrei) or 
Bánhidai (cf. Bánhida > Bánhidi).



9_Farkas_bz4   360 24-02-2009   9:49:36











	 surname changes in hungary	 361



9. There are many aspects to study when studying the cases of the name 
changes. But the researches of surname changes in Hungary are usually re-
stricted to some smaller geographical units, a narrower time period, a given 
social group or some other one or two other highlighted viewpoints. A new 
research project (OTKA T 049095) starting right now, about which I’d like 
to give a short account in my lecture, includes one of the most informative 
periods: the surname changes (first of all: Hungarianization of surnames) 
of the years 1867–1896 and is directed towards a full scale, allaround, sy-
stematic and interdisciplinary elaboration of the topic.



Our team wishes to elaborate the primary sources of the name changes: 
that is the official documentation. It offers a complete image of the name 
changes of that characteristic period from geographical and social aspect, 
and includes the most important onomastic and social data of all of the 
petitioners (totally 16.788 permitted cases).



All these data are to be recorded as written and also according to our 
many-sided onomatological and sociological code system. E.g. we code an 
adopted new surname first of all by its semantic, structural and spelling 
characteristics, in comparison with the natural name stock and according 
to its relation to the former name, but other aspects also can be used (e.g. 
sounding, name length). A computer database to be created from the tex-
tual and coded data in itself is complete and of documentary value, made 
easily accessible. A computer program will enable us to make various 
researches, combining different aspects and – according to this technical 
possibilities – it may provide us with manyfaceted and different, accurate 
lists of names and data, answering any of the complex searches.



For the social history we hope for the more accurate and manysided 
identification of the recruitment of the name changers as well as the de-
scription of name changes as a characteristic social phenomenon. For 
linguistics and onomatology such a research in the future offers several 
interesting topics beyond the description of characteristic features of name 
changes. Such are the peculiarities of artificial name creation, the similari-
ties and dissimilarities of artificial and natural name stock, a new approach 
to surnames and setting up a new surname typology; name culture, name 
giving taste, naming fashion, name psychology; or even the questions of the 
semantic structure of the proper names. We hope that a multi-respected 
study of a grandscale data base may enrich the onomatological researches 
not only from the point of view of its results, but also of theory and that of 
methodology, too. We are prepared to give an account of our researches at 
a symposium held in two years’ time, for which we plan to involve other 
researchers of our topic – that is surname changes.
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Changing Names as Abolishing the Difference 
Personal Names as Ethnic Symbols, 


Characteristics of Surname Changes and the 
Magyarization of Surnames in Hungary1  


  
Tamás Farkas 


Eötvös Loránd University of Sciences, Budapest  
 
 
Abstract:  Many names were changed spontaneously in language contact 
situations according to the name stock of the dominant community in old 
centuries. In the 19th century nationalism originated a new linguistic 
ideology aiming at uniting the ’nation’, and surnames became treated also as 
ethnic symbols. Thus the questions of assimilation of ethnic/linguistic 
minorities and Magyarization of foreign surnames joined together. The 
paper gives an account of the historical, social, ideological background and 
the linguistic and onomastic factors of this phenomenon. It focuses on the 
assimilation of minorities and its consequences concerning their names in 
Hungary in the 19th and 20th century, taking into account the similar 
processes of other countries. 


 
Key words: Names as ethnic symbols, Name assimilation, Assimilation of 
minorities, Linguistic ideology, Surname changes.  


 
 


1. Personal names and society 
 
Personal names are not only the most important means of identification 


of a person, but according to our sociocultural knowledge they may also 
refer to the bearer’s social background. A surname or first name in definite 
cases can refer in some likelihood to such features as social class, religion, 
and ethnic identity or background. These possible references, of course, 
change in time, space, and sociocultural environment.  


Names were born to meet the needs of society, and change according to 
the changes of the characteristics of people as individuals and also as 
members of the different groups of society.  


 
2. Development of surnames of minorities in Hungary 


 


                                                 
1 For an overview of the most important publications on surname changes in Hungary, 


see Kozma 2007. For an outlook on the background of names changes in other countries, 
see Farkas 2001: 156–158, 204–233. The researches presented here are related to a large 
scale research project aiming at the multidisciplinar studies of surname changes between 
1867–1896, the first great age of surname Magyarization in Hungary. The project is 
supported by OTKA Reserarch Fund (T 049095). The study on the surname system is 
supported by Bolyai Research Fellowship. 







 


Names are born in society, exist and may change primarily in oral, 
collective use. Their usage in written documents, and their regulation by 
state administration affects the lives of names. In historical Hungary the use 
of inheritable family names developed in a natural way among Hungarian, 
German, Slovakian and Croatian population. In the Habsburg Empire at the 
end of the 18th and at the beginning of the 19th century, however, specific 
decrees prescribed the use of permanent family names for the still 
surnameless Gipsy (1783), Jewish (1787) and Greek Orthodox (mainly 
Serbian) minorities (1817). This fact affected the name stocks of the 
minorities even if their family names came from their own languages. 
Hungarian Gipsies, at the same time, borrowed their family names from the 
language of the surrounding Hungarian society, whilst members of the 
Jewish communities adopted German family names in 1787 for Emperor 
Joseph's decree.  


Personal names in a foreign language environment are exposed to 
spontaneous name assimilation (see e.g. Fülöp 1985). Regularly changes the 
written form of the family name: Bott ~ Botth ~ Bóth ~ Boot ~ Poth ~ Póth 
~ Both etc. Apart from the written form, the phonetic character of the family 
name may also change in accordance with the phonetic rules of the majority 
language: Mráz > Maráz, Vindl > Vindel etc., sometimes by folk 
etymology: Kaszakovits > Kasza ’scythe’, Langh > Láng ’flame’ etc. 
Family names of foreign origin are sometimes translated by the bilingual 
environment: Cservenka > Piros ’red’, Fischer > Halász ’fisher’ etc. The 
community of another mother tongue may change the original family name 
for the ethnic name (e.g. Németh 'German', Horváth 'Croatian'), or may 
change it to a completely new family name. The strongest degree of 
individual name assimilation is deliberate name changing, in Hungary above 
all the Magyarization of family names. This tendency between 1835 and 
1956 in Hungary produced estimatively circa 300.000 surnames changed 
(Kozma 1997: 428).    


Name assimilation means adapting oneself to the language environment 
of the majority, which – in general, but not always – is the dominant 
language of the country. But also in Hungary, in regions inhabited by 
national minorities, however, this could also mean adapting oneself to a 
minority language if it was dominant in the given area.   


Linguistic influence of the majority language in language contact 
situation can have another special consequence. In Hungarian language 
area: in contradiction with the opposing Indo-European order of names it 
was the adoption of Hungarian ’family name + Christian name’ order which 
became general in the name usage of different Hungarian minorities. E.g. in 
the case of a German family in Balaton Region in the 18–20th. century 
(inscriptions on gravestones): Petrus Leitold – Leitold Franz – Leitold 
Ambrus (Szilágyi 2005: 92–94).   


 
3. Surnames of minorities in majority environment 


 
Basically it is true what Haugen writes in connection with immigrants: 


”family name in the first place is an orthographic problem” (cites Kontra 
1990: 106), but bearing a family name as a member of a minority group may 
raise more questions. 







 


The same family name in different language environment might elicit 
different effects. Family names of foreign origin might sound ordinary or 
ridiculous, and they could also have disadvantageous connotations in the 
majority language. E.g. the family names Hugyik, Hugyecz, Hugyina 
coming from a Slovakian word meaning ’musician’ in Hungarian connote 
the word húgy ’urine’, whilst the frequent Hungarian family name Kiss 
’little, small’ will get a special connotation in English speaking 
environment.  


