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I. The theme and aim of our research 

 

    The aim of our research was to gain more knowledge about the history of 

elementary school teachers of Hungary in the 19th century. Their story goes 

back to 1868 when, in the new Dual Monarchy, the Hungarian Parliament 

codificated the ’Public Education Act’, which carried the ideas of the Minister of 

Religion and Education, József Eötvös. By the expension of schooling in 

Hungary, the expension of the teachers’ profession was a necessity.  

    There are at least two ways of getting closer to this world. Either we can 

examine the ’mass’ of the representatives of this ’craft’ or ’profession’ or we can 

create the lifestory of one particular member of the elementary school teachers’ 

society. We have chosen the second possibility.  

    But even a ’lifestory’ can have many aspects, many ’contexts’. Our sources 

have given us the answer of what kind of ’context’ we should choose. Our most 

remarkable source on which we could build our research was a kind of memorial 

volume to the death of Elek Budai, an elementary school teacher of the Calvinist 

Church in Dés, who died in 1906. After his death, his friends and admirers 

gathered the texts of which were written on his 25th jubilee as a teacher and 

eight years later for his funeral. Both these events of course were good occasions 

to make a kind of ’glory’ for him. These writings are very very subjective.  

    So the actual aim of our research was – by a kind of microhistorical approach 

using qualitative text analysis - to get closer to the contemporaries attitudes 

towards ’teaching profession’. We were interested in how they intended to form 

the discourse about elementary teachers’ profession of the time. 

 

   

II. Theoratical background 

 

    Traditional history writing – based on positivism – was formed on the concept 

that history is a kind of ’moving’ towards future, a kind of moving which has its’ 

reason and goal. Writing about it aims to keep some kind of continuousness 

between past and present, as far as experiences of the past can be helpful for the 

present and the future. (Gyáni, 2000.) 

    That type of history writing was the story of ’key individuals’, men, who 

formed the lives of other millions’. A kind of history writing in which there was 

no place for the ’mass’ and for ’nameless’ ordinary people – on the basis of the 

theory that they have no role in the great changes of the history of mankind. 

    Among the renewers of history writing we can find the French Annales-

school, the representatives of „new history” in the USA or the social historians 

in Britain. Among others these groups of researchers represented a new type of 



approach, they were interested in for example how to use the methods of social 

sciences in historical research. Developments in the 1960s and 1970s divided 

historians into different camps. The most powerful group of scolars used 

historical demography, statistical analysis in their research of ordinary people, 

mainly the working class of the society. Alongside the historical demographers a 

second large movement emerged within social history that might be called: 

’history from below’. History from below is a collective term – says 

S.G.Magnússon microhistorian – for the type of social and cultural history that 

focuses attention on the individual as a historical phenomenon. This terminology 

was used in France, Britain and the USA, but the same approach could be found 

in Germany under the name of ’Alltagsgeschichte’ (everyday life history) and in 

Italy under the name of ’microhistory’.(Magnússon, 2006.) 

     

    The roots of epistemological discussion of the 20th century can be found in 

the neokantian or neohegelian philosophy of the late 19th century. Its 

representatives – p.e. Wilhelm Dilthey, Wilhelm Windelband, Heinrich Rickert, 

Eduard Spranger - made a difference between sciences and ’humanities’ History 

writing was classified into the second group. Sometimes it is called non-

positivist or antipositivist approach, which also became the basis of the so called 

qualitative research methodology. 

    Postmodern philosophy made the next great step towards a ’dramatically’ new 

point of view, when it said, that our past can not be recovered completely, 

history-writing publications can be considered estetically as much as 

scientifically. By the postmodern ’discourse’ among the past and its 

representation there is a great gap. J.F.Lyotard says that we can’t speak about 

’history’ any longer, we can just speak about stories of the past interpreted by 

the historians. Microhistory itself found a kind of enriching power in 

postmodern philosophy.(Németh, Szabolcs, 2005.) 

     

Text – language – discourse 

 

    At the end of the 20th century in the centre of philosophical thinking we can 

find a new kind of opinion which grew from the revaluation of the connection of 

’language’ and ’reality’. This process is called ’linguistic turn’. The new 

paradigm says, that reality can not be understood by the language, but language 

itself creates reality. This newest social science was inspired by the works of 

Hans Georg Gadamer and his hermeneutics, in which he says that 

’understanding’ is a kind of permanent characteristic of mankind. And the 

’form’ and ’frame’ of understanding is our language. 

    Paralelly Michel Foucault says that opposed to a lingusitic approach, 

discourse is a group of statements that you can or could say in a certain 



historical moment about a certain problem. Which means that ’knowledge’ is 

created by these statements through our language.(Géring, 2005.) 

 

History of education 

 

    The postmodern discussion on ’what’ and ’how’ to write about the history of 

education passed off in the late 1990-ies on the pages of the Belgian periodical: 

Paedagogica Historica. By the writers’, mainly Marc Depaepe and Sol Cohen, 

point of view we need to revise our earlier researcher’s attitude and should adopt 

a kind of ’ironic’ distance from our topic. One of the new possibilities of the so 

called ’new cultural history of education’ is to research the genealogy of 

mentality on the fields of pedagogy. They urge the ’deconstruction’ and 

’demythology’ of our great, heroic stories of the past. And instead of such 

stories, we should show, that our ancestors were also ’flash-and-blood’ people, 

whose behaviour was not based on something transcendental, but on the reality 

of their time. (Németh, Szabolcs, 2005.) 

