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Abstract 
 
The Cossacks of Ukraine and the Hajduks of Hungary, as a new social and political 
factor, had evolved equally in the second half of the 15th century and they became a 
considerable factor in society only at the end of the 16th century. Comparing the ori-
gins of Hajduks and Cossacks doing military service, it can be stated that they can by 
no means be considered as a homogeneous group in society, yet from the beginning 
they came into being as a differentiated and ”intermediate” social category. Both the 
name of Hajduks and the Cossacks can be traced back to a foreign origin. Initially, the 
denominations of the Cossacks and Hajduks were not applied for a specific ethnic mi-
nority, but for the designation of a specific profession and lifestyle.  
      
Keywords: Hungarian Hajduks, Ukrainian Cossacks, historical parallels, ”in-
termediate” social category, voluntary border guards, Royal Hungary, Tran-
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The very demand for drawing a historical parallel between the hajduk of Hun-
gary and the Cossack of Ukraine has repeatedly and rightly arisen in Hungar-
ian historiography.1 Indeed, free tenant communities fulfilling military ser-
vices in several Eastern European countries had developed and formed to be 
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almost separate social groups which in practice were waging a war against 
both the internal feudal oppression and external enemies, particularly the Ot-
toman conquerors. Apart from a few studies, thus far, no such proper and 
concise comparative scientific work has been made on this topic.2 

 
 

Disputed issues regarding the genesis of the Hajduks in historiography  
 
Although Hungarian accounts3 dating back to the end of the 16th and the rise 
of the 17th century imply that the Hajduk should be considered as a new so-
cial entity, preceding sources of legislation refute this stance and bear witness 
to the appearance of military hajduks even prior to the above date.4 Thus, the 
earliest reference of hajduks can be found in Provision 29 of the 1489 Law, 
depicting these hajduks as ones escorting cattle to the West and protecting 
them from raids. Moreover, Provisions 60 and 61 in the Law of 1514 clearly 
state that hajduks had already joined the ranks of György Dózsa’s troops in 
large numbers.   

According to the last hajduk captain general, Gábor Sillye (1817–1894), also 
the first historian of the hajduk, hajduks were men of noble and non-noble 
origins mostly carrying weapons, who, following the Battle of Mohács 
”united and rose up against common enemies in the remaining parts of the 
country in order to protect not only their lords and themselves, but other 
neighbours as well (…).”5  

Upon his study on the origins of hajduks, Sándor Takáts (1860–1932) as-
cribed great importance to the word hajduk itself, which, as he claimed, stems 
from the Hungarian verb ”hajt” (that is, to drive an animal) and the present 
participle of ”hajtó”, standing for the person driving an animal.6 Closely link-
ing the hajduks as regards their craft to the geographical region of Alföld (the 
Great Hungarian Plain) in his argumentation he actually contradicts the pre-
sumption of one having to consider the word ”hajduk” of foreign origin.   

Based on the theory of István Györffy (1887–1939), an ethnographer, the 
hajduk are to be regarded as nothing but a rabble and refugee group, one 
which ravaged Hungary similarly to it being plagued by the Turks or the Ta-
tars so long as István Bocskai organized and settled them in the country. 
Moreover, he refused to consider the name hajduk to originate from Hungar-
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ian, however, instead sought its ancestry in the largely Slavic military termi-
nology of the 16th century, since this expression had been similarly in use by 
South Slavs, Romanians and Turks alike.7   

In Edit Császár’s (1910–1992) view, the hajduks were recruited from the 
ranks of landless noblemen and peasants, and typically emerged en masse in 
relation to the destruction and devastation of a specific region. Up until the 
middle of the 16th century, only detached hajduk troops existed without the 
slightest sense of togetherness, moreover, their organization laid on territorial 
foundations. Then, starting from the second half of the 1600s in the Tiszántúl 
(Transtisza), the process of transforming humble peasants into warriors be-
gan, what is more, on some occasions creating a ruthless and beastly nation 
of soldiers.8 

