
Contemporary European History (2026), 35, e48, page 1 of 21
doi:10.1017/S0960777325101343

ARTICLE

‘Should Women Starve to Death?’: Alliances and
Coalitions of the Hungarian Association of Feminists
Amidst Inter-War Crises and the Peak of Fascist
Anti-Modernism
Zsófia Lóránd

Department of Contemporary European History, University of Vienna, Wien, Austria
Email: zsofia.lorand@univie.ac.at

The public forum (ankét) entitled ‘Should Women Starve to Death?’, organised by the Hungarian
Association of Feminists (FE) in late 1934, brought together intellectuals from a wide spectrum of politi-
cal ideologies to debate women’s employment, feminism, the rise of fascism, and the economic crisis. The
speakers emphasized the interconnectedness of women’s economic emancipation with the post-WWI cri-
sis of masculinity and the family. In response to the national conservative attacks on women’s rights and
feminism, many highlighted the class dimensions of women’s labour. I argue that these attacks were typical
expressions of anti-modernism, with elements of backlash. The forum shows that despite being tradition-
ally seen as a bourgeois-liberal feminist organization, by the 1930s the FE had developed a political agenda
that aligned more closely with social democracy and the political left. The 1934 forum can thus be under-
stood in the history of European feminist political thought as a moment of coalition-building, as well as
an alternative to popular front political organizing – in the Hungarian case, with the striking absence of
communists. Read together with the feminist efforts against death penalty just a few years earlier, these
texts reveal a different type of feminist thought in 1930s Hungary, with general human values and social
justice as core concepts, marginalising the still important, yet narrower gender equality ones. My analysis
is situated within the history of political thought, incorporating elements of social and economic history,
along with the recovery of biographies of interwar women intellectuals, highlighting both the specificities
and commonalities of the Hungarian case within the broader context of East Central Europe.

Melanie Vámbéry, then president of the Hungarian Association of Feminists (Feministák Egyesülete,
FE), summoned an eclectic group of characters – who could easily form the cast of an Agatha Christie
novel – to a public forum in Budapest on women’s employment rights on 11 December 1934. By
organising this event, Vámbéry created a crucial platform to discuss some of the most pressing issues
of the time, including gender and the economic crisis. Her masterfully curated group of speak-
ers included Hungary’s most prominent social democratic female politician, a legitimist duchess,
a Jewish psychologist with legal expertise, as well as a liberal parliamentarian and his mother –
representing both the old and new circles of the FE. The forum, or as it was called in Hungarian,
ankét,1 was framed as a question, namely ‘Should Women Starve to Death?’ and centred on women’s

1The event is called ‘ankét’ in Hungarian. The word was fashionable in inter-war Hungary, and its meaning is much broader
than the original French word, enquête meaning ‘poll’ or ‘inquiry’. The Hungarian word translates rather as a public forum
aiming to discuss matters of the public good. In short, it can be translated into English variously as ‘conference’, ‘symposium’,
or even ‘debate’, but it also incorporates the original French meaning of ‘poll’ and ‘inquiry’, as the starting point of the public
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2 Zsófia Lóránd

labour rights and economic emancipation, offering a rich dialogue across a range of political lan-
guages. This hitherto vaguely researched debate is special not only due to the broad coalition of
speakers. First, it is a condensed source revealing how an inter-war feminist language highlights the
class aspect of the curbing of women’s economic rights. Second, it manages to thematise the cri-
sis of masculinity in the inter-war period and its interconnectedness with anti-modernism. These
discussions took place under the threat of fascism, and in that way provided a base to exchange
ideas on gender, class, and race on a broad feminist–socialist–liberal platform. Moreover, the for-
mat of the public forum became a new genre and venue for the production of feminist political
thought. Instead of the writings of one leading intellectual, feminist thought was now created in
dialogue between many speakers, guided by the curating and organising work of Vámbéry, and the
support of other women in the FE, such as Eugénia Miskolczy-Meller. The 1934 ankét has a wealth
of documentation behind it, logging respondents from the broadest spectrum of thought, but it
was not without precedent. Just a few years earlier, the FE, with Vámbéry and Miskolczy-Meller
at the forefront, initiated the movement against the death penalty, mobilising mostly civic radical,
social democratic, and communist allies. The texts (speeches and articles) reveal a different type of
feminist thought in 1930s Hungary, with general human values and social justice as core concepts,
marginalising the still important yet narrower gender equality topics. In other terms, the ankét shows
the importance of non-traditional sources for histories of feminist intellectual history and political
thought.2

This body of sources, partly preserved in the archives of the FE and partly documented by the
press,3 has not completely been ignored by scholarly literature.4 Nevertheless, there has not been an
exploration of its potential for intellectual historical analysis. Nor has there been an analysis of the
FE’s efforts through the ankét as a left-liberal alternative to the right-wing umbrella organising and
even to popular front politics (in the making exactly around this time) so far. To that end, I read the
debates at the ankét and the FE’s inter-war activity in general – discussed briefly below – as more
of a liberal democratic alternative to Comintern-style anti-fascism. I also argue that the nuance in
these arguments is a strong counterpoint to the conservative women’s rights discourse, which served
as a constitutive element of the antimodernist backlash of the Horthy-era. Moreover, recovering and
analysing the 1934 discussion offers an opportunity to foreground the political thought of educated
women who made fascinating contributions to the intellectual landscape of the era. The intellectual
achievements of these women are rarely discussed, and their work is scarcely documented; they are
either barely mentioned in historiography, such as Dr Lilla Wagner,5 or are mostly remembered as
politicians and not thinkers, such as Anna Kéthly, or as members of the aristocracy, such as Klára
Andrássy. Also, the event can be viewed as an alternative to what Barbara Papp and Balázs Sipos
qualify as an exceptional case of ‘consensus-building’ by conservative women on the right-wing of
the political spectrum.6

forum at the centre of my analysis was an open call for opinions about the labour market, economy and gender. Throughout
the paper, I will alternate between the terms ‘ankét’, ‘forum’, and ‘public forum’.

2For hierarchies in histories of political thought and intellectual history,my argument, among others, is inspired by: Berenice
A. Carroll, ‘The Politics of “Originality”: Women and the Class System of the Intellect’, Journal of Women’s History 2, no. 2
(1990): 136–63.

3Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár [Hungarian National Archives, hereinafter MNL], OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t.
4See especially Claudia Papp, ‘Die Kraft der weiblichen Seele’: Feminismus in Ungarn, 1918–1941 [The Power of the Female

Soul: Feminism in Hungary, 1918–1941] (Münster: LIT Verlag, 2004), 394–7.
5A delightful exception about Wagner is the Hungarian edition of Anna Borgos’s Holnaplányok [Girls of Tomorrow]

(Budapest: Noran, 2018), 274–7.
The English language edition, without Wagner’s biography: Anna Borgos, Women in the Budapest School of Psychoanalysis:

Girls of Tomorrow (Abingdon: Routledge, 2021).
6Barbara Papp and Balázs Sipos, Modern, diplomás nő a Horthy-korban [The Modern, Educated Woman in the Horthy Era]

(Budapest: Napvilág Kiadó, 2017), 18.
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The discussion at the forum ‘Should Women Starve to Death?’ concentrated multiple layers of
the multifaceted challenges facing women’s labour rights in the aftermath of the Great Depression.
One of the most significant gendered aspects of the economic crisis was the effort to reduce women’s
participation in middle-class and intellectual professions. As scholars have also noted, this era was
characterised by ‘anti-Semitic, anti-leftist, and anti-woman rhetoric’.7 In this paper, I argue that attacks
on women’s rights, which were often supported by liberal politics and increasingly engaged with
women’s social and economic rights, were part of the anti-modernist political languages that emerged
during the inter-war period. What was new in this discourse was the advancement of women’s
rights from the fin-de-siècle to the wake of the First World War, which led to the intermingling of
anti-modernism and anti-feminism.

The concept of ‘backlash’ is useful for analysing anti-modernism and anti-feminism in inter-war
Hungary. ‘Backlash’ is a broad term used in scholarship since the 1960s,8 which became popular in
women’s and gender history, particularly since the publication of Susan Faludi’s book Backlash: The
Undeclared War against Women in the 1990s.9 At its core is reaction to change, as ‘a preemptive strike
that stops women long before they reach the finish line’, per Faludi in her interview with Sally J.
Kenney.10 Aligning the concept even more tightly with the concept of anti-modernism, Michelle V.
Rowley suggests that backlash is ‘a condition of modernity [which] moves through the complicity
and antipathy of the everyday and the eruptive spectacle of anger, the latter narrated as necessary
for social order’.11 Neither inter-war anti-modernism nor the 1990s backlash could entirely negate
the achievements of feminist and women’s rights movements, as they inevitably incorporated and
were constrained by those very advancements. As Sorin Antohi and Balázs Trencsényi observe, ‘anti-
modernismnegates whilemodernism affirms, but their respectivemessages share the same discursive
space, their practices share the sameworld ofmeaning, and frequently their actors. . . . [I]t is mistaken
to construe them as the opposite terms of a dualism’.12

Efforts to undermine women’s hard-won political and economic rights in inter-war Hungary often
exploited the economic crisis to justify their arguments. However, these arguments failed to address
the hypocrisy of their class dimensions, as well as the broader crisis of masculinity following the First
World War, which had resulted in irreversible societal changes.13 In contrast, the ankét provided a

7Ingrid Sharp, Manca G. Renko, Ali Ronan and Judith Szapor, ‘Suffrage, Democracy and Citizenship’, in Socialist Women
and the Great War, 1914–21: Protest, Revolution and Commemoration, ed. Corinne Painter, Ingrid Sharp and Matthew Stibbe
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2022), 115.

8The use of backlash as a term did not start with feminism; it was in the United States that political analysts referred to
the resistance of South and North to the 1964 Civil Rights Act, argues Sally J. Kenney in her ‘Backlash Against Feminism:
Rethinking a Loaded Concept’, in The Oxford Handbook of Feminism and Law in the United States, ed. Deborah Brake, Martha
Chamallas and Verna L. Williams (New York: Oxford University Press, 2023), 313.