Apart from the above facts, one can easily realise that in American 
crime stories and movies, for instance, gangsters usually bear Italian names, 
characters of lower social rank in many cases have Slavic ones, whilst bad 
guys are regularly given German names. Both socialpsychological and 
onomastic researches deal with the question whether changing foreign-
sounding names to usual name forms of the dominant language helps to 
erase prejudice and to what extent this process assures better social 
integration to the bearers of the names. Here returns the 19th century idea 
one could meet in the great age of Magyarizations of family names: ”it is 
obvious that however good expert a Krachenfels counsellor is, he can never 
be as popular as could be if he changes his name to Sziklai [Hung. ’cliff, 
rock’ + suffix -i]” (Szentiványi 1895: 2; italics mine – T. F.).  


 
4. Surnames as ethnic symbols 


 
Family names can inevitably express our belonging to the groups of 


society. Family names in the first place seem to identify the family and the 
ethnic group we belong to, regardless of the fact whether this connection is 
real or accepted.  


 
4.1. The linguistic origin of names 


 
If we think it over, a family name reveals something partly about an 


ancestor of its owner and partly about the language use of the contemporary 
community surrounding this ancestor. Thus, a family name is less and less 
adequate to draw valid conclusions about linguistic or ethnic identities of 
later descendants. At the same time, in relation to earlier historical periods 
socialhistorical researches regularly use the evidence of the stock of family 
names. In the age of nationalism a name takes the role of an ethnic symbol, 
thus possesses special value: a name might become a means of acceptance 
or refuse. 


Foreign-sounding – thus not Hungarian-like – names might impose an 
effect on society based on the following logical line: a foreign-sounding 
name → a non-Hungarian name → a person of non-Hungarian mother 
tongue → a person of non-Hungarian origin → a non-Hungarian person.  


Curiously enough we more easily consider a person whose family name 
is Unger (meaning ’Hungarian’ in German) to be a foreigner than a person 
whose family name is Németh (meaning ’German’ in Hungarian). In the 
history of Hungarian family name changes people en masse changed their 
foreign-sounding family names, whilst those common family names from 
the ethnic names of the minorities in the Hungarian language (Németh, 
Horváth etc.) were hardly ever substituted.  







 


As it was proved above, family names seem to evoke the image of 
foreignness chiefly because of their linguistic characters. Thus bearing 
certain family names – especially those of German origin – might 
sometimes be disadvantageous. Bearing family names of German origin was 
typical of the Germans and the Jews, and the social estimation of the former 
group periodically, also that of the latter group in general could be 
particularly bad. During the First World War, the increasing number of 
applications for name changes handed in among the Germans living in 
Russia or changing the name of the English royal family in the same period 
from the German Battenberg to Windsor are characteristic features. During 
the Second World War, German family names were changed in the United 
States; whilst in Hungary it happened in great numbers only after 1945 
when those names were treated as the sign of collective guilt as a 
consequence of the War.  


A foreign-sounding family name could be changed not only because it 
marked one’s belonging to a definite minority, but also because it 
functioned in general as a symbol of being a foreigner, in other words, as a 
symbol of not belonging to the nation. Suffice it to say that in Hungary a 
Petrovics as Petıfi, in Rumania an Eminovics as Eminescu could become a 
great poet of his chosen nation. Another example: a Hungarian man 
emigrated to Switzerland Magyarized his family name ending in -ovics only 
in his new homeland to express his Hungarian (and not Slavic) identity. To 
illustrate that judging a family name to be a foreign one is not only the 
question of etymology let me quote a political verse from the end of the 
19th century: “He is not Hungarian, he is ics-vics, / We do not need 
Simoncsits, / Long live Benyovszky” (cites Ignotus 1898/1978: 210). Both 
are Slavic names, but the latter is Polish and not a Southern Slav, and also 
known as a noble name in Hungary. 


 
4.2. The tipicality of names in minority groups 


 
The reference of a surname to one’s belonging to a minority group is not 


only the result of foreign origin or foreign sound-values. The high frequency 
of certain family names within a given ethnic group was well-known, as it is 
indicated, for example, by the stereotyped usage of family names in jokes 
(especially concerning Jewish people: Kohn, Grün, etc.). According to our 
data, in the United States the originally Slavic family name Novák as well as 
the Hungarian family name Horváth (meaning the Hungarian ethnic name 
of Croatians) might be considered as typically Hungarian names.  


The same is true for the family name stock of Hungarian Gipsies. The 
family names considered to be typically Gipsy are of Hungarian origin, but 
are borne tipically by Gipsies, as they refer to names of occupation practiced 
mainly by Gipsies (e.g. Lakatos, Kolompár, Orsós). As the change-of-name 
petitions in Hungary suggest: any name can play the same role. The 
Hungarian Boldizsár or the Slavic Petrovics can also indicate the ethnic 
group, if they are borne mainly by Gipsies in the local community.  


Peculiarly enough, a family name which has already been changed and 
which is derived from the surname stock of the dominant language can also 
reveal its bearer’s previous status as an outsider. Among the Jews certain 
new family names became so frequent that these names could be more 







 


associated with the Jewish than with the integrating community. (Such 
names are in other countries e.g. the Russian Levin-s coming from Lévi-s; or 
the English family name Gordon.) Characteristically Magyarized family 
names – as Magyarizations of family names were typically initiated by 
Hungarian Jews – could often be considered as Jewish names in Hungary. 


 
4.3. The relativity of foreigness and identity 


 
It is important to note that the foreignness of a family name is relative. 


In the United States not only a change of Schmidt > Smith, but also a change 
of Goldschmidt > Schmidt can serve better integration into the dominant 
society. The same is true in Hungary for the changes Krcsik > Krecsik or 
Gräff > Gráff – though the new names do not typically sound Hungarian. It 
is also notable that foreign-like and Hungarian-like sounding has sometimes 
nothing to do with the linguistic origin of the name, but it should be 
understood with respect to the synchronic language competence of the 
society. In this way a forgotten old Hungarian surname could also be 
"Magyarized", whilst a new name can only apparently be Hungarian. Name 
changing can attain its aim also in this way. 


Family names are also connected to one’s roots: to family descendence 
as well as traditions. Thus it is understandable that with the advent of 
greater freedom, after the change of regime in 1990, more people asked and 
got back the original, non-Magyarized family names of their families. What 
is more, in certain communities in the identification of an individual the 
original, abandoned foreign surname can also play a role even today. 


 
5. Surname changes as Magyarization of names in Hungary  


 
Above we presented how a family name can function as a group marker. 


Here we go on to describe the historical-social-political-ideological 
background of name changes, especially the background of Magyarization 
of family names. 


 
5.1. The roots of the process 


 
Before the end of the 18th century the quasi-feudal, multilingual and 


multinational Hungary was organised on the basis of social classes, religion 
and regionalism instead of ethnicity. Language was not a primary social 
marker, not the means of identification or segregation. The new type of 
identity was born with the awakening of national feelings and linguistic 
nationalism. Identities involved values; the subjective identification with 
objective symbolic forms was a natural – but sometimes also expected – 
means of expressing and reinforcing group membership – for the individual, 
for society and for the dominant political culture. The use of names should 
also be treated in this setting. In a given context preserving or changing a 
family name of foreign origin might clearly represent one’s attitude. 


In this part of Europe, thus also in Hungary during the 19th century the 
nation became determined rather by origin, culture and mother tongue than 
by citizenship, place of birth and dwelling. In those regions where the 
linguistic-ethnic characteristics were not strong enough, it could seem to be 







 


extremely important to reinforce relating components. So it happened in the 
multinational Hungary of the early 19th century where the Hungarians were 
in a slight minority. Herder, a father of national ideology predicted that the 
Hungarians would be absorbed into the sea of surrounding foreign nations. 
In this situation the national language could become even more important 
for the Hungarians than it was for all nations of the region. And if language 
is so important, names are important, too.  