According to István Szabó’s (1898–1969) reasoning, the reviving export of 
cattle played a significant role in the emergence of the shepherd-hajduk class 
from the impoverishing peasantry, while the hajduk-shepherd trade was an 
issue of social definiteness, yet by no means an ethnic one.9 He moreover 
claims that there exists no reason whatsoever to consider, either as a whole or 
mostly, the initial masses of hajduk-shepherds of foreign ethnicity.10 Back in 
1514, hajduks were primarily working as herdsmen, who, in accordance with 
the Law of 1514, were carrying weapons, therefore they could also be named 
military hajduk shepherds. Nevertheless, after 1526, the country practically 
transformed into a constant battlefield, where looting, raiding and being a 
mercenary provided them with a novel source of living.  

During his research on the 16th century peasantry and mercenary service 
as such, Ferenc Maksay (1916–1984) followed the process of how, importing 
herds of cattle in the Great Plain of Hungary driven for sale being banned, 
thousands of peasants were ”liberated” and left jobless in the early 1600s, then 
to appear as hajduks of garrison and common troops.11 Therefore, as far as he 
was concerned, to many no other choice other than becoming knight warriors 
was available, while others, being armed shepherd hajduks already accus-
tomed to a free way of life, seemed to be attracted to this profession anyway.12 

While investigating the very concept of the hajduks’ genesis, István Rácz 
(1929–2002) sets out from two factors fundamentally determining the 15th–17th 
century history of Eastern-European states. On the one hand, he relies on the 
peasants’ being bound to the soil, which actually constituted grounds and an 
organic part for retaliation following the 1514 agrarian riot. Moreover, another 
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major event proved to be the Ottoman expansion, since monarchs of  Eastern-
European countries thus endangered attempted to ward off further attacks by 
means of transforming their military organizations. In addition, he also ar-
gues that, undoubtedly, the appearance of hajduks in the 15th century closely 
related to the newly revived cattle breeding. Initially, shephard and drivers 
”having been raised and grown up among herds and the dirt of shepherd life 
from early childhood” were named hajduks.13 As regards the ranks of the Haj-
duk, merely all social strata can be found among them, however, the vast ma-
jority still originated from the class of peasants.  Up until the middle of the 
16th century, the hajduk had had a two-faced attribute, being peasants and 
soldiers at the same time, furthermore, their name later assigned a military 
profession.14 

In his course of examining the origins of the Hajduk, Imre Dankó (1922–
2008) regards, in addition to the Ottoman expansion, the anarchy of feudalism 
as a crucial triggering factor, which latter commenced to evolve in Hungary 
in the period after the death of Matthias Corvinus, and, among others, it also 
reflected in the dissolution of the Hungarian monarch’s standing army. Ac-
cording to the historian, until the Battle of Mohács hajduks were of primarily 
South Slav ethnic majority, however, subsequently a part of the population in 
Hungarian territories occupied by the Turks chose either to serve as hajduk, 
became a free hajduk, or, alternatively, opted to work in fortress service. Nev-
ertheless, they did so in the hope of not the elusive military pay, but rather 
the plunder hajduk soldiers were entitled to.15 

In his book of “Hajduk Warriors” published in 1986, László Nagy draws 
attention to the fact that it is actually the age of Ottoman rule in Hungary that 
can be linked to the formation of standing permanent mercenary armies, 
when military activities required the existence of stark military forces. There-
fore, only soldiers with proper weapons and combat experience at their dis-
posal were allowed to be members of such armies.  Peasants having newly 
escaped and got away from agricultural labour were basically unfit for carry-
ing heavy weapons, presumably most hajduks in military service came from 
the ranks of outlaw homeless noblemen possessing arms and military experi-
ence, or shepherds living in severe circumstances.16  