9Susan Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women (New York: Crown Publishing, 1991).
10Kenney, ‘Backlash Against Feminism’, 314.
11Michelle V. Rowley, ‘Anything but Reactionary: Exploring the Mechanics of Backlash’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture

and Society 45, no. 2 (2020): 281.
12Sorin Antohi and Balázs Trencsényi, ‘Introduction: Approaching Anti-Modernism’, in Discourses of Collective Identity in

Central and Southeast Europe, 1770–1945, vol. IV:Anti-Modernism: Radical Revisions of Collective Identity, ed.DianaMishkova,
Marius Turda and Balázs Trencsényi (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2014), 4.

Conceptualisations of anti-modernism: Andreas Huyssen, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986); Jeffrey Herf, Reactionary Modernism: Technology, Culture, and Politics in
Weimar and the Third Reich (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995); Emilio Gentile, The Struggle for Modernity: Nationalism, Futurism, and Fascism
(Westport, CT: Praeger, 2003).

13This article was developed in tandemwith the preparations of Balázs Trencsényi, Lucija Balikić, Una Blagojević and Isidora
Grubački, eds., East Central European Crisis Discourses in the Twentieth Century: A Never-Ending Story? (NewYork: Routledge,
2024), where multiple chapters reflect on gender, feminism and the inter-war period; See in particular: Kristina Andělová and
Isidora Grubački, ‘Crises of Feminism and Democracy in the Interwar Period: Yugoslav and Czechoslovak Entanglements’,
159–82; Katherine Lebow, ‘Bodies inCrisis:Women andUnemployment in Polish Sociological Research of the 1930s’, 183–202.
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rare opportunity for dialogue across a broad political spectrum, with many speakers offering class-
sensitive perspectives. This forum revealed that women’s rights are not only essential to a just society
but also a powerful tool for anti-democratic political actors seeking to extend repression across the
social and political landscape.14 The discussion represented a multilayered tableau of the competing
political languages of the time, where all participants opposed restrictions on women’s labour rights
but conceptualised women’s emancipation, womanhood, family roles and the protection of women’s
rights in drastically different ways. While in the mid-1930s, women’s movements in other countries
were engaged in popular front anti-fascist alliances,15 theHungarian anti-fascist scene appearedmore
fragmented. Nevertheless, the FE’s public forum demonstrated that, while the women on the right
had formed their own coalitions, women centre and left of centre on the political spectrum also
strove to build alliances, despite the fragmentation and diversification of the domestic political left
in interwar Hungary and much of the communist, social democratic, and civic radical intellectual
elite residing in exile. This effort for dialogue even allowed a younger generation of feminists, asso-
ciated with the Journal of Working Women (Dolgozó Asszonyok Lapja), to critique what they saw as
the stale discussions of the ‘old guard’. This paper highlights the politics of this younger generation,
which has been less researched than the founding figures of FE, and which held different political
views.

The Association of Feminists, Right-Wing Women, Anti-Modernism, and Backlash
In Hungary, the Great Depression not only occurred against the backdrop of profound changes in
gender relations after the First World War but was also intertwined with the political and discursive
processes of coming to terms with the Treaty of Trianon (1920). The long-negotiated treaty, a result
of the Paris Peace Conference, officially ended the war between the Kingdom of Hungary and the
Entente and resulted in the loss of two-thirds of Hungary’s pre-war territory and a dramatic reduc-
tion in its total population. This territorial loss fuelled a nationalist discourse of demographic crisis,
which the nationalist-conservative Horthy regime (1920–44) used to emphasise the celebration of
motherhood, often in contrast to education and work for women. Yet, by the 1930s, the heritage of
feminist movements and feminist ideas could not be discarded in Hungary. The collapse of the world
economy facilitated the further amplification of backlash discourses and politics, and the financial
crisis in this case served as a ‘legitimation device’16 for the backlash against women’s access to the
labour force. However, attempts to curb women’s right to work and access to education was met with
resistance, and triggered new alliances where the FE could yet again take the lead.

14Women’s labour activism is not part of my investigation, but this paper was also inspired by recent research about the
topic: Selin Çağatay, Alexandra Ghit, Olga Gnydiuk, Veronika Helfert, Ivelina Masheva, Zhanna Popova, Jelena Tesija, Eszter
Varsa and Susan Zimmermann, eds., Through the Prism of Gender and Work: Women’s Labour Struggles in Central and Eastern
Europe andBeyond, 19th and 20thCenturies (Boston: Brill, 2023); SusanZimmermann,Frauenpolitik undMännergewerkschaft:
Internationale Geschlechterpolitik, gewerkschaftlich organisierte Arbeiterinnen und die Arbeiter- und Frauenbewegungen in der
Zwischenkriegszeit [Women’s Politics and Men’s Trade Unionism: International Gender Politics, Female IFTU Trade Unionists,
and the Labor and Women’s Movements of the Interwar Period] (Vienna: Löcker Verlag, 2021).

15Other contexts in Eastern and Central Europe are different from the Hungarian case, for example in inter-war Yugoslavia
there was a locally produced organically communist feminism, as shown in Isidora Grubački, ‘Political Transformations of
Interwar Feminisms: The Case of Yugoslavia’ (PhD diss., Central European University, 2023). In Romania, Alexandra Ghit
suggests that therewere similar tendencies to theHungarian ones, with some feminists framingwomen’s rights against ‘political
extremes’ and others taking on a ‘popular front’ stance, such as Ella Negruzzi, the defender of the communist politician Anna
Pauker in the mid-1930s. Alexandra Ghit, ‘Loving Designs: Gendered Welfare Provision, Activism and Expertise in Interwar
Bucharest’ (PhD diss., Central European University, 2020), 179–85; see also Alexandra Ghiț, Welfare Work Without Welfare:
Women and Austerity in Interwar Bucharest (Berlin: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2025).

16Andrew Simon Gilbert, The Crisis Paradigm: Description and Prescription in Social and Political Theory (Cham: Springer
International Publishing, 2019), 2–3.
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As scholars of the first feminist organisations in Hungary argue, the FE began to lose both its
legal footing and its relevance after 1918.17 The organisation was founded in 1904 with the goal of
‘liberating women in all spheres of life’ and, in the spirit of the era, identified universal active suffrage
as themost importantmeans to that end.The FE’s existence was preceded by theNational Association
of Female Clerks (Nőtisztviselők Országos Egyesülete, NOE, 1896–1919) and both organisations were
spearheaded by the charismatic Rosika Schwimmer (1877–1948) and Vilma Glücklich (1872–1927).
The FE, as a member organisation of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA, founded
in 1904 in Berlin; after 1926, the International Alliance of Women, IWA), had a broad international
network. They joined the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) in 1916,
further enhancing their international network as well as consolidating their anti-war politics in which
they joined forces with Hungary’s parliamentary and extra-parliamentary opposition led by Mihály
Károlyi.18

Whilst the FE is often described in the literature as ‘bourgeois’, I would argue along with Dóra
Fedeles-Czeferner that their social sensitivity places them closer to the left of the ideological spec-
trum.19 This despite their failure to build strong alliances with either the women workers’ movement
or a strong network of rural women.20 One cannot ignore the abyss between feminists and the social
democrats created by the FE’s support for a parliamentary proposal from 1912 extending suffrage to
women with limitations according to educational and property criteria, either.21 Yet, even the leg-
endary founder and leader of the socialist women’s movement, Mariska Gárdos, acknowledged the
work of Glücklich and Schwimmer.22 It is especially important to understand the FE’s place within
labour debates in light of the main topic of the public forum of 1934 women’s labour.

The FE was the most important officially recognised women’s organisation until 1919, when it
was first banned during the Hungarian Soviet Republic. The charismatic Rosika Schwimmer left
Hungary in 1920, but the FE did manage to re-establish itself and refocus its agenda in opposition
to the conservative nationalist Horthy regime. The space around the FE was gradually shrinking,
though. In the newly established regime, the FE – together with communists, social democrats, paci-
fists, and especially Jews – was blamed for Hungary’s military loss in the First World War and its
territorial losses after the Paris Peace Conference. The official discourse ensured that the democratic

17Judit Szapor, ‘Sisters or Foes: The Shifting Front Lines of the Hungarian Women’s Movements, 1896–1918’, in Women’s
Emancipation Movements in the 19th Century: A European Perspective, ed. Sylvia Paletschek and Bianka Pietrow-Ennker
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004), 189–205; Dóra Czeferner, ‘Túlélési stratégiák, alkalmazkodás, nemzetközi
beágyazottság’ [Survival Strategies, Accommodation, International Embeddedness], Per Aspera ad Astra 2 (2020), 109–122;
Judit Acsády, ‘Diverse Constructions: Feminist and Conservative Women’s Movements and Their Contribution to the (Re-
)Construction of Gender Relations in Hungary after the First World War’, in Aftermaths of War: Women’s Movements and
Female Activists, 1918–1923, ed. Ingrid Sharp and Matthew Stibbe (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 309–31.

18More on this Judit Szapor, Hungarian Women’s Activism in the Wake of the First World War: From Rights to Revanche
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 31–2.

19Fedeles-Czeferner defined the FE as ‘be the first progressive, left-wing, and suffragist feminist organization in Hungary
that campaigned not only for female suffrage but for women’s rights in every aspect of social, economic, and political life’.
Dóra Fedeles-Czeferner, “‘About the Author” and “Context” to “Rosika Schwimmer: The Grievances of Feminism under the
Proletarian Dictatorship”’, in Texts and Contexts from the History of Feminism and Women’s Rights: East Central Europe, Second
Half of the Twentieth Century, ed. Zsófia Lóránd, Adela Hîncu, Jovana Mihajlović Trbovc and Katarzyna Stańczak-Wiślicz
(Budapest: CEU Press, 2024), 42–7.

20Dóra Fedeles-Czeferner, Nőmozgalom, nemzetköziség, önreprezentáció. Feministák az Osztrák-Magyar Monarchia
alkonyán [Women’s Movement, Internationality, Self-Representation. Feminists at the Dawn of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy]
(Pécs: Kronosz, 2023).

