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Abstract: Falling birth rates had already been recorded as early as the late-eighteenth
century in south-western Hungary in the Ormansag. Population loss from low birth rate
remained one of the main topics writers and sociologists focused on in the twentieth
century. The issue of Hungarian population decline was highlighted among the social ills
in the interwar period, which was one of several subjects that divided intellectuals into
“populists” and “urbanites.” Following the impact of the low birth rate figures in the
1960s, the populists’ views of the 1930s resurfaced in public discourse in the 1960s and
1970s and up to the present day. The concern about the increasing trend of single-child
families in rural settlements as well as in urban areas appeared in the various works of
Hungarian writers and journalists throughout the previous century. The present paper
intends to focus on the intellectual background to the public debates on the population
issue, outlining the accounts of the interwar “village explorers” briefly, and the way they
are related to the pre-Second World War populist movement. Finally the reappearance of
the debates between populists and non-populists of the 1970s is discussed, a debate that is
still continuing.
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This article is a continuation of a previous paper in which | outlined that, for over a
century, Hungary has had a seriously declining birth rate. I focused on four major periods: the
first prior to the demographic transition that commenced before 1880; the second, the period of
demographic transition between 1880 and 1960 coinciding with modernization; the third was the
post-transitional era of 1960-1980; and finally the post-socialist change of 1990-2010 (Szanto
2014).

The enormous death toll of the First World War, accompanied by its economic crisis,
followed by the traumatic effect of the Treaty of Trianon with the loss of one third of the native
Hungarian population, left an indelible mark on Hungarian national consciousness. The First
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World War also resulted in a sharp decline in births throughout Hungary, while the “catching up”
period after the war, when fertility rates were usually high in other countries, proved to be
relatively short; too short to indicate a marked increase in fertility figures (Ranki 1978: 766-767).
In addition to the general decrease in live births, there were certain Transdanubian regions such
as the Ormansag which showed continuous lower fertility rates than the national average for
decades before the First World War (Andorka 1987: 334.).

There were two main reasons for the falling birth rates in Ormansag in south-western
Hungary. One was rooted in economics, namely the fear of poverty, whilst the other was an
adoption of a new value system based on birth control. Initially a small number of children per
family became the norm, but this soon developed into a custom of having a single child only, the
“egyke,” as fertility limitation was the answer to avoiding subdivision of inherited land. The
peasant landholders in the Ormansag villages were well-off in the1800s as they had more
common land and forests than previously, but by the 1880s these lands were expropriated or
legally restored to the surrounding large landowners. The shortage of available land made them
act so as to avoid the plight of landlessness. Consequently, birth control within marriage and the
practice of crude abortions, which were often carried out by members of the family, became
widespread in the region (Buday 1909:15, Andorka 1969: 26).

Accounts on deliberate birth control in Ormansag and in Baranya County were reported
in three different periods, firstly in the eighteenth century, secondly in the late-nineteenth
century, and finally in the interwar era. Initial falling birth rates had been recorded in the
Ormansag where an anonymous public servant commented on the census of 1777 and enclosed
his findings, stating that “four couples hardly produce a child a year...” (Danyi 1960: 172, 184).
Beyond a doubt, he said, the reason for this was that “the parents realized their inadequate means
of feeding and providing for the offspring and putting aside God's law in the sexual act of
marriage, they prevent conception and procreation” [a sziilék, atérezve nagyobb szamu sarjadék
taplalasara valo elégtelenségiiket és ivadékainak jovendo sziikségét, az isteni térvény szigorat
mellézve magaban a hdzassagi aktusban a fogamzast és nemzést akadalyozzak] (Danyi 1960:
188).