Analyzing the objective and subjective causes of the hajduks as a socio-
economic phenomenon in their book titled The Mirror of Hajduk Honour, 
László Nagy and Miklós Nyakas17 have come to two major conclusions. On 
the one hand, scarcity of free land where the continuously reproducing free 
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hajduks could be settled, in addition, both Hungarian and Transylvanian so-
cieties would have been incapable of sustaining too many privileged inhabit-
ants equaling to the number of hajduks. On the other hand, though, it was 
typically those individuals to remain to be free hajduks who were unwilling 
to contribute to systematic productive work and rather decided to lead the 
way of life offering elusive livelihoods instead of joining the ranks of footsol-
diers in border castles or becoming the hajduks of private landlords.18   

In sum, based on the above, we can conclude that no uniform approach 
has been formed in Hungarian historiography as regards the origins of the 
hajduks’s denomination. Regarding the genesis of the hajduks’ name, several 
views have been outlined. Some originate it from the Hungarian term of hajdu 
(driver), relating to the shepherds’ occupation, a word basically loaned from 
Hungarian to Slavic languages.19 However, another notion has been wide-
spread claiming that hajdu stems from Turkish and stands for insurgents.20 
Moreover, other perceptions also persist arguing that the expression had been 
introduced by South Slav newcomer shepherds from the Balkans blending 
with their Hungarian peers. Still, the most probable assumption seems to be 
that hajduks as South Slavs mainly fleeing from Ottoman occupation brought 
the name and the way of life with them at the very start. Later on, however, 
the Hungarian ethnicity proved to be dominant in the ranks, thus supposedly 
the first hajduks were herdsmen of cattle who turned out to be possessing the 
aptitude to bear the hardships of military life.   

Originally, the hajduks did not form either a separate social or ethnic class, 
moreover, they began to take shape as a group only at the end of the 15th 
century.21 Indirect sources indicate that the development of the Hajduk dates 
back to the last decades of the 1500s in Hungary, and their emergence was 
definitely related to the reviving stock-raising and trade.  In order to achieve 
this, a large number of shepherds and drivers were needed, from which a sin-
gular social stratum began to develop. Hajduks already appear in articles LX. 
and LXI. of the 1514 National Assembly as armed shepherds raiding, there-
fore they were deemed to be dangerous entities. Following 1526, they not only 
organized robber bands but an armed corps, which, however, then mostly in 
a disorganized manner, took up arms not only to protect themselves, but their 
country, too.  Moreover, after 1552, they formed an independent military class 
which aimed to fulfil, in order to replace the thus far frequent raids, planned 
struggle against the Turks, which was when the raiders had become voluntary 
patriotic warriors.  Nevertheless, up until the era earmarked by Bocskai, these 
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hajduks had fought in a disorganized manner under the direction of various 
military leaders, either for the soldier’s pay or for the loot. 
 
 

Disputed issues regarding the genesis of Cossacks in historiography  
 
Already back in the 16th and 17th century Ukrainian chronicles and noble his-
toriography, the genesis of Cossacks proved to be a core issue. G. Grabjanka22 
(1666–1738) traces the origins of the Cossacks to the Khazards, who fled the 
Khazar Empire, dissolved as a consequence of the Mongolian offensive, to the 
region of the Don and Dnieper Rivers, and established their peculiar ’order of 
chivalry’. 

Moreover, Grabjanka’s theory was further developed by P. I. Simo-
novsky23 (1717–1809), who regards the Cossack as the descendants of an an-
cient Slavic people who were already acknowledged in the era of the Kievian 
Rus’ with the denomination of either Kasags or Cossacks, already having been 
referred to in a source from 1021. Following the Tatar conquest, they resettled 
in the lower portion of the Dnieper, where Ukrainian noblemen also acquired 
lands from the Lithuanian Grand Princes. Cossacks, similarly to Western-Eu-
ropean orders of chivalry, devoted their lives to the combat against infidels, 
that is the Tatars and Turks.  

