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Preface and acknowledgements

This essay is about women’s history between the two world wars in Hungary. 
But I are not 

changes to a political system do not automatically and instantly lead to a new 
patterns in society. That is why I treat the interwar 

century as one unit in my 
analysis.

From a methodological
history
disciplines  
apply. The essay is primarily concerned with how femininity and gender 

 these portrayals were 
 that portrayals in question were not 

merely representations. They did also transform the meaning of femininity. 
They substantially contributed to establishing social standards: what women 

 
aimed at determining these rules was political as its participants used political 
arguments. Proponents of traditional gender relations framed those who 
deviated from the values and norms they promoted as dangerous to the “in-

“out-group” or the “Other”.1 They constructed a We vs Others relationship 
 as enemies 

 gave rise to a Friend-Enemy 
relationship which is the defining characteristics of a political relationship 
according to Carl Schmitt.2

1 

2 
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femininity clashed with one another in the media. The reach (audience) of the 

and conservative ideology. This is popular and midcult media were run mostly 

promoting the traditional gender order had much less appeal to the audience 
they wished to reach. 

The fact that the audience considered the modern woman more interesting 
and regarded it as a model to be followed shows a huge shift in mentality. 
This was the result of a process starting in the late 19th century and in which 
feminists and the more moderate organisations of women’s movement both 
played a crucial role. The media landscape described above was only one 

3 

education and the growing role of women in public and political life were also 
consequences and reasons at the same time. 

towards female emancipation changed. This adjustment was facilitated by the 

that the media created and transmitted an ideology of female emancipation 
encouraging women to be prepared for independent life. They helped adaptation 
to and the acceptance of change by starting to portray what had become a 

3 

possible and even desirable to follow.
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independent women.
The first chapter summarises the events in Hungarian and media history that 

are necessary for understanding the discussion of women’s history afterwards. 
The second and third chapters present the major trends in Hungarian women’s 
history from the turn of the 19th and 20th century until the Second World War. 

***

editing 
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Chapter I 
Women before and after World War I

Introduction

Empire (the dualist system). This period was characterised by westernisation 

first underground railway. The general level of education improved steadily 

continuously.4

was 38.9%.5

fundamental problems of the political system was the electoral system. The 
other structural problem was due to the fact that Hungary was a multi-ethnic 

4 

5 
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was only a little over 50% of the population according to the 1910 census. (It 

the national minorities within Hungary.) The elite of national minorities (who 

to secede from Hungary and unite with their “mother country” (Romania) or 

Treaty of Trianon of 1920: its territory (without Croatia) was reduced from 
2 2

million to 7.6 million. Roughly 3 million Hungarians found themselves in the 

the ethnocultural borderlines prevalent in the region and tended to yield to 

This is best supported by the fact that sizeable Hungarian majorities were 
living in the areas of the new states bordering Hungary (in the southern part of 

regions with profound significance in Hungarian history resulted in heightened 
nationalism and the huge popularity of revisionist policy in Hungary between 
the two world wars.6 It was this nationalism that framed the discussions on 
gender roles and the different female types and fundamentally informed 

6 
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the portrayal of femininity between the two world wars. In the interest of a 

in the coming new war. Feminism and female emancipation came thus to be 

 Nationalism between the two world wars and the discussions on gender 

war (in the autumn of 1918) and the signing of the Treaty of Trianon (in the 

“proletarian dictatorship” (the Hungarian Soviet Republic) between March and 
August 1919.

The first episode (between November 1918 and March 1919) can be 
considered a to have been an attempt to transition from war to peace; the second 

by the Soviet Republic: local wars waged with the aim to protect the soviet 
system and to preserve the territorial integrity of the country. It is important to 
emphasise that both episodes were triggered by the preceding political order’s 

dramatically falling living standards (primarily due to disruptions in the supply 
chains) and by the inability of the political apparatus to introduce reforms in 
order to prevent the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. This hesitation 

electoral system (such as giving women voting rights).7

and the Civic National Party all became part of the government. The Feminist 

7 
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right wing politicians supported the new system and its leader: such supporters 

The republic was an “enhanced version” of the liberal system of the late 

applications to university were to be assessed according to the same criteria as 
men’s and women could no longer be discriminated against in any line of higher 

with restrictions); the mandatory financial collateral to be deposited when 
establishing political newspapers was abolished; the rights of minorities were 

land reform.

of political participation for a society that had been in the preceding years 
mobilized towards the objectives of war. Now it was sought to be “remobilised” 

The end of the democratic episode was brought about by a number of 

and Romania) demanded of the Hungarian government to yield more and 

it proclaimed the Hungarian Soviet Republic. The Red Army set up by the 
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of national trauma.

Soviet Republic. This narrative did squarely put the blame for Hungary’s 
territorial losses on those who led the country between October 1918 and 

the declaration of war in 1914 and the reasons of the eventual military defeat. 

politics of the former opposition members who had assumed power after the 
lost war.

Almost every political-ideological tendency left of conservative ideas 
and ideologies were declared “criminal”. In the early years of the counter-

the “foundational myths” of the interwar period.8

to the liberal period of the Austro-Hungarian Empire between 1867 and 1918. 
 the lost world 

Hungarian national awareness and sense of responsibility declined continuously 
until the superficially assimilated minorities (he lumped together Jews with 
national minorities in this category) brought the country to ruin.9

period of the Austro-Hungarian Empire as a story of decay. In his novel “Az 

8 

9 
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ember
a noun that the traditional and still dominant Hungarian discourse reserved 

10

11

commemorates the staunch counter-revolutionary women who were 

surrender neither to the forces of the civic democratic republic nor to those 
of the Hungarian Soviet Republic. Tormay herself towered high among these 
counter-revolutionary women: she established the National Federation of 

the representative and largest right-wing women’s organisation of the Horthy 

everywhere”. The role’s model was of course Tormay’s anti-feminist and anti-
Semitic self.12

the Magyar Szemle Napkelet 
intended to popularize the government’s cultural policies and Weltanschauung.

radicals (racists) and moderate democrats. The conservatives wanted an 

10 

11 

12 
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and a censored press. The moderate democrats had their origins in the civic 
democratic system of 1918–1919 (Independent Smallholders’ Party and Social 

There was a further reason why the new political system was not established 

power from August 1919. The most important among these was the government 

introduced censorship too. This is crucial since in 1920 the elections were held 
based on the voting rights decree of the Friedrich government. The Independent 

head in the results and a coalition government was formed by these parties.

from early 1920 until October 1944. The Admiral rode into Budapest on a white 

capital from the Romanian troops that had already retreated). In an important 

and rejected the nation’s “thousand year old Christian traditions”. 
Horthy identified with the efforts of neither moderate democracy nor of the 

Bethlen constrained voting rights and introduced open ballot for 80% of 
the parliamentary seats in 1922. He switched from a competing multi-party 
system to a multi-party system in which one party (the governing party) set 
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the governing party was to win and how the composition of the governing 

the 1922 elections changed the balance of political forces in Parliament. The 
Smallholders’ efforts at democratisation became unrealistic and the land reform 
was implemented not only slowly but also without any serious impact upon the 
distribution of land ownership dominated by the latifundia.

yet women were affected more (see below for more details). This was because 
the government sought to reduce the share of those in society who actively 

especially women. 

The changing situation of women

need to be highlighted in advance. 
The emergence of so-called modern women in Hungary was part and parcel of 
the ongoing socio-economic modernisation in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In 

Both maintained international ties: the Federation was founded as the 

Association became a member of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance 
(IWSA) in 1905. In 1913 they spearheaded the preparation of the Woman 
Suffrage Congress in Budapest (see photo 1). The preparations were supported 

13

13 

1–7.



17

Photo 1: Stamp issued on the occasion of the Woman Suffrage Congress in Budapest: the 
internationalism of the congress was emphasised

The liberal world view of the governments before the autumn of 1918 is 

was rejected by a majority in the parliament.14

Schwimmer joined the National Council advocating the civic democratic 

14 
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the new Republic and its government. Women acquired voting rights and were 
able to attend university under the same conditions as men. According to the 

at this time.