In the 1840s, Miksa Holbling, Chief Physician in Baranya County, who recorded live
birth rates separately in both the Calvinist and Catholic villages, noted that birth rates were
higher in the Catholic German (Swabian) villages in comparison with the Calvinist Hungarian
ones. According to his accounts, Hungarian villagers considered it shameful for a woman to give
birth to a child in the first four years of her marriage, and even the healthiest women rarely gave
birth to more than two children (H6lbling 1845: 62, 64, cited in Andorka 2001:14). Initially,
Holbling blamed this practice on the vanity of Hungarian peasant women, who wanted to keep
their youthful figures, rather than raise a family, but he soon realized that the real cause of birth
control was rooted in economics, which stemmed from the lack of available land and in the
practice of apportioning property among heirs. Holbling’s accounts of different birth rates
between Hungarian and German villages, as well as the different inheritance customs of
Hungarian and German peasant landholders, led him to the conclusion that eventually the
Hungarian peasant population in Ormansag would be taken over by German settlers, who had
already changed the ethnic map of this formerly entirely Hungarian region (H6lbling1845: 85-
86). Concurrently, in 1843, the agricultural periodical Magyar Gazda [‘Hungarian Farmer’] also
published an account of population decline in the northern counties of Nograd, Bars, and Hont,
where in certain villages the clergyman rebuked the midwives who aided or carried out abortions
(Kokay 1979: 481). In addition to Holbling’s accounts, there were several articles and reports on
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the low birth rates in other Transdanubian areas beside Ormansag, such as Baranya, Tolna, and
Somogy where deliberate termination of unwanted pregnancies were reported (Széchenyi 1906:
70, Hoke cited in Andorka 2001: 13-16). Nevertheless, it was Holbling who raised the essential
features of the low birth rate, its economic and moral causes, as well as the possible differences
between nationalities and denominations.

The second “egyke” discourse in the 1900s also focused on the south-western
Transdanubian villages, based on the statistician Dezs6 Buday’s state-funded research to explore
the causes of birth control in regions where it was suspected that it was being practiced. Buday
used census data from between 1869 and 1900 based on live births, mortality, the number of
children under the age of six, and the number of school age children. He sent comprehensive
questionnaires to each village council, and asked the peasant landholders what they thought were
the reasons for having only one child and how the low birth rate could be redressed. Buday
compared three regions in Baranya: the predominantly Calvinist and Hungarian Orméansag, the
mostly Catholic and German Mecsekalja, and the religiously and ethnically mixed area around
the town of Mohécs in southern Hungary, proving that single-child families occurred in all these
areas irrespective of religion or ethnicity. In the summary of his research Buday highlighted that
the shortage of available land was the primary reason given by the peasants for having an
“egyke” (single-child) family. The peasant landholders argued that even in villages where
peasants owned twenty-two to twenty-five Hungarian acres on average, the living standard of the
next generation would be much affected once the land was subdivided among three or four
children. The practice of birth control was expressed in the saying: “One quarter of a plot, one
child, we plow but do not sow” [Egy fertaly, egy gyerek, Szantunk, de nem vetlink] (Buday 1909:
3, 8). In other words, the fear of poverty by small and middle peasant landholders was the reason
to keep the land for only one heir. The responses given to Buday’s questionnaires also included
the need for government assistance, leasing arrangements, and availability of loans for intensive
and market-oriented agriculture—all of which could improve the prospects of small and middle
peasant landholders. The fact that the Ormansag villages were surrounded by entailed large
properties meant the lack of purchasable land, which left not much alternative for the small and
medium landholders other than the custom of birth control during marriage (Buday 1909: 145,
see also Jaszi 1909: 3-17, Romsics1999: 190-199).

Buday’s research coincided with and was part of a heterogeneous movement, an
intellectual ferment, centered around the newly established modern literary periodicals Nyugat
[‘The West’] and the Huszadik Szazad [‘Twentieth Century’]. These liberal periodicals, together
with The Sociological Society founded by Oscar Jaszi, were the main forums for sociological
issues with democratic aims prior to 1919 (Jaszi 1909: 3, Litvan and Sziics 1973: 103, Congdon
1976: 169). The poet Endre Ady, who also shared the liberal and democratic views of Jaszi,
commented on the low birth rate in 1906: “A whole nation is dying” [Haldoklunk].“People do
not want to be born. They migrate, even if they decide to live. People do not want to get married.
People are afraid to have offspring. People are in a hurry to die, because they cannot find a way
to live. This is the national progress” [Az emberek nem akarnak megsziletni. Az emberek
elmennek innen, ha mar élnek. Az emberek nem hazasodnak. Az emberek dvakodnak az
utodoktdl. Az emberek sietnek meghalni, mert nincs méd élni. Ez a nemzeti follendilés] (Vezér
1977: 277).
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The 1920 census revealed that the birth rate was significantly lower in certain regions
where birth control was presumably practiced, such as in the primarily Catholic Transdanubian
villages in Somogy and Sarkdz, the Catholic German villages of the south, Banat (Bacska-
Bénat), the Greek Orthodox Romanian villages of Caras-Severin (Krass6-Szérény) and
Hunedoara (Hunyad). Thus, the census figures reinforced the earlier pre-1914 findings, that the
Protestant Hungarian peasant farmer was just as concerned about the size of his family as the
Catholic German or the Greek Orthodox Romanian small peasant landholder, and that regardless
of denomination all practiced birth control (Demény1972: 165).