While examining the genealogy of the Cossacks, G. Konyssky 24 (1717–
1795) argues in favour of the fact Cossacks had been Slavic soldiers and 
adapted simply one thing, that is the name of Cossacks. Furthermore, his en-
tire work is pervaded by the notion of ”the independence of Ukrainian chiv-
alry”, who had served Polish, Lithuanian or Russian monarchs alike, all of 
their own free will.  

Despite some minor differences, it is common in the works depicted above 
that they consider Cossacks to be an elite category, a peculiar order of chiv-
alry, which later may have provided a sound basis for being granted nobility. 
This is why one can call this period the age of noble historiography. 

Certain books regard Ukrainian Cossacks a local phenomenon even if they 
had taken shape due to partly Tatar, that is a foreign impact. Yet their appear-
ance can be decisively interpreted with local economic, social and political 
factors.  

B. Antonovich25 (1834–1908) studied the history of Cossacks in close rela-
tion to the free communities of the Kievian Rus’, namely the obshchinas. Thus, 

 
22 ЛЕТОПИСЬ ГРАБЯНКИ 1853, 16. 
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25 АРХИВ ЮЗР 1863, XXIII–XXV. 
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he follows through the process of the centre of power being shifted to Halach 
and Volhynia after the Tatar attack, while the regions along the Dnieper had 
gradually become more and more scarcely populated. Here only obshchinas 
remained, who paid taxes to the khans and maintained their specific way of 
life. Owing to the geographical position of these areas, the local population 
was constantly exposed to Tatar attacks.  As a result, the only way to protect 
themselves was to set up armed self-defence. Noblemen possessing lands in 
the regions were forced to employ the military services of these obshchinas. 
Ultimately, this obshchina-establishment had taken its foreign designation, 
that is, the Cossacks. 

Similarly to the genesis of the hajduks, several theories have emerged over 
time. A. I. Rigelman (1720–1789) claims that Cossacks originate from ancient 
free peoples not falling under the authority of any powers or states. According 
to Rigelman, the denomination Cossack, or, originally, the Cossack people as 
such had already been known in AD 948 in various sources in one of the letters 
by Emperor Constantine VII, who gave an account of the Cossacks as a people 
living the in Kabardia, near the Caucasus Mountains, with ancestors having 
relocated from Egypt.26 Back in the 13th century, they fled their homeland due 
to the Tatar invasion and settled down in the Dnieper region, and subse-
quently entered the service of the Lithuanian Grand Princes.27  

Ukrainian historian N. I. Kostomarov28 (1817–1885) regards the Cossacks 
and the term representing them to be undoubtedly of Tatar origin. As a matter 
of fact, based on his theory, the expression of Cossacks may carry more mean-
ings. On the one hand, it might refer to wandering individuals not bound to 
the soil, that is who separated from their dependence as peasants. On the 
other hand, he uses this category for free armed forces who at the time dealt 
with industry and trade as well in order to make a living. 

P. A. Kulis29, a Ukrainian historian loyal to the Tsarist autocracy, regarded 
the Cossacks of Zaporizhzhia, comparing them to Tatars, raider and looter 
elements of society willing to fight for anyone if paid well. Moreover, he con-
sidered them as the ”by-product” of steppe life, transforming into soldiers by 
necessity due to the Tatar attack from the 15th century onwards. Living in 
groups they created a ”brotherhood” which was called Cossacks in the ranks 
of Tatars. Even the connotation of the word Cossack was deemed to be pejo-
rative by Kulis, meaning a raider from a Tatar perspective. 