“bourgeois” feminists were not allowed to participate in council elections.

decided to emigrate. Merely one or two issues of the newspaper established 

15 They were the most active 

liberal parties in Budapest. This is corroborated by the fact that several women 
became MPs between 1920 and 1944: Margit Sclachta (Party of Christian 

Conservative women’s organisations and female politicians were the proponents 
of female emancipation: they can be considered conservative or right-wing 

15 

pp. 245–264.
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feminists16 and the advocates of maternal feminism.17

wing radicals’ calls for forcing female and Jewish students out of universities 
or at least for limiting their ratio became stronger and stronger. The Numerus 
Clausus legislation that was passed as a result of this in the autumn of 1920 and 
the corresponding decree to implement it stipulated that the number of “Jewish” 

faculties that considerably reduced their ratio. The Faculty of Medicine of the 

universities and the Faculty of Medicine repeatedly to change their policies. 

female students.18

universities.
The attitude towards female emancipation was ambivalent in interwar 

16 

17 

nationalist and moderate feminist. In the interwar period she established the Committee of Women of Saint Stephen’s 

of Hungary).
18 
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and society that profoundly affected the situation of women and informed the 
prevailing gender norms. The war significantly increased women’s majority in 

In larger cities (so called cities with municipal rights) the number of women 

Women’s situation had been affected by the widespread impoverishment 

class families were no longer able to sustain themselves from the husbands’ 
salaries and the wife had to earn money as well. Therefore also the number of 

section on “Mass female employment”).

gender roles changed in certain groups and social strata and the modern type 
of woman became even more widespread and accepted. This tendency was 

cultural products embracing and promoting the same values.19

19 
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The media landscape

regulation of the media in Hungary between the two world wars.

could only be launched with the prime minister’s approval. The minister of the 
interior could prohibit the publication of serial publications for good or for a 

Az Est 
Evening]) and liberal conservative (Pesti Hírlap 

Színházi Élet

The Bethlen government (1921–1931) went out of its way to restrict the 
operation of the opposition’s press and to boost the circulation of the press 

established a major literary journal entitled Napkelet 
Napkelet was 

Nyugat 
Magyar 

Szemle 

(1932–1936).
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propaganda films were produced in the interwar period (at least no feature 

prestige of churches and state institutions. The objectionable parts were cut. The 
censors defined age groups eligible to see the films. Sometimes the title of the 
film was changed before it was allowed to be screened.20 

by the government.

21

20 

21 

195–216.



23

Chapter II 
The periodisation of women’s history 
in 19–20th century Hungary

th century women’s history would agree 
that the first wave of feminism in Europe started in the late 19th century and 
ended sometime around or after the First World War. With the struggle for 

came to an end precisely because these rights had been achieved whereupon a 

the feminist movement. The period of the “low ebb of feminism” persisted 
throughout the interwar era. The second wave of feminist activity followed 

The Second Sex and its philosophical 
programme.22

This simplified periodisation of 20th century women’s history in the 
Western world appears neatly to accommodate women’s history in Hungary 

Hungary too and it succeeded in changing the meaning of femininity and 

rights and were granted access to higher education in all university disciplines. 
Hungary followed the ‘global cycle’ also during the interwar period (or the 

authoritarian regime which curtailed and restricted women’s political and 
educational rights guaranteed in 1918. The feminist movement got marginalized 
and it lost its momentum and significance.

The interwar era: The low ebb of feminism or adjustment to new challenges?

22 

matter than it might appear from this short paragraph and it will be discussed in greater 
detail later.
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periodisation of “Western” women’s history. In a 2015 presentation she said:

“The presentation will draw on distinctions between phases of 
mobilisation made by social movement theorists to argue that accounts 

from an earlier period of ‘action mobilisation’ (the insurgency of the 
prewar suffrage campaign) to one of renewed ‘consensus mobilisation’ 

challenge theories of retrenchment or dormancy by arguing instead 
that the interwar years witnessed the pluralisation and diversification 

generated new problems and complicated old ones. At the national 

diplomacy fuelled the involvement of feminist pacifists in international 

for Peace and Freedom) to debate and intervene in world conflicts and 

landscape of radically changing social and economic conditions and 
political opportunities.”23

23 
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irrevocably changed the relationship between men and women as well as the 
social position of women. The war radically transformed social relations on the 
home front and during the transition from war to peace the new relationship 
between men and women forced itself into the focus of public attention (see 
photo 2). 

Photo 2: Hinterland to the front in 
many fields of socio-economic life (photo by Fortepan).

and control on behalf of the government was responded to by way of new 
tactics on the part of women’s organisations and active modern women. The 
change can be best understood by studying how the meaning and contents of the 

women and their organizations themselves. 
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of femininity and the patriarchal relationship between men and women? In 

women’s history in Hungary. Instead of a political history focusing on political 

individual cases and individualized description the main concern.24

The periodisation of women’s history in Hungary

and thereby incorrectly identifying the onset and end of a process.
The conventional periodisation of women’s history has been fundamentally 

informed by political history. It attributes great significance to momentous 
events in political history and is closely tied to the history of women’s entry into 

and organisations.
25 the classical and typical 

periodisation of women’s history in Hungary is the following:
1. The first period lasted from the end of the 18th century to the 

Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867. These years can be considered 
the prehistory of the feminist movement. 

2. 

the years when women acquired cultural rights.

24 

158–166.
25 

fr
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3. 
education was partially opened to women.

4. The period of decline between 1919 and 1945. 

This periodisation is justified by the following reasons. According to the 
teleological narrative developed by Hungarian feminists between 1895 and 

and built upon one another in a sequence of ‘progress from the less towards the 

crucial of female rights: political rights.
women’s 

political agency” ( ) in Hungary. Szapor argues that the “turning 

Szapor’s welcome suggestions towards developing a more subtle model 

1. From the early years to 1896;
2. 1896–1904 (the Feminist Association was founded in 

1904); 
3. 1904–1918; 
4. 1919–1945. 
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1. From the early years to 1896; 
2. 1896–1914 (this is referred to as “the golden age of feminism in 

Hungary”);
3. 1914–1919;
4. 1919–1945 (the chapter on the last period is titled: “Women in 

political life between the two world wars”). 

the two will be presented together.

stresses that the historical study of women’s political agency cannot neglect 

Szapor’s discussion political history has a less pronounced role in periodisation. 

founding of the Feminist Association (1904) is regarded as the onset of a new 

from 1905.

emancipation. It was established as an umbrella organisation by 43 women’s 
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persons as their members. The women’s associations joined the FWAH from all 
over Hungary. Most of them were charitable organisations (55% of the member 
associations in 1906) and churches or religious organisations (20%). These 
were rather traditional associations. The modern organisations focusing on the 

women’s rights in general were in the minority (such groupings included the 
Feminist Association).26

movement. As such it played a central role in building consensus among 

visibility of women’s associations and women’s movements.27

· 
educational institutions (both of which presented many new opportunities 
for women). 

· 

26 

care of and promote women’s education. 
27 
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· 

introduced in 1920. The interwar period  was characterised by the banishment 

women’s access to higher education was constrained in the autumn of 1920. A 

eased.

The normative approach to women’s history

political involvement and the situation of the feminist movement in particular 

from this that in women’s history and the history of women’s politics the majority 
of women seem to have been passive participants who were guided in part by 

women either followed one of the two or remained passive.
This approach is characterised by normativity. We can call it normativity 

28

28 

activities with regard to women’s public engagement because the aims as well as their significance and attainability 
varied through time.
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participants should (have) follow(ed). Adherence to these norms seems to be 

voting rights for women with the appropriate education and wealth (and not for 
all women).

conservatives) is intriguing because it suggests that feminists were educated 

to which I will return later.

women voting rights would fit in with the “feudal traditions of Hungarian 
history”. They “challenged the norm” by forgetting that they belonged to a 

this was completely pointless (and I am still following Szapor’s rationale) 
because feminists were branded as being against the nation by the conservative 
authoritarian regime after 1919.

The issue of the national frame brings us to a methodological question. 
Szapor’s study suggests that in politics everyone says what they believe and 

arguments that were acceptable even to the opponents of feminism. It is widely 

accused by conservatives all over Europe of being against the nation. And when 

from the group of those representing legitimate views. There was only one 
logical response to this: using national traditions in the political discourse about 
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29

3. According to the normative narrative of women’s history and women’s 

normative narrative maintains that the Feminist Association rose above “party 

they were not “guided by their principles in women’s politics”. I quote Szapor’s 
leading officers 

joined all sorts of groupings from communists to budding counter-revolutionary 
parties”.

This implies the assertion of yet another norm on the basis of which feminists 
are critiqued for joining political parties under patriarchal hegemony upon 
gaining voting rights. This is considered by the author as much as an act of 
treachery as the attempts to try and harness the nationalist discourse towards 
women’s advantage. The argument in this respect is built upon the understanding 
that discrimination against women in various spheres of life is interdependent 

in a highly important domain.

against women were indeed interrelated (they were) but whether historians can 

(partly) because the inequalities suffered by women and traditional gender norms 

29 

63.
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control over women and revisionism (revisionist policy). Organising women’s 

female equality in general in general. In popular 

depicted women as independent actors (free from male 

of Trianon Peace Treaty.30

who had become the feminine beauty ideal due to the influence of American 

to the nation´s objectives.
Public engagement (e.g. charities) or writing erotic novels are political 

proving that women are independent actors
any hierarchy among actions by women unless we assume that people of those 

in political life and their organised political actions were of greater importance 

is a hierarchy among actions by women if we believe that political action can 
provide a solution for gender inequalities in other spheres than the political itself. 

The interpretative approach

following:

in women’s history are interpreted along the lines of resistance and collaboration 

30 
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cahoots” with the conservatives).
2. Interpreting women’s organised engagement in politics as being of greater 

importance than other actions.
3. Regarding politics from an institutional point of view.