21Szapor, ‘Sisters or Foes’, 199.
22Rosika Schwimmer, A nő a történelem sodrában [The Woman in the Backwash of History] (Budapest: Világosság Nyomda,

1939–40); Zsófia Lóránd, “‘About the Author” and “Context” to “Mariska Gárdos: On Sexuality, Prostitution, and Feminism”’,
in Texts and Contexts from the History of Feminism and Women’s Rights, ed. Zsófia Lóránd, Adela Hîncu, Jovana Mihajlović
Trbovc and Katarzyna Stańczak-Wiślicz (Budapest: CEU Press, 2024), 52–64.
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Aster Revolution in late 1918 and the Károlyi regime were conflated with the ‘proletarian dicta-
torship’ and the Red Terror.23 After 1919, the FE soon became outmanouvered financially and in
terms of their sphere of influence by the newly founded National Association of Hungarian Women
(Magyar Asszonyok Nemzeti Szövetsége, MANSZ), a Christian religious and nationalist (in its own
definition, ‘patriotic’) women’s organisation founded by the irredentist and outspokenly antisemitic
Cécile Tormay (1875–1937).24 The MANSZ viewed the politics of the FE and feminists in general
as ‘anti-Hungarian’, and Tormay’s explicit goal was to ‘regain’ Christian Hungarian women for her
Christian-Nationalist cause.25 TheMANSZwas the first women’s organisation where one had to show
proof of their Christian (that is, not Jewish) ‘origin’26 – a stark contrast to the large Jewishmembership
of the FE.

The conservative, mostly nationalist women’s organisations, withmany openly antisemitic women
in their leadership, have received increased scholarly attention in the past two decades. However,
Judith Szapor emphasises the exclusionary as well as inherently conservative nature of their politics,
including their vision of femininity.27 Women’s right to education, a topic closely intertwinedwith the
topic of women’s right to work, was the topic where the MANSZ could appear as a defender of pro-
gressive women’s rights. Together with the Association of University EducatedWomen (Egyetemet és
Főiskolát Végzett Nők Egyesülete), founded in 1925, the MANSZ argued for women’s right to educa-
tion in a language ‘written in the code, couched in the dominant anti-Semitic, nationalistic rhetoric of
the period, that allowed contemporaries to instantly identify their political and ideological stance’.28
This allowed them to ignore the dual numerus clausus legislation, against Jews andwomen, as recently
shown by Anna Borgos.29

Sharp, Renko, Ronan, and Szapor also emphasise that in the Horthy-era, political visibility with
limited political influence ‘ostensibly representing Hungarian women’ was ‘reserved for a few high-
profile conservative women intellectuals, who were allowed to demand the restoration of women’s
previous access to higher education, as long as they limited this right to women of the Christian
middle class’.30 What may be read as a conflict between the visions of the Horthy regime and of con-
servative women’s rights activists is rather a coherent and inherent part of inter-war anti-modernism
and its conservative backlash.

As Trencsényi argues, the inter-war crisis wasmarked by a significant change in the role ofWestern
modernity in East Central Europe; conservative women’s rights activists were part of this trend.31
The specifically anti-modernist rather than reactionary political mindset of the conservative women’s
organisations is best exemplified in their nativist, spiritual celebration of the sanctity of motherhood,
which was to be preserved through the protection of women’s (sexual) morality. These discourses
were often framed in spiritual terms and fed into the palingenetic post-Versailles political language

23Papp and Sipos, Modern, diplomás nő a Horthy-korban, 194.
24Szapor, Hungarian Women’s Activism, 52.
25Mária M. Kovács, ‘A magyar feminizmus korszakfordulója’ [The Turning Point of Hungarian Feminism], Café Babel 4

(1994): 183.
26Andrea Pető, ‘»Minden tekintetben derék nők«. A nők politikai szerepei és a nőegyletekMagyarországon a két világháború

között’ [‘Decent Women in All Respect’: Women’s Political Roles and Women’s Associations in Interwar Hungary], in Szerep
és alkotás [Role and Creation], ed. Beáta Nagy and Margit S. Sárdi (Debrecen: Csokonai, 1997), 278.

27Judith Szapor, ‘The Limits of Right-Wing Women’s Rights Activism: The Case of Hungary’, in Women on the Right: Politics
and Social Action in Comparative and Transnational Perspective, 1870s–1990s, ed. Clarisse Berthezène, Laura Lee Downs and
Julie V. Gottlieb (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2025), 13–32.

28Szapor, ‘The Limits of Right-Wing Women’s Rights Activism’, 14.
29Anna Borgos, “‘Put a Stop to the Excessive Influx.” The Rhetoric of Restriction Regarding Female and Jewish Students at

Budapest University, 1900–1930’, Hungarian Studies Review 48, no. 1 (2021): 48–78.
30Sharp et al., ‘Suffrage, Democracy and Citizenship’, 115.
31Balázs Trencsényi, ‘The Crisis of Modernity – Modernity as Crisis: Toward a Typology of Crisis Discourses in Interwar

East and Central Europe and Beyond’, in Critical Theories of Crises in Europe: From Weimar to the Euro, ed. Poul F. Kjaer and
Niklas Olsen (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016), 37–52; see also Trencsényi, Intellectuals and the Crisis of Politics in the
Interwar Period and Beyond: A Transnational History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2025).
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of the time,32 which differentiated the conservative women’s rights activists even more strongly from
the ‘militancy’ and ‘liberalism’ of the feminists and social democrats. This engagement with multiple
forms of spirituality was especially evident in the oeuvre of Cécile Tormay, who was also an out-
standing example of the new, emancipated intellectual woman. When analysing the language of a
parliamentary debate about women’s work, Zsombor Bódy shows that despite the acknowledgement
that it was a necessity for a woman of the age to seek employment, motherhood was still seen as
women’s ‘natural profession and dedication’, and their ‘natural role’ was that of the wife. Employment
was rather a necessary evil.33 Their distinction from the regime’s mainstream can be characterised
well with the differentiation between conservative and reactionary backlash; namely that conserva-
tive women ‘do not oppose gender equality in principle but instead believe that gender equality has
gone far enough’, while reactionary backlash rather ‘rejects gender equality and the feminist project in
toto’.34 Still, through a combination of their extreme spiritual (Christian) nationalism, antisemitism
and explicit anti-feminism, the conservative women’s organisations under the Horthy regime made a
major contribution to the anti-modern gender project of the time. By ameliorating some of the attacks
on women’s rights, they made these policies more palatable, which in turn allowed contemporary
illiberal politics to position these conservative women and their organisations as ‘good’ examples of
‘conservative’ and ‘national feminism’.

It was in this anti-feminist, anti-liberal and antisemitic political context that the FE continued its
work, with a new leadership after Schwimmer’s emigration in 1920 and Vilma Glücklich’s death in
1927. The new leadership in 1922 included Mrs Oszkár Szirmai, Eugénia Miskolczy-Meller (often
referred to as Mrs Meller) and Melanie Vámbéry. The FE was eventually banned in 1942, ostensi-
bely for its anti-war stance, but it continued to meet secretly until its re-establishment in 1945 and
its final dissolution by the communist regime in 1949.35 Melanie Vámbéry (approx. 1880–1944),36
through personal and family ties, was well networked across not only civic radical, but also social-
ist and liberal intellectual circles. Her uncle, Rusztem Vámbéry, was the editor of the civic radical
review37 Századunk (Our Century), and her husband, Zsigmond Kunfi–whom she divorced in 1913,
soon after the birth of their daughter Nóra–was a leading social democratic politician, who emi-
grated to Vienna after the collapse of the Hungarian Soviet Republic in 1919. The communist party

32I would direct the reader here to Antohi and Trencsényi’s definition of anti-modernism: ‘anti-modernism is (like mod-
ernism, but to various degrees and in specific ways), a neo-palingenetic, revolutionary, transfigurative, future-oriented
alternative spirituality that pervades and shapes every realm of the human experience, from belief systems to aesthetics, from
ideology to politics, from individual and collective (speculative) anthropology to cosmology and metaphysics’. Antohi and
Trencsényi, ‘Introduction’, 3.

33Bódy relies here on another forum, the journal Magyar Női Szemle (Hungarian Women’s Review). Zsombor Bódy, ‘A női
munka felszabadítása vagy korlátozása’ [The Liberation or Restriction of Women’s Work], in Határtalan nők. Kizártak és befo-
gadottak a női társadalomban [Women without Boundaries: Excluded and Included in Female Society], ed. Boglárka Bakó and
Eszter Zsófia Tóth (Budapest: Nyitott Könyvműhely Kiadó, 2008), 108.

34Paromita Sen, CatalinaVallejo andDeniseWalsh suggested distinction, cited in JenniferM. Piscopo andDeniseM.Walsh,
‘Symposium: Backlash and the Future of Feminism. Introduction’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 45, no. 2
(2020): 268.

35About the FE between 1946 and 1949, see Zsófia Lóránd, ‘International Solidarity as the Cornerstone of the Hungarian
Post-War Socialist Women’s Rights Agenda in Women’s Magazines’, International Review of Social History 67, Special Issue 30
(2022): 103–29.

36Date of birth suggested by Fedeles-Czeferner, Nőmozgalom, nemzetköziség, önreprezentáció, 281. Vámbéry’s biog-
raphy: Péter Sárosi, ‘Vámbéry Mélanie: egy fáradhatatlan magyar feminista’ [Melanie Vámbéry: A Tireless Hungarian
Feminist], Pendulum Blog, 8 Mar. 2021, accessed 10 Aug. 2023, https://pendulum.444.hu/2021/03/08/vambery-melanie-egy-
faradhatatlan-magyar-feminista.

37I use the translation ‘civic radical’ instead of ‘bourgeois radical’ (an older translation) for polgári radikális, in line with the
new literature on political thought in East Central Europe. In my view, this is also a more accurate translation of the ambigu-
ous Hungarian term ‘polgári’ which points more towards Bürger or citoyen than ‘bourgeois’. See Balázs Trencsényi, Michal
Kopeček, Luka Lisjak Gabrijelčič, Maria Falina, Mónika Baár and Maciej Janowski, A History of Modern Political Thought in
East Central Europe, vol. II, part I: 1918–1968 (hereinafter HMPT, vol. II, part I) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 423.
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was banned afterwards, and the social democrats who held office in the Béla Kun government were
persecuted, exiled, and imprisoned, with many killed in the White Terror. During the Horthy era,
the only possibility for the Social Democratic Party of Hungary (Magyarországi Szociáldemokrata
Párt, MSzDP) to function was the denial of their former members and of any ties to and continu-
ity with the Béla Kun era. The defeat of the Hungarian Soviet Republic meant that communism as
a movement and as an idea was banned in Hungary abruptly and before it was banned elsewhere
in Central Europe. The initially secret agreement made between MSzDP president Károly Peyer and
PrimeMinister István Bethlen, inDecember 1921, enabled social democracy to be present in national
parliamentary politics, on the one hand whilst limiting its political and discursive space on the other.
Still, despite the differences between Communists and Social Democrats, many Social Democrats
supported those persecuted and in exile after 1919. The Communist Party was briefly re-founded as
the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (Magyarországi Szocialista Munkáspárt) in 1925, which was
banned again in 1928, followed by the persecution and imprisonment of its members.

