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The Construction

of Women’s Case

Turn-of-the-Century
Hungarian Feminism

JUDIT ASCADY
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women’s demands. Very little research has been done on the emergence of

feminism il Hingary, even though one can find in national archives a rich

collection of publicatiaiis; létters, and other documents of feminist activists
and the public debate around women’s demands. The official history. writ-
ten in the state-socialist era did not make an effort to include feminist ini-
tiatives in the history of movements. The main focus was always on work-
ers’ class struggles, and the réle of communist approaches was constantly
overemphasized. It was in this context, and only in this context, that
women were mentioned.

On the basis of writings by Agnes Horvath, Katalin N. Szegvari, and
Anna Fabri,? and upon my own research and observations concerning ma-
terial not yet known to the public at large, | wish to preview the history of
women's emancipation in Hungary. The first event to be documented about
women's awakening and their growing interest in public life is a petition to
patliament in 1790, just two years before the publication of Mary Woll-
stonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman. This petition was written
“in the name of Hungarian mothers” by, in fact, a man, Peter Barany,® and
contained much more modest demands than Wollstonecraft initiated. It ad-
dressed the most respected gentlemen of parliament with the request that
they let women (the women of the noble class) participate in parliamentary
sessions as spectators. The reasoning supporting this request is remarkable,
especially because it became one of the basic arguments for women's eman-
cipatory endeavors for education or for their participation in public, politi-
cal, or cultural life in the nineteenth century: namely, that by listening to
the debates, women would be better informed and more open-minded.
More important, better-informed and more open-minded women would be
better equipped to educate their sons in a patriotic manner. In fact, by giv-
ing this right to women, parliament would be acting in the “interest of the
nation.™

For a very long time this kind of justification was needed when women’s
demands were formulated. To be given a certain right, women had to prove
that they would be given it not solely for their own sakes but always for the
interests of others, preferably the family or the nation. In facr, the interests
of the family were always seen as synonymous with a woman’s own inter-
ests. If the interest of the family is met, then the interest of the woman is
also satisfied. Unlike men, women in these traditional approaches did not
have an independent existence; they were assumed to exist as bound to the
family, There were very few alternative contexts within which women were
mentioned other than the context of motherhood.

The earliest reported women’s organization, the Women's Charity Orga-
nization, was founded in 1817 in Pest. It was followed by a large number of
similar groups. The women who participated were generally upper-middle-
class ladies who felt solidarity with the poor or found amusement in having
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decade later. The association had local chapters in twenty-eight towns
throughout the country. The association published the monthly Womten
and Society (later A Woman), which was distributed widely. The members
of the association were from different strata of society, with varied profes-
sional backgrounds: white-collar workers, teachers, intellectuals, urban
upper-class housewives, and factory workers. Their most active period was
in the years before World War 1. Later they joined social movements oppos-
ing the war. After the war, the right-wing, conservative government associ-
ated their acrivities with leftist organizations and made the continuation of
their work impossible. The most important personalities of the association
left the country, including Rozsa Bedy-Schwimmer, who worked later as a
peace activist and died in New York. In 1946 the association was founded
again and existed for three years until the authorities banned it rtogether
with hundreds of other civil society organizations.

The central aim of the association at the turn of the century was to repre-
sent the cause of women's suffrage in Hungary. Association members
wanted women’s “liberation as individuals,” “equality before the law,” and
“votes for all individvals.” These were the most important claims that con-
nected Hungarian feminists to international conferences such as were held
in Copenhagen (1906) and London (1909), where they gave reports about
their own activities.” In 1913 the Seventh Conference of the International
Women’s Suffrage Alliance was held in Budapest. Many of the leading lib-
eral and radical intellectuals and politicians of the time participated.

Feminists in Hungary organized big campaigns, including demonstra-
tions, public forums, discussions, and publications, for the reform of the
right to vote in the years 1905, 1908, and 1212, when (partly as a result of
their pressure) parliament put the reform bill on the agenda. Thanks to a
strong conservative line, this bill was not passed then,?® despite support for
feminists in political and public life from such groups as the Men’s League
for Women’s Suffrage, formed in 1910.