The third “egyke” discourse was sparked by way of a literary publication, Janos
Kodolanyi’s short story, S6tétség [‘Darkness’] in 1922. Kodolanyi depicted the harrowing event
in a village of Baranya, in Ormansag, where a young woman was forced against her will to
follow the example of other young wives in the village. When the makeshift abortion failed, she
ended up dying, but not before having to listen, in her last hour of agony, to her funeral
arrangements. Although there was an official response to the acute problems of the shrinking
Ormansag villages, this chiefly emphasized the decline in moral values of the peasantry and their
lack of religiousness; officialdom disregarded economic and social aspects of the villages
(Pezenhoffer 1922: 243-247, Kovéacs 1923: 15). In contrast to the official views, the novelist
Kodolanyi, who spent his formative years and his first employment as a young teacher in
Vajszlo, was familiar with the distorted world of the Ormansag, a region where young married
women were forced by their elders not to bring a child into the world. He pointed out the real
cause of “egyke” in his famous memorandum of 1927 titled “A hazugsag 61" [‘Lying kills’]
addressed to the Deputy Prime Minister. In it he condemned the system of landed estates as the
direct cause of “egyke” and identified the economic ills of the country, ills that required profound
political changes (Kodolanyi 1987: 14).

Kodolanyi’s impassioned memorandum was followed by the scholar and clergyman
Lajos Fiilep’s articles in the liberal-conservative daily Pesti Napd on the economic causes of
population decline in Baranya, Tolna, and Somogy counties. It was also Fllep who wrote: “our
current adversaries are the single-child family, emigration, tuberculosis and all the other
associated moral and economic ills” (Fllep 1929). He traced the “egyke” problem to the loss of
the allodial lands in the nineteenth century, and to the fact that the small and medium
landholders were in the iron grip of landed estates (Fllep 1933: 281-287). Beside Filep, there
was another Calvinist pastor, the ethnographer Géza Kiss, who without any government
assistance examined the demographic evolution of forty-five villages over two centuries, and
arrived at the same conclusion as had Fulep, that lack of land, the distant markets, the
backwardness of agricultural methods and above all the fear of impoverishment were the
underlying causes of “egyke”. He documented the same situation as Buday had earlier, “one
household and one child,” the custom that led to the depopulation of once prosperous villages
(Kiss 1986:504-506).

Fulep, who bridged prewar and interwar liberal thinkers, echoed Buday’s warnings about
the fate of the Transdanubian villages, namely that their original Hungarian population would
disappear (Fllep 1929: 11-12). Though Fulep played a major role in the genesis of Hungarian
sociography, the movement of village exploration, it was the article by Gyula Illyeés titled
Pusztulas [‘Disappearance’] which focused the public’s attention on the single-child family and
started the third discourse on the Transdanubian Hungarian population decline. Illyés was one of
the well-known young writers of the 1930s who shared the strong sociological interest and left-
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wing convictions of the so-called “népi” (‘from the people’) writers. Following an invitation
from Filep, Illyés turned his attention to the “egyke” issue in Baranya and Tolna.

I1lyés vividly portrayed the unfolding tragedy of Ormansag, the “egyke,” as he referred to
earlier accounts of a formerly prosperous, hard-working, healthy, and community-minded
population turning into a sickly, inward looking group of individuals. He wrote about villages,
where land and property were increasingly neglected, where money was gained and lost quickly
at the card tables and where neuroses and alcoholism had become as prevalent as tuberculosis
elsewhere in Hungary. In one of his visits, a young peasant farmer expressed his views on having
a family and said the following to lllyés: “We won’t produce beggars—... The country is full of
unemployed people, there are more people than we need, so what do you want from us? Give us
land and the land will produce more people” [Nem csinaljunk kodisokat—mondta ...Az orszag
tele van munkanelkilivel—t6bb ember van, mint kellene, mit akarnak mitéliink? Adjanak foldet,
a fold maga megtermi az embert] (lllyés 1933: 189). Illyés quoted Buday’s research, stating that
in most cases the villages were bordered by eighty to hundred thousand acres of landed estates
where the peasants could not rent land or obtain work, not even as day-laborers. The peasant
villagers told him “there is no land...no life...why should there be so many people...here is the
large estate” [Nincs fold... Nincs élet... Mire az a sok ember?... Itt a nagybirtok] (11lyés1938: 15).