This importance affected more name types. German names of streets 
could be change for Hungarian names. The process of establishing the 
official settlement name system also tended to give preference to Hungarian 
names or Hungarian variation of its names. The 19th century was also 
characterised by the extensive use of national Christian names: historical 
names were revived, new names were coined in literature, foreign given 
names were either translated or Magyarized in vast quantities.  


 
5.2. An ideology for changing surnames 


 
Returning to family names: the first wave of family name 


Magyarizations can be considered as an extension of the 1848–49 war of 
national independence, but the boom in Magyarizations – in accordance 
with the development in political and social history – took place in the 
1880s. Family name Magyarizations were supported also by the 
government; but their popularity relied on social backup. The process itself 
was consistently labelled as névváltoztatás 'name change' in official 
language, but everyday language as well as publicity used the term 
névmagyarosítás 'name Magyarization' – to discover the real aim. The 
otherwise natural process of family name changes and family name 
assimilation was seriously strengthened by patriotism and linguistic 
nationalism. 


Opinions in connection with family name Magyarizations in the given 
historical context were basically dependent on two factors: (1) what certain 
groups of society thought about allogeneous minorities (accept/integrate/ 
segregate) and (2) whether these groups believed Magyarizations could help 
them to achieve their goals (whether they considered name changing only to 
be an external symbol or also an effective means of assimilation). 
Propagators of family name Magyarizations in the era of the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy, and also later in the interwar period could think: 
“there is a need for a Hungarian name policy” (Lengyel 1917: 209). The aim 
was “to create a homogeneous nation-based society and also to make it 
externally Hungarian in its names” (Csányi 1915: 4). Though “a foreign-
sounding name do not exclude one’s devotion to Hungary […] it is also true 
that a Hungarian name unites the individual with Hungarian nation” (Csányi 
1915: 4). As Simon Telkes, the most zealous promoter of Magyarizations 
(himself an assimilated Jew) said: “As one becomes Christian and is 
admitted into Christian society with the adoption of Christianity, one can 
gain full acceptance into Hungarian society, into the nation with a national 
baptism by changing his foreign name to a Hungarian one. Name must be 
considered as a political creed of a Hungarian citizen […] Magyarization of 
the name is an oath of allegiance, a patriotic vow” (Telkes 1898: 3). This 
was also a reply to rival nationalisms threatening the Hungarian nation: 







 


“Hungarian name […] gives evidence to foreigners that this country is not 
subject to divide up, but a thousand-year-old giant cliff “ (Lengyel 1917: 
212–213).  


The basic aim of family name Magyarizations was to unite the nation 
politically, culturally, emotionally and symbolically. After the collapse of 
historical Hungary in 1920 Gyula Szekfő, the historian, however, described 
the process of forcing name Magyarizations as a Hungarian illusion, a 
substitute rooted in the formalistic concept of the nation (Szekfő 1934/1989: 
330–332). 


 
5.3. Personal motives for the name changes 


 
The possible motives for official family name changes are various. 


Firstly, in a historical-sociological-ideological framework they can be 
examined according to social groups with respect to real or presumed 
external expectations or influences. Secondly, personal interests 
(eliminating a disadvantage, taking an advantage) of the individual applying 
for the name change can also be analysed. In the great period of name 
changes between the 1860s and the 1940s more than 90% of the changes 
were Magyarizations, i.e. changing a foreign-sounding family name to a 
new Hungarian-like surname deliberately. In the background first we find 
patriotism, linguistic nationalism, natural and/or expected assimilation, later 
accompanied by attempts to escape (in the case of Jews and Germans, as a 
result of the era of the Second World War). The essence is to get rid of the 
ethnic, minority character and to express and to reach integration into the 
society of the majority. 


   The external effects on family name changes, thus the movement of 
family name Magyarizations ceased in the second half of the 20th century. 
From this time on name changes are mostly influenced by personal motives. 
The vast majority of the abandoned names are still foreign-sounding family 
names, but they seem to be disturbing from a practical, everyday point of 
view. In the context of the Hungarian language a foreign-sounding, unusual 
name often seems unpleasant or ordinary; and its usage often causes 
difficulties: such names are not easy to pronounce, note or memorise. It is 
understandable that a man bearing the family name Vidrih, called also as 
Vidik, Vitrik, Fridrich in speech and Widrih in writing; or a Hermanec, 
whose name is used as Hermanic, Hermanicz, Hermanitz also decides to 
change his name (cf. change-of-name petitions in the Archive of Ministry of 
Justice: V59/1952, 7629/1964; 7224/1964). The same situation could be 
presented also by the variety of the family name of a petitioner, all of its 
forms used in the mid-20th century official documentation of the case: 
Gutthmann, Guttmann, Guthmann, Gutman, Guttman, Guttmann 
(G11/1952). These examples warn us not to perceive also the previous name 
Magyarizations as just simply the results of ideological influences.  


 
5.4. Name changes in the assimilation process 


 
The most typical reason for changing one’s name all over the world is 


the individual’s will to adjust themselves to the dominant linguistic-cultural-
social environment. In the case of immigrants changing one’s name is a 







 


means of integration, often performed well before the real integration, 
sometimes in the hope of being able to make a basic living. In the case of 
minorities living in a country for centuries changing one’s name is a step in 
the long process of assimilation, which results in eliminating social 
disadvantages.  


The process of assimilation might affect more generations. The first 
stage, the basis of integration is to borrow the elements of material culture, 
which is followed by taking over the elements of mental culture, the 
elements of scale of values. This is accompanied by evolving bilingualism, 
and may finally lead to language shift. In the use of names it is given name 
fashion that changes at first, in Hungary followed by a change in the Indo-
European ‘Christian name + family name’ order of names. The final stage of 
assimilation can even be changing one’s family name. Official name 
changes are often preceded by collective or individual name changes in 
speech. Name Magyarizations could not be compared to the real results of 
linguistic-cultural assimilation. In stained situations – as in the years after 
the Second World War among the Germans living in Hungary – name 
Magyarizations could even go before language shift, even if those speaking 
German at home could find it difficult to give up their inherited family 
names.  


In the case of the assimilation of Jews, a population tipically ready to 
accept name changes, only by converting to the Christian faith they 
abandoned the last real sign of their minority isolation. An artistic and 
generally valid interpretation of the process of assimilation one can meet, 
for example, in István Szabó’s film, entitled “Sunshine” depicting the lives 
of four generations of a Hungarian Jewish family.              


 
5.5. The recrutation of the process 


 
Subjects of name changes mostly belonged to mobile, developing social 


layers. Name Magyarizations could fundamentally be described as a 
behaviour pattern typical of middle class people, which, according to the 
different characteristics of different social groups, could be present in 
various degrees. With respect to minorities the most important influencing 
factors were: the degree of their urbanisation (name Magyarizations were 
more frequent in towns, especially in Budapest); the degree of their 
dispersion (name changes were rarer in detached ethnic blocks), their 
proportion in a region (larger proportion weakened social pressure); the 
strength of their traditions (a factor supporting name preserving); special 
features and possibilities of the given community; and other separating 
factors, as religion (more clearly in the case of the Jews). Name changes 
could be the sign of altered, altering or vague, weak identity. External 
influences urging name changes could only be effective under these 
conditions.  
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I. ELŐSZÓ


A családnév-változtatások az egyéni élet egyes családokat érintő, esetleges eseményei, 
ilyen értelemben magánügynek tekinthetők. Engedélyezésükhöz azonban a családnevek 
hivatalos rögzítettsége miatt az állam jóváhagyására van szükség. A családnév ugyanak-
kor a közösségnek szól, s megváltoztatásának hátterében a névváltoztatókat körülvevő, 
történetileg is változó társadalmi „erőtér” sokféle befolyását kell látnunk, mely a család-
név sajátos jelentésszerkezete révén fejtheti ki hatását. „Azt mondják, nem a név teszi 
az embert, de…” – magyarázza névváltoztatási kérvényét egy férfi  a hetvenes években 
(701/1975 BM) – számos indok adódhat arra, hogy valaki addig viselt családnevét egy 
másik névre kívánja felcserélni. 