“interpretative women’s history”. I suggest the following:

of some movements and institutions. On the other hand (and this is of greater 
unit of 

analysis should not be a particular movement or trend (e.g. feminism) but women 
as a minority group

increased further after the First World War.

gender inequalities differently. While the minority female group includes 

history mainly focus on the subgroup of middle-class women. This is partly due 
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their agencies) and their 
groups should be studied too. The women who were active in the public sphere 
belonged to the group of the so-called “New Women” or “modern women”. 

interchangeably. Both comprised various female groups that rejected the 

traditional female roles in some aspects. (On the various new or modern female 
 phenomena: 

the onset of emancipation and the first wave of feminism”.) Here the concept of 

Firstly because it is (perhaps) the more widely used concept in media history and 
31 secondly because the concept of  ‘modern’ 

32

narrative.

institutions and leaders. The concept also includes the distribution of the state’s 
resources as well as the issue of controlling these resources (e.g. whether men or 
women should be in majority at state universities). Politics also encompass the 
definition of actions and persons in the areas of power (whether the state plays 
an active role in establishing equality for women or it is merely a legislative 

31 

32 
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that feminists are a threat to the nation) also falls within the political sphere. The 
way the majority “we-group” is constructed is also part of this sphere.

strategies employed by the individuals and groups subject to political decisions. 
We also have to study how they interpreted these decisions and what the ensuing 
reactions were. 

point in one direction only.

The ambivalence of the post- World War I situation
The situation of women after the war was determined by contradictory political 
decisions. Some female groupings strove to adapt to these decisions.

The most important political decisions were the following:

Clausus legislation of 1920 aimed to reduce the number of female students at 

minister in charge of education was authorised to do so (see photo 3).
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Photo 3: 
of Sciences in 1929 (photo by Fortepan)

women’s organisations. The most notable of these after 1919 was the National 

the 
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emancipation as an important national issue.33 There are two interpretations of this:

public engagement and actions. Such adaptation could be observed in the case 

men and women by claiming that “Hungarian women have honourably supported 
the men of the nation for a millennium” and women voters have already proven 
that “they are a reassuring force in the fight for national goals”.34

2. The other possible interpretation is that the conservative and nationalist 

emancipation.

origin”.

but they had feministic features.

33 

34 



39

who led lives that eschewed traditional gender relations.

and women.
1.

there was a considerable increase: in the autumn of 1928 the share of female 
students reached 13.2%.

The proportion of female students after the First World War among ordinary and special students 

(in the first and second terms of academic years)35

8.38% 7.2% 8.49% 8.32% 10% 13.2%

9.07% 8.7% 7.59% 8.96% 9.89% 13.53%

35 
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important to note that between the two world wars the proportion of employed 

the section “Mass female employment”).

3. The portrayal of women in culture and the media needs to be analysed in 
four points:

·  both because 

 which was the official review of the 
Feminist Association was published once or twice a year in the 1920s 
and eventually it was shut down in 1927.

· 

· 
promoted the modern woman. The popular media in Hungary included 

novels. 
· A fourth type of medium was the so-called “midcult”. It was 

and represented traditional as well as new female roles.
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Both the “mainstream media” and the feminist publications were less 
popular than the “popular” and “midcult” media. 

see that the government had an ambivalent attitude towards women’s rights: 

and later it increased. The share of women in paid employment among middle-
class and married women also rose. Media consumption shows that media 
promoting the modern woman were more popular than those that did not.

Conclusion

Hungarian historiography (contemporary historical canon) can be criticised 

judgemental historiography that Marc Bloch cautioned against.36 The second 

this entails that women’s history is reduced to political history.

not as important as the opinion or activities of the feminist movement. This 

37 or that it only notices certain 

36 

37 Transgression does not mean ‘crime’ in this discussion but violations of gender norms.
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not live in the same sociocultural time and did not follow the same gender 

38

periodisation of women’s history? Because the approach referred to here as 

describes and periodises the history of a female group stylised into unity (or an 
imagined community of women with common interest and agenda) rather than 
women as a minority group.

The periodisation also raises the question of how much we should 

Nancy Forestell pointed out in connection with the traditional periodisation of 
feminism.39

The criteria on which women’s history is periodised is also an important 

rights.
The last methodological question pertains to the applicability of Western 

World War? I don’t believe so. The challenges women in the countries faced 

38 

39 
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19th- and 20th-century women’s history in Hungary.
1. The first period lasts from the 1860s until the turn of the century. 1867 is 

not the start of the period from a women’s history perspective because women’s 

1866.
This was partly a period when women’s organisations’ proliferated. On the 

members.
2. The second period starts around the turn of the century and ends around 

leading up to the sovietisation of Hungary. This period was characterised in part 

and the consensus-building mobilisation which strove to secure and maintain 
the accomplishments. Emancipation measures by the state can also be observed. 

mentality.
What does this mean?
In terms of educational attainment
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female students stabilised at around 13% in the country.40 The first woman 

became accepted.41

In terms of political rights

Suffrage in 1910 (this was established earlier in Hungary than were similar 

42 although this turnaround can not only be 

multi-party system was replaced by an authoritarian regime where women’s and 

and members in municipal local governments remained very low.
With respect to women’s associations and the media products targeting 

women and playing a role in the definition of femininity

right-wing feminist women’s associations organised a few actionist campaigns 
and many consensus-building campaigns. The number of women’s associations 
and their membership numbers both increased sharply in the Horthy era.43 

especially active in international relations. This did not mean forging ties with 
international women’s movements because the aim was to improve Hungary’s 
foreign relations.

40 

41 

42 

43 
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The number of women’s magazines and readers also increased.44  The 
number of Hungarians consuming Western media products that presented 

female 
employment and social policies

evil” lasting until the wedding. This change suggests a dramatic shift in 
attitudes.

Some of the social policy changes that affected women during this the 

45 
State employees received childcare benefits even before the First World War. 

1939. 1918 saw the introduction of the nursing allowance and the confinement 

Their amount was raised in 1928.46

Within the period between the turn of the century and the immediate 

between a Jewish man and a Christian woman but it was allowed between a 

44 

45 

1996. pp. 402–432.
46 
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Christian man and a Jewish woman.47 

type of the modern woman and the families living according to the new gender 

almost continuously. The relationship between state and female emancipation 

women’s organisations to continuous engagement.
The third period was the prelude to state socialism usually characterised as 

the “nationalisation of feminism”.

47 
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Chapter III 
The interwar era

issue of how the First World War changed the situation of women in Hungary. 
How much did the life of women change after 1918?

Színházi 
Élet

 

“there were two types of middle-class housewives”. The first was the “good 

48 who

Nyugat
49

Hatvany.

48 

49 
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equality only guarantees equal chances at the start but not at the finish.”50

journal Nyugat. In a 1926 discussion on the “crisis” of marriage organised by 
the Nyugat

“If today authors are more preoccupied with the troubles of marriage 

´s
of an aeroplane. Women today are fundamentally different from their 

not for or not desired by people.”51

These quotes bear testimony to the fact that certain contemporaries 

50 

51 

nyugat.htm
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emancipation for them.

significance and role of the First World War in triggering and shaping the 
changes of women´s social and political position. 
 
Two phenomena: the onset of emancipation 
and the first wave of feminism

century. One of the signs of this process was when men admitted the first 

good a poet and author as a man. The first feminist magazine was published 

woman was appointed as a public servant in 1903 (as an assistant physician in a 

demanded female emancipation in their independent programme.

modern women) started to emerge in Hungary from the last third of the 19th 

offices of widely-read magazines and journals as well as in publishing houses. 

If we attempt to give an – in some respect – unified account of these various 



50

activities (as swimming contests and the organisation of industrial women 

strove for equality with men in various areas (in one or more areas) of their 

own position. Women in the media often described this using the notions of 

of the notion of emancipation.
How can we group the aforementioned spheres and activities by type? In her 

52 Based on 

2. Women in the second category modify social and political relations (the 

women who influence social relations through reforming interpersonal relations 

male jobs).

52 

these types of women appeared as a consequence of globality. 
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(photo by Fortepan)

women represent the image of the social and economic position of the middle-

It has to be noted that the distinction between the different types is not clear-
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latter was rather typical of flappers.53

certain

as a result of individualisation – the question of what women wanted became 

meant that although she in an otherwise unsuccessful marriage could at least 

passion for modern Hungarian and European literature seemed to be the source 

partly independent financially and lived apart from her husband for years.54

husband. The modern woman could also construct her identity from elements 

were committed to female equality.55

53 

newspapers of Budapest. It belonged to The Evening Holding Company. This concern owned and ran three dailies in 

54 

55 
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she wrote in the last year before the war.56 

feminist.
The First World War accelerated the spread of the various types of the 

modern woman. On the so-called home front women were mobilised in the 

positions of men who had been conscripted. Positions became available in all 

been shut out from universities could now attend them.57 Women also became 
more active in politics.58

this may be worth considering as a part of a bigger subject: democratisation. 

and women received voting rights and became equal members in the nation 
– according to the contemporary interpretation of this change. The demand 
for women’s suffrage (usually narrated as a struggle for voting rights) started 
before 1914.