In contrast to the German-populated villages of medium-size landholders, the Hungarian
villages were predominantly in the vicinity of the largest estates. According to Illyés, the birth
rate of the German-speaking peasant population in Somogy, Tolna, and Baranya counties was
significantly higher than in the Hungarian villages, and as these counties made up half the area of
Transdanubia, he feared that the Hungarian population would soon become a minority. While
Fulep’s earlier articles were ignored in the capital, Illyés succeeded in alarming public opinion
about the falling birth rate and the long-term impact of the “egyke,” as well as the effect of the
higher German birth rate that could endanger Hungarian identity and language (I1lyés 1933:
338).

The publication of Illyés’ Pusztulas had a two-fold effect. First, it polarized writers into
two groups, as it split the so-called second generation writers of the modern literary periodical,
Nyugat into nationals or “populists,” who were the “népi” [ ‘peoples’] writers and the
“urbanites,” or liberals. The second impact was the birth of sociography, the village exploration
movement. Illyés’ passionate claim about the eventual disappearance of the Hungarian
population sparked an intense debate on the subject of “vanishing” Hungarians as well as on
Hungarian language and culture (Babits 1933: 269-272). The Nyugat writers, such as Aladar
Schopflin or lllyés, could not be accused of chauvinism, though there was a reference in the
Nyugat that questioned the cultural loyalty of the “assimilated Hungarians,” which meant the
German and Jewish population. It was a sensitive issue when assimilated Germans and their
descendants made up fifteen to twenty percent of the educated middle class and that the close to
six percent of assimilated Jews played a pivotal role in Hungarian modernization (Lendvai 2002:
354, Schopflin 1933: 272). Concurrently, with the sociological reportage of the village explorers,
Illyés’ Pusztak Népe [‘People of the Puszta’] was a significant contribution to the literary aspects
of the discourse. In this autobiographical work, Illyés depicted the merciless, semi-feudal
conditions of the large Transdanubian estates, the “puszta,” which meant a conglomeration of
dwellings, which frequently sheltered one or two hundred families and were separated from the
village community, while being exploited at the whims of the landowners or the estate managers.
It was a place where corporal punishment was taken for granted just as much as ius primae
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noctis [‘the right of the first night’] by managers or by those in power (lllyés 1993: 87-89, 135-
145).

Similarly to Illyés, the majority of the “népi” writers were either from a peasant
background or in close contact with rural life; they were also people who participated in the
village exploration movement that was part of the Hungarian populist movement. The
movement was characterized by a patriotic sentiment and was concerned primarily with the state
of the peasantry. Most of the “népi” writers, who also shared an anti-capitalist outlook, viewed
the peasantry as the backbone of the nation, which would be capable of the political and cultural
revival of Hungary if given the opportunity. Following the split of the populists and the
“urbanites,” the “népi” writers published their sociographical literature in Valasz [‘Response’]
and Kelet Népe [‘People of the East’] from the mid-1930s on, instead of in the more literary
periodical Nyugat. At the same time, Szép Sz0 [‘Fine Words’], the independent literary journal
of the “urbanites,” was founded, which centered around the poet Attila J6zsef. This publication
stood for universal democratic values above national issues, although it was also committed to
the “have nots.” In contrast to the populists, the “urbanites” perceived the unsolved Hungarian
problems, not merely in terms of the low birth rate, but in a larger context as well. They
compared the backwardness of Hungary to western European progress and development (Braun
1933: 279).

The unresolved economic and social issues of the peasantry, that is of more than half the
population, remained in the forefront of political and intellectual debates. Following Illyés’
articles and the Nyugat debate, there was a burst of publications not only about demographic
issues, but generally about the underdevelopment of the countryside. In contrast to
Transdanubian demographic reports, Zoltan Szabd depicted the deprivation of large families in
the North-Eastern Hungarian villages, especially in the Matyé land, where the poverty of the
dwarf landholders and landless peasants in Mez6kovesd, Tard, and Szentistvan was stark. Their
splendidly embroidered Maty6 aprons and blouses disguised the peasants’ misery, namely that
every fourth new-born died in his first year, and that the north-eastern Hungarian counties had
the highest rate of infant mortality and tuberculosis in Hungary (Szabo6 1937: 233, 1938: 72-73).
Similarly, in the south-east corner of Hungary, on the left bank of the river Tisza, mortality
figures were just as alarming as Szab6’s account of the north-east. According to Féja, who
described the agrarian problems of “Viharsarok” (‘Stormy Corner’) in the south-east of
Hungary, the custom of single-child families spread to the south-east too, where it had been
unknown previously (Féja 1937: 221, 1984: 45).