Jelen munka a magyarországi hivatalos családnév-változtatásoknak a legutóbbi időkig 
meglehetősen kevéssé kutatott témájával foglalkozik. Ennek a sajátos, összetett jelen-
ségnek több szempontú áttekintésére és átfogó értelmezésére vállalkozik, a nyelvészeti 
megalapozású, de más tudományterületek felé is nyitott névkutatás (névtan, onomaszti-
ka) vizsgálati módszereit állítva a középpontba. A benne módszeresebben is feldolgozott 
anyag a családnév-változtatások történetének legkevésbé ismert korszakát, a 20. század 
második felének (pontosabban a világháború utáni, a rendszerváltáson túlnyúló mintegy 
fél évszázadnak) a névváltoztatásait jelenti. Ezeket legteljesebb forrásanyaguk: a bel-
ügyminisztériumba egykor benyújtott névváltoztatási kérvények alapján – évtizedenként 
kiválasztott, összesen hat mintaévből származó, kétezer családnév-változtatási esetet tar-
talmazó mintára építve – vizsgálja. 


Könyvünk első nagy tartalmi egysége (II–IV. fejezet) bevezetést nyújt a család-
név-változtatások témakörének vizsgálatához: egyes alapkérdéseit tisztázza, áttekinti a 
családnév-változtatások történetét, valamint bemutatja (különösen a közelebbről is tár-
gyalt korszak) kutatástörténetét, szakirodalmát, forrásait. A második nagy tartalmi egy-
ség (V–IX. fejezet) a névváltoztatások modelljét és ennek összetevőit taglalja: egyrészt a 
névváltoztatások névanyagának keletkezését jellemző tényezőket, illetve e névanyagnak 
a névváltoztatásokban játszott szerepét a családnév jelentésszerkezete alapján; másrészt 
a családnév-változtatások történelmi-társadalmi hátterét, a hivatalosság tényezőjét és a 
névváltoztatások egyéni indokrendszereit. Az itt elemzett témákat a 20. század második 
feléből vett konkrétumokkal mutatja be. A harmadik nagy tartalmi egység (X. fejezet) a 
vizsgált korszak családnév-változtatásainak módszeres, számszerűsített, változási tenden-
ciáit fi gyelemmel kísérő feldolgozását tartalmazza: a korabeli névváltoztatások esetszá-
mainak alakulását, indokrendszereiket, az elhagyott és a felvett családnevek névrendszer-
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tani elemzéseit, a névváltoztatók szociológiai összetételének alakulását ismerteti. Ennek 
során egyaránt fi gyelmet fordít a családnév-változtatások korábbi történetét jellemző sa-
játságok utóéletének alakulására, illetve a korszakbeli új jelenségek (például a cigányság 
névváltoztatói csoportként való megjelenésének) bemutatására és értelmezésére.


Jelen összegzés alapját 2001-ben írott és az ELTE Magyar Nyelvészeti Doktori Prog-
ramjában 2002-ben megvédett doktori (PhD) értekezésem képezi: „A magyar hivatalos 
család- és asszonynév-változtatások (különös tekintettel a 20. század második felére)” 
(Bp., kézirat, 398 lap + 22 lap melléklet). A benne érintett kérdések közül némelyekkel 
részletesebben is foglalkoztam a disszertáció megírása óta (ezek többségét l. a bibliog-
ráfi ában), a 20. század második felének családnév-változtatásait jellemző egyes eredmé-
nyeket is publikáltam (FARKAS 2005), de a családnév-változtatások tágabb témakörében 
és más korszakaiban is további vizsgálatokat folytattam. A doktori értekezés terjedelme, 
illetve a saját és mások által végzett kutatások újabb eredményei (l. különösen már KA-
RÁDY–KOZMA 2002, a vizsgált félszázad első évtizedének részletes társadalomtörténeti 
elemzése: 269–355; legújabban FARKAS–KOZMA szerk., 2009; ill. FARKAS 2008b, 2009a, 
vö. 2009d is) azonban az eredeti kézirat igen alapos átdolgozását tették nemcsak lehető-
vé, de szükségessé is a megjelentetés számára. 


A hivatalos családnév-változtatások általános érvényű kérdésköreit tárgyaló eredeti 
részeket ezért nagymértékben megrövidítettem, illetve újraírtam, egyes vonatkozásaik 
bővebb kifejtése helyett pedig – szükségszerűen – azóta megjelent önálló tanulmányok-
hoz igazítottam az olvasót. A más történeti időszakok sajátságait tárgyaló részeket és 
részleteket kivettem, a nemzetközi kitekintéseket megritkítottam; ezzel az áttekintő igé-
nyű fejezetekben is a közelebbről vizsgált fél évszázad névváltoztatásainak bemutatásá-
ra irányítva a fi gyelmet. A számszerű feldolgozásokat közlő fejezetben az elkészített táb-
lázatok egy részét kénytelen voltam elhagyni, a feldolgozott kérvényanyagból azonban 
igyekeztem továbbra is bőségesen hivatkozni (az idézeteket betűhíven, nyelvi adataikat 
azonban kurziválással kiemelve közlöm), bár számos konkrétumot és példát adatvédelmi 
okokból eleve mellőznöm kellett, illetve elhagyni az idézett részletekből.  


E munka elkészültéhez nyújtott segítségéért sokaknak kell köszönetet mondanom. Mind-
azoknak, akik a dolgozat alapját képező levéltári kutatásokat lehetővé tették számomra, 
akik a téma doktori értekezésként való megírását támogatták és e dolgozat jobbá tételét 
szorgalmazták, akik azóta folytatott kutatásaimban munkatársaim voltak, és akik a jelen 
összegzés elkészítésében és megjelentetésében nyújtottak értékes segítséget. Segítségü-
ket ezúton is mindnyájuknak köszönöm. 
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FAMILY NAME CHANGES IN HUNGARY


The Factors and History of Family Name Changes Prevalent 
in Hungary in the 2nd Half of the 20th Century


1. The present volume attempts to examine and comprehensively interpret the unique 
and multi-faceted changes in offi cial family names in Hungary. Onomastics, and natu-
rally the present volume, are linguistically-based but rely on the methodology adapted 
by onomastic research open to other disciplines. The volume wishes to present results 
generally applicable in onomastics as part of its approach to the research of family name 
changes. Nonetheless, it primarily focuses on a lesser-known era of family name changes : 
it analyses family name changes in Hungary during the 50-year-long period following 
World War II. The corpus of the research comprises two thousand cases of family name 
changes from altogether six sample years selected per decade out of the most compre-
hensive but often neglected source: the applications for family name changes submitted 
to the Ministry of Interior Affairs. 


The basis of the volume is provided by the author’s PhD dissertation defended in 2002 
and his research in the fi eld of onomastics conducted since. The volume is intended, 
on the one hand, as an extension to the research fi eld’s earlier and most recent research 
results in family name changes with respect to sources, eras under scrutiny, research 
methods and results, and, on the other hand, in terms of a comprehensive approach to the 
phenomenon, as a summary thereof. Studies detailing the topics presented here and writ-
ten in languages other than Hungarian are also referred to in the present summary.