Attempts at transition from war to peace
the first (democratic) attempt at transition from 

war to peace embraced the idea of involving the masses in politics and thereby 

56 

 http . .hu .htm#161
57 

58 
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functioned between the autumn of 1918 and March 1919 – guaranteed voting 

elections were held under this law. This political system also bestowed the same 
educational rights on women as on men; women were allowed to enrol in legal 

status as men.

promised elections held by secret ballot.

ended in late 1919. It was followed by the second attempt at transition from war 
to peace with the establishment of a conservative and nationalist authoritarian 

rights.59

not Jews.60

It has to be added that the feminist movement was marginalised because its 
detractors stressed its international origin and the “sinful” role it played in the 

59 

60 
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An 
Outlaw’s Diary 61

1914 as signs of crisis. They believed that the reason for the lost war and the 

defeat but the country’s political and cultural decline that had been going on for 

and propelled by the rejection of national feelings and values. Feminism and the 

part and parcel of the decline.
But how much did the anti-feminist and anti-emancipation policy influence 

the situation of women? This must be a central question in the study of interwar 
women’s history in Hungary.

Emancipation continues after the anti-feminist turn

and the new female role models transformed the lives and informed the goals 
of even such people who did not support the so-called progressive trends and 

received continuous reinforcement in the 1920s: translations of foreign popular 
I Won’t Be Home For Dinner by the Swedish author Alice 

The Book of Marriage – edited by the well-

hallenges to marriage constituted 
the focal point of many publications between the two world wars in Hungary 

61 See Chapter I.
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and subsequent laws that enabled divorce were seen as the primary reasons 

after her transformation?”62 A Doll’s 
House

challenges to traditional views of marriage and gender roles.

widespread than progressive feminism. This was a general phenomenon in 

followed by the economically independent “donna nuova” in the first years 

general Western European setting in the 1920s. This was the time when the 
bellicose and maternal “donna fascista” emerged as a role model for women and 
became increasingly popular. This type of woman put meeting the obligations 

62 
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it is unclear whether this was an ideal of a modern woman active in public 
life or rather a return to the situation before the war by using new slogans and 

demobilisation. One may either attach primary importance to the active roles 
available to the “fascist woman” in the public sphere or to the fact that the she 

reduced to giving life to children and raising them.63

borders of the nation culturally and symbolically” in these roles. Childbirth 

role.

that followed was what created the need for new types of modern women. 

to objective (structural) and subjective (attitude-related and cultural) reasons. 

foundations of patriarchal hegemony.

63 
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Conservative feminists and the political system

pointing out that the intensity of women’s engagement aimed at emancipation 

was a political question. Women active in the public sphere were apparently 

The notion of the low ebb of feminism is also problematic because it 

comprehensive process of rightist-conservative turn. The purpose of this 

suddenly become active were again “guided” to withdraw from public life 

Proponents of female emancipation both adapted to this political situation 
and – as I have already discussed – contributed to the nationalist discourse.

We have seen that there were modern women who concurred with the 

consolidate conservative principles and emancipation. I will now briefly write 
about three such conservative and governing-party members of parliament and 

emancipation were combined in their case.

an MP and later a member of the House of Magnates. (Her husband’s and her 
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own families converted to Christianity and they received a barony in the first 

member of the Hungarian Red Cross’ directorate during the First World War; 
she managed a military hospital and she set up a convalescence home at her 
country estate that functioned even during the war. She created a foundation for 

everyone in need and poverty”.64

leaflets” based on an official report forged by himself. Melczer was first 
beaten as a consequence of fraudulent practices but in the end she received the 
mandate after voters vetoed the results and the official winner decided to step 
down instead.65

support of women’s political equality. In 1933 Melczer and Orosdy complained 

64 

65 
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minors in politics.66

anything either.67

added:

Hungarian laws and our present legal system guarantee women several 
rights that men do not enjoy.” 

to disrupt the legal institutions established in the interest of women for the 

66 

67 
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 The issue of women’s rights was “not 
68

rejected Toperczer’s proposal.

world view (they were conservative and governing-party MPs) as their male 
counterparts.

*
The war and the emergence and popularisation of the modern woman induced 

the demobilisation of women were not able to address this issue with traditional 
arguments or ways of portrayal. In my opinion they did not achieve their goal 
– demobilisation in order to reverse development and return to a society they 

endeavour to demonstrate that the fight for female equality continued after 

and the conflict continued to be centred around the definition of femininity (see 
photo 5).

68 
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Photo 5: Woman riding a motorcycle in 1928: although there were only a few female 
motorcyclists in Hungary their photographic presence in popular media was all the more 
conspicuous (Photo by Fortepan)

Summary

scientific careers. Women’s public and political engagement also became more 
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them too busy.69 Such self-portrayal suggests ambivalence: they equalled 

female emancipation and feminism was important because it enabled certain 

emancipation in the authoritarian and nationalist political regime without 
being branded “internationalist feminists”. This allowed them to avoid being 
portrayed by the proponents of the traditional gender order as threats to the 
“we-group” and being classified into the “they-group”.

New Woman induced changes in the gender order that proponents of the 

various state and non-state actors attempted to undermine the achievements 

process. The following chapters will present this in greater detail.

69 
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Chapter IV 
Portrayals of women and femininity

How were the types of  modern woman portrayed in the Hungarian media? 

the outlets of the mainstream media and of the midcult.70 In connection with the 

women.
It needs to be established that women were primarily portrayed by men 

Magyar írók 

proportion of women among writers and poets was 8.1%.71 The 1923 almanac 
of the greatest press conglomerate in the period (
Tripartitum of ‘The Evening’]
only 11 were women.72

70 Middle culture or ‘midcult’ is an ‘intermediate form’ between mass culture and high culture. It “has the essential 

 A

poets receiving entries.
72 
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Some authors openly declared the fact that female writers were considered 
inferior to male writers and that there were fewer women writers. One of the 

result of the dominance of men as follows:

73

wrote in 1941 that men were more concerned with the female soul than women 

74 He writes that: 

judgement.”

The qualities of men and women
Masculine and feminine characteristics were principally defined by men. 

empathetic and persevering. They want to feel their power rather than having it 

73 

74 
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circumstances”.

about the ‘person’ of abstract humanism instead of the concrete individual who 

own masters and they are ruling over their surroundings”. Their character is 
also more fragile and they handle suffering less well than women. Women are 

“unhappy if they do not find someone whom they can join and serve with their 

in marriage is due to the wish of the female soul.75

75 
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create a structure. “This stronger tone of feelings hinder women in their creative 

76

“great creative talents are rare among women”. In order to support the latter 

lag behind men with respect to talent. They are “at a disadvantage due 

“women also lag far behind men in fields where they can devote themselves 
just as much as men. Rubinstein notes that more women learn to play music and 

have not composed any love songs or cradle songs.”77

The question of whether there are any differences between creative men 

76 

77 
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towards the essentialist approach but it may also have emerged independently. 

have indeed happened.”78

79

The portrayal of women’s issues and feminism
According to the entry “women’s issues” in the third volume of the Katolikus 
Lexikon 

similar

from protecting women) endeavours to achieve equality for women in culture 

detrimental to men but also to women. 

78 

79 
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80

Photo 6: Shindig of the Foederatio Emericana: this Roman Catholic federation of male and 

Tolnai Új Világlexikona 

following: “The struggle for making women equal to men has recently 

80 
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rights in marriage. The “appropriateness” of these demands and the equality of 

disadvantages caused by the mental tutelage they endured for a millennium”. 

guardians of female intellectual equality”.
The definition of feminism in the fifth volume of Tolnai Új Világlexikona 

was characterised by a duality:

“... the approach that regards men and women as enjoying equal rights 
and being of equal value. Its scientific basis: due to the overwhelming 
majority of the identical human
smaller number of differing sexual characteristics cannot inhibit women 

“In the interest of the life harmony of humanity” it is also important that “the 
81

A similar duality characterises the description of women in the 19–20th 
volumes of 

intellectual and emotional disposition”. The encyclopaedia states that according 

employment and access to education. The aim of the women’s movement was to 

81 
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82 The Pesti Hírlap Lexikona 

of the “women’s movement originating from England” was to “achieve equality 

83

These representations about women feminism 
were published in encyclopaedias that were popular in the era and produced for 

women in the Katolikus Lexikon
the situation of women by inequalities. The so-called Neo-Biedermeier 

of feminism as a form of “masculinism”.

to reach beyond “the boundary of middle-class society”.84

activities of feminist movements after the world war as follows:

82 

83 

and 1944.
84 
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“Feminism advocated . By virtue of its 
 

fulfilled its purpose
and that is why it abated.  fights for universal 

 true feminism means socialism.”85

do not have the sources required to assess the contemporary reception among 

not read and understood them in the same manner at the time 
contemporary recipients did not necessarily give the so-called preferred 
reading86 Katolikus Lexikon 
on the “woman imprisoned in the family” (on traditional gender norms) was 
received by upper middle-class women who were in salaried employment 

87 How was 

85 

86 

87 
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“during the revolution she was a member of the newly-founded Hungarian 
Women’s Club that started its counter-revolutionary activities right after the 
revolution with the involvement of the leading ladies of Christian society”. 
After the fall of the Hungarian Soviet Republic she was a committee member 

in the National Federation of Hungarian Women.88 Such divergences from 
“normal” (traditional) middle-class life may rightly call into doubt the impact of 

Katolikus Lexikon.

well. The portrayal of women in the novels that sold tens of thousands of copies 
was highly diverse. The heroine of Cronin’s Citadel is a faithful partner of her 

Ex-wife tries everything “men are allowed to do”. 

channels.