Generally in the interwar period, sociography as a discipline was closer to literature than
social science, with the possible exceptions of the publications of the politician Imre Kovéacs, the
medical practitioner Janos Hidvégi, and the sociologist Ferenc Erdei. Kovacs, Hidvégi, and
Erdei relied on statistical data and gave a detailed account of the economic and social problems
in the Transdanubian and south-eastern counties. Kovéacs, who studied the demographic patterns
of the Orménség villages, also observed that after two generations there was another effect of
the continued use of birth control; it became accepted behavior that the older women and
mothers ruled the households. A matriarchal system evolved where the subordinated sons-in-
laws, who often came from other villages and were despised for their poverty, became servants
in their own households. In the distorted world of Orméansag, marriage came to mean uniting
two properties for one descendant. The description of the new value system and a new code of
behavior based on strict birth control portrayed the hopelessness of the existing situation
(Kovécs 1937: 33, 36, 147). Kovacs also advocated land reform instead of emigration, religious
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sectarian movements, or crude birth control. Beside Kovacs, Hidvégi, who also researched the
Ormansag region independently without any government support, indicted the existing “liberal-
capitalist system” which ignored the peasantry. He quoted the often heard views of his patients:
“couldn’t she be more careful... if I bred so many, I’d die of shame” or “my old szile (the
grandmother) will advise me when to wash the sheets rather than nappies” [Hat nem tud
vigydzni...nekem kisiitt vona a szemem, ha ennyit kélkeztem vona, és az oregsziile rendesen
tandcsolja, hogy inkdabb lepeddt mossal,mint pelenkat] (Hidvégi 1938: 63). Hidvégi also
observed the appearance of a new value system whereby the villagers felt some sympathy for a
barren woman, but those who had more than two children became a subject of scorn and
contempt. As a medical practitioner, he commented on the health of women who often became
crippled by their middle age, sickly looking and bent, seeing these symptoms as related to the
harsh abortion practices (Hidvegi 1938: 63).

Kovécs and Erdei were also sociologists who analyzed the agrarian problems beyond the
issue of the spread of single-child families and argued for more than land reform: in their
opinion, Hungarian semi-feudal agrarian life was doomed, and social renewal was inevitable
(Kovécs 1940: 5, Erdei 1938: 36, 142-143). Erdei contrasted the Hungarian socially stratified,
economically backward peasant society to the technologically and socially advanced Western
European peasant citizens (Erdei 1938: 14-15, 138, 191, Bib6 1982: 329). He not only destroyed
the romantic myth of village life, but also stressed the need for urbanization, which meant that
the peasantry would cease to be a major source of offspring (Erdei 1940: 142-143, 206-207).
Erdei saw the “egyke” single-child family as the symptom of the hopelessness of traditional
peasant life. The practice was a response to a situation to which they could not find an
alternative to any other forms of existence: “they had enough of a peasant’s life, but...they are
not escaping. Stubbornly staying put to gain a footing and they deny life itself” [elég volt a
paraszti életbdl, de...nem menekiilnek. Megdtalkodottan megvetik a labukat, és az életet magat
tagadjak meg] (Erdei 1973: 177). Prior to 1945, Erdei formulated the clearest conceptions and
theories in Hungarian social science. His major works on the peasantry of the Alféld (Great
Plain) in Eastern Hungary and the area between the rivers Danube and Tisza as well as the
central Hungarian market towns remained primary sources of peasant life in the interwar period
(Erdei 1941: 197).

The government reaction to the “egyke” was one of indifference, claiming that
demography was not a field in which writers and poets should dabble. Similarly to the official
view, Kuno Klebelsberg, the Minister of Education, attributed the spread of single-child families
to Protestantism as well as to the immorality of the countryside, and urged women to take
motherhood more seriously. However, there was a stronger response to the publications of
Kovacs’ and Feja’s works, as both books were banned and the authors were imprisoned on
charges of inciting revolution (Andorka 2001: 23, 29). It was apparent that fundamental land
reform remained anathema to the Hungarian political elite in the interwar period when more
than seventy percent of the peasantry owned only ten percent of the agricultural land.
Consequently, the exploration of the economic ills of the countryside was left to the
sociographers and writers, while the inability of the political elite to commit to progress were
largely responsible for Hungary’s deep-rooted economic and social problems. Politicians
continued to turn a blind eye to the economic causes of single-child households (Bodo
2001:189).