2. The fi rst part of the volume (Chapters 1–4) serves as an introduction to the research 
of the topic in question. Family name changes are interpreted as the most remarkable 
type of personal name changes. This part clarifi es the most fundamental issues with 
respect to the terminology used and introduces the model of family name changes to 
be consequently used. According to the model, family name changes formally involve 
an interaction between two actors involved: the applicant and the competent authority; 
and concurrently present a unique situation of name giving. Both of the actors are part 
of a context: they are embedded in the given historical, social, political, ideological, 
cultural and linguistic context, which infl uences the procedures and the characteristics 
of family name changes. The family name occupies the centre of the model, and even 
if family name changes are induced by non-linguistic factors, the functioning of these 
factors can be easily studied with the help of the semantic structure of family names 
and the functions achieved by this structure. The most relevant feature of family name 
changes is predominantly associated with the adoption of a family name considered 
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“more benefi cial” in some sense. After outlining the model, the present volume re-
views the history of the development of family names in Hungary (14–16th centuries), 
the history of such names becoming offi cial (1787) and the history of the changes in 
family  names (offi cially from 1814). The volume introduces the characteristic features, 
defi ciencies, latest results and sources of the research of this topic, which in fact was 
considered taboo up until the change of the political regime in 1989–1990. (For details, 
see Farkas 2008a.) 


3. The second part of the volume (Chapters 5–9) discusses the individual components 
of the model of family name changes. This part primarily introduces the peculiarities of 
the artifi cial family name corpus, i.e. the corpus of names evolved as a result of family 
name changes, and compares it with the corpus of historical family names of natural 
development. The peculiarities are explained with the help of the characteristics of the 
genetic processes of names (the naming and named entities, the date and motivation 
of naming, the possible bases of the aspects of naming, as well as the methods and 
linguistic means of naming) (for further details, see Farkas 2008b). This part of the 
book analyses the semantic structure of family names in detail as well as the roles of 
the individual components in the process of family name changes. It highlights the role 
of the supposed or actual informative contents of family names, especially the role of 
references to some societal group (ethnicity, social layer, family) as well as discusses the 
linguistic and cultural background of these references, which, with the help of the related 
connotations with a collective scope, provide the most typical motivations in the history 
of family name changes. (Such a typical motivation is traceable with respect to the in-
terpretation of family names as an ethnic symbol which caused a massive fl ow of family 
name changes to Hungarian names, c.f. Maitz and Farkas 2008.) The volume discusses 
the characteristics of the stock of adopted names in detail: the patterns of Hungarian 
and non-Hungarian family name systems bear decisive infl uence on the development 
of names. There appears to be a wide basis for selecting family names, however, some 
prevalent types of name choices have also determined by characteristic adjustments to 
the previous family names. The motivational and semantic centred typologies defi ned in 
this volume are consequently applied to the analysis of the concrete stock of names. (For 
details, see Farkas 2008b, 2009a.) 


As part of the analysis of the historical and social backgrounds of family name 
changes, the volume, with respect to the history of family name changes, enumerates 
on both the direct and indirect ways of the infl uence of political factors, the importance 
of allogen (ethnic) origin (name usage) and the role of sociological factors (especially 
social mobility interpreted in the wide sense of the word). The volume also reviews 
the history of offi cial regulations concerning family name changes (changes in rel-
evant laws), the factors and nature of offi cial procedures (the granting procedures of 
claims getting increasingly lenient) and the principles and problems of selecting a 
family name (e.g. selecting a non-Hungarian sounding name or a name with a histori-
cal spelling). The book provides a taxonomy of the motivations behind the individual 
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family name changes and, connected to this, refers to the contemporary context and 
notes occasional consequent returns to the original names. The volume enumerates on 
the topics analysed primarily through concrete examples from the second half of the 
20th century. 


4. The third part of the volume (Chapter 10) reviews the characteristics of family name 
changes during the period of 50 years under scrutiny (between 1948 and 1997) and as-
sesses to what extent the tendencies characteristic of the earlier history of family name 
changes live on as well as points out new phenomena attributable to that era. The most 
important characteristic features of the examined era are summarised below. 


The last huge wave of family name changes into Hungarian names, which practice in 
earlier times fl ourished, occurred in the years right after World War II among the Jews, 
having been liberated from former persecution, and the Germans, who were treated as 
collectively guilty. Later years brought about a decrease in the number of family name 
changes and a concurrent neutralisation of the phenomenon: family name changes were 
increasingly considered as an event in one’s private life. The ratio of names of foreign or-
igin among family names abandoned as a result of name changes shows a decrease (from 
94% to 32%) and even behind these changes the motivation of change is less remarkably 
of an ideological nature: rather such a practice is motivated by practical and expedient 
considerations. The predominant type of motivation behind the change of family names 
at the beginning of the examined period is to use a Hungarian family name, while, at the 
end of the period examined, this is replaced by reasons of family-related considerations 
(with an increase in the ratio from 5% to 50%).


Changes of family names do not target the adoption of any new family name but the 
adoption of certain family names (e.g. those of relatives), showing an increase from 22% 
to 66%. Formerly decisive types of motivation in family name selection – such as retain-
ing the fi rst letter, the sounding or the meaning of the old family name – are less frequent 
(from 61% to 17%). Looking at the different semantic and name structural types in the 
stock of family names and their ratios, the corpus approximates the same features of the 
stock of natural Hungarian family names, however, some typical categories in the stock 
of natural Hungarian family names (especially family names with an origin refl ecting 
place names) are still overrepresented in the corpus. Due to their uniqueness, the volume 
devotes a separate chapter to the characteristics of and the similarities between family 
name changes affecting (resulting in or abandoning) compound family names. 


 The sociological composition of the applicants also changed in a number of ways 
during the period examined. The overrepresentation of men signifi cantly decreased, 
though it is still quite notable (this is explained by the fact that the family name of 
the man is still considered of importance by all members of the family). The ratio of the 
inhabitants coming from the capital, from towns and from rural areas undergoing family 
name changes approximated the natural ratios, nevertheless, family name change still 
appears to remain an urban phenomenon. As far as age is concerned, there are no marked 
changes: more than half of the applicants in the entire period examined comes from the 
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age group of under 30 years of age. From 2000 on, approximately two thousand to two 
thousand fi ve hundred family name requests are processed annually (around twice the 
number of requests for fi rst names changes). 


The volume, where afforded by the possibilities, more closely examines the tenden-
cies of the family name changes of two specifi c social groups: the Jews and the Roma. 
The former is the most characteristic participant group in the history of family name 
changes. According to the records, their family name changes are traceable only up to 
the years following World War II, and even during that period the tendencies observed 
diverge from those associated with other groups requesting family name changes (for de-
tails, see Farkas 2008b). The Roma population becomes another typical group of persons 
requesting family name change in the 1960s and 1970s (with every seventh applicant 
coming from that ethnic group). Bearing certain family names of Hungarian origin is 
especially characteristic of them and certain such family names are in fact quite common 
among them. The motivations listed most frequently include having names in common 
and, even more markedly, the avoidance of stigmatisation. The sociological setup of this 
group is unique (younger than average in terms of the corpus and mostly coming from 
the regions). 


5. During their history, family name changes have had an impact on the lives and names 
of hundreds of thousands of Hungarian families. Such changes represent a peculiar, com-
plex and characteristic phenomenon of Hungarian history during the 19th and 20th cen-
turies. Family name changes underwent a signifi cant transformation in the second half 
of the 20th century and even today this survives as actual living practice. The analysis 
of the diverse aspects of these changes offers several disciplines further research issues 
and challenges. 


Selected Bibliography


FARKAS, Tamás (2008a) The research of offi cial family name changes in Hungary. In: István Hoff-
mann, Valéria Tóth (eds), Onomastica Uralica 7, 87–102. Debrecen–Helsinki. (= http://mek.
oszk.hu/06800/06838) 


FARKAS, Tamás (2008b) Surname changes in Hungary: researches and their onomastic conclusions. In: 
Maria Giovanna Arcamone, Davide de Camilli, Bruno Porcelli (eds.), I Nomi nel tempo e nello 
spazio. Atti del XXII Congresso Internazionale di Scienze Onomastiche. Pisa, 28 agosto–4 set-
tembre 2005. II, 343–350. Pisa.