M. S. Hrusevsky (1866–1934), generally known as the ”father of Ukrainian 
historiography”, radically reassessed and shed new light on the formation 

 
26 РИГЕЛЬМАН 1847, 9–10. 
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29 КУЛИШ 1888, 46–47. 
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and significance of Cossacks. He synthesized and unitized views conceived 
on the genesis of Cossacks thus far, from which, among others, he had incor-
porated the following elements into his own theory. Firstly, the standpoint of 
Ukrainian noble historiography regarding the important role of Ukrainian no-
blemen in the ”organization” of Cossacks. Secondly, N. I. Kostomarov’s the-
ory on Cossacks as bearers of the veches’ democratic traditions operating in 
the Kievan Rus’. Investigating the genesis of Cossacks he assumes that at the 
turn of the 15th and 16th centuries Cossacks did not represent an organized 
social class, however, as a way of life had already been known for long. As a 
lifestyle, in his view, Cossacks are as old as Ukraine itself. Clearly, this way of 
life had been a result of a permanent struggle conducted by an already settled, 
farmer population against raider and looter nomad peoples of the steppe, last-
ing for centuries.30 Nevertheless, the Tatar conquest failed to destroy Uk-
raine’s population, whose majority resettled in either northern of western ter-
ritories, thus in the south and east only those remained, who were by then 
had been accustomed to the constant fight against the Tatars. Consequently, 
the local population was forced to establish itself in self-defense, moreover, at 
times they carried out counter-attacks and facilitated raids to Turkish-Tatar 
regions. According to Hrusevsky’s theory, the term Cossack was first used to 
assign this lifestyle from the 15th century onwards, and the name had already 
existed among the Cumans. The oldest written source was a Cuman diction-
ary from 1303, which claimed that Cossacks were soldiers guarding the bor-
ders.31 As a distinct social group, Cossacks had crystallised only during the 
1600s, while their definite organisational and legal form, and respectively, 
recognition emerged only by the turn of the 16-17 centuries.32 

Starting from the 1920s and ’30s, the ”Ukrainian issue” proved to be a del-
icate one, carrying a political charge within the history of the Soviet Union, 
therefore books dealing with Ukrainian and Cossack themes were being sig-
nificantly sidelined. Perhaps the single one and only relevant adaptation of 
the period features K. Osipov,33 who examined three possible interpretations 
of the name. Firstly, he refers to the fact that at the beginning of the 16th cen-
tury this expression represented a synonym of sentinels in the ranks of the 
Cumans. Secondly, Turks called auxiliary troops Cossacks. Thirdly, the cate-
gory was being used by Tatars to assign independent armed men with a ten-
dency to wander and loot.  

Following the 300th anniversary of the ”reunification” of Russia and 
Ukraine in 1954, the interest in Ukrainian-related books increased, many of 

 
30 ГРУШЕВСКИЙ 1913, 98. 
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33 ОСИПОВ 1954, 19. 
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which were related to V. A. Golobutsky.34 In the historian’s book written on 
the Zaporizhzhia Cossacks, he discusses how smaller settlements, that is, slo-
bodas, emerged on the left bank of the Dnieper at the turn of the 15th and 16th 
centuries, with the population, predominantly runaway peasants, considered 
themselves as Cossacks, meaning free men. Based on his theory, runaway 
peasants were inclined to settle down in the scarcely populated border re-
gions in the south since they had failed to earn a livelihood in underdeveloped 
Ukrainian cities. 

Moreover, within contemporary Ukrainian historiography,35 one can in 
fact see the revival and further evolvement of M. S. Hrusevsky’s theory re-
garding the genesis of Cossacks. Research of national history played a crucial 
role in the elevation of Ukrainian identity, what is more, it was imperative 
that the past should be glorious and carry continuity. The formation of Cos-
sacks and their determining historical role as well as being capable of estab-
lishing a state had become a central element in the glorious Ukrainian history. 