In addition to the economic crises of the 1930s, there was an external threat too, as
Hitler’s pan-German and racially superior sentiments found support in Hungary from the 1930s
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on (Babus 2002: 4). By the end of the 1930s, the populists or “népi” writers were represented at
both ends of the political spectrum: as members of the left wing (as socialists), as well as
members of the right radicals. Féja and Kodolanyi, who originally belonged to the left,
supported anti-Semitic views by the end of the 1930s. Others professed various shades of
political views of the left, which included the short lived anti-fascist March Front between 1937
and 1939 (Kemény and Sarko6zi 1982: 252-254). There were also major representatives of the
“népi” movement in the center of the political spectrum, such as Istvan Bibo, L&szl6 Németh,
and Zoltan Szab6, who advocated a “third path” and hoped to form an alliance between the
middle classes and the peasantry (Ranki 1978: 844-845). The populist movement dispersed by
the early 1940s but the literary debates between “populists” and “urbanites” polarized
participants, since a significant number of the “urbanites” had Jewish backgrounds. Filep, and
to a lesser degree Illyés, were the exceptions who remained outside of the populist-urbanite
dispute (Vas 1984: 66-88, Babus 2002: 6-9).

After 1948 there were no forums for liberal or conservative views except for a short
period in 1956. The first public discussions began between 1957 and 1964, when vast social and
economic changes were carried out in the Hungarian countryside, which in turn affected the
family, the smallest social unit (Cseh-Szombathy 1978: 34-35, Szabady 1971: 57 in Locsei).
Among the many debates, the one on the low birth rate was the most important and the longest
between 1963 and 1968. The disclosure of the 1960 birthrate figures indicated that the level of
fertility had dropped below the simple replacement of the parent generation, which sparked three
public discourses before 1990 (Pot6 1986: 26, KSH 1978: 186, Szabady 1961:15). The journalist
Ambrus Bor was among the first populist writers who argued that with an increased standard of
living a higher birth rate was expected, whilst in fact the opposite took place in Hungary (Bor
1963a, 1963b). At the same time, Kodolanyi revisited the Baranya villages of his childhood and
reported that Hungary could become a great Besence, a village of single-child families losing its
original population (Kodolanyi and Kodolanyi Jr. 1976: 229). In the following years a large
number of articles appeared in the literary weekly, ES, and in dailies and weeklies as well as in
academic journals. The press debates highlighted some of the major problems of society, such as
the acute housing shortage, the disintegration of rural communities, concerns of commuters, the
lack of flexible working hours for women, and generally the financial burden of families with
children. The public discussion was also a severe criticism of the lack of social policy on the part
of the government in relation to other socialist countries (Veres 1964a:14, 1964b: 1609-1610).

The majority of leading participants of the first debate were from the “népi” writers or
populists of pronatalist sentiments, such as the writer Péter Veres, and journalists, including Bor,
Karoly Jobbéagy, Gyula Fekete and Eva Bozoky, who primarily focused their argument on the
long term impact of the low birth rate and the concomitant shortage of labor power, and
criticized the young generation for their irresponsibility in abandoning traditional family values
for instantaneous pleasure. The populists maintained that having a family was both an economic
and national issue, while at the same time there was veiled criticism of the socialist political
system, which did not limit consumerism and individualism (Bor 1963a:721-731, 1963b:5,
Jobbagy 1964:5, Fekete 1964:5-6, Bozoky 1964a:7-8, 1964b:5-6, 1964c:3). Though the populists
formed a common platform in the debate on national concern, the women participants of the first
debate, such as Bozdky, Judit Mariassy, or Piroska Szenes, joined the discussion with certain
reservations. The women contributors were all working mothers also who tried to accommodate
work and family, while firmly believing that a woman’s duty was to have children, but
disagreeing with the populists’ male dominated image of motherhood. They argued for the
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autonomy of the individual and stood for a more progressive stance, but nevertheless for a
pronatalist, national attitude, thus the women journalists’ view on feminism and emancipation
remained partial. Bozoky was among the first who advocated a significant increase of the family
and child allowance, and higher paid maternal leave as well as flexible working hours for
mothers (Bozdky1964c:3). In contrast to the pronatalist view, the non-populist women
journalists argued that a single-child family or a family with two children did not necessarily
imply an “anti-baby” attitude, but highlighted the financial burden of a larger family (L&szl6
1964:5, Erki 1964: 5-6).