FARKAS, Tamás (2009a) Surnames of Foreign Origin in a Language Contact Situation. The Reasons and 
Ways of Their Changes and Their Infl uence on the Surname Stock in Hungary. In: Wolfgang 
Ahrens, Sheila Embleton, André Lapierre (eds), Names in Multi-Lingual, Multi-Cultural and 
Multi-Ethnic Contact. Proceedings of the 23rd International Congress of Onomastic Sciences. 
August 17–22, 2008, York University, Toronto, Canada. 365–374. Toronto. 







111


FARKAS, Tamás (2009b) Jewish Surname Changes in Hungary (19th–20th century). In: Wolfgang Ahrens , 
Sheila Embleton, André Lapierre (eds), Names in Multi-Lingual, Multi-Cultural and Multi-
Ethnic Contact. Proceedings of the 23rd International Congress of Onomastic Sciences. August 
17–22, 2008, York University, Toronto, Canada. 375–384. Toronto. 


MAITZ, Péter and FARKAS, Tamás (2008) Der Familienname als Nationalsymbol. Über den Untergang 
deutscher Familiennamen im Ungarn des 19. Jahrhunderts. [The family name as a national sym-
bol. The devastation of German family names in Hungary in the 19th century.] Zeitschrift für 
germanistische Linguistik 36, 163–196. (= http://www.reference-global.com/doi/pdf/10.1515/
ZGL.2008.015)







113


A NYELVTUDOMÁNYI ÉRTEKEZÉSEK 
EDDIG MEGJELENT SZÁMAI


 1. BENKŐ LORÁND: A magyar ly hang története. 1953.
 2. HAJDÚ PÉTER: A magyarság kialakulásának előzményei. 1953.
 3.  DEME LÁSZLÓ: A magyar nyelvjárások néhány kérdése. 1953.
 4.  Helyesírásunk időszerű kérdései. Szerkesztette BENKŐ LORÁND. 1955.
 5.   A magyar őstörténet kérdései. A Magyar Nyelvtudományi Társaság vitaülése 1953. december 1. 


1955.
 6.  PAIS DEZSŐ, BÁRCZI GÉZA, BENKŐ LORÁND: A magyar ly hang kérdéséhez. 1955.
 7.  HORVÁTH JÁNOS: Vitás verstani kérdések. 1955.
 8.  LAKÓ GYÖRGY: Északi-manysi nyelvtanulmányok. 1956.
 9.  A „Helyesírásunk időszerű kérdései” vitája. Szerkesztette FÁBIÁN PÁL. 1956.
 10.  KÁROLY SÁNDOR: Igenévrendszerünk a kódexirodalom első szakaszában. 1956.
 11.  MELICH JÁNOS: Dolgozatok I. 1957.
 12.  BÁNHIDI ZOLTÁN: A magyar összetett igealakok jelentéstörténete. 1957.
 13.  BERRÁR JOLÁN: Fejezetek határozóragjaink élettörténetéből. 1957.
 14.  TOMPA JÓZSEF: A névszói kötőhangzó szófaj megkülönböztető szerepe. 1957.
 15.  HEXENDORF EDIT: Szótanulmányok a szellemi élet középkori magyar kifejezésanyagának köré-


ből. 1958.
 16.  KÁROLY SÁNDOR: Az értelmező és az értelmezői mellékmondat a magyarban. 1958.
 17.  Magyar hangtani dolgozatok. Szerkesztette BENKŐ LORÁND. 1958.
 18.  FÓNAGY IVÁN: A hangsúlyról. 1958.
 19.  PAPP LÁSZLÓ: XVI. század végi nyelvjárásaink tanulmányozása. 1959.
 20.  DEME LÁSZLÓ: A XVI. század végi nyelvi norma kérdéséhez. 1959.
 21.  KIRÁLY PÉTER: Ismeretlen magyar glosszák. 1959.
 22.  INCZEFI GÉZA: Szeged környékének földrajzi nevei. 1960.
 23.  BERRÁR JOLÁN: A magyar hasonlító mondatok története a XVI. század közepéig. 1960.
 24.  GOMBOCZ ZOLTÁN: Honfoglalás előtti bolgár-török jövevényszavaink. 1960.
 25.  PAPP LÁSZLÓ: Nyelvjárás és nyelvi norma XVI századi deákjaink gyakorlatában. 1961.
 26.  BÜKY BÉLA: A fővárosi keresztnévadás hatóerői. 1961.
 27.  KÁZMÉR MIKLÓS: A magyar affrikátaszemlélet. 1961.
 28.  KARÁCSONY SÁNDOR ZSIGMOND: Személyneveink 1500-tól 1800-ig. 1961.
 29.  ANTAL LÁSZLÓ: A magyar esetrendszer. 1961.
 30.  PAIS DEZSŐ: Szer. 1961.
 31.  RADANOVICS KÁROLY: Északi-osztják nyelvtan. I961.
 32.  MÁRTON GYULA: A borsavölgyi nyelvjárás igetövei és igealakjai. 1962.
 33.  B. LŐRINCZY ÉVA: Képző- és névrendszertani vizsgálódások. 1962.
 34.  ELEKFI LÁSZLÓ: Vizsgálatok a hanglejtés megfi gyelésének módjaihoz. 1962.
 35.  BENKŐ LÁSZLÓ: A szépirodalmi stílus elemzése. 1962.







114


 36.  A szótárírás elmélete és gyakorlata a Magyar Nyelv Értelmező Szótárában. Szerkesztette 
ORSZÁGH  LÁSZLÓ. 1962.


 37.  FÓNAGY IVÁN: A metafora a fonetikai műnyelvben. 1963.
 38.  Szótörténeti és szófejtő tanulmányok. Szerkesztette PAIS DEZSŐ és BENKŐ LORÁND. 1963.
 39.  RÁCZ ENDRE: A magyar nyelv következményes mondatai. 1963.
 40.  Tanulmányok a magyar nyelv életrajza köréből. LIGETI LAJOS és PAIS DEZSŐ közreműködésével 


szerkesztette BENKŐ LORÁND. 1963.
 41.  MELICH JÁNOS: Dolgozatok II. 1963:
 42.  D. BARTHA KATALIN: Tővégi magánhangzóink története a XVI. század közepéig. 1964.
 43.  IMRE SAMU: A magyar huszita helyesírás néhány kérdése. 1964.
 44.  PAPP LÁSZLÓ: Magyar nyelvű levelek és okiratok formulái a XVI. században. 1964.
 45.  TÖRÖK GÁBOR: A Börzsöny-vidék nyelvjárástörténetének települési háttere. 1964.
 46.  Alak- és mondattani gyűjtelék. Szerkesztette PAIS DEZSŐ és BENKŐ LORÁND. 1965.
 47.  LÁKÓ GYÖRGY: A magyar hangállomány fi nnugor előzményei. 1965.
 48.  SZABÓ ZOLTÁN: A kalotaszegi nyelvjárás igeképző-rendszere. 1965.
 49.  MAGDICS KLÁRA: A magyar beszédhangok akusztikai szerkezete. 1965.
 50.  HADROVICS LÁSZLÓ: Jövevényszó-vizsgálatok. 1965.
 51.  NEMES ISTVÁN: A képszerűség eszközei Radnóti Miklós költészetében. 1965.
 52.  PERROT, JEAN: Adalékok a meg igekötő funkciójának vizsgálatához a mai magyar nyelvben. 