 

III. About our research 

 

    The second half of the 19th century was the period, when elementary school 

teachers ’identified’ themselves. This period ’produced’ the role of the 

’educated, intellectual, craftmen’ in Hungary during the process of achieveing 

bourgeois civilization. In fact this period became the time for their 

emancipation. For their work they needed safety (in their income), legitimation 

and prestige. Which Hungarian society of the time could give them just partially. 

Anyway the roles of the techers’ of the turning point of the 19th and 20th 

century became wider and wider. The ’picture’ of the children in their mind was 

no longer a romantic, utopistic one, but a new, scientific based, darwinism, 

evolutionism, positivism based modern point of view. Their competence should 

include the questions of school-healthcare, children’s welfare, special education 

or civil rights. (Németh, 2007.) This is the new ’professional atmosphere’ which 

surrounded their public and private lives. 

    The results of our research showed an interestingly alternative picture. In fact 

it shows us a kind of picture that existed in the minds of the contemporaries 

about this profession.  

 

    The method of this research was the qualitative text analysis, closer said the  

qualitative content analysis and metaphor-analysis. 

    The steps of the examination: 

 

1. Creating categories: asking our texts about: 



 What do they think about the spirit of their time. 

 What do they think the future will be like. 

 What is the elementary school teachers’ fate like? 

 What is this profession like? 

 What are the tasks of an elementary school teacher? 

 What are the characteristics of teachers? 

 What picture do they show about their ’motherland’. 

 What picture do they show about their religion. 

 What do they think about ’children’? 

 What do they think about ’mankind’? 

 What picture do they have about ’school’? 

 What do they think about the social position of an elementary 

school teacher? 

 

2. Coding: ranking syntagmes into categories. 

3. Gathering metaphores – which answer the question: ’Who is the 

teacher?’ ’What is this profession like?’ – from this narrower textcorp. 

4. Analysing metaphores. 

5. Examining the whole text that was coded. 

 

 

    Metaphor is a kind of figure of the language. ’Metaphero’ means ’to transmit’. 

Jorge Luis Borges says, that the language itself has a kind of ’metaphoric’ 

character. And points out that in our everyday or festive speeches we use the 

same basic metaphores all around the world. Just like: ’time is a river’, ’the 

woman is a flower’, ’life is a dream’, ’an eye is a star’.(Borges, 2001.) We think 

that it underlines the psychoanalitic theory about the archetypical motives of the 

tales of different cultures. Metaphor can contain ’unknown’ elements for the 

writer and for the reader as well. It can be more or less independent from the 

intention of the writer. 

    The so called ’metaphor-analysis’ was mainly formed by cognitive 

psychology and linguistics but also made an influence on the researches of 

education. Ágnes Vámos thinks that it is important for the pedagogy to indentify 

its’ relation to the language. Pedagolinguistics is the name of the new discipline 

which could have its’ own message for theoratical and practical education. We 

can hardly find any secondary literature on the theme in Hungarian, but Ágnes 

Vámos shows us a way in which she combines basic and general steps of 

research methodology and the peculiarities of metaphor analysis. (Vámos, 

2003.) This is the way we followed during our research, however we left this 

main path sometimes. 

 



IV. Results 

 

    The basic function of metaphores in our texts is to transmit a very complex 

and colourful range of symbols. C.G. Jung thinks that the source of metaphores 

can be our subconscious. (Jung, 1993.)  So it is important to emphasize that the 

’message’ of our researched texts are just partially conscious. 

    We used the writings of such authors like Mircea Eliade to interpret 

metaphores and we found that in the mind of our text-writers elementary school 

teachers are like ’cultural heroes’. Or we could say: the elementary school 

teacher of the time is a cultural hero. 

    We have found very basic symbols of the European and universal culture, 

like: Prometheus, Daidalos, Jesus, light or the different sources of light like: 

candle, pharos, and the Sun, or the pelican, or real pearl. Here are some 

connotations of these notions without the need of a completeness: hero, saviour, 

immortality, transformation, transubstantiation, cosmic intelligence, suffering, 

self-sacrifice, serving.  

     

    From the poin of the method of metaphor-analysis, our target notion was the 

elementary school teacher, whose so called ’notional metaphor’ by this research 

is: cultural hero. The ’cultural hero’ by the different cultures is a kind of 

supernatural hero, who gains distinctions in the exaltation of mankind. He helps 

to acomplish the culture of mankind. Gets and gives assets to people, first of all 

some kind of ’knowledge’. He ensures a higher range of the quality of life. But 

paralelly he must suffer, must give some kind of self-sacrifice and very often he 

dies during this process.  

     

    Being an elementary school teacher - by the metaphores of the texts – means 

such a ’mission’, ’destiny’ and accomplishment, that its’s expression would be 

impossible by the simpler spheres of the language. 

    By analysing the wider text corpus we got the answer for the question: how 

the society recompenses their efforts. This exalted mission does not get its’s 

adequate reward: his destiny is suffering, disappointment, forlornness, ’crown of 

thorns’ and the darkest ingratitude. 

    It represents a kind of traditional, ’romantic’ ethos of this profession, but does 

not say too much about the modern judgement of it. While the reality of the 

researched time gave a wider and wider space for modernization and a new type 

of view of this profession – treating them as ’experts’ – in their minds, people 

carried and carried a more ancient message. And what is important: there isn’t a 

real difference in it between lays and professionals.  

 



    If we look at one of our basic questions now: is an elementary school teacher 

a kind of ’ordinary person’ or rather a kind of ’key individual’ who has a great 

effect on the processes of the society, we have a very characteristic answer here: 

society without a teacher is like mankind without Prometheus or Jesus. 

    It can mean that changes in mind take place much slower than in the 

surrounding world and that we tansmit our ideas from generation to generation 

independently of our actual reality.     
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