In summarizing the first debate, a large number of populist participants dominated the
discourse, who implied that the low birth is related to a declining national force as well as an
implication of diminishing Hungarian presence in the Carpathian Basin. At the same time the
populists emphasized the moral responsibility of the individual for the community at large and
opposed a consumer oriented individualism in all spheres of life. In short, they tacitly questioned
the socialist leadership of the political elite, and their criticism of the failure of socialist values
was a hidden attack on those in power (Heller, Némedi and Rényi 1990: 25). The first debate
coincided with the period of economic consolidation of the Kadar period, and the non-populists,
first of all the economists amongst them, were baffled by the debate and therefore tended to
ignore the ideological differences between pronatalist Marxists and non-Marxists. The
demographer Gyorgy Péter, the Head of the Hungarian Central Statistical Office, pointed out that
the low birth rates were the result of modernization. Yet he also raised his voice when populists
questioned the basic rights of an individual since he opposed the anti-abortionist stance (Heller,
Némedi, and Rényi 1990: 23-25, Vitanyi 1970:38).

The second population debate, in the 1970s, differed from the first in as much as there
was less emphasis on the excesses of individual freedom contrary to socialist values, and these
markedly expressed a national anxiety and a stronger, though still covert, criticism of
government policies. There was much higher representation of demographers and non-populists
in the discussions of the 1970s than earlier. Furthermore, the second population debate in the
1970s took place concurrently with several key events, such as the suppression of the Hungarian
Economic Reform and of the New Left when the Budapest School of Marxist Humanism was
dismembered. The temporary discontinuation of economic reforms added another dimension to
the debate as anti-reformers often shared the same political platform with the pronatalists, while
the pro-reformers, mostly non-Marxists, found themselves on the non-populist side (Heller,
Némedi, and Rényi 1995: 134). However, both the populists and the Marxists, including the non-
populists, partially shared the view on the importance of the family, but differed from the
traditional outlook on gender relationships in their opposition to the authoritarian state (Heller
1970: 305, Vajda and Heller 1970: 1655). The populist participants of the second debate formed
the majority again, dominated by the journalists, Fekete and Domonkos Varga of the “népi”
circle. The public response to the “baby or a car” [Kicsi vagy kocsi] discussion was
overwhelming. The readers of the N6k Lapja [*Women’s Weekly’] alone contributed over two
thousand letters representing every strata of society (Fekete 1972: 357). At the same time, the
introduction of the generous government population policy enacted in 1973 and a less liberal
regulation for terminating pregnancies was welcomed by all. It was no doubt viewed as the result
of populists’ pressure. On the whole, the second population debate still focused on the national
aspect of the low birth rate as the most important issue, whereas the writers were concerned
about numbers. Another aspect emerged at this time, namely a middle class family image which
pointed to the inequalities between large and smaller well-to-do families.
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Concurrent with the debates on the low birth rate and its future implications, Illyés, the
distinguished poet, expressed his anxiety in several poems, plays and numerous articles. He
remained a dominant intellectual figure until his death, and was regarded as the living conscience
of the nation. Illyés saw the family as the corner-stone of the nation and said that “whichever
country which buries more than it brings forth does not think of its future, consumes its present
and will ultimately devour itself” [Amelyik orszag évenként tébb embert tesz sirba, mint
bélcsébe, az nem takarit a jévére: feleszi a készt. Végll teljes onmagat] (1llyés 1967:705-706).
Ilyés echoed the populists’ views of the 1930s, which was also supported by writers such as
Veres, Moldova, and Géza Paskandi, who were just as concerned about the disappearance of the
rural population (Veres 1964b:1609, Moldova 1987: 306, Paskandi 1982:5). Illyés was
preoccupied by the possible long-term effect of low birth rate and was haunted by the vision of
national death and the disappearance of the Hungarian language. The idea of the death of the
nation, as well as the threat of being outnumbered by others had been ingrained in Hungarian
literature since the end of the eighteenth century, and the poet invoked Herder’s prophecy, that
“of the Hungarians, small in number and wedged in between others, not even the language will
be detectable as the centuries pass” [A masok kozé ékelt kis szamld magyaroknak szazadok mualtan
talan majd a nyelvét sem lehet folfedezni] (lllyés 1977). He voiced this fear of the dissolution of
national identity in one of his dramas, the Tisztak [‘The Pure Ones’], which dealt with the loss of
the cultural identity of the Cathars, who refused to abandon their language and beliefs. The
annihilation of the Cathars also intended to draw a parallel to the plight of the Hungarian
minority that was subjected to extreme nationalist policies under Ceausescu in Romania. One of
his best known poems, “A Wreath” [Koszoru], is a declaration of love for the language and its
limitations since it is spoken by barely fourteen million people, of whom one third live outside
the political borders. Illyés believed that the primary duty of the poet was to answer the most
troublesome questions of his time, and he could never divorce himself from national and public
issues, whether it was the low birth rate, high suicide figures or minority rights (Illyés 1971: 6-7,
Vajda 1977: 39-40, Domonkos 1983: 14, Illyés and Illyés 1994: 203).