The possibilities – and mostly limitations – of the public sphere at the time are crucial to under-
stand of the ideological and intellectual positioning of the FE as a whole, of Melanie Vámbéry
herself, as well as of the set of characters at the FE’s forum. Vámbéry fought multiple fronts for
women’s rights, as well as for peace, and against antisemitism. Her written work, which comprised
interviews, public talks (archived or summarised in the press) and literary writings, documents all
three aspects and shows her sharp awareness of the multiple crises threatening the issues at the
core of her work. In an interview a few months before the 1934 ankét, she refused the combat-
ant argument of right to work being women’s right to ‘individualistic self-realisation’, pointing out
that it was more of a necessity than anything else for families to survive.38 The feminists, from the
early stage of the movement around the fin-de-siècle, had been outspoken about women’s right to
work as the key to their economic, social and sexual emancipation. One of their cardinal points
on prostitution was that it is caused by women’s poverty, which is the same argument Vámbéry
reiterates in the interview: if a woman cannot ‘sell her labour, she will have no choice but to sell
herself ’.39

Social historical research on inter-war Hungary has shown that women’s employment (in not only
low paid agricultural and factory jobs but also middle-class positions) increased drastically from the
First World War through the 1920s but was put to a halt after 1930,40this due in large part to the
government’s further shift to the right.41 Bódy argues that until the 1930s, women’s employment was
rapidly growing despite the conservative backlash discourse that targeted the earlier developments.42
Women’s political rights and their (middle class) educational possibilities were, however, regressing.
Women’s suffrage was curbed compared to the 1918–19 legislation, which was never followed by
elections.43 Although women were granted access to all university faculties in December 1918 by
the revolutionary government, their access to higher education became increasingly limited in the
counter-revolutionary period. For example, individual faculties, such as the Medical Faculty of the
University of Budapest, suspended the admission of all women, supported by a ministerial decree
in December 1919. Women’s explicit ban from the Medical Faculty remained in effect until 1927.
Although this ban was lifted as part of other progressive educational policies under the ministership

38‘A nő, aki kenyeret keres. Beszélgetés Vámbéry Melanieval’ [The Woman Earning a Living: In Conversation with Melanie
Vámbéry], interview by Kálmán Vándor, Újság, 24 June 1934, 8.

39Ibid.
40Katalin Sárai Szabó, ‘A munkavállaló nő az első világháború után’ [The Working Woman after World War I], in Háborúból

békébe: a magyar társadalom 1918 után [From War to Peace: Hungarian Society after 1918], ed. Zsombor Bódy (Budapest:
MTA BTK Történettudományi Intézet, 2018), 262–3.

41Bódy, ‘A női munka felszabadítása vagy korlátozása’, 105–6.
42Bódy, ‘A női munka felszabadítása vagy korlátozása’, 94.
43Irén Simándi, Küzdelem a nők parlamenti választójogáért Magyarországon, 1848–1938 [The Struggle for Women’s Suffrage

in Hungary, 1848–1938] (Budapest: Gondolat, 2009), 140–57. Also Papp and Sipos, Modern, diplomás nő a Horthy-korban,
52–3.
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of Count Kuno von Klebersberg in 1926 and 1927, as Judith Szapor shows, this was still ‘based on
a conservative, nationalistic ideology’.44 At the same time, the restoration and (at the middle-school
level) expansion of educational rights for women further complicates the overall assessment of the
status of women’s rights in inter-war Hungary.

For a country that lost two-thirds of its territory in 1920 upon concluding the Treaty of Trianon,
Hungary still maintained its rate economic growth compared to the pre-war period within the
Habsburg Empire.45 Yet, it was not exempt from the effects of the Great Depression.46 This, in turn,
allowed space for a ‘crisis discourse’ justifying a new wave of backlash against women’s employment,
at least on a discursive level. The shrinking labour market for young men coincided with a crisis of
masculinity in the aftermath of the First World War; scapegoating women for men’s lack of access
to jobs was an easy outlet for such frustration. The FE’s forum offers a glimpse into these processes,
which started after the end of the FirstWorldWar, accelerated with the initial economic crisis in 1929
and, as Claudia Papp’s research shows, continued until the debate on the draft law on the dismissal of
married civil servants in 1938–9.47

Feminist Thought in Inter-War Hungary and the Alliance against the Death Penalty
The feminist texts expressing themost important ideas on democracy, social organisation, the priority
of women’s social, political, and sexual rights,48 aswell as anti-fascism and anti-racism (mostly framed
in their struggle against antisemitism) were scattered across open letters in newspapers for the right
to education, reports on speeches, and even police reports on other illegal (mostly communist and
socialist) activities. The feminist discourse of the time appears to be less relevant in comparison to
its early twentieth-century trajectories, and it is clearly overshadowed by the conservative women’s
lobbying about education rights in themid-1920s.This, as Szapor is right to point out, ‘was one of the
very few, perhaps the only episode of female activism in the interwar period that played out in public,
and specifically in the highbrow journals serving as the mouthpieces of the conservative political and
intellectual elite’.49 Miskolczy-Meller and Melanie Vámbéry, similarly to Schwimmer and Glücklich,
however, were well networked across the liberal and leftist wings of Hungary’s intellectual-political
spectrum.

When it came to topics such as peace and anti-violence, the FE was still a flagship organisation,
and not only due to its place in the WILPF. As early as November 1931, the FE organised another
ankét against the death penalty and its massive extension under martial law to all types of crimes.
At this event, Dr Margit Ungár, the first female lawyer in Hungary and a regular speaker for the FE,
and Rusztem Vámbéry emphasised the inhumane aspect of the death penalty during deep economic
depression when it is often poverty that ‘chases the poor into committing crime’.50 The journalist
in Népszava, the daily newspaper of the MSzDP, emphasised that the feminist arguments about the
death penalty were the same as the socialist ones, centring on society’s responsibility towards the poor
and powerless. The first petition against the death penalty was published by the FE on 19 November

44Szapor, ‘The Limits of Right-WingWomen’s Rights Activism’, 29.Themiddle school education part is also Papp and Sipos,
Modern, diplomás nő a Horthy-korban, 33.

45Béla Tomka, ‘Az első világháború és a trianoni béke gazdasági hatásai Magyarországon’ [The Economic Impact of
World War I and the Trianon Peace Treaty in Hungary], in Háborúból békébe, ed. Zsombor Bódy (Budapest: MTA
BTKTörténettudományi Intézet, 2018), 47–80.

46For details, see also Béla Tomka, Gazdasági növekedés, fogyasztás és életminőség [Economic Growth, Consumption, and
Quality of Life] (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 2016).

47Papp, ‘Die Kraft der weiblichen Seele’, 387. For the debates about women’s employment see pp. 387–430.
48See Michael Freeden, ‘Concepts, Ideology and Political Theory’, in Herausforderungen der Begriffsgeschichte [Challenging

the History of Concepts], ed. Carsten Dutt (Heidelberg: Winter, 2003).
49Szapor, ‘The Limits of Right-Wing Women’s Rights Activism’, 14. Emphasis by the author.
50Népszava, no. 277, 11 Nov. 1931, 10.
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1931.51 Eventually, in July 1932, together with the members of the Miklós Bartha Society,52 the FE
was the founder of the Alliance against the Death Penalty (Halálbüntetés Ellenes Szövetség).53 The
Alliance, presided over by Rusztem Vámbéry and later joined by other organisations,54 was estab-
lished as a broad protest against the death sentences issued by summary courts (under martial law
as a result of the declaration of a state of exception in the country), which under the Horthy regime
was also instrumentalised to target communists.55 The repression reached its nadir with the arrest of
Imre Sallai and Sándor Fürst, leaders of the underground communists who were accused – based on
falsified evidence – of involvement in the bombing of a railway viaduct in the town of Biatorbágy.
The attack, which resulted in the death of twenty-two people, was in fact carried out by an individ-
ual with no connection to the KMP. Fürst, who joined the communist movement in 1926, and Sallai,
who returned fromMoscow to support the work of the underground communist cells, were executed
despite the Alliance’s petition and, more importantly, despite their innocence. Before their execution,
the Alliance issued a petition authored by the poets Attila József and Gyula Illyés and the Lutheran
pastor and historian Lajos Szimonidesz, which was signed by over 10,000 people. Its official publisher
was Eugénia Miskolczy-Meller from the FE, and she was the one who presented it to the Minister of
Justice Tibor Zsitvay.56

The story of the Alliance against the Death Penalty demonstrates well the embeddedness of the FE
in the emergent Hungarian anti-fascist platform and the FE’s sympathies to the political left. Many
of those involved in this platform came from a (mainly assimilated) Jewish background, which of
course was a fact abused by the antisemitic nationalist-conservative side. Even more importantly,
this is highly relevant for our understanding of inter-war coalitions. The Alliance is also an obvi-
ous point of convergence for the FE’s feminist and anti-violence agenda, expanded to pacifism
through the FE’s participation in the WILPF and Rosika Schwimmer’s peace activism. The broad
left–liberal–Jewish–feminist platform was repeated and expanded in the case of the 1934 ankét.
However, quite importantly, what was on the agenda here was an openly feminist topic as a discussion
starter; other topics, from the rising fascism and antisemitism to the wider implications of the Great
Depression, entered the conversation through the topic of women’s labour rights. It is this feminist
agenda that made the 1934 FE ankét special, together with its wide range of participants and the press
coverage, which offers a tableau of political languages to analyse in dialogue with each other.The 1934
event followed a lecture series in 1933 with a similarly provocative title: ‘Have We Indeed Achieved
Women’s Equality?’,57 reflecting on the backlash that had utilised the long feminist struggle and its
partial successes to supress women’s rights.

51György Tverdota andAndrás Veres, eds., József Attila összes tanulmánya és cikke, 1930–1937 [József Attila Complete Studies
and Articles, 1930–1937: Critical Edition] (Budapest: József Attila Társaság – L’Harmattan, 2018), 600.