The Neo-Biedermeier portrayal
In his historical essay titled 

 
Hungary in the 1920s a Neo-Baroque society characterised by the lifestyle 

88 

detailed the life of 1339 women of whom 64 were nurses during the First World War and 1071 had salaried jobs.
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representation and conservation.89 Writer and literary historian Antal Szerb did 
not either fail to notice the thrust of neo-conservatism in political life as well 
as in cultural policy or the sway of Neo-Biedermeier tendency in literature. 

modern Hungarian literature had discarded before 1920. Szerb accorded prime 
place in this tendency to Cécile Tormay and claimed that her  and her followers’ 
Neo-Biedermeier writings “sensed only the atmosphere in but failed to see 

middle-class culture could and should have developed under more favourable 
circumstances.” Szerb thought Neo-Biedermeier authors were nostalgic about 

middle-class to prominence in society particularly important.

thought “utilised Neo-Biedermeier opportunities with more ease and in a more 

 Magdalene dichotomy.

innocence]. He was perhaps the first in Hungary to have realised that 

which women found answers to their erotic problems. As the latter type 
90 

great satisfaction”.

89 

405–415.
90 
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renaissance of this tendency. 
According to the critic of Napkelet 

“depicts the life of the Hungarian aristocracy in the past half 
Asszony a bakon 

in the Napkelet. 

soul”: motherhood and piety.91

An individual outside – a woman at home?

two world wars may demonstrate these above mentioned different interpretations 

real duty of women: motherhood”.92 If we regard the assertions thus summarised 

91 

92 
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historical facts. They reflect a view among many contemporary views; a view 

It comes hardly as a surprise that this view informs numerous contemporary 

on “their classmates who were forced
inappropriate since:

“Even wealthy girls may benefit from a degree or from training 

this does not hinder them in helping their mothers with the household. 

.”93

wrote the following at this time (or more precisely in 1928):

free time because in today’s city flats there is hardly a chance to do any so-
called housework.”

93 
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learned woman is “a more understanding partner of a man’s higher endeavours 

strata of the middle class”. The latter “see it a degradation or declassing of their 

hands.”94

on by girls and women in the “lower strata” of the upper middle class. Both 
writers depicted the “uneducated woman” as the cause of the conflict between 
(upper middle-class) husbands and wives. Such women were frivolous and 
more priggish and “perhaps even proud of the violence and snobbery of their 
husbands”.95

parties with distinct “scopes of authority”:

“In most of the issues concerning the outside world men decide after 

respect to the actions of his wife at home.”96

94 

95 

96 
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men are concerned how they will lord it over college-educated wives”. This 
idea is already familiar from The Book of Marriage edited by Hermann 

97

as problems that were rooted in the interactive relationship between man and 
woman itself.
for their oppression in marriage as were men (since they might even be proud 
of their husbands’ tyranny over them). Halasy-Nagy gave a philosophical 
justification for this phenomenon because he believed that love and marriage 

“and in a partnership men mould women and women mould men. Both 
of them shape the other into what they wish. Tyrannical and violent men 

preoccupied with fashion and constantly titivate themselves are created 
98

These writings represent an attitude according to which the woman’s place 

for traditional female roles (being a wife and mother). In view of this we can 

woman) represent the acceptance of the inequality and subordinate relationship 

99

97 

98 

biologically conditioned.
99 
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that “it would be a pity if cultural policy barred one half of the nation from the 
100

guaranteeing them equality in public institutions (acceptance as individuals 

“is a partner in breadwinning – beyond the threshold of the home – and in this 

humble and voluntary submission of the biblical wife at home”.101

at home”. One of the possible reasons that middle-class single women entered 

find a good match for themselves. This is “domestic feminism”.102

Újságíró-iskola 

marriage.”103

Manci

100 

101 

102 

103 
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104

portray the paid employment of women as necessary and natural. Authors 

that in families with two earners wives were to give up their jobs while men 
could retain theirs. The jobs that thus became vacant were given to members 

a journalist for Magyar Kultúra 

105 This is intriguing because 
the papal encyclical that started with the words “Quadragesimo Anno” and 

be “abolished at all costs”.106

about the conflicts caused by dual-career marriages. It portrays a married 
couple’s fight against being fired and the ensuing consequences. Since they 

Their daughter then decides to accept the proposal of her suitor and becomes 

104 

105 

106 
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his mistress. She later “changes her mind” because she realises how great a 

teacher.

because it brought about a drop in families’ standard of living. Women who 

rationale for women’s paid employment:

“the economic crisis will gradually bar women from most of their 
make the 

atmosphere of the sheltered family home bearable or rather pleasant for 
the woman who returns to her home and who is disillusioned with the 
chances of breadwinning.” 

that the woman “has grown out of the child or maid mentality of previous 



83

portrayed it as his duty.107

doing household chores that were not performed by the wife anymore.”108 And 

and a professional duty”.109

These conflicts clearly arise even if the reason behind women’s employment 

Felszabadultak

to reconcile these roles. Her profession is relevant because in reality women 
110 and there were only five 

their untraditional relationship. (“I have actually come to terms with the fact 

107 

108 

109 

110 

female students were admitted to the faculty of law.
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to one of the contemporary interpretations of the novel – “guided” the heroine 

female role.111 In another interpretation the novel portrayed the inequality of 

conflicts while trying to reconcile their paid (public) employment with their 
domestic chores and as a consequence of it “struggling to achieve men’s goals 
as a woman is an uphill battle”.112

is closer to the latter. As she put it in a letter to Margit Bozzay on 11 September 
1932:

113

wished to achieve and implement emancipation in everyday life. In her own 

the most important reason for the employment of middle-class women was the 

getting married.

111 

112 

113 
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Mass female employment

Photo 7: 
and widespread phenomenon (photo by Fortepan)

become common.”114

and informed by the traditional understanding of gender roles. In 

114 
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Nagy-

second or third in their lives because they do not have enough time.”115

similar manner. There were “two types of middle-class housewives” before the 

Nyugat

116

115 

p. 3. 
116 

5–6.
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Bobula’s thoughts) only women themselves can determine what their calling is.117

társadalomban 

when mothers stay at home.”118

the question is whether the first part of the 20th century (irrespective of the 

emancipation process from the viewpoint of women’s employment.

declined in the course of the period.119

117 

118 

119 
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since the share of women among earners in the capital was 34.8 and 38.6 per 
120

important. Another important question is whether single women who lived on 

money for their families until marriage or childbirth. After that they appeared 

70 to 56 per cent).121

122 while the proportion of breadwinning married 
women increased significantly.123

respectively.124 There are two reasons for this change in women’s employment 

women increased in the first third of the 20th century.
The contemporary interpretation of the social status of independent 

women varied greatly. The members of this group could be characterised as 

120 

121 In this case 100% refers to all the women having paid employment.
122 In this case 100% refers to single women having paid employment.
123 

124 
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been different depending on whether they were assessed by a community in 

in the first half of the 20th century presented the independent life without a 

celibacy (or more precisely purity or “whiteness”). In Új típusok 

virginity.”125

on their own because they cannot always stay in the shelter of the family.”126 
The readers of 

independently to those who wrote letters “in defence of spinsters.”127

125 

126 

127 
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128 A contemporary survey demonstrates 

claimed that they were studying because they wanted to earn money.

36%.129

doctors were single (in contrast to the 54.5% among female primary school 

were married and 8.4% were single. Becoming a teacher in a middle school 
was also popular among women: 35.8% of women choosing this career were 

But can we interpret census data with the assumption that a big amount of 

younger

the average age of first marriage and there are no historical sources about the 
subsequent change in their marital status.130

128 

129 

130 
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Chapter V 
National conservative discourses about 
and for women between the wars 

edited by Ferenc Herczeg and its readership consisted primarily in middle-class 
women. The other major voice critical of feminism was A Magyar Asszony 

131 the organ of the largest women’s 
Új 

 was much less belligerent and aggressively anti-feminist than A Magyar 
Asszony
the different types of modern woman reveals that none of them stood on a 
homogeneous and consistently maintained platform. 

The analysis of the two publications raises different methodological issues. 
A Magyar Asszony

 was a profit-oriented private 
enterprise. ’s readership and editorial team were more heterogeneous 

require a more careful analytical approach.

