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T h e present vo lume, Women and Hungary, Part II: Studies in Twentieth 
Century Politics, Education, History and Literature, for the second t ime 
in the history of the Hungarian Studies Review presents essays that deal 
specifically with women's studies. Our 1999 volume, Women and Hun-
gary: Reclaiming Images and Histories, was the first issue of our journal 
to feature articles about women in Hungarian history and society, politics, 
literature and the arts. In that regard, the focus of the present volume has 
remained the same. The main difference to the 1999 volume is that these 
essays relate to the 20th century only and that, in addition to the five full-
length studies, the present volume includes two review articles as well. 

The topics covered reflect the diversity of the discipline of 
women's studies. The contribution of scholars from within and outside 
Hungary, similarly to our previous volume, speaks for the fact that 
research on Hungarian women is an area that continues to expand and 
attracts more and more national and international attention — a very 
positive and welcome development of the post-communist era indeed. It 
also confirms the diversity of what the term "women and Hungary" 
implies, namely an entity that defies geographic and ethnic boundaries.1 

Katalin Fabian examines the place and significance of women's 
groups in Hungary since 1989. Despite the rapid changes in Hungarian 
society since the end of communism, women's participation in politics has 
faced numerous obstacles due to various factors such as an atmosphere of 
anti-feminism and deeply entrenched ideas regarding gender roles, which 
have traditionally kept women out of the realm of politics. Women's 
groups have therefore entered into alternative political actions and new 
forms of engagement. In her study, Fabian includes the discussion of 
independent, party-affiliate and trade-union affiliated women's groups. For 



some groups, maintaining a consistent profile has proven to be a chal-
lenge. She concludes that women's groups in Hungary most significantly 
promote themselves and their interests in the media, through modifying 
symbols, through educational activities and by providing social services. 
This gives women's groups an alternative political voice in Hungarian 
society. Although women's groups have only rarely assumed a direct role 
in electoral politics, their activism allowed women to enter the political 
arena through the "back door." 

Maria Palasik presents a brief history on women's thorny road to 
technical higher education and the technological and scientific community 
in Hungary. Her study fills an important gap regarding the presence and 
contribution that Hungarian women have given to the advancement of 
science both in Hungary and in the world. Although, in her own words, 
the aim of her paper is not to attack the closely knit male scientific 
community, with the statistics that she presents, Palasik cleverly demon-
strates the gender gap that still exists in the world of science and technol-
ogy in Hungary today. She mentions some encouraging numbers that 
speak in favour of an increasing female presence among, for instance, 
students in engineering after 1998; however, women are still heavily 
underrepresented when it comes to the distribution of research grants, 
professorships, or representation on scientific committees and in the 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences. In 2000, out of the 303 OTKA (Hunga-
rian Scientific Research Fund) grants, only 33 went to women; out of the 
310 members of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, only 10 were 
women and none came from technical fields. There are virtually no 
women in managerial positions and no academic research institute has had 
a female director. The author explains this sad state of affairs with the 
following factors: Hungarian women have been present in technological 
higher education only for the past 50 years or so; but what is even more 
important is the prevailing structure of the Hungarian family and its 
traditional role distribution which favours a support system for a faster 
career advancement for men yet maintains the double burden for women. 
The lack of household services contributes to this situation. In the last 
part of her paper, Palasik briefly outlines the history of the careers of 
some important Hungarian female scientists, among them Maria Telkes, 
pioneer in solar technology. 



Andrea Peto bases her study mainly on archival material. She 
examines the time of the demographic policy known as the "Ratko-era." 
The changes in Hungary's abortion laws came following the 1948 capture 
of political power by the Communists. As a part of the attempt to impose 
totalitarian rule, between 1947 and 1953, women's bodies also became the 
subject of state regulation. Abortion was not completely prohibited; 
rather, a committee examined any existing medical reasons that would 
make a woman a candidate for abortion. "Social reasons" were not accep-
table, for in socialist Hungary no woman could claim that she was 
burdened by social or economic circumstances. Yet those who did not 
want children found a way to have an abortion, regulations notwithstan-
ding. Peto examines the abortionist trials that were conducted in Hungary 
as of the autumn of 1952. Only in the case of rape was the woman 
considered a victim. The author concludes that the indirect target of the 
population growth campaign was the negation of the autonomy women 
had acquired during World War II. The campaign promoted women's 
subordination and thus the reinstatement of patriarchal rule. However, 
women still found their way out of this situation of imposed weakness 
and thereby asserted their power against state regulations and patriarchy. 