The essential point of the third population debate in the 1980s was a more explicit,
though still limited, criticism of the socialist system and its legitimacy. In the course of debates,
the non-populists’ views were best expressed by the sociologists Zsuzsa Ferge and Pal Tamas,
and proved to be more controversial than the demographers’ discourse. Ferge claimed that
women had never had enough say in Hungary and pointed out the inequalities in wages, salaries,
and career opportunities, in spite of official socialist doctrine. In addition, she argued that women
should have a choice, though work and family commitments need not be opposed. She also
questioned the essence of the population debate and the need to increase the number of live
births, and disagreed with the notion that a gradual population loss could lead to a national
disaster. Similarly to Ferge, Tamas emphasized the need for a value-oriented tolerant society
over the notion of national decline (Wisinger1982:5, Tamas 1973:3-5, 1981:5). However, both
populists and non-populists agreed that there should be a long-term population policy; open
political criticism was warily espoused by the 1980s. The demographers reinstated their
argument that the low birth rate was still part of the modernization process, which was also
experienced in more advanced Western European countries (Andorka 1987: 284-294, Klinger
and Monigl 1985: 25-33).

Following the 1989-1990 political and economic changes, the issue of the stagnating
birth rate and the decreasing population seemed to lose its political significance. In the post-1990
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years demographers advocated the need of a long-term population policy in order to improve
demographic trends, which had remained unfavorable in the past thirty years. After 2010 the
Orban government consulted intellectuals and social scientists about the low fertility rates.
Firstly, there was a general consensus on the importance of the issue, whilst at the same time the
political criticism espoused earlier by the government lost its impetus. Secondly, as population
growth declined on a national scale, racism resurfaced in the comparisons of Roma and non-
Roma fertility rates. According to the result of the questionnaires, half of the responses
welcomed and accepted a long-term population policy but also feared an intervention by the state
in the private lives of its citizens (Farag6é 1999: 138, Melegh 1999: 160).

By 2011, total population decreased to below ten million and the fertility rate was only
1.23, one of the lowest in the EU, which again focused public attention on the continuously low
birth rate and the forecasted impact of an aging population (Kapitany and Spéder 2012: 33,
Hablicsek 1998: 472). In order to counteract the low birth rate figures, the current government
introduced pronatalist measures as part of its political program favoring middle and high income
earners with more than two children, and removed access to the “abortion pill” (RU-486), which
is widely used in Europe and the USA. The new family policy was intended to boost fertility, but
in fact it resulted in a redistribution of resources from poor to rich families, while the reinstituted
three years of parental leave, kept women away from the workforce and strengthened patriarchal
attitudes (Szazadveg 2014: 1, Szikra 2014: 494-495).

In the twentieth century, the discourse on the declining birth rate encompassed various
strands of political ideologies, with differences between the intellectuals and the wider public, as
well as among the demographers. The debates were linked to the impeded and uneven social
development of Hungary, since the “national” or populists and democratic or progressive forces
all took a different approach to the population issue.

From the beginning of such research, starting with Buday and evident throughout the
interwar period, the population issue was both a philosophical and a political discourse. This
pattern was also followed in the three major debates in the socialist period. In the interwar
period, the populists or the “népi” writers viewed the people and first of all the peasantry as the
nation. Their political and often anti-capitalist criticism fueled Hungarian nationalism as well as
a critique of modernity. In contrast to the populists” arguments, the “urbanites” or liberals
stressed the need for the democratization of the country as a means of progress over national
issues. The differences between populists and non-populists re-emerged between the 1960s and
the 1980s. The new populists, who were anti-individualists, anti-consumerists, traditionally
family-centered, with a strong appeal to nationalism and critical of socialist politics, dominated
the debates in the restricted public sphere in the pre-1990 era. In comparison, the non-populists,
whether demographers or sociologists, who based their views on empirical data remained a
minority in public opinion. The sharp intellectual divisions between the populists and the non-
populists faded towards the end of the century but resurfaced by 1998, as populism and
population policy became a manipulative tool of politics. In short, the various discourses on the
issue of declining birth rate were used as a means of political and social criticism in twentieth
century Hungary (Melegh 2006: 76).
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