Based on the historiographical overview of the Cossacks’ genesis, most 
historians agree that the term Cossack is of Turkish-Tatar origin36; from the 
late thirteenth century it was widely used to denote border military personnel 
who carried out patrol duties and were occasionally involved in steppe raids 

into enemy territory. 
It may not be possible to accurately determine the exact starting date and 

time Slavic Cossack in Ukrainian territories emerged as the term Cossack was 
initially used for the denotation for a peculiar craft or lifestyle rather than a 
specific ethnic group. Therefore, it was the Slavicisation of Tatar Cossacks as 
an institute, not Tatar Cossacks in the service of the Polish–Lithuanian mon-
arch that actually bore decisive significance. That is, Ukrainian Cossacks ulti-
mately developed in a forced ”coexistence” with the Tatars of the Southern 
border region as well as in their struggle for existence on the steppe.  

As a matter of fact, the steppe was wide open to Ukrainian peasants from 
the very onset, however, they were unable to consider the dangerous lifestyle 
characteristic of Cossacks as their own. Were they to remain within this way 
of life, even though it may have meant having to gradually abandon their eco-
nomic independence, in most cases they opted for this change. This might ex-
plain the sluggish formation of Cossacks as a group and their only becoming 
a social mass phenomenon by the end of the 16th century. It was only when 
colonisation of peasants by small and small advanced to the southern border 

 
34 ГОЛОБУЦКИЙ 1957, 44–47. 
35 НАЛИВАЙКО 1992, 34–38; ЧЕВЧУК–ТАРАНЕНКО 1999, 71–76; ЯКОВЕНКО 2009, 175–182; 
ЧУХЛIБ 2009, 34; SUBTELNY 2000, 108–110.; MAGOCSI 2010, 188–195. 
36 STÖKL 1953, 202–203. 
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area of the steppe and the thus far alternating dependence of peasants had 
become a level of being bound to the soil with the 3rd Lithuanian Statutes in 
1558 that the Cossacks’ lifestyle turned out to be acceptable and desired by 
serfs. 

 
 

Summary 
 

As a result of the comparative study regarding the genesis of Ukrainian Cos-
sacks and the hajduks of Hungary, we can conclude that they began to take 
shape almost simultaneously, from the end of the 15th century, yet, up until 
the mid 1600s, thus representing only a disorganised military force. These mil-
itary classes played a similar role, located in between noblemen and serfs, 
forming a differentiated and heterogenous intermediate social category, 
moreover, at the same time, consequently emerging as a blow off valve for 
social tensions. Much as they were capable of affecting the course of domestic 
and international politics of their country, during their making and shaping 
history they still, on several occasions, clashed with the producer society.   

Either Cossacks or hajduks were actually groups created by wars, since 
border protection combats perpetuated on the borders of the Ottoman Empire 
and neighbouring countries. Constant military preparedness in the region of 
”border fortresses”, partly provided livelihood to these ”voluntary border 
protectors”, what is more, this latter role justified a social separation from 
their perspective.  

The roots of the terms denoting both hajduks and Cossacks can be basically 
traced back to a foreign origin, which categories in the beginning were em-
ployed not for an exact ethnic group, but a special profession and a way of 
life. Comparing the origins of Cossack and hajduk institutions, one can state 
that in their initial phases primarily external factors played a crucial role in 
either cases. In the genesis of Ukrainian Cossacks we can see the adaptation 
of Tatar Cossacks as an institute, while in the emergence of Hungarian haj-
duks one can observe determining features of the Balkan hajduk type. Since 
the emergence of both hajduks and Cossacks date back to the Ottoman con-
quest, their primary significance was demonstrated in the protection of bor-
ders, therefore their military tactics formed accordingly. Likewise, livelihood 
prospects of either military classes was caused by a power vacuum that 
formed at the border region they resided, having developed between Turks 
and the Habsburgs in Hungary. In Ukrainian territories, it existed between 
the Polish-Lithuanian state, and the outposts of Russia and the Ottoman Em-
pire in the 16th century. Nevertheless, one must emphasise that both in haj-
duks and Cossacks we can recognize one major tendency in the evolvement 
of free tenants defying and opposing the system of being bound to the soil. 
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