52‘[A] society of students influenced by populism where leftist and rightist ideological elements originally coexisted but
eventually came to conflict in the early 1930s’ (Trencsényi et al., HMPT, vol. II, part I, 158). About the society, see also: József
Tasi, ‘József Attila a Bartha Miklós Társaságban másodszor’ [Attila József in the Miklós Bartha Society for the Second Time],
Irodalomtörténeti Közlemények 83, no. 5–6 (1979); and the heavily criticised monograph Sándor Sebestyén, A Bartha Miklós
Társaság [The Miklós Bartha Society] (Budapest: Kossuth Kiadó, 1981).

53Magyar Hírlap 42, no. 135, 18 June 1932, 6.
54Based on Tasi’s research, summarised here: Gabriella Csiffáry, ‘A vádlott József Attila – A költő perei’ [The Accused Attila

József: The Poet’s Trials], Budapest Főváros Levéltára, 2005, accessed 3 July 2025, http://archivkiallitasok.archivportal.hu/
jozsefattila/harmadikper/3_3.html#7f.

55The train bombing at Biatorbágy—killing twenty-two—provided an excuse to expand proceedings under martial law to
‘communist crimes’. The perpetrator had no ties to the underground communists or the MSzDP, yet the government claimed
otherwise and used this as an excuse for further persecution of the political Left.

56Tasi, ‘József Attila a Bartha Miklós Társaságban másodszor’, 562–3.
57Papp, ‘Die Kraft der weiblichen Seele’, 394.
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The Ankét and Feminist Alliances
Thedebate about women and labourwas a continuation of these earlier discussions.The occasion that
ignited the public debate in the first place was an open call for proposals by the popular tabloid-like
weekly Reggeli Újság (The Morning News), searching for suggestions about how to remedy the socio-
economic situation of young people in the aftermath of the Great Depression.58 Many respondents
suggested that reducing women’s access to paid work would be a solution, which prompted the FE
to organise an event in direct response to the newspaper’s call and in indirect response to the public
discourse about ‘B-listing’ women (i.e., adding them to the list of those to be first dismissed, which
mostly targeted leftists and then Jews during the Horthy era).

At the same time, the year in which the ankét took place coincided with the preparations for
the Comintern’s 7th World Congress, where the popular front strategy would be presented and
endorsed.59 Although an officially organised popular front would not emerge in Hungary until 1944,
and although the FE’s ankét differed in terms of its hierarchy, administrative structure and rela-
tionship to communism, it nevertheless functioned as a strong anti-fascist platform. In this respect,
it shared affinities with both the top-down initiatives of the Comintern and the more grassroots,
women-led efforts such as theComitéMondial des Femmes (CMF).The ankét brought together a wide
range of intellectuals and other public figures from across the ranks of liberals and what remained of
the political left aftermany social democrats and communistswere forced into illegality after the fall of
the Hungarian Republic of Councils in 1919. More than thirty years after the first steps taken by both
radical and liberal feminism and the early womenworkers’ movement, women’s labour rights and the
acknowledgement of women as equal citizens remained burning issues. In the atmosphere of con-
servative backlash and in a polarised anti-democratic space, consensus-building became a survival
strategy in an ever-narrowing political sphere. Indeed, consensus-building is an attractive framework
to add nuance to the analysis of highly polarised historical situations. However, cleavages persevered
under the surface, ideological divides remained and there was a clear demarcation of who could sit
at the same table with whom, as demonstrated by the earlier failure of the FE-initiated ‘Debating
Club’, which aimed to recruit conservative women,60 as well as by the striking absence of communist
women at the ankét.

The Participants
Women’s employment was a popular topic in the context of the economic crisis, used to legitimise
the broader backlash against women’s equality. The publication of a range of opinions about curbing
women’s employment as a solution to the labour crisis in Reggeli Újság prompted Melanie Vámbéry
to contact a group of public figures sympathetic to their feminist cause. The editor-in-chief of Reggeli
Újság, Endre Sós, social democratic sociologist and journalist who after the SecondWorldWar joined
the Communist Party, immediately tackled the issue in his editorial, with a title resonating with the
ankét’s: ‘And the Women Should Then Starve to Death?’,61 where he rejected the option of pushing
women out of the labour force. This and his role in the call for suggestions prompted Vámbéry to
invite Sós, alongside the social democratic politician Anna Kéthly; the Duchess Odeschalchi, born
Countess Klára Andrássy (hereinafter referred to as Klára Andrássy), sister of the wife of Mihály
Károlyi, Katinka Andrássy; the neuroscientist Dr Ernő Szinetár; national-liberal MPs Pál Magyar,
Béla Fábián and János Vázsonyi; Margit Szalkay Vázsonyi, the mother of the latter; as well as the

58Reggeli Újság, nos. 41–46, 8 Oct.–12 Nov. 1934.
59Kevin McDermott and Jeremy Agnew, The Comintern: A History of International Communism from Lenin to Stalin

(London: Macmillan, 1996), 120–30.
For a much more obvious alliance between communists and feminists in Yugoslavia, see the analysis of Grubački, ‘Political

Transformations’, 153–97.
60Szapor, Hungarian Women’s Activism in the Wake of the First World War, 35–55.
61Endre Sós, ‘And the Women Should Then Starve to Death?’, Reggeli Újság, no. 45, 5 Nov. 1934, 3.
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popular writer Ilona Várady, nom de plume Iván Vándor; and Dr Lilla Wagner, psychoanalyst and
lawyer, a long standing member of the FE. The speeches of these participants are preserved in the
archives of the FE,62 and press reports from the time alsomention the speeches of Pál Ignotus, the civic
radicalDrGéza Feleky andLajosNagy from theBudapest CityHall. Pál Ignotus (1901–78)was a long-
term supporter of the FE, though the relationship was marked by heated debates as well.63 A writer,
editor, journalist, ‘son of a prominent assimilated Jewish journal editor, who fused some elements of
turn-of-the-century “civic radicalism” with aspects of social democracy and Western European lib-
eral references’,64 before emigrating from Hungary in 1939 due to the antisemitic legislation, Ignotus
authored the book A horogkeresztes hadjárat (The Swastika Crusade) (Budapest, 1933). Based on the
style and the approach to feminism, democracy and antisemitism, the last archived speech without a
name was probably written by him.

One newspaper articlementions the fourthwomanMP in theHungarian Parliament, LillaMelczer
(1890–1965),65 a divorced landowner and noble woman, who had a peculiar political agenda with
a conservative view on the family and a starch opposition to abortion, whilst advocating for better
health care and family protection. Twonewspapers report about the participation of Tibor Rakovszky,
from the Independent Small holders’, Agarian and Civic Party, together with Béla Fábián.66 The invi-
tation card from the FE archival fond also mentions Zsolt Arady, a Catholic journalist from the
newspaperNemzeti Újság (TheNationalNewspaper), andKálmánBalkányi, director of theHungarian
Trade Association (Országos Magyar Kereskedelmi Egyesülés, OMKE), an economist-journalist from
an assimilated Jewish background.67 I have not managed to locate any further documentation of
Melczer, Arady, Balkányi and Rakovszky, whose diverse political positions would certainly have
enriched the broad political palette of the event. Fábián’s note on sending his speech to the FE is
in the archival fond,68 but the speech itself is not.69 The journal Dolgozó Asszonyok Lapja – founded
by the FE member Mrs Ernő Bródy, née Erzsébet Hirschfeld – not only reported on the forum, but
also debated with its content. In my analysis, I focus on those talks that are available in the archival
fond or described in detail in the contemporaneous press. The press reports suggest that the two-day
event, held at the Museum of Social Health and Hygiene (Társadalomegészségügyi Múzeum),70 was
followed by vivid discussions and had a large audience,71 which according to one source amounted
to 600 women ‘squeezed into the room’.72

Vámbéry chose her allies strategically: all speakers were in agreement that the crisis in the labour
force could not be remedied by punishingwomen.Many took Sós’s rhetorical question about women’s
starvation to death literally (e.g., Feleky),73 which easily side-tracked their argument, but others used
the opportunity for either suggestions of different economic arrangements or analysing the roots of

62MNL, OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t.
63An example: Pál Ignotus, ‘A dámák az alkotmányban’ [The Dames in the Constitution], Magyar Hírlap 17 (August 1930):

16.
64Trencsényi et al., HMPT, vol. II, part I, 76. May be worth adding that Ignotus was a fervent ‘apologist of urban culture’,

who, ‘[s]tressing the importance of human rights as the basis of the European political tradition, [. . .] was also one of the first
Hungarian thinkers to formulate an explicitly “anti-totalitarian” discourse’. Ibid.

65Reggeli Újság, 3 Dec. 1934, 4.
66Ibid. and Újság, 28 Nov. 1934, 8.
67MNL, OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t, 54.
68MNL, OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t, 3.
69Both newspaper reports that mention Fábián point out that he confronted the Calvinist bishop László Ravasz for the

latter’s suggestion that women should be coerced to give birth by the threat of incarceration. As the report suggests, Fábián
saw women’s duty in creating world peace and the increase in birth rate as a result of better socio-economic conditions. Reggeli
Újság, 3 Dec. 1934, 4; Újság, 28 Nov. 1934, 8.

70About the Museum, see: Eszter Őze, ‘Társadalmi Múzeum: a szociális és egészségügyi nevelés intézménye’ [Social
Museum: The Institution of Social and Health Care Education], Korall 21, no. 80 (2020): 54–78.

71Magyar Hírlap, 28 Nov. 1934, 4.
72Reggeli Újság, 3 Dec. 1934, 4.
73Magyar Hírlap, 28 Nov. 1934, 4.
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women’s inequality and the processes of women’s emancipation of the previous decades. The main
argument for keeping women in the labour force, presented by János Vázsonyi, who came from
a Jewish family with a strong national-liberal tradition,74 was that competition was enhanced by
women’s participation. Remaining within the capitalist-patriarchal framework and using a rationalist
argument, Endre Sós, Klára Andrássy and others found it important to point out that since women’s
wages were lower, filling their positions withmen would not provide economic welfare to thosemen’s
families.75 The implication was that, if forcing women out of the more prestigious white collar jobs
would not bring economic assistance to (young) men and their potential families, then the discourse
and action in this direction was just as essential for the re-traditionalisation of women’s roles.

