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The purpose of this doctoral dissertation is to identify ethnographic contents incorporated 

within the framework of special minority subjects in Romania and to examine their 

representations. The research covers the communist period, from the educational reform law 

number 175 of August 3, 1948, to the revolution of 1989, analyzing sources related to three 

levels of public education, from kindergarten to elementary school. 

Initially, the objectives included a review of the current conditions of ethnographic 

education in schools, but the reorganizations following the regime change - particularly the 

authorization of textbooks in the free-market system, where up to three textbooks could be in 

effect simultaneously in one grade - and the subsequent increase in sources necessitated 

considering the 1989 regime change as a watershed. Examining the temporal boundaries of the 

research (and the title of the dissertation), it becomes clear that different criteria were used to 

define the starting and ending points: the study period begins with the enactment of a framework 

law regulating education and ends with a significant political-historical event. Following the 

1948 educational law, the Romanian education system was radically restructured: church schools 

were nationalized, and the presence of socialist ideologies in the curriculum was mandated. The 

next significant change - which included rethinking and renewing the educational system - began 

following the Romanian revolution of 1989, even though the new education law only came into 

effect in 1995. 

Therefore, the research task is to collect specifically Hungarian public education 

documents (curricula, textbooks) and complementary educational materials authorized by the 

Ministry of Education (collections of texts and songs/choirs, methodological publications, 

workbooks) and to conduct a comparative analysis applying the principles of content analysis. 

These publications – unlike the few translated textbooks – were written by minority authors for 

minority teachers and students. I will examine my sources from a historical perspective, without 

applying didactic and pedagogical considerations, and I will also omit literary and musicological 

aspects. 
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The subjects of hungarian language and literature, as well as music, due to their 

hungarian nature, cannot be separated from hungarian traditions (of any kind); therefore, in 

addition to explicit ethnographic contents, I will also attempt to capture the latent messages. 

Furthermore, I will address the discourse on literary and music education unfolding in the 

Tanügyi Újság published by the Ministry of Education and the recollections of retired teachers. 

Folklore and its scientific approaches could not be studied within formal educational 

frameworks in Romania in separate materia; this situation changed with the introduction of the 

subject History and traditions of the hungarian minority in Romania into the framework 

curriculum since 1999. Referring to the fact that universal Hungarian culture - including 

Hungarian literature and music - cannot be interpreted without folk culture, curriculum and 

textbook authors significantly integrated folk spiritual culture into education. 

Thus, the problem can be formulated as follows: what ethnographic contents and in what 

ways have been incorporated into formal education? How does folklore relate to the overall 

curriculum? Which of the three research areas of ethnography - spiritual ethnography, material 

ethnography, social ethnography - are represented? What ethnographic perspective is conveyed 

by the educational materials? What genres are referenced in them? How does the educational 

institution relate to the people and folk culture of any given time? 

I analyze the ethnographic contents taught in schools within the interpretive framework 

of traditional folk culture, folklorism, and heritage. 

I have formulated three hypotheses as follows: 1. Although ethnography could not be 

studied as a separate subject in schools between 1948 and 1989, ethnographic contents were 

organically integrated into the curricula of two fields of study. 2. As a result, students encounter a 

representation of folk culture, but recent scientific research directions and paradigms are delayed 

or not reflected at all in the curricula. 3. Ethnographic contents are most prominently identifiable 

in the elementary school curriculum. 

In my research, I used primary and secondary sources. As primary sources, I consider all 

information carriers published by the Romanian state institution responsible for organizing 

education, in our case, the Ministry of Education or its subordinate textbook publisher, as basic 

public education documents. These include curricula, textbooks, and other educational support 

publications (methodological books for teachers and educators, collections of texts and songs, 

manuals, workbooks). To supplement the data obtained, I included two additional types of 
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sources in the investigation. On the one hand, I reviewed the available issues of the Tanügyi 

Újság, seeking educational articles and studies relevant to the topic, and on the other hand, I 

interviewed retired hungarian and music teachers using a questionnaire to share their experiences 

accumulated during their careers. 

Due to the very limited sources available in public collections, I began collecting 

textbooks and curricula, an activity I carried out in several waves both institutionally and 

privately. 

The focus of the dissertation is on the curriculum for grades 5–8, but in addition to 

primary school documents, I also examine the sources published at the pre-school and 

elementary education levels using the method presented below. The analysis of high school 

classes was also planned, but due to the lack of sources, I had to abandon it. 

During my research, I also address how local knowledge is mentioned in the Romanian 

curriculum and what references are made to the presentation of students' immediate environment. 