A conservative anti-feminist female 
periodical: A Magyar Asszony
Although none of these magazines had a consistent standpoint on feminism and 
women’s issues and there were serious differences of opinion between their 

A Magyar Asszony) wrote that in war women 
had become faithful auxiliaries

131 
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this new position brought real equality for women. They wished to promote 
a female role model that they claimed had been neglected in the modern 

that the majority of educated women were infertile).132 They deemed it 

had been wounded emotionally (and often physically) during the war. But this 
partnership was called for only as long as he was incapable of fighting alone for 
the nation and Christianity. As soon as he was healed women were to return to 
family life at once and devote themselves solely to that.133

An 
Outlaw’s Diary

hearth and devote their lives to their families”.134 
said:

the nation as throbbing wounds. The man has been wounded in the war 

the fire.”135

132 

133 

134 

135 
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136

the ideal “type of New Woman” who does not adopt “unbridled” individualism 

to the national community come first.137 Her public activity (performed outside 
the family and the home) is not “unnatural” because “tending to” and “healing” 

the role of the mother.138

whether this was a return to the traditional female role (to the role of the “good” 

progressive feminist movement) shows that the aims were the preservation 
of women’s public engagement and the remobilisation of women for national 

life had to be accepted and they had to be portrayed as natural and feminine. A 
An Outlaw’s Diary that commemorates staunchly the 

of the editorial board of the 
subtitle “Feminista folyóirat

136 

137 

138 

138–139.
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one of the organisers of the 1913 world congress of the International Woman 
Suffrage Alliance held in Budapest.

How are these changes to be understood? Were they simply an about-face? 

Tormay establish and run a women’s organisation to help strengthen the 
position of men (as it was interpreted by some feminists)? (See photo 8.)

Photo 8: 
presenting the image of a strong and brave warrior with sword and Hungary’s coat of arms and 

Based on the articles in A Magyar Asszony
say that the latter was the case (despite the idiosyncrasies already mentioned). 
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Raffay points to this. Raffay discussed the two-generation-long decline in 
national consciousness before the world war. The sign and reason for this was 

internationalism and cosmopolitanism stifling national consciousness” that 

be Europeans” and the “horrible habit of openly frequenting cafés” were 

duty of women was to promote “national consciousness” and to urge men to 
bravery and the protection of national values.139

European customs encountered through the media transformed the rules of 

women’s duty to raise better Hungarians – at home. These “opportunities” 

and failure of men presented in An Outlaw’s Diary and Asszonyok munkája az 
országban 140

the previously cited Magyar Asszonyok Lexikona 

which was contrary to the traditional interpretation of the role of women.141

139 

140 

power in 1918–1919.
141 
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issued a joint declaration with the Feminist Association and the National 

 A Magyar Asszony.142

share even increased by the mid-1920s (see the chapter “The ambivalence of the 

respectively.

The hybrid female periodical: 

the era between 1894 and 1945. It was a very popular conservative literary 

included the best national-minded personalities of Hungarian literature”.143 In 

on the correspondence between the readers and the editor as well as on political 

conservative was the “woman policy” of 

142 

143 
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readers between the two world wars?144

Introductory methodological notes

Hungary entered a new era of women’s history and feminist movements. 

compared to earlier periods. These hybrids were portrayals that attempted to 

two world views that were seemingly hard to reconcile. This characterised 

the goal of female emancipation into the frame of the nation and the mother. In 

they were feminists and rejected the internationalism of feminism.

frame in order to have their goals accepted. (They sought to legitimise their 
145

But this is only one of several aspects that we need to discuss when 
assessing the Horthy era from the point of view of women’s history. Another 

of female emancipation continued to play itself out under a new conservative-
in general opposed 

equality.

144 

the attributes of the globality “The stream images from the global culture industries”. According to him the “concept 

145 
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the same tendency. For “national” was surely used as a restrictive category 

was to undermine feminism by labelling the movement as anti-national. What 

conservative-nationalist tendency preferred to view all aspects of women’s life 

and the national issue (the revisionist objective: the “revival” of Hungary and 
its preconditions) as all parts of an organic whole. In their rendering whatever 
women did in one particular sphere of life it would substantially affect all the 
other spheres. When they claimed to stand for women’s right to participate in 

line (and proportionally) with their level of education and the needs of their 

as wives”.146 The limit to equality was thus the “nation’s interest”.

one by one that steps towards emancipation did not contradict the values and 

reconciled with what was defined as the national and conservative agenda.

position of  in the interwar period. I will proceed in a slightly different 

146 
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that through the first half of the 20th century stereotypes changed and evolved 

was not a family-oriented publication that provided entertaining and instructive 

We may also add that between the two world wars the magazine regularly 

and sometimes just to emphasize how important the magazine was in their lives. 

to address issues of private (and love) life. 

The female readership of  – as attested by these letters – was 

female youth and teenagers. 

The plurality of views
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considered feminist”.147

hybrid position from 1920: two signed articles were published two issues 

the modern woman and another that is decidedly hostile towards feminism is 

majority” of educated women were infertile. He reached this conclusion by 

of the family and this was dangerous to humanity. In his article from 1920 

He stated that in post-war Hungary women became the “comrade” of men in 

“reddish feminism before the war”) but through  “shared suffering” (meaning 

“The feminism of old wanted to ensure happiness by upsetting the 

available means.”148

147 

148 
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idiosyncratic within the ideological environment of  in 1920. In one 

“natural woman” would become popular again. He claimed this had been a 
“genre of women” (the natural woman or housewife) that “had been treated 

university-educated woman would be incapable of doing so.149

their goal – would no longer be put in such high positions as during the time 

Switzerland.150

transforms women into comrades of men was at this time popular in A Magyar 
Asszony

151 and that for 

but an obligation”.152

A Magyar Asszony

meant that women needed to abandon the “unbridled individualism” of the 

149 

150 

151 

152 
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153

*

assessed the change in the relations between men and women in a completely 
different way than did the men just discussed. At the beginning of her article 
she voiced her happiness about the “healthy philosophy” and “simply gracious 

154

“The independence and good manners of young girls is demonstrated by 

whomever they want and they present their parents with a fait accompli 
155

“model” from afar as an alternative to the traditional and anti-feminist world view.

*
from time to time. For 

153 

154 

155 
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husbands”.156 It rhymed with the idea that women became independent or feminists 

Mai asszony 
differences between women in the past and in the present. The poem declared that 

157 

brought home money but did not care about the household anymore.158

the “help their spouses”.159 The contrasting portrayals are apparent even in these 

160 An account of 

husbands are very active in domestic chores.

“

can read or go out with their wives.”161

156 

157 

158 

159 

160 

161 
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can be interpreted as a criticism of life in Hungary. The article obviously intended 

enviable – standard of living to modernised and harmonious family relations.
 

”.162

pinning down  as a magazine consistently promoting traditionalism or anti-

163 The 
magazine also published readers’ comments in the “Answers to Correspondents” 

164  

The “restless like a man” and the “mother/nation” frames

An Outlaw’s Diary Cécile Tormay “created a 

man and uncovered conspiracies everywhere.”165

162 

163 

164 

165 
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say that right-wing feminist women were in general

hand – also in general

Új 
 in 1937. Melczer was an unofficial government candidate in the 1931 elections 

and the political system”). She lost the election due to fraud but managed to get into 

“plain and serious” clothes.166 Melczer believed that such issues were not a problem 

laid in the “ mondaine woman”.

ordinary woman does not understand too much of politics. But neither does 
an ordinary young man!”167

166 

167 
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complete equality. As she declared in 
husband and children feel that the wife and mother in the family is not at home.”168

within a nationalist frame resorted to by a broad spectrum of groupings and 

the Dolgozó Asszonyok Lapja

legitimacy for the modern role model. Perhaps it is not either too far-fetched 

the “Hungarian revival” by reclaiming the lost territories and a bright future for 

169 In 
Dolgozó Asszonyok Lapja introduced the 

170

168 

169 

originally in 1919.)
170 
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 Answers to readers’ letters
The signed articles of  discussed above probably don’t reflect as much 
the views of the magazine’s editors with regard to women’s place in society as 
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 was also 

for the magazine.

various and often inconsistent pieces of advice. One issue on which readers 

offer an aristocratic life that would compensate for many other things 
then... then perhaps it would be wise to forget the dreams. In the present 

171

171 
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172

more important than feelings. It was argued that the wife would sooner or later 
fall in love with a man of character and charm who could provide for a woman:

would be a fatal folly that you would deeply regret later. When you 

 with your husband.”173

174

172“

173 

174 
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About a decade later a new type of answer was given. It ran as follows:

“While it is true that affection and appreciation are more important in 

most beautiful gifts.”175

harmonious life”.176

uniform standpoint with respect to an important element or aspect of women’s 

177

178 or the acceptance that women 
179 The reader 

 
“

180

175 

176 

177 

name.)
178 

179 

180 



111

of the hybrid nature of the message carried by 
of traditional and modern femininity. The instances where these components 
appear side by side in the magazine abound. One of them is the cover of one 

with her own.181

181 
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Chapter VI 
Transnational role models: the Flapper, 
the Girl and the Garçonne in Hungary

one could meet in this period and how they were represented in popular culture.

femme fatale
and boyish garçonne. These foreign types were similar in many respects. 

in every aspect.182

The flapper

182 

p. 149.
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hounded and lonely” autonomous woman.183

The Perfect 
Flapper

and immediately becomes popular. The protagonist of Ella Cinders

The Perfect Flapper
since she becomes “somebody” out of “nobody”.184

 The first so-called flapper film (The Flapper) was made in Hollywood in 
1920 and informed femininity and the meaning of the feminine in the period 

Wildness of Youth 
(1922). Its advertisement said the following: “The great American flapper can 

185 This shows that Hollywood discovered and constructed 

186 
This was a new milestone in the industrialisation of American popular culture.

183 

p. 222–223.
184 

185 

186 

Flapper (1929).
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by certain viewers and critics.187

influenced the image and perception of the flapper as well. The flapper and 

the unique style of Coco Chanel was identified in France as garçonne
England and America as flapper.188 

The garçonne
The 1922 novel La Garçonne

herself before marriage.189

highly controversial and an intense debate emerged over its meaning and 

and its popularity was underscored by a song with the same title. The heated 
.