Women’s access to work (primarily meaning civic sphere middle-class jobs) was more than an
economic necessity to those who considered it a prerequisite of women’s emancipation. There was a
range of conceptualisations of how this mattered. Klára Andrássy talked at length about how being
restricted to the domestic sphere had a detrimental effect on women’s intellectual capacities. She
claimed that women’s human dignity depended on their chances of accessing the labour market and
working outside the home, what Andrássy defined as ‘the sphere of the kitchen and the nursery’.76
Andrássy thus considered working outside a home not only an economic means towards emancipa-
tion but also one that would emancipate women through the development of theirmental-intellectual
capacities. Work as a platform for intellectual development and a possibility for individual women’s
talents to flourish was at the core of the reasoning of Mrs Vázsonyi (née Margit Szalkai Schwartz,
1877–1949), who referred to the achievements of the archaeologist Dr Zsófia Torma (1832–99) and
the mathematician Sofya Kovalevskaya (1850–91). She urged for a more open labour platform and
greater opportunities for women, so that talent would not be wasted and work would not become a
hobby for wealthy women.

The biographies of the women at the ankét add crucial interpretative layers to their political ideas.
Mrs Vázsonyi is one of the examples of how these women’s intimate relations, social status, and their
self-perception through these two aspects, shaped their arguments as well as how their arguments
were perceived. Mrs Vázsonyi’s position was determined by being the wife (widow) and the mother
of progressive politicians, and she used her traditional role as wife and mother to exert authority
in the debate about women’s work. By authoring two memoirs – which documented the work of her
husband, the assimilated Jewish liberal politician, first minister of Israelite faith inHungary and long-
term ally of the FE Vilmos Vázsonyi (1868–1926),77 and of her son, János Vázsonyi (1900–45), whom
she lost in the Holocaust – she likewise documented the era in which they all lived and acted.78

Klára Andrássy, Lilla Wagner, Anna Kéthly
Women with very different life trajectories from that of Mrs Vázsonyi made similar crucial con-
tributions to the debate, and surprising alliances were woven into the argument about class-based
hypocrisy in the political effort to reduce women’s participation in the labour force. The way these
positions converged and diverged characterise well the specificity of anti-fascist coalitions and
their wide-ranging ideological underpinnings in Hungary. Three women from distinct backgrounds
offered especially nuanced positions, emphasising the difference between middle-class and white-
collar working class jobs, on the one hand, and the extremely difficult underpaid physical labour

74Népszava, 28 Nov. 1934, 7.
75MNL, OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t. and Magyar Hírlap, 28 Nov. 1934, 4.
76MNL, OL P 4 999 27.d 61.t; Népszava, 12 Dec. 1934, 9.
77About Vázsonyi’s electoral bill and the question of ethnicity in the women’s movement in the early twentieth century, see

Mária M. Kovács, ‘Ambiguities of Emancipation: Women and the Ethnic Question in Hungary’, Women’s History Review 5, no.
4 (1996): 597–616.

78The two memoirs: Vilmosné Vázsonyi, Az én uram [My Husband] (Budapest: Genius, 1931); Vilmosné Vázsonyi, Egyszer
volt…: emlékirat 1947-ből [OnceUpon a Time ... AMemoir from 1947], ed. András Sipos andGyula Zeke (Budapest: Budapest
Főváros Levéltára, 2015).
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of factory and domestic workers and agricultural labourers, on the other:79 the noblewoman Klára
Andrássy, the socialist politician AnnaKéthly and the Jewish lawyer, psychiatrist and feminist activist
Dr Lilla Wagner.

Klára Andrássy (1898–1941) was one of the four Andrássy sisters of the old noble family with a
prominent role inHungarian history since the sixteenth century.80 She is often outshined in historical
memory by her sister, the ‘Red Countess’ Katinka Andrássy, wife of Mihály Károlyi, the leader of
the National Council from October 1918, the first prime minister, and then until 21 March 1919 the
president of the People’s Republic ofHungary.The radical democratic politics of theKárolyis alienated
most of Katinka’s predominantly loyalist family. Klára and Katinka’s relationship was also strained by
Katinka’s dedication to socialism and Klára’s stringent anti-communism. Despite their differences,
both sisters were allied with the FE. Katinka joined the FE in the last year of the First World War,
working with FE founder Rosika Schwimmer to re-invigorate the feminist struggle for suffrage and
create a broad coalition, even with the involvement of the conservative National Alliance of Women’s
Associations of Hungary (Magyarországi Nőegyesületek Országos Szövetsége, MNOSZ) and its new
‘Christian feminist’ agenda.81 Theendeavour failed, the conservativeMANSZwas founded in January
1919, and the collapse of the Hungarian People’s Republic on 21 March 1919 ensued. The Károlyis
left Hungary in June 1919, and it took Klára and Katinka several years to mend their relationship.
Klára followed the course of the political legitimism of her uncle and stepfather, Gyula Andrássy Jr.
and Albert Apponyi. In 1934, the Károlyis were still in exile, whilst Klára Andrássy remained active
in inter-war Hungarian politics. A few weeks after the ankét, Klára Andrássy gave an interview to
Reggeli Újság, where she justified joining the feminists:

The politicalmarginalisation of women and their economic oppression broughtme to the femi-
nist camp.They [the feminists] had just had the 30th anniversary of theirmovement. It is rather
sad that the past thirty years did not bring the desired results, and that especially in the past
couple of years, women face an increasing number of injustices all over the world. Dictatorships
wage a war against women everywhere.82

Andrássy even published a longer essay about the subject in the journal Századunk,83 the journal
of the civic radicals, the same year, probably as the first duchess ever publishing in a civic radical
intellectual journal.

In her biography, Éva Tóth Vásárhelyi argues that Klára Andrássy’s politics was primarily socially
oriented, which soon estranged her from the conservative-nationalist Magyar Nők Szent Korona

79See for example Judith Szapor’s commentary about the superficial discourse on working class women and ‘the simple
housewife’ by women from the high nobility in the Debating Club of 1918 (Szapor, Hungarian Women’s Activism in the
Wake of the First World War, 35) and Dóra Fedeles-Czeferner’s conclusion about the failed attempts of the FE to establish
itself in the Hungarian countryside or to include women of the lower classes (Fedeles-Czeferner, Nőmozgalom, nemzetköziség,
önreprezentáció, 226–7).

80I rely on these biographies of Klára Andrássy: Éva Tóth Vásárhelyi, ‘Gróf Andrássy Klára, a szociális legitimista’ [Countess
Klára Andrássy, the Social Legitimist], Múltunk – Politikatörténeti Folyóirat 53, no. 2 (2008): 105–21; Éva Bittera, ‘Andrássy
Klára, egy (a)tipikus arisztokrata’ [Klára Andrássy, an (A)Typical Aristocrat], Folia Historica: A Magyar Nemzeti Múzeum
történeti évkönyve 35 (2020): 5–50; Tibor Hajdu, ‘A magyar ellenállás legitimista hercegnője: Odescalchi Károlyné’ [The
Legitimist Princess of the Hungarian Resistance], in A történettudomány szolgálatában. Tanulmányok a 70 éves Gecsényi
Lajos tiszteletére, ed. Magdolna Barát and Antal Molnár (Budapest–Győr: Magyar Országos Levéltár and Győr-Moson-Sopron
Megye Győri Levéltára, 2012). One also finds mentions of Klára Andrássy as a communist revolutionary on online forums,
which is purely incorrect and clearly blends the biographies of the two sisters.

81Szapor, Hungarian Women’s Activism, 35–6. On the Hungarian Women’s Debating Club’s controversial history, see: ibid.,
35–54.

82‘Herceg Odeschalchi Klára issues a political programme in the salon of the Andrássy Palace’, Reggeli Újság, 24 Dec. 1934,
7.

83Klára Odescalchi Andrássy, ‘A nők a diktatúrákban’ [The Women in Dictatorships], Századunk 9, no. 3 (1934): 128–33.
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Szövetsége (The Holy Crown Alliance of Hungarian Women), from which she resigned as manag-
ing president in 1937. She was fiercely opposed to fascism and the politics of Nazi Germany and was
active in the anti-German, pro-Anglo-American illegal resistance. On her way to the United States,
carrying letters documenting her sabotage actions against German train deliveries, she was killed in
a bombing in Dubrovnik.84

The Jewish intellectual and psychoanalyst Dr Lilla Wagner (1903–78)85 held a PhD in the human-
ities and, following her studies in psychology, literature and art theory, also became an expert of legal
theory. Wagner was active member of the FE, who published and lectured extensively about women’s
legal status within Hungarian family law.86 She was married to the lawyer Mátyás Vészi, with whom
she co-published an award-winning book about the legal profession.87 She published in the civic rad-
ical Századunk (Our Century),88 and also wrote poetry, novels (mostly about women) and literary
analyses. She was elected member of the Hungarian Psychological Association, but her career as a
psychoanalyst began only after her emigration to the United Kingdom in 1951, where she practiced
as a member of the British Psychoanalytical Association until 1977. Wagner’s publications are well
documented, but her biography is less accessible. Based on the available information, she was proba-
bly one of the most complex and educated feminist thinkers of the inter-war period, combining law
and psychoanalysis in her approach.

Whilst we know little about the life of Lilla Wagner, the social democratic politician Anna Kéthly’s
life is commemorated, among others, in a movie by the award-winning director Márta Mészáros,89
and also in the recent biographies by Zsuzsanna B. Kádár and Jean-Pierre Liotard-Vogt.90 In 1922,
Kéthly (1889–1976) became the second woman elected to the Hungarian parliament. She joined the
MSzDP at the age of eighteen and remained a devoted socialist until her death. In the inter-war
years, she was the editor of the two crucial socialist newspapers, Nőmunkás (Woman Worker) and
Népszava (People’s Word). A social democrat at heart, Kéthly was also a close ally of the FE, main-
taining a lengthy, supportive correspondence with them since her election to parliament in 1922,91
in full agreement about the necessity of women’s suffrage. She worked for women’s rights within the
social democratic women’s movement, for a while as chair of theWomen’s Bureau, among other roles.