It is clear that a nationally uniform curriculum cannot include specific local knowledge, but 

through tasks and exercises, it can encourage students to explore the historical, geographical, and 

ethnographic aspects of their place of residence. Do the folkloric texts presented in the 

curriculum – by localizing the place of collection – contribute to the awareness that folklore 

exists in local variations? Or, in the absence of these details, do they rather reinforce the idea of a 

national uniform version of the texts? 

During the examination, I will only reflect on the illustrations found in the books when 

they can be linked to folk traditions. 

Following the introduction, the citation of sources, the presentation of the methodology, 

and the outline of historical research aspects, the dissertation includes a section examining the 

ethnographic and minority aspects of romanian laws, followed by the actual analysis. 

In the early years of the period examined in the dissertation, public education documents 

promote an idealized image of the people, where the (working) people are depicted as an 

exploited social class suffering injustices. In the 1950s and 1960s, the mention of the people is 

particularly frequent in the examined documents. Later on, an idealized approach to the people 

persists, where they are endowed and identified with virtues of morality, purity, and closeness to 

tradition. Curriculum authors believe that the beauty of folk creations lies in their simplicity; 

therefore, their teaching does not require special educational preparation. In 1955, Gyula Ortutay, 
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in the introduction to Hungarian folk poetry, identifies the working people who create and 

maintain folklore with serfdom during feudalism and with the exploited working class during 

capitalism (Ortutay 1955: 37). The subjects introduced during the research also reflect this 

perspective. 

Where did students encounter folk traditions within the broadly interpreted school 

framework during communism? As part of the compulsory literature and music curriculum, in 

the form of vacation assignments (collecting folk songs, questioning family members, etc.), 

within the framework of extracurricular activities, through museum visits, pioneer expeditions, 

or summer camps. 

Next, let's examine which folklore genres are preferred by the curriculum and how it 

approaches material and social culture in addition to spiritual culture. According to the 

curriculum, preschool children encounter folk tales, children's folk games, riddles, nursery 

rhymes, and folk songs, all integrated into the system of didactic objectives for speech 

development, rhythm development, and vocal formation. Among all these, the folk song is the 

most prominent for this age group: in the lower group, it dominates compared to composed 

music; in the middle group, the proportions of the two categories are approximately equal, while 

in the upper group, more composed music is included in the curriculum. The song and game 

collections contain a substantial amount of songs in Romanian, including patriotic songs, 

marches, and folk songs, as well as translations of the folk songs of other peoples into 

Hungarian. The scenes and choreographies recommended for preschool celebrations incorporate 

elements of folk dance and children's games mixed with other forms of movement. 

For the musical education of elementary school children, folk games and folk songs are 

considered basic tools. The curriculum from the 1970s first recommends children's songs, then 

folk songs, pioneer songs, light mass songs, and old workers' songs for teaching. Here too, the 

goal is to create the necessary school framework for acquiring the musical mother tongue. 

Similar to the preschool level, teaching should begin with folklore and progress from there to 

increasingly complex art songs and classical music. From these curricular and methodological 

declarations, two main conclusions can be drawn: folklore is considered the foundational area of 

Hungarian musical culture (and the often-referred-to musical mother tongue), on which the 

teaching of other genres should be based, and it is situated at the beginning of a linear scale of 

simplicity-complexity. 
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It can be observed that the principles of Kodály's music pedagogy are reflected in the 

criteria for the musical education of preschoolers and young schoolchildren: the organization of 

early music education starting from a young age, the importance of singing, building on the 

treasure of hungarian folk songs, clear intonation, the close connection between rhythm and 

movement, communal singing, and gradual progression. 

In elementary school, 15% of the musical examples are of Romanian origin and 1.75% 

are of other origins. From the text of the textbook writing competition announced in the 

Education Gazette, we know that the expectation was for 40-50% of the musical examples to be 

in Romanian, but this was not achieved. The most complete picture of the content of textbooks 

from the 1980s shows that one-third (35.25%) of the examples are folk creations. For this age 

group, the dominant genre is the folk song, where the new folk songs reflect the creations of 

post-liberation choral culture, although the concepts of old and new style songs used in 

ethnomusicology are not applied. In Russia, already at the end of the 19th century, Plehanov and 

later the Union of Revolutionary Musicians of Russia considered the movement songs of the 

working class to be the true folk songs of the working class. After World War II, the socialist 

states, following the Russian model, created the concept of mass songs, which were declared to 

be of societal interest (Tokaji 2000: 107-108). A new musical culture considered to be a new folk 

song culture, characteristic of the new socialist life, emerged. 

The folk song is the genre claimed by both music and literature education, naturally, each 

from its central perspective—text for literature and melody for music. In both approaches, folk 

songs are means of expressing emotions and convey the feelings of the people. 