Agnes Huszar Vardy presents a little known topic in Hungarian 
history, namely the hardship of Hungarian women who were forcibly 
taken away to Soviet labour camps following the Soviet invasion of 
Hungary in 1944. Research on the topic of Hungarians — women, men 
and even children who suffered a similar fate — has emerged only after 
1989. Although the deportations affected mostly ethnic Germans from 
Hungary (similarly to other Central European countries), thousands of 
ethnic Hungarians were among those forcibly taken away from their 
homes. This policy was motivated by the concept of collective guilt. It is 
estimated that 600,000 Hungarians, both military and civilian, were 
serving in Soviet labour camps, some as late as 1951. This number in-
cludes ethnic minorities from Romania and Slovakia as well. About 1/3 of 
them never returned; they perished under the most inhumane conditions 
from cold, starvation, or illness and were buried in mass graves. Because 
no files were kept, the exact number of women involved is unknown. In 
some places, women, mostly between the ages of 16 and 20, comprised 
60% of those deported. Even pregnant women were not spared. Vardy 
uses interviews with survivors from existing literature (such as the two 



volumes by Ilona Szebeni and Valeria Kormos) to illustrate the suffering 
and hardship these women had to endure. Those who were repatriated, 
mostly after 1947, were scarred for life, both physically and mentally. 
They have not received any real compensation, only some ridiculously 
small amounts after 1989. 

Agatha Schwartz analyzes the novel Betevedt Europaba by a 
popular writer from the first half of the 20th century, Gizella Mollinary. 
This autobiographically inspired narrative offers a complex picture of the 
last decades of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy through the eyes of a 
multiply marginal and peripheric figure: Gizella is born in turn-of-the-
century Budapest as the illegitimate daughter of a young Croatian woman 
who was seduced by an Italian doctor. Mollinary takes the reader on a 
fascinating trip which follows Gizella's thorny life: from rural Croatia, her 
mother's native land, to Budapest with its splendour and misery of the 
lower classes, composed of similar marginal characters from various 
ethnic groups; from Budapest to rural Hungary and to Berlin, then back to 
Budapest. In this novel, the city, Budapest and later Berlin, functions as 
the centre that offers the values and belief system for the periphery, the 
village. This binary opposition between the two manifests on multiple 
levels: geographic, social, linguistic, cultural as well as gender. However, 
as the narrative unfolds, this opposition shifts on multiple levels. Molli-
nary thus convincingly deconstructs the seeming dichotomy between the 
centre and the periphery, and proves the illusion of the exclusion of the 
periphery from the centre. 

Katherine Gyekenyesi Gatto, whose article on Ildiko Enyedi's film 
My Twentieth Century from our 1999 volume some of our readers might 
recall, reviews a more recent film, Magic Hunter (A bavos vadasz), by the 
same Hungarian director. This film is another postmodern cinemato-
graphic achievement, a detective thriller set in Budapest of the 1990s, 
which incorporates folkloric elements and vignettes from the Second 
World War as well as of from medieval Hungary. Gatto defines Enyedi's 
cinematic style as a combination of lyrical elements with history and 
legend. The film uses the ancient legend of the pact with the devil 
through the story of Max, the hunter, who receives seven magic bullets. 
We are then invited into a play with our notions of time, space and 
cultural paradigms. Following a brief presentation of the scholarship on 
the film and through a re-capturing of the story, Gatto attempts a feminist 



reading of what she sees as the key theme in the film, namely fate versus 
faith. In a world of chance, relativity and chaos, Enyedi's belief in 
miracles, brought about by a feminine divinity, triumphs. 

Lee Congdon reviews two books that Kenneth McRobbie dedi-
cated to the lives and work of Karl Polanyi and his wife Ilona Duczynska: 
Humanity, Society and Commitment (1994) and Karl Polanyi in Vienna 
(2000). McRobbie — poet, translator and historian — knew the Polanyis 
very well. In these two volumes, he collected essays on Polanyi and 
Duczynska. Congdon reviews the two volumes simultaneously in thematic 
and chronological order following the couple's biography and activism. 
He first introduces Ilona Duczynska and her development into a commu-
nist activist. This activism first earned her two years in prison, then led 
her to Vienna where she met Karl Polanyi, a First World War veteran 
recovering from illness and depression. He soon became her second 
husband. From Vienna, they emigrated to England. Congdon comments 
that both volumes lack an exploration of their life there. He outlines 
Polanyi's intellectual development and critics' attitude to his opposition to 
the market economy, a position Polanyi maintained in the US and later in 
Canada. The book The Plough and the Pen that the couple co-authored 
also earned them criticism for their failure to take a clear anti-Soviet stand 
following the 1956 uprising and its aftermath. Yet toward the end of their 
lives, both Karl and Ilona moved toward a more human and Utopian idea 
of socialism, one that has never been implemented. 

The above papers draw a fascinating panorama of 20th century 
Hungary from women's perspective. We hope that our readers will gain 
some new insights into women's place in and contribution to Hungarian 
history, society and culture that may also help them to understand better 
contemporary women and Hungary. 

NOTES 

The editor wishes to thank Professor Nandor Dreisziger for his help and support 
in compiling the present volume. 

' On the situation of women in communist Hungary and the develop-
ments in women's studies in the past decade and a half, as well as on the term 
"women and Hungary" versus "Hungarian women" see the preface to the 1999 
volume, "Women and Hungary: An Introduction" by Agatha Schwartz and 
Marlene Kadar. 