84Anna Kéthly’s heartfelt eulogy: ‘Elmúlt egy asszonyi élet’ [A Woman’s Life has Passed], Népszava, 9 May 1941, 6.
85Her short biography in theHungarian edition of Anna Borgos’smonograph about inter-warwomen psychoanalysts entails

the essentials about Wagner’s life and work: Borgos, Holnaplányok, 274–7. Wagner’s husband, Mátyás Vészi, is mentioned in:
Mária M. Kovács, Liberal Professions and Illiberal Politics, Hungary from the Habsburgs to the Holocaust (Washington, DC
and New York: : Woodrow Wilson Center, 1994) 78; Paul Harmat, Freud, Ferenczi und die ungarische Psychoanalyse [Freud,
Ferenczi, and the Hungarian Psychoanalysis] (Tübingen: Ed. Diskord, 1988), 270–2; the later Hungarian second edition: Pál
Harmat, Freud, Ferenczi és a magyarországi pszichoanalízis: a budapesti mélylélektani iskola története, 1908–1993 (Budapest:
Bethlen, 1994).

86Lilla Wagner, ‘Az elvált nő nevéről’ [About the Name of the Divorcée], Polgári Jog 7–8 (1926): 232–6; Wagner, ‘A nős férfi
esete a barátnőjével. Válasz Vámbéry Rusztemnek’ [The Case of the Married Man with His Girlfriend: In Response to Rusztem
Vámbéry], Századunk 10 (1927): 145–7.

87Mátyás Vészi and Lilla Wagner, Az ügyvédi hivatás művészete [The Art of the Legal Profession] (Budapest: Grill Károly
Könyvkiadóvállalata, 1929).

88Lilla Wagner, ‘A diktatúra sex appeal-je’ [The Sex Appeal of Dictatorship], Századunk 6–7 (1937): 228–36; republished:
Imágó Budapest 10, no. 3 (2021): 84–92.

89Utolsó jelentés Annáról [The Last Report on Anna], dir. Márta Mészáros, 103 minutes, 2009.
90Zsuzsanna B. Kádár, Kéthly Anna (Budapest: Gondolat Kiadó, 2023); in English: Zsuzsanna B. Kádár, “‘About the Author”

and “Context” to “Anna Kéthly: Women in Politics”’, in Texts and Contexts from the History of Feminism and Women’s Rights:
East Central Europe, Second Half of the Twentieth Century, ed. Zsófia Lóránd, Adela Hîncu, Jovana Mihajlović Trbovc and
Katarzyna Stańczak-Wiślicz (Budapest: CEU Press, 2024), 190–5.

Jean-Pierre Liotard-Vogt, “‘The Most Important Thing Is That a New Society Can Come Into Being.” Anna Kéthly
(1889–1976), a Stubborn and Stalwart Fighter in the Struggle for Democratic Socialism, Women’s Rights, and Trade Union
Rights’, in Through the Prism of Gender and Work: Women’s Labour Struggles in Central and Eastern Europe and Beyond, 19th
and 20th Centuries, ed. Selin Çağatay et al. (Boston: Brill, 2023), 485–511.

91MNL, OL-P-4-999. t. 6. and t. 8.
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During her tenure in parliament, Kéthly spoke for social and labour rights, aswell aswomen’s suffrage,
protesting the restrictions after 1920, especially the census that discriminated against women based
on age and number of ‘children alive’. She often addressed this aspect in relation to infant and early
childhoodmortality, adding that ‘it was by nomeans the fault of working class women that their chil-
dren die, there is no need to punish them any further for that’.92 Many of her parliamentary speeches,
as also shown by Kádár in her monograph, were testimonies to the living conditions of working class
and peasant women and their families. She fought for children’s schooling and battled the scarily high
numbers of infant mortality. After the collapse of the Hungarian Soviet Republic, Kéthly remained in
the country as a member of the MSzDP, which could only maintain its legal existence through a clear
condemnation of the communists, the social democrats in exile and the ‘Red Terror’. The latter was
the easiest, as Kéthly herself was strongly opposed to any form of violence. She was also a devoted
democrat, who viewed the Soviet Union as a dictatorship, the example of which was not meant to
be followed in Hungary.93 However, after the Great Depression and the shift to the extreme right in
Hungarian politics, Kéthly’s own position in many regards also shifted towards the radical left within
the MSzDP, urging public resistance against the government and support for union protests. Her
most important inspiration came from the writings of August Bebel and the life and politics of Rosa
Luxemburg. She was confronted with the hardening labour conditions and shrinking access to the
labour force, which explains her willingness to speak at the FE’s ankét in 1934.94

These three women – Andrássy, Kéthly and Wagner – came from very different social back-
grounds, but at the time of the ankét all enjoyed comfortable living conditions unimaginable to
working class women. However, they were equally sensitive to the hypocrisy behind the argument
that women needed ‘saving’ from the world of paid labour and would potentially find rescue in the
domestic sphere. This gives credibility to their statements far more than the superficial discourse
about ‘ordinary housewives’ and working class women in 1918 at the Debating Club, as recovered by
Judith Szapor.95 At the 1934 event, Klára Andrássy made a clear distinction between the emancipa-
tory function of work for middle- and upper-class women and the exploitative physical labour that
working class women are forced to undertake.96 This distinction was crucial for dispelling the accusa-
tion that their fight for women’s labour rights was a fight for women’s further exploitation, which also
meant that Andrássy’s individualistic focus on self-development and self-realisation merged into a
system-critical stance about class and gender. Their arguments relate in surprising ways to the social
democratic and liberal feminist contradictions about the protective regulations of women’s work in
certain types of industry as opposed to gender-neutral legislations. Kéthly’s presentation was also
deeply invested in the class contradiction when it came to women’s employment:

The woman should march back to the hearth . . . but only the woman of the middle class . . .
But who has ever protested against the proletarian woman working since the first decade of the
nineteenth century? . . . These were the women who broke the path for women’s work outside
the home . . . The woman worker should thus . . . only be entitled to dirty and lowly physical

92Kádár, Kéthly Anna, 47.
93About Kéthly’s political thought and ideas of democracy, see Zsófia Lóránd, ‘Women, Democracy, and the Political

in the Writings of Women Intellectuals in Hungary and Yugoslavia between 1945 and 1948’, Österreichische Zeitschrift für
Geschichtswissenschaften [Austrian Journal of Historical Studies] 36, no. 1 (2025): 121–148.

94Between the German occupation of Hungary in 1944 and the end ofWWII, Kéthly was in illegality, hiding in the country-
side, whilst in the 1945–8 period she was re-elected asMP and had leadership roles within the social democratic party. She was
strongly opposed to the merger with the communists, which earned her a years-long detention. And after her participation in
the 1956 revolutionary government, she remained in exile and died in Belgium in 1976 at the age of 86.

95Szapor, Hungarian Women’s Activism in the Wake of the First World War, 35.
96MNL, P-4-999. 61. t., 20.
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labour? How can this be reconciled with the ideal in the name of which they want to exile
women from the sphere of public work?97

Kéthly explicitly called this position hypocritical. Lilla Wagner’s opening argument was similar, and
no less witty:

It appears that it is first and foremost the women of the middle class who need rescuing from
work. Factories seem to be without any desire to forgo the work of the woman worker, or . . .
[that of] the female domestic servants, whowork not for themselves, but for awage for someone
else, andwhomnot even themost conservative social orderwouldwant to dismiss/liberate from
work.98

Wagner is one of the few speakers who explicitly addressed the attacks on feminism and thematised
the language of the backlash discourse of the time, which labelled women’s struggles for equality
as ‘hysteria’. She emphasised that working class women took on the ‘doubled burden’ (sic: kettőzőtt
teherviselés) out of economic necessity, and not for what the public discourse of the time called ‘hyste-
ria’ or ‘feminism’.99 Importantly, she re-claimed the term double burden from the backlash discourse
of the inter-war period. The concept at the time was significantly more in use by those who argued
against women’s employment and who sought to relieve women’s burdens by depriving them of their
paid labour.100

Of all the speakers, it wasKéthlywho thematised explicitly whatwas implicitly there inmany of the
speeches: the direct correlation between the attack on women’s labour and its escalation during what
she called the economic crisis.101 She showed through a rather familiar Marxist economic-historical
argument that the economic crisis could not be remedied by a return to earlier socio-economic pat-
terns of the gendered division of labour and access to rights. What in the conservative discourse
was presented as the ‘disruption of the balance between family and work’ and what Kéthly called
‘the ways in which women traditionally contributed to social and biological reproduction’ was the
result of the transformation of production (in the wake of industrialisation). The transition from
‘family-based production’ to ‘social production’ was impossible to reverse, and the solution could not
be to exclude certain pre-set groups from the world of labour, claimed Kéthly. Moreover, the con-
servative ideal of sending women back into the domestic sphere through marriage was numerically
impossible: ‘Should all women who cannot find an occupation in their birth family, or feel super-
fluous there, get married? The 20 million surplus women in Europe is an answer in itself.’102 Kéthly
not only detected the economic crisis as a problem but also connected it to the post-war crisis of
masculinity that could not be remedied through women’s return to the household. Kéthly’s counter-
argument against marriage as a solution was joined by Lilla Wagner, whose expertise in family law
was instrumental in showing that even if all women could get married, they would not be economi-
cally protected without the institution of widow’s pension, whichwas not encoded in the legislation at
the time.103

97MNL, P-4-999. 61. t., 5.
98MNL, P-4-999. 61. t., 45.
99MNL, P-4-999. 61. t., 45.
100About this in the Yugoslav context, see Carol S. Lilly and Melissa Bokovoy, ‘Serbia, Croatia, and Yugoslavia’, in Women,

Gender and Fascism in Europe 1919–1945, ed. Kevin Passmore (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2003), 91–123,
102–3.