Examining the content offerings of elementary school literature textbooks from the 

1950s, we can observe a process of exploration: the curriculum for fifth grade includes folk 

songs, folk tales, proverbs, sayings, and riddles, while the eighth-grade curriculum includes folk 

ballads, folk songs, proverbs, children's folk games, laments, folk tales, legends, carols, dance 

songs, and riddles. Compared to this, by the 1970s, the amount of curriculum content decreased, 

along with folklore (partly due to national measures aimed at reducing student overload). 

However, the role of folklore became clearer, and the perspective on folklore became more 

professional. In the fifth grade, folk tales dominate, but legends, sayings, proverbs, children's 

folk games, and riddles also appear. In the sixth grade, there are folk ballads, in the seventh grade 

folk songs, and in the eighth grade both folk songs and folk ballads can be found among the 
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examples. By the end of elementary school, various genres of folk epic and folk lyric, as well as 

folk customs containing dramatic elements, are taught. In the eighth grade, the textbook author 

also addresses folk art and its characteristics in a chapter rich in content and examples under the 

heading "Csak tiszta forrásból" (Only from Clean Sources), emphasizing the functionality and 

social role of folk art. Here, we can read a detailed list of the material manifestations of folk art 

activities (gable ends of houses, dove-tailed Szekler gates, carved wooden grave markers, 

textiles, fur coats, leather jackets, waistcoats, tobacco pouches, cloaks, pottery). Ethnographic 

objects are mostly depicted as illustrations in the books: horn, carved wooden grave marker, gate, 

ornamented cloak, carved furniture, decorative ceramics, etc. Topics and institutional systems 

belonging to the field of social ethnography (family, kinship, neighborhood, local communities, 

etc.) are not prominently included in the curriculum, yet they can be found through tasks that 

encourage social interactions. 

The practice of reframing the messages of various folklore creations and imbuing them 

with new content is also characteristic of the textbook writing practice of the 1950s. For 

example, emphasizing the class struggle nature of conflicts between folk tale heroes or 

legitimizing and promoting the new economic order through the "new" texts of folk songs. The 

last chapter of the 1961 eighth-grade literature textbook – translated from the Romanian textbook 

– analyzes the relationship between literature and society and explains the underlying intention 

of this practice: literary works of the past must be interpreted in the spirit of Marxist-Leninist 

science, which authorizes a departure from the original message. 

In general, it can be concluded that folklore from folk culture is incorporated into 

education, rarely social culture through textbook tasks that create social interactions, and to a 

lesser extent, material culture through informal education, such as museum visits, excursions, 

and ethnographic circle activities. 

We examined how textbooks relate to the issue of locality. Overall, it can be concluded 

that folklore is defined from a national perspective (hungarian, romanian, polish, russian, etc.). 

Regional context is rarely applied (Szekler), occasionally county boundaries are used (Maros 

County, etc.), folklore texts are only exceptionally tied to settlements (Sovata, Mezőcsávás, 

Kibéd, Kenos, Énlaka), and there is no example of them being associated with specific 

individuals, i.e., informants. The territorial principle does not prevail in the textbooks, musical 

dialects, regions, villages, and folk personalities are not mentioned. 
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The research clearly delineates the pedagogical approach to folklore, its didactic role, and 

the educational goals it is considered appropriate for. In kindergarten, practicing counting-out 

rhymes and nursery rhymes prepares continuous speech, ensures the correct pronunciation of 

vowels and consonants, and the correct application of accents, and serves rhythm and hearing 

development; folk tales are suitable for developing proper speech technique, aesthetic sense, and 

moral education; folk songs for teaching intervals and improving clean singing; and ballads for 

demonstrating moral values. 

The textbooks from the 1950s and 1960s explicitly embrace ideological determinism; in 

other textbooks, this is less pronounced and can rather be inferred from the selection and themes 

of the works. The political nature of literature textbooks is well demonstrated by the statements 

of political personalities included in the textbooks. 

The analysis of the Tanügyi Újság yielded little. Although folk poetry appears in the 

articles of both fields, teachers did not receive methodological guidance. The discussions and 

debates regarding literature education did not extend to aspects of teaching folk culture in 

elementary schools. 

In the introduction, I formulated three hypotheses. Ethnographic contents are indeed 

organically integrated into the curricula of the two examined subjects, with a considerable 

number of folklore creations included in the curricula, textbooks, and other educational 

materials, and ethnographic topics are present in the curriculum for each grade. The assumption 

that the curriculum conveys an outdated folklore perspective does not seem universally valid; 

rather, it appears that it depended on the interest and awareness of the textbook authors whether 

they used older or recent scientific findings. The third hypothesis – that ethnographic contents 

are most prominently identifiable in the elementary school curriculum – proved true at the level 

of curricula and textbooks. At the preschool and elementary levels, the curricula contain little 

folklore, but this is compensated by various collections of texts, games, and songs, which publish 

a rich repertoire. 
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