In Hungary it was one of the most popular novels in the 1920s: in 1923 

Nemzeti Újság 
title of 

187 

188 

189 
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women”.190 It was obvious that the translation would be banned as well which 

author. He noted that: 

marriage. And indeed she does so. The best part is the ending: when 

women have basically sanctioned it. Although I believe that girls not 
only lead a bachelor’s life in Paris but also in Budapest. Especially since 
the war. There must be very few true virgins left.”191

Napkelet 

192

The allusion to “educational tendency” is not a coincidence. Other viewers 

190 

191 

p. 315.
192 
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“proved” that the essence of a woman’s life was to get married and not to be 
free. This interpretation or analysis is reflected in the first review about the 
novel in Színházi Élet 
society” that “acquired the instruments of the greatest prosperity and affluence 

chooses “married life” alongside “a real man” where she achieves happiness.193 
Thus the novel claims that the only right solution for women is marriage.

The journalist of Színházi Élet

of the opinion that the film was “pro-marriage” because at first the protagonist 

but also added that women dancing with one another and the “female pianist in 

for that.194

The film was authorised for screening in Hungary after the fifth 
La Garçonne or 

the trailers and advertisements of the movie and the names of the characters had 
195

193 

194 

195 

64.
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The first time the film was rejected on account of three objections.

for debate but not in cinema. The audience went to the cinema to have fun 
and therefore “paid no heed to the philosophical and socio-ethical aspects of a 
higher order behind the topic”. Thus it was the manner of media consumption 
that made the film inappropriate for screening. It was argued that “the idea 
behind the garçonne and the approach represented by it would not reach the 
souls through the filter of the intellect. It would attract people’s interest by the 
instinctive sophistry of the senses.”

authorisation. As the censorship committee declared: “it would be entirely 
futile and harmful if the public of Hungarian cities and villages would get 

foreign phenomenon in Hungary despite the “moral destruction” of the world 
196

before she eventually chose the right path (marriage).

screening with the above-mentioned restrictions.197 
The comment of the censorship committee about the impact of the media 

198

Garçonne 

the “moral destruction” caused by everything preceding it).

196 

197 

198 

the garçonne.” (Emphasis added.) See footnote 195.
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What I have in mind is a letter to the Színházi Élet and the reply to it by 

had read Margueritte’s novel. “It changed my whole attitude towards love and 

girls’ bachelor 
life.”

Every ‘Cica’ has to be a hero and aware that they serve and raise a new 
generation that will have a tough life.”199

produced. A case in point is the Swedish Norrtullsligan
produced by Bonnierfilm and screened in Hungary with the title Garçon-

claimed that the film and the girl type reflected conditions in Europe after the 
war: “
rage in extreme acts of sexuality”.200

199 

200 
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Hungary with the title Amerikai lányok
American garçonne movie. A journalist for Színházi Élet wrote that the 

the screen. The basis of similarity was that both of them depicted the type of 

emotions and attitude brought about by the world war. The difference between 
the European and the American cases was that society created much fewer 

201

Wings of Youth
variation of the figure of the garçonne. The reviewer in Színházi Élet claimed 

between a prostitute and a virtuous woman.202 Another review described its 

daughters.203

Prévost’s novel from the end of the 19th century: its title was Half-Virgins. 
The novel had three editions in Hungary and it was adapted to stage in 1896 
with the title 204 In early 1925 
a film version of Half-Virgins
advertisement:

201 

202 

203 

204 
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“Half-Virgins
Half-

lost the guilelessness and purity of their souls long ago through the artful 
205

The impact of the flapper and the garçonne on one another
In connection with the aftermath of La Garçonne

to an article titled “Flapper” in Színházi Élet

author of the article concludes that “
206 

couple of days and resulting in a few dear memories.207

 An earlier instance of the apparent interchangeability of flapper 
Flaming Youth

the cinemas of Budapest from the end of November 1925 to mid-January 1926. 
One of its scenes from an evening pool party is notably bold because men and 
women jump into the water in underwear. The topic of the film is also bold: 

disappointments she returns to the reliable man. The story resembles that of 

205 

206 

207 
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chooses “morally dubious ways” only to arrive eventually at the right one: 
marriage. The advertisement of the film states:

The Flaming Youth is the novel of the modern girl and modern morals. 
Colleen Moore presents us with unparalleled artistry the liberty of the 

man (Milton Sills) saves her from her fall. The young girl struggles to 
find love at the orgies of American millionaires and wild parties aboard 

Flaming Youth: 
happiness.”208

The interchangeability of the meaning of flapper and garçonne can be 
illustrated with other articles as well. An entry in Színházi Élet in 1931 

it was still fashionable. This suggests that the author felt that the two figures 
were identical or at least very similar.209

210 The caption under 
A pesti lány

Pesti lány”.
The plot of Pesti lány

208 

209 

p. 9.
210 
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Hungarian culture and the nationalist narrative as well as its blending with the 
popular culture of Pest.

“A female typist from a fine but impoverished family in inner Budapest 

man”. The fine but impoverished family and the typist who finds a husband one 
could only dream about were the typical topoi of popular culture of the time: 

imports.211

as two distinct types in the press. If they were considered identical it was 

the poor younger sister of the flapper.)
The question of differentiation and overlapping motifs also arose in 

Gentlemen Prefer 
Blondes
on La Garçonne Gentlemen Prefer 
Blondes was banned in Hungary.212

and she indulges in fantasies about herself as a writer.213

214

211 

27.
212 

213 

214 
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who used to drive a car in France during the First World War and since then 
has “despised women’s clothes” and has only been interested in cars and 
horses.215 There is also the wife of an English author who used to be a leader 

the protagonist flapper herself).216

committee cut the obscene scenes from censored films and then splice them 

and later sponsors a morally dubious film made by the flapper’s lover.

Színházi Élet 
wrote the following about them: “The ‘flapper’ is but a poor copy of the 

combination of an athletic man and a flirtatious woman”. Calling her the 

she is a teenage girl.217

“She is the Miss America of the 20th century who wants to taste everything: 

215 

216 

217 
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218

The relationship between the two types and the two novels becomes 
Színházi Élet about the 

publication of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (the novel was first published in 1926 

writer declared that the flapper was the embodiment of the “lovely American 

advantage of everybody.219

readers as “.. a singular caricature of an intriguing female type. That of the 
 

courtesans of old in any respect.”220

The impact of the flapper
The impact of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes can only be guessed from clues 

of Színházi Élet the phrase “blondes preferred” was often used or alluded to. 
Some advertisements since 1926 were aimed at finding a partner for carnal 
adventures:

for fun a nice 
aristocratic young lady who would be his true pal and dance partner. 

221

218 

219 

220 

221 
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There is a more temperate advertisement with a similar purpose from a year 
later:

young-minded genteel girl. Blondes preferred.”

From many years later I found these two thinly veiled proposals:

who would be my close friend. . Reply should 
be titled ‘Blondes preferred’.”

And:

entertaining partner
reply should be titled ‘Blondes preferred’.”222

The flapper as the promiscuous woman was only one of the contemporary 

partly due to the effect of American films. This phenomenon is illustrated by 

Or this:

223

222 

223 
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Although these references to blondes did not surface in the Színházi Élet 

advertisements are interesting also because they show aspects of how the 

Pesti Hírlap 

editor and include the phrase ‘Boat-owning company manager’.”

from the one deemed traditional and decent. The advertiser writes:

“Companionship with pretty young lady sought by independent young 

224

We can see that the novels we discussed previously became part of the cultural 
Színházi Élet and other publications. These readers 

224 
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the same symbols. Therefore we can consider them uniform in at least one 

“of foreign (Western) origin”. The size of this subcultural group cannot be 

publications such as Színházi Élet.225

 Színházi Élet

the impact of the garçonne on one young woman of the provinces.226 I will end 

objectionable but accepted female emancipation. In an article published 
in 

life as perfectly normal. The fact that the author depicted masculine girls as 

girl on a bicycle symbolised that “today even girls need to be raised almost as 
boys so that they can succeed in the competition of life.” The author contended 
further that

225 

226 
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This was the first paintbrush on the portrait of women that brought them 

garde de dame” was widespread. Women 

in danger of being approached. Nowadays when we travel and go to 
garde de dame

having fun and moving carelessly among people. 
The world changed much in ten years. Ten or fifteen years ago the 

education of a girl usually culminated in the four years at middle school. 

wear sports trousers.
La Garçonne

we have to come to terms with the fact that what was true ten years 

white-walled girls’ rooms eagerly awaiting the arrival of the prince of 
their dreams in a golden carriage. This is the result of the new female 
emancipation that appeared in our lives unobserved and triumphantly 

into romantics but much more into life.”227

became widespread and somewhat commonplace. (Incidentally it also illustrates 

227 
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with erotic films by the end of the 1930s.) Hungarian cinemas screened the 
La Garçonne

A garszonylány 
Magyar Kultúra

ardently Catholic magazine. The critic was surprised that such an uninteresting 

about women leading a bachelor’s life either in terms of story or in terms of 
psychology.228

Gentlemen Prefer Blondes who 
 wrote that the film was boring and childish; compared 

that this was how an apothecary’s wife living in a small country town in the 
middle of the past century may have imagined the life of independent girls. 

that Paris in the 1920s was much wilder than that.229

great uproar 13 years earlier was far from scandalous in 1937.