101MNL, P-4-999. 61. t., 5.
102MNL, P-4-999. 61. t., 5.
103MNL, P-4-999. 61. t., 45–6.
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Generational Clash? Responses to the Ankét in Dolgozó Asszonyok Lapja
The dialogues that Vámbéry’s organising created among the participants were not entirely well
received by the younger generation of feminists. The ankét was addressed critically by the feminist
journal Dolgozó Asszonyok Lapja. One of the regular authors of the journal, Ágnes L. Osváth, advo-
cated for a feminist agenda dictated by women, not men, but also emphasised the need for economic
arguments instead of political ones. ‘This is the twelfth hour’, she wrote, meaning that it was too late
to discuss ideas; immediate economic measures were necessary.104 Osváth’s remarks signal a critical
urgency that was different from the discourse on the 1929 financial crisis and the alleged crisis of the
family as a value system. It waswomenwhowould bemost affected, ‘leading to another financial crisis
among the female part of the population’.105 Osváth even turned around the argument of the crisis of
the family, which all too often was addressed as the responsibility of women’s alleged emancipation,
on the one hand, and amoral crisis brought along bymodernity, on the other. ToOsváth, however, the
crisis of the family, similar to the crisis of masculinity explicated by Kéthly, meant that the family pro-
tected women ‘neither financially, not morally’, the latter point also referencing Vámbéry’s argument
about women being forced into prostitution.106 Vámbéry, however, was critical of Osváth’s position,
whilst welcoming her feminism; their dialogue in the journal is a snapshot of the debate between
a younger feminist generation raised on FE literature but less embedded in the national-liberal
establishment and the consensus-seeking position of the FE leadership vis-à-vis the progressive
liberal and national-liberal political mainstream that characterised the organisation throughout its
history.

Women’s roles in productive processeswere incorporated into Ernő Szinetár’s (1902–1996) speech,
which gave a lengthy account of his views on ‘the thousand-year-long’ history of the oppression of
women. Szinetár, a psychiatrist, incorporated contemporaneous scientific arguments as well as his
critical analytical account of the role of religion and churches in women’s oppression. He also made
claims about women’s sexuality that, despite reinforcing the passivity aspect, also signalled the pres-
ence of the early discussions around sexology in debates about socio-economic issues. In many ways,
this confirms the importance of the focus on sexual education and sexual liberation in the early work
of the FE and in the early writings of Mariska Gárdos, one of the founders of the working women’s
movement, who was also present at the foundation of the FE. Szinetár, however, did not acknowl-
edge this feminist prehistory to his work. In the talk, he reflected on the role of different forms of
production and reproduction in the contemporaneous situation. He contrasted the male production
of goods (árutermelés) to the female production of humans (embertermelés) and a surplus of vitality
(életerőtöbblet).107 Despite the value of their contribution to society, added Szinetár, ‘patriarchy has
forced women into the exile of the family home’.108

The same year, Szinetár and Sós published a short co-authored booklet – What Awaits Women
in the New Middle Ages?–,109 which attempted to address the ongoing attacks on women’s rights,
following their liberation,which, however, only seemingly took place.The thirty-two-page long book-
let is an imprint of the era, as the desperation in its title and the confusion in its message show.
Reflecting on the crisis of modernity, it attempted to understand and battle the anti-modernist and

104Ágnes L. Osváth, ‘A nő munkajoga. Vita egy ankét körül’ [Women’s Right to Work: Debates around an Ankét], Dolgozó
Asszonyok Lapja 8, no. 4 (15 Feb. 1935): 8.

105Osváth, ‘A nő munkajoga’, 9.
106Ágnes L. Osváth, ‘A nő munkajoga. A nők haljanak éhen’ [Women’s Right to Work: Let Women Starve to Death], Dolgozó

Asszonyok Lapja 7, no. 22 (15 Dec. 1934): 8.
107MNL, P-4-999. 61. t., 25.
108MNL, OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t, 26.
109Endre Sós and Ernő Szinetár,Mi vár a nőre az új középkorban? [What Awaits Women in the New Middle Ages?] (Budapest:

Periszkóp Kiadó, 1934).

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777325101343 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777325101343


Contemporary European History 19

reactionary trends of the time, often without differentiating between the two. Both Szinetár and
Sós struggled with their sustained belief in women’s biological predestination to motherhood, and
generally their caregiving duties. On the other hand, their anti-fascism brought them closer to the
FE’s stance and the acknowledgement of women’s right to work. As they argued, the ‘new middle
ages’ were brought back by language and legislation dismantling the modernised gender-regimes,
inspired by Hitler’s Germany. Thus the metaphor refers to Nazism without reflecting on the cult of
the Medieval Holy Roman Empire in Hitler’s political imagination or the cult of St. István in Horthy’s
Hungary. Discussing fascism as the return of theMiddle Ages was a rather ahistorical reference, with-
out acknowledging the layers of difference and so building a metaphor of the alleged darkness of the
era.110

Thediscourses of crisis were accompanied by almost apocalyptic visions, which were not explicitly
about crisis itself, but represented a fear that something even worse was to be expected, accelerated
by the economic hardships and the radicalisation of political languages. Several speakers pointed to
the crisis of humanity, implicitly or explicitly under the threat of fascism. Klára Andrássy described
the era as an age of ‘a chaotic lack of order’, where the attempts to tackle ‘anarchy’ were not driven by
‘self-reflective logic but primarily by violence and arbitrariness’.111 This quotation is symptomatic of
Andrássy’s growing despair about the state of the country, which for a long time, she had hoped to
change through the politics of a socially aware form of legitimacy.The crisis of humanity and human-
ist values also became a topic of impassioned concern for several speakers, including Mrs Vázsonyi
and the writer Ilona Várady, as well as in the final documented speech in the FE archival fonds. This
text, of uncertain authorship, declared: ‘Neither men, nor women today are considered humans’.112

The discourse on the crisis of humanist values was intertwined with references to the Third Reich
and the threat of fascism. Endre Sós connected the measures against women as the first steps towards
this threat:

As much as it is true that every strike on the head first hits the Jews but then reaches the
counts and priests too, then it is also true that every dictator sets off their career by confis-
cating women’s rights, and when he is done annihilating those, he will not miss the chance to
force men to the ground too.113

In his editorial in Reggeli Újság, Sós argued that, claims against women’s rights are ‘even more radical’
in Hungary than those of than ‘the swastika embracers’. He continued: ‘Even in Hitler’s Germany
there is no comprehensive legislation and they at least tolerate women to be employed as nurses and
elementary school teachers. Moreover . . . even as typists.’114 He presented his conviction that the
revival of the slogan ‘Kinder, Küche, Kirche’ (children, kitchen, church) in the Hungarian context
followedGoebbels’s propaganda, whichwas also his claim in the pamphletWhatAwaitsWomen in the
New Middle Ages?115 Wagner also suggested that vis-à-vis women, the Horthy-government was even
more oppressive than the regimes ofHitler andMussolini, which at least either financially compensate

110For the Nazi fascination with the Middle Ages, see e.g. Joshua Hagen and Robert Ostergren, ‘Spectacle, Architecture and
Place at theNuremberg PartyRallies: Projecting aNaziVision of Past, Present andFuture’,Cultural Geographies 13, no. 2 (2006):
157–181. A Hungarian review article: Zoltán Ginelli, ‘A náci ideológia performatív és szimbolikus városi terei’ [Performative
and Symbolic Urban Spaces of Nazi Ideology], Magyar Blog, 28 June 2016, accessed 22 Mar. 2024, https://zoltanginelli.com/
2016/06/28/a-naci-ideologia-performativ-es-szimbolikus-varosi-terei/. On the intersection of Jewishness, Holocaust and cri-
sis, including the medieval interpretative framework, see: Ferenc Laczó, ‘The Audible Voices of the Persecuted’, in idem.,
Hungarian Jews in the Age of Genocide: An Intellectual History, 1929–1948 (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 80–98.

111MNL, OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t.,17.
112MNL, OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t., 51.
113MNL, OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t., 21.
114Sós, ‘And the Women Should Then Starve to Death?’, 3.
115MNL, OL-P-4-999-27.d-61.t., 22; Sós and Szinetár, Mi vár a nőre az új középkorban?, 5.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777325101343 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://zoltanginelli.com/2016/06/28/a-naci-ideologia-performativ-es-szimbolikus-varosi-terei/
https://zoltanginelli.com/2016/06/28/a-naci-ideologia-performativ-es-szimbolikus-varosi-terei/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777325101343


20 Zsófia Lóránd

womenwho ‘voluntarily’ leave the labour force, or limit the wages of unmarriedmale state officials.116
She intended this as a warning and not in the least to relativise fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, which
transpires from this speech aswell as herwritings elsewhere.117 Togetherwith the other Jewishwomen
in the FE circles, Vámbéry, Miskolczy-Meller and Vilma Glücklich (who died in 1927), Wagner was
more than aware of the increasing antisemitism and how the world around them was shrinking.

Conclusion
The increasing threat of fascism andHungary’s approximation of it was clearly sensed by the company
of presenters at the FE’s public forum. Tragically, fascism ended the life of many of them a decade or
more after they gave their witty speeches in 1934. Of the women presenting at the ankét, including the
hostess and organiser,Melanie Vámbéry, no one had a future inHungary after the SecondWorldWar.
Melanie Vámbéry had to give up her position in the FE after the first ‘Jewish law’ was passed in 1938,
and moved to the countryside with her daughter, Nóra Kunfi.118 Later, both of them were deported
and killed in Auschwitz. Klára Andrássy was killed by an Axis bomb in Dubrovnik. Mrs Vázsonyi
committed suicide in 1949. Her biographers assume that this was a consequence of losing her son
in the Holocaust. János Vázsonyi was transported to Dachau after the German invasion of Hungary
in 1944 and died after the liberation of the camp in a hospital in Hannover in 1945. Anna Kéthly,
after her failed attempts to stand up for democratic values in the country and spending four years
in prison and house arrest, chose exile after the 1956 Revolution. The only presenters who could
continue living and working in Hungary after 1945 were those joining the Communist Party, such
as Sós and Szinetár. Sós continued working as a journalist and editor, and as is documented in the
FE’s correspondence, he refused to offer space for the FE’s politics in the newspaper Magyar Nemzet
[The Hungarian Nation] in 1946,119 after the creation of what became the official communist women’s
organisation.120 Szinetár led one of major psychiatric wards in Budapest, and many of his methods
were heavily contested later.121

Understanding what happened to the participants during and after the war is an integral part of
this story, but there is much to learn from focusing on themoment of the ankét.The debate organised
by the FE (accompanied by Osváth’s commentary in Dolgozó Asszonyok Lapja) offers a tableau of
progressive and moderate ideas of women’s rights and crisis discourses in the shadow of fascism. It
also shows theways inwhich inter-warHungarian feminist language and ideologywere differentiated
and open for dialogue, and highly different from the conservative women’s rights discourse, which
substantiated conservative and reactionary backlash against women’s equality.
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