1966.
 53.  ZSILKA JÁNOS: A magyar mondatformák rendszere és az esetrendszer. (Tárgyas mondatszerkeze-


tek.) 1966.
 54.  DEME LÁSZLÓ–FÁBIÁN PÁL–BENCÉDY JÓZSEF: A magyar helyesírás rendszere. 1966.
 55.  FARKAS VILMOS: Fonémastatisztikai problémák a nyelvjárástípus-történetben. 1966.
 56.  HEGEDŰS JÓZSEF: A magyar nyelv összehasonlításának kezdetei az egykorú európai nyelvtudo-


mány tükrében. 1966.
 57.  MAGAY TAMÁS: Angol–magyar és magyar–angol szótárak hazánkban 1945 előtt. 1967.
 58.  A magyar nyelv története és rendszere. (A debreceni nemzetközi nyelvészkongresszus előadá-


sai.) Szerkesztette IMRE SAMU és SZATHMÁRI ISTVÁN. 1967.
 59.  SZABÓ T. ATTILA: A kolozsvári becenevek a XVI–XIX. században. 1968.
 60.  H. MOLNÁR ILONA: Módosító szók és módosító mondatrészletek a mai magyar nyelvben. 1968.
 61.  FABRICIUS-KOVÁCS FERENC: A konkrét → absztrakt jelentésfejlődés problematikája. 1968.
 62.  E. ABAFFY ERZSÉBET: XVI. századi nyugat-dunántúli missilisek helyesírásáról. 1969.
 63.  KESZLER BORBÁLA: A szókezdő mássalhangzó-torlódások feloldása korai jövevényszavainkban. 


1969.
 64.  N. DELY ZSUZSA: A fi atal Jókai nyelve és stílusa. 1969.
 65.  A nyelvtudomány a haladásért. (Tanulmánykötet a Tanácsköztársaság 50. évfordulója alkalmá-


ból.) Szerkesztette KIRÁLY PÉTER. 1969.
 66.  MÁRTON GYULA: A moldvai csángó nyelvjárás román kölcsönszavai. 1969.
 67.  Dolgozatok a hangtan köréből. Szerkesztette PAIS DEZSŐ és BENKŐ LORÁND. 1969.
 68.  FEHÉRTÓI KATALIN: A XIV. századi magyar megkülönböztető nevek. 1969.
 69.  KISS JENŐ: A rábaközi Mihályi igeképzői. 1970.
 70.  Névtudományi előadások. II. névtudományi konferencia. Szerkesztette KÁZMÉR MIKLÓS és VÉGH 


JÓZSEF. 1970.
 71.  KISS LAJOS: Hatvanhét szómagyarázat. 1970.
 72.  IMRE SAMU: A felsőőri nyelvjárás. 1971.
 73.  MEGGYES KLÁRA: Egy kétéves gyermek nyelvi rendszere. 1971.
 74.  FARKAS VILMOS: Helyesírásunk hangjelölésrendszerének története. 1971.
 75.  Nyelvészet és gyakorlat. (Tanulmánygyűjtemény.) Szerkesztette BENKŐ LORÁND és SZÉPE 


GYÖRGY. 1971.
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 76.  DEZSŐ LÁSZLÓ: A jelzős „főnévi csoport” kérdései a magyarban. 1971.
 77.  K. SZOBOSZLAY ÁGNES: A szemléletesség eszközei Németh László nyelvében. 1972.
 78.  HUTÁS MAGDOLNA: Az ikes igeragozás állapota Révai Miklós korában. 1972.
 79.  PENAVIN OLGA: A szerémségi magyar szigetek nyelve. 1972.
 80.  GREGOR FERENC: Magyar népi gombanevek. 1973.
 81.  SZENDE TAMÁS: Spontán beszédanyag gyakorisági mutatói. 1973.
 82.  SZILÁGYI FERENC: Csokonai tájszógyűjtése. 1973.
 83.  Jelentéstan és stilisztika. (A magyar nyelvészek II. nemzetközi kongresszusának előadásai.) 


Szerkesztette IMRE SAMU, SZATHMÁRI ISTVÁN és SZŰTS LÁSZLÓ. 1974.
 84.  VELCSOV MÁRTONNÉ: Antropometrikus mértéknevek a magyar nyelvben. 1974.
 85.  HAVAS FERENC: A magyar, a fi nn és az észt nyelv tipológiai összehasonlítása. 1974.
 86.  KEMÉNY GÁBOR·. Krúdy képalkotása. 1974.
 87.  HAJDÚ MIHÁLY: Budapest utcaneveinek névtani vizsgálata. 1975.
 88.  HADROVICS LÁSZLÓ: Szavak és szólások. 1975.
 89.  Az etimológia elmélete és módszere. Szerkesztette BENKŐ LORÁND és K. SÁL ÉVA. 1976.
 90.  MÉSZÁROS ISTVÁN: Iskolai jegyzetkönyv a XVI–XVII. század fordulójáról. 1976.
 91.  JAKAB ISTVÁN: A magyar igekötők vizsgálata. 1976:
 92.  KISS LAJOS: Szláv tükörszók és tükörjelentések a magyarban. 1976.
 93.  ORSZÁGH LÁSZLÓ: Angol eredetű elemek a magyar szókészletben. 1977.
 94.  MOLNÁR ILONA: A tartalmatlan hogy kötőszós összetett mondatok típusai szemantikai szempont-


ból. 1977.
 95.  O. NAGY GÁBOR: A magyar frazeológiai kutatások története. 1977.
 96.  KOROMPAY KLÁRA: Középkori neveink és a Roland-ének. 1978.
 97.  GAÁL EDIT: A birtoklás kifejezése a mai magyar nyelvben. 1978.
 98.  DIENES DÓRA: A szerkesztettségi hiányosság és szövegösszefüggésbeli kiegészítése. 1978.
 99.  BANCZEROWSKI JANUSZ: A nyelvi kommunikáció és az információ néhány kérdése. 1979.
 100.  Tanulmányok a regionális köznyelviség köréből. Szerkesztette IMRE SAMU. 1979.
 101.  HUSZÁR ÁGNES: A predikatív viszony szintaktikai kategóriái. 1979.
 102.  KASSAI ILONA: Időtartam és kvantitás a magyar nyelvben. 1979.
 103.  KISS JENŐ: Mihályi tájszótár (Rábaköz). 1979.
 104.  A magyar nyelv grammatikája. (A magyar nyelvészek III. nemzetközi kongresszusának előadá-


sai.) Szerkesztette IMRE SAMU, SZATHMÁRI ISTVÁN és SZŰTS LÁSZLÓ. 1980.
 105.  MOKÁNY SÁNDOR: Magyar szófejtések. 1980.
 106.  B. GERGELY PIROSKA: A kalotaszegi magyar családnevek rendszertani és funkcionális vizsgálata. 


1981.
 107.  LENGYEL ZSOLT: Tanulmányok a nyelvelsajátítás köréből. 1981.
 108.  GUSZKOVA ANTONYINA: A társadalmi kapcsolatteremtés eszközei a magyar nyelvben. 1981.
 109.  KONTRA MIKLÓS: A nyelvek közötti kölcsönzés néhány kérdéséről, különös tekintettel „elangolo-


sodó” orvosi nyelvünkre. 1981.
 110.  SINOR DÉNES: Tanulmányok. 1982.
 111.  FARKAS VILMOS: A magyar hangtörténet és helyesírástörténet rendszerbeli összefüggése. 1982.
 112.  JAKAB ISTVÁN: A magyar igekötő szófajtani útja. 1982.
 113.  BENKŐ LORÁND: Kazinczy Ferenc és kora a magyar nyelvtudomány történetében. 1982.
 114.  BALÁZS JUDIT: A ragadványnevek szerepe Rábaszentandrás névrendszerében. 1982.
 115.  HORVÁTH KATALIN: Transzformációs csoportok a magyarban. 1983.
 116.  É. KISS KATALIN: A magyar mondatszerkezet generatív leírása. 1981.
 117.  BÁNRÉTI ZOLTÁN: A megengedő kötőszók szintaxisáról és szemantikájáról. 1983.
 118.  GÁSPÁRI LÁSZLÓ: A századvégi novella lirizálódásáról. 1983.
 119.  GÓSY MÁRIA: Hangtani és szótani vizsgálatok hároméves gyermekek nyelvében. 1984.
 120.  KISS JENŐ: A pingvintől a kolibriig. Egzotikus madarak magyar nevei. 1985.
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 121.  OLASZY GÁBOR: A magyar beszéd leggyakoribb hangsorépítő elemeinek szerkezete és szintézise. 
A számítógépes beszédelőállítás néhány kérdése. 1985.