Summary
While the Horthy era may have been conservative and the mainstream media 

facilitated by images of the scandalous modern woman. Although the garçonne 

transnational nature of these female types: one was mostly interpreted as an 

228 

229 
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or American role-model. In the process of appropriating these transnationjal 

Photo 10: 
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Chapter VII 
New Women and modern girls in Hungarian films

films became prominent in cinemas. These films were censored twice. An 

sought to promote the norms and values of the traditional (patriarchal) gender 

and popularised the traditional female roles or whether the opposite was true: 

and with the new types of female roles and identities? 
I will address these questions briefly based on certain categories of 

Hungarian films.

Weak man, strong woman
In general we can say that many Hungarian films did thematise the modern 
woman and the change in the relationship between men and women. Either 
the plot itself revolved around these issues or one or another of the “subplots” 

types” that emerged in society between the early 1890s and the 1920s. The film 
historians believe that certain Hungarian films from the ‘30s demonstrate this 

is Pókháló
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“the man is the fly and the woman is the spider”.230 

between men and women: a romance between a poor secondary school teacher 

 

Wings 
of Youth
mother seduces the lover of her own daughter.

with a poor French governess) gets through the hardest days of his life on 

is a librarian in the same castle. Then the former lover of the count appears 

The change in the relationship between men and women is also presented 

230 
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in Hotel Kikelet 
the wife runs a family’s hotel while the husband acts as her secretary. This is 
because the wife – the dominant party in the relationship – believes that the 
hotel will be more successful if it is managed by a single woman who attracts 

provocative viewpoint. The story shows that after all it is better if the husband 

the second line.”231

vamp and the modern girl.232 In the prevailing situation the modern girl would 

to subjugate herself to him – and yet their relationship (for the brief time it 
lasts) is very modern.

The modern woman as the enemy

with the “woman resembling the saintly grandmothers”.233

suggestive title of Mindenki mást szeret
from 1940. The male protagonist is a self-sacrificing doctor in the countryside 
who does not put up with the fact that there are unhealthy living quarters for 

231 

232 

233 
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when she needs money. She is a woman of loose morals who does nothing 

woman here is the helper of the man but – presumably – she will perform this 

of the male hero who helps the poor and destitute.
The problem in this film is actually the bad marriage rooted in the conflict 

of an egoistic wife and her altruistic husband. The same is manifest between 

Marriage as the aim of the woman
Marriage as an objective in women’s life as well as good and bad marriages 
were themes in numerous films. Many popular films showed the main 

traditional roles of wife and mother.
In one of the scenes of Budai cukrászda

234 
According to the protagonists of 

234 

Pastry Shop”.)
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The heroine of Cserebere

there is also some sugar in it. The child for whom it is worth going through 

235

Certain films portrayed modern girls in the manner feminists were depicted 

smiled on them. This resonates well with the old anti-feminist discourse in the 

until they found a husband.236 One of these films is 

film the man in love has second thoughts: he had believed for a long time that 

this was not the case. One of his friends assures him that in general he is right 

The same view was propounded by three other films: In 
olyan
frequent nightclubs and send their chaperoning parents home. They are chain-

Mai lányok

A harmincadik

children. 

235 

236 
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at home.237

The modern woman

there are also sporadic cases where the aim is to enter the world of professions 
and higher learning. 

In Pókháló

women whose place at best would be in dance school”. In  a 

public sphere only if they have no chance of marrying. The question whether 
or not to pursue university studies could also present itself as a choice between 

Varjú a toronyórán
from 1938.238 Two characters disagree: the woman does not want to give up 

Mária

239 The moral of 

237 

of the Fishing Cat.)
238 This feature film was directed by Endre Rodriguez.
239 
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A modern girl is the heroine of Márciusi mese 

240

in .) In Az új rokon

man for a cigarette in an artless manner while the band plays the Charleston.241

The portrayal of divorce

 
Mindenki mást szeret. In 

will be deducted from the wife’s allowance in monthly instalments. The woman 

marriage. The colonel supports the daughter’s decision to move away from her 

him. The engineer decides to enlarge the house of his future father-in-law so 

240 

241 
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that there is nothing immoral in enlarging the house. In this case the source of 
the conflict is not modernity or the “modern ways” of either party. Rather it 
is the usurpation of the traditional role and power of the husband.242 The wife 

and claiming equality. Her revolt does not logically entail the appearance of the 

transgression of the prevailing gender order.

Summary
On average 30–40 Hungarian films were made each year in the 1930s and during 

of popular culture. Probably because of the constant pressure to respond to the 

portrayed as positive characters. Even in films where one of the modern women 

modern women with positive characters in the Hungarian filmic imagery did 

result of the more conservative censorship of films in Hungary. As I have already 

deleted erotic scenes as soon as they appeared in the script.

242 

“Two phenomena: the onset of emancipation and the first wave of feminism”.
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Conclusion

‘fulfilment’. It also disregards important events. Maureen Moynagh and Nancy 
Forestell argue that:

“It is always problematic to establish a ‘beginning’ and an ‘endpoint’ 
for women’s movements. While feminist historians once conceived 

chronologies neglect the ongoing activism of some groups of women.”243

nationalist and Christian women’s organisations strove to change the patriarchal 

the feminist movement. These organisations were also motivated in their efforts 

The heavy institutional focus of the conventional periodisation and the 
conventional feminist narrative often led to ignoring organisations that were 

spheres.

243 
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traditional approach considers the state as a homogenic and successful oppressor 
that was able to marginalise women’s movements’ and their initiatives. It also 
argues that the state controlled and determined women’s engagement through 

or collective initiatives.244

in a number of agencies with relative autonomies and their rivalry created 

245

This “fractured” nature of the state is attested by the different approaches of two 

and the faculties had different attitudes towards women. Such “fractures” or 

246

244 

245 

246 
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Feminist Association became a member of the International Woman Suffrage 

was founded in 1925 as the Hungarian division of the International Federation 

was founded as the Hungarian section of the International Council of Women. 

of which the Feminist Association had already been a member.247 There were 

many women’s organisations of various world views and types understood the 
importance of international ties.

professional woman was finally accepted”.248 Therefore female university students 
and graduates were successful in shaping the new (modern) meaning of femininity 

maternal and national frame.

popular culture since that reached the most recipients and could have had a 

culture played a greater role in constructing and shaping the meaning of femininity 
than did women’s organisations or female graduates.

247 

248 
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Az Est 
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249 

of social relationships which are not integrated into or determined (or 

multiplicity without unity.” 

And later he added: “local ways of life were uprooted and filled with 

spatial origins.”250 This means that we can gain a better understanding of the 
development of femininity’s meaning and thus Hungarian women’s history 
through the entangled history of media.

· 

249 See footnote 136.
250 
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transforming their gender norm system accordingly (which was the 
result of the Feminist Association’s activities); 

· the strengthening of the influence of conservative women’s 
organisations representing national and maternal feminism in interwar 
Hungary; 

· the “fractured” nature of the state; 
· women’s organisations’ new international ties and those that 

were preserved from the prewar era; 
· the fact that the effects of women’s social mobilisation during the 

· the rise in the number of middle-class women in salaried 

and their acceptance; 
· the rise in the number of independent woman type due to the 

postwar imbalance between male and female populations (the “female 
surplus”); 

· 

rest of society; 
· 
modern female role models.

I use the word ‘offset’ to underline the fact that due to the aforementioned 

shown by the various hybrid Hungarian organisations and the media. The latter 
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girls) on the other.251

The social impact of popular media is indicated by the fact that the new 

connection with the censoring of the “garçonne” film.
 Social constructs of the ‘modern woman’ as well as the ideas of female 
emancipation were co-produced and shaped by such seemingly impossible 

and Christian women’s organisations as well as the popular media (such as 

nationalist and modern globalistic elements combined to define the meaning of 
femininity in interwar Hungary.

251 
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