In addition to political aims, the Association of Feminists was very sensi-
tive to different social, educational, and occupational issues. One of its first
activities in 1904 was ro set up a consultarion service to help women
choose professions. The office provided the most recent information about
jobs and educational opportunities, including universinies or vocational
schools already accepting women. The office also gave personal encourage-
ment and advice and in its first five years helped more than two thousand
women, The city helped the office financially.” That the City Council of Bu-
dapest had good relations with the feminists always engendered hostility
and little support and understanding. This cooperation enabled the initia-
tives of the women to be realized. Another prime example of common ef-
fort is the story of the first day care centers, set up with the active contribu-
tion of the feminists as experts and volunteers.®
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Publications by feminist authors, aside from their monthly periodical,
contributed to the rise of public awareness and understanding of women’s
demands in changing social frameworks. Feminists would get the most im-
portant books by Western feminist thinkers translated (for example, Char-
lotre Perkins Gilman’s Women and Economics was translated by Rosie
Schwimmer).? Hungarian women authors published works analyzing the
socialization of individuals, marriage, and women’s work (see the works of
Szidonia Willhelm, Sarolta Geocze, and their male colleagues Andor
Maday and Geza Kenedi).

Ferninism, this hidden thread in Hungarian women'’s history, is still to be
discovered. Irs impact can be understood only after the historical docu-
ments are brought to light. If artention is not drawn to this historical back-
ground of Hungarian feminism, all the efforts of those who once devoted
their energies to this cause will be wasted, and modern-day feminism will
be seen as alien and unconnected.
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Antecedents—the Need for New Organizations

n before the change of the political system, thﬁl‘l:.‘ was orne s?le ot-
Elar!u_ilzuatig:;f the Magyar Noi Orszagos Tarsasag (Hungarian ‘Wum;n sh.?la-
tional Council, or MNOT) working under :_hetadmmmtra‘t:on of the Mag-
yar Szocialista Munkas Part {(Hungarian ED-Clal.ISI.l' Wn:kers Pl'arl:y’]'a ﬂ_‘iat was
supposed to represent women and st:and for their ng_hts. This ﬂrgamza;:ﬁ:;
entirely dependent on a male-dominated party, did not try to mobiliz
women; it refused to accept a conspicuous state of affairs as I[ar as_\u_ram;:;' s
social position was concerned, which couldl have mﬂuen::ed its leltllchq e
fact is that Hungarian women were (and still are} experiencing a Crisis con-

ing their roles. :

ctr_[l]i:!::. "‘:Ezi:ﬁzsiun of identity” was the outcome of the “forced emancipa-
tion™ of women by the socialist regime. This process rstartﬂd after Wcrlj
War Il when Hungary, seriously damaged and demu!lshed, badly neede
cheap labor to rebuild the country and launch healvy industry, nonexistent
and incongruous in a traditionally agricultural society but strongly r?:ﬂmc-l
mended in a budding communist system. Consequently, women have foun
themselves ever since trapped in the double role of mﬂtherrmfe and nc:r
worker doing paid work in the public sphere. The MNOT did not ﬁghi: ad-
equately against a social discrimination that was manifold in many :s;; erei_
and could very clearly be demonstrated. For instance, thr‘:tpr’l,nCIp es Dd
“equal pay for equal work” and “equal opportunities in politics rema:;e
only in theory and were never realized in practice. As a consequence, ljur-
ing the political changes of 1989, even though the MNOT endeavgéc to
renew itself, it manifested neither awareness gf the “'.”fj to reconsider its
political stands nor an intention to adopt a w|df:r fr;:m?nlst perspecnve.llﬂn
the whole, until now there has been lictle alteration in its r.:r_verall mcnt? ity.

Despite the traditional views of the MNSZ (the Hungarian W?msn suhs-
sociation, the new name of MNOT), about twenty women organized a “rea
party” for women on the premises of MNSZ in autumn 1989, The main
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