 122.  HELTAINÉ NAGY ERZSÉBET: Nyelvi építkezés Sinka István balladáiban. 1986.
 123.  KLAUDY KINGA: Fordítás és aktuális tagolás. 1987.
 124.  VÉRTES O. ANDRÁS: Bevezetés a magyar hangstilisztikába. 1987.
 125.  T. SOMOGYI MAGDA: A passzív igetövek leíró vizsgálata a magyarban. 1987.
 126.  JUHÁSZ DEZSŐ: A magyar tájnévadás. 1988.
 127.  KISS JENŐ: Állandó szókapcsolatok a rábaközi Mihályiban. 1989.
 128.  DEZSŐ LÁSZLÓ: A XVI–XVIII. századi kárpátukrán nyelvemlékek magyar jövevényszavai. 1989.
 129.  BENKŐ LÁSZLÓ: Zolnai Béla élete és munkássága (1890–1969). 1990.
 130.  BÁRCZI GÉZA: A magyar igeragozás története. 1990.
 131.  SOMOGYI BÉLA: A magyar kártyanyelv szókincse. 1990.
 132.  DÁNIEL ÁGNES: Sző-szöveg – szer-szervez. A szöveg szerveződésének vizsgálata. 1990.
 133.  HORVÁTH LÁSZLÓ: Három vázlatos szinkrón metszet határozói igeneveink történetéből. 1991.
 134.  RÁCZ ENDRE: A belehallás jelenségéről. 1992.
 135.  VARGA LÁSZLÓ: A magyar beszéddallamok fonológiai és szintaktikai vonatkozásai. 1993.
 136.  FEJES KATALIN: A szintaktikai állomány természete gyermekszövegekben. 1993.
 137.  BALÁZS GÉZA: Kapcsolatra utaló (fatikus) elemek a magyar nyelvben. 1993.
 138.  HADROVICS LÁSZLÓ: A magyar Huszita Biblia német és cseh rokonsága. 1994.
 139.  KISS LAJOS: Földrajzi neveink nyelvi fejlődése. 1995.
 140.  SZATHMÁRI ISTVÁN: Három fejezet a magyar költői stílus történetéből. 1995.
 141.  KESZLER BORBÁLA: A magyar írásjelhasználat története a XVII. század közepéig. 1995.
 142.  NÉMETH T. ENIKŐ: A szóbeli diskurzusok megnyilatkozáspéldányokra tagolása. 1996.
 143.  NAGY L. JÁNOS: Ismétlések és értelmezések Weöres Sándor verseiben. 1996.
 144.  TOLCSVAI NAGY GÁBOR: A nyelvi norma. 1998.
 145.  GERSTNER KÁROLY: A német vonatkozású elemek újabb etimológiai szótáráinkban. 1998.
 146.  LENGYEL KLÁRA: Az igenevek helye a szófaji rendszerben. 2000.
 147.  FEHÉR ERZSÉBET: A szövegkutatás megalapozása a magyar nyelvészetben. Tudománytörténeti 


vázlat. 2000.
 148.  A. MOLNÁR FERENC: Két régi magyar ima az oltáriszentségről. A Laskai Sorok és párhuzamos 


szövege a Thewrewk-kódexben. 2000.
 149.  WACHA BALÁZS: Időbeliség és aspektualitás a magyarban. 2001.
 150.  KERTÉSZ ANDRÁS: Nyelvészet és tudományelmélet. 2001.
 151.  KOCSÁNY PIROSKA: Szöveg, szövegtípus, jelentés: A mondás mint szövegtípus. 2002.
 152.  KUGLER NÓRA: A módosítószók funkciói. 2003.
 153.  ZSILINSZKY ÉVA: Az angol vonatkozású elemek újabb etimológiai szótárainkban. 2003.
 154.  PETHŐ JÓZSEF: A halmozás alakzata. 2004.
 155.  OLASZY GÁBOR: Hangidőtartamok és időszerkezeti elemek a magyar beszédben. 2006.
 156.  ZELLIGER ERZSÉBET: Az első magyar nyelvű népének és művelődéstörténeti háttere. A Zsigmond 


kori Húsvéti népének keletkezésének körülményei, nyelvi kérdései. 2006.
 157.  D. MÁTAI MÁRIA: A magyar szófajtörténet általános kérdései. 2007.
158.  DÉR CSILLA ILONA: Grammatikalizáció. 2008.
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A családnév-változtatások történetei időben, térben, társadalomban 


Szerkesztette Farkas Tamás és Kozma István

Gondolat Kiadó – Magyar Nyelvtudományi Társaság, 

Budapest, 2009. 412 lap


A kötet bemutatása


A családnév-változtatások (elsősorban: névmagyarosítások) 19–20. századi történetük során – nagyságrendjét tekintve – mintegy 350-400 ezer magyarországi család életét érintették; egyes nemzeti, etnikai vagy kulturális kisebbségek esetében különösen is jellemző eseményként. Kötetünk az újabb kori magyar történelemnek ezzel az igen összetett, sajátos és jellemző, ám számos vonatkozásában mindmáig feltáratlan jelenségével foglalkozik. 

E könyv nagy fejezetei a névváltoztatások jelenségét időbeli, térbeli, társadalmi és kulturális dimenzióiban egyaránt, illetve együttesen vizsgálják. A bevezető, áttekintő fejezet után a történelmi-ideológiai környezetet, a csoportsajátos és helyi vonatkozásokat, más országok hasonló gyakorlatát és a névváltoztatások szépirodalmi tükröződését bemutató elemzések következnek. Az egyes témákat különböző tudományterületek képviselői által írott tanulmányok tárgyalják. A kötetbeli 23 tanulmány önállóan is értékelhető, azonban egymáshoz is kapcsolódó szövegeket jelent. Ezek az egyes nagy fejezetek címe által jelzett, bár egymástól élesen el nem határolható témákat együttesen, ha nem is feltétlenül a maga teljességében, hanem a maga gazdagságában, sokarcúságában és összetettségében hivatottak bemutatni. 


Olyan kötetet igyekeztünk összeállítani, amelyben egyrészt több tudományterület a maga sajátos látásmódjával és eszközeivel veszi közösen és szakszerűen górcső alá a jelenséget, annak egészét és újabb részleteit is; másrészt pedig egyes szerzők saját diszciplínájuk határait átlépve, a különböző tudományágak módszereit és eddig elért eredményeit szintetizáló szemlélettel közelítik meg a kérdést. Amit ebből sikerült megvalósítani, az a szerzők érdeme, akik az eddigi kutatási eredményekre támaszkodva, de elsősorban új forrásfeltárások, módszerek, vizsgálatok és kérdésfelvetések alapján készítették el e könyv fejezeteit. A kiadvány végéhez csatolt mellékletek a témakör eddigi kutatásairól és szakmai hátteréről, illetve a névváltoztatási mozgalom méreteiről adnak képet az érdeklődő számára.


Az itt közreadott tanulmányok mindegyikét két-két szakmai lektor véleményezte, javaslataikkal hozzájárulva azok végleges megformálásához.


Kötetünk több új részterületet von be a vizsgálatba és számos új eredményt ad közre, más esetekben viszont további kutatási feladatokra és újabb kérdésekre hívja fel a figyelmet. Bízunk benne, hogy idővel ezekre is újabb válaszok születhetnek majd.
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