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In the historical research of the past few decades, it was the German social historian, Hartmut Kaelble, who stood most profoundly for the view that the societal
of Western European countries (including Scandinavia and, in
developments
several respects, even the South European countries) have converged in signifi?
cant areas of social life during the 20th century. As a result, it is almost justifiable
to talk about an integrated?or,
at least, an integrating?specific
Western Eu?
ropean society, as compared to the societies of the USA, Japan or Australia.1
Kaelble bases his analyses of Western European social integration, among oth?
ers, on the examination of specific characteristics of family development.2
Quite
understandably, he excluded Hungary and other Central and Eastern European
countries from the scope of his research because he was primarily interested in
the developments of the Western half of the continent. Adopting Kaelble's approach to European social integration, the present work examines how family
changes in Hungary relate to the Western European processes in the course of
the "short 20th century" (1918-1990).
It is increasingly acknowledged in social sciences that reaching a full underin any particular country is only possible if its
standing of social developments
experience is set in the context of wider changes. This is reflected in the continuously expanding body of comparative historical literature, too. In spite of this, no
systematic comparative study of 20th century Hungarian family development has
been carried out yet. Moreover, it is not only comparative studies that are lacking on several areas of 20th-century Hungarian family history. Research seems
to be sporadic in several other respects as well with the important exceptions
in demography and family sociology. Demographic
of investigations
research
in Hungary has been conducted on a high level throughout the century, and
several processes relevant to family changes have been analysed. Maybe due to
the very character of their profession, however, demographers have grasped only
some aspects of family changes, and even in these cases the historical perspective
was usually but of secondary importance. Historical demography in Hungary has
focused only on the 17-19th centuries.3 In the field of family sociology, several
remarkable studies have been published since the 60s; but, quite understandably,
these have focused only on the past few decades. Similarly, even demographic
comparisons of the widest scale have only concentrated on the changes in fertility and mortality in recent decades,4 and comparative family sociology regarding
Hungary has been limited to a relatively narrow domain and to a narrow group
of countries.5
Beside the comparative study of Hungarian family history, which might offer
us a better insight into the characteristics of the 20th century Hungarian family
an interest in the problem of European social integration as de?
development,
At the
scribed by Kaelble will constitute the basis of the present investigation.
same time, our perspective differs from his in that we mainly concentrate on the
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relation of certain important areas of 20th century Hungarian family changes to
Western European trends, whereas he examined the evolution of West European
societies and their specific features as compared to other industrial countries. We
will primarily endeavour to answer the following questions: Have 20th century
family changes in Hungary converged to or diverged from Western European
trends? In which periods and in which areas of development can convergence
and divergence be observed?
At this point, it is necessary to address the methods applied in the study.6 The
development of Hungarian family life will be examined in comparison to West?
ern European ones (i.e. the presence of divergence and convergence)
through
simple statistical procedures as well, though there are obvious difficulties in the
comparability of available data, and formal (measurable) similarities/differences
may often be misleading with regard to functionality. The appropriate Hungar?
ian data can obviously be compared to the Western European means to reveal
the degree of convergence or divergence. No doubt, this method can indicate
some important trends, but, in itself, it seems not to be fully satisfactory. The
interpretation of the Western European means involves some problems, because
it fails to take into consideration the standard deviations of the indicators. In order to overcome this difficulty, we will calculate another index, the standardised
Hungarian data, which takes into account both the changes in standard devia?
information. The
tions and means and therefore provides more comprehensive
standardised Hungarian data will be yielded through subtracting the respective
Western European means from the Hungarian data and then dividing it by the
Western European standard deviations. The difference of this number from zero
shows the degree of diversion from the Western European data. These indices
are not only suitable for properly indicating convergent or divergent tendencies,
but they also make it possible to measure the convergence of Hungarian devel?
opment even when Western European family changes diverge in a given area.
Another important research problem is, present in many comparative studies,
that of what is compared to what, i.e. what is regarded to be the unit of com?
parison. Hungary as the unit of comparison is given in this case, but it is not
so evident which countries are counted as Western European. When selecting
the Western European countries into the sample an effort was made to include
in the
and political development
ones that produced similar socio-economic
20th century, as Kaelble has done in his seminal study. Thus among the coun?
tries analysed, beside Norway and Switzerland the present EU member states are
included with the exception of Spain, Greece, Portugal, and Luxembourg. Nevertheless, no attempt is made to claim that other countries could not have been
considered for inclusion in the sample, but this was hindered by very practical
reasons, the unavailability of sources.
In the following therefore, the notion of Western Europe will be used to cover
all the countries examined and compared to Hungary. In contrast, all other
concepts of regions are based on geographical distinctions: thus North Western
Europe refers to France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Ireland, and Great Britain;
Scandinavia to Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Finland; and, finally, Central
Europe to Germany, Austria, Italy and Switzerland.
In the following, first the changes in nuptiality will be presented. Then a closer
look will be offered at household and family structures and the spousal relationships
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will be highlighted,
followed by the analysis of divorce and the pluralisation of
family forms. Finally, a summary of the findings is presented.
Nuptiality
Although age at first marriage slightly increased in Hungary at the end of the
19th century, turn of the century Hungarian marriage patterns belonged to the
Eastern European type of the Hajnal typology, even though they represented a
some what moderate sub-category.7 Not only was the crude marriage rate higher
than that of any Western European country,8 but, even more revealing for the
marriage structure, women married at age 22.5 and men at 26.4 on the average in
1900. Only 4-5% of both sexes did never marry in their lives.9 (See Appendix)
In the first decades of the 20th century, and especially in the 30s, the age of
those marrying for the first time increased. Thus before World War II bridegrooms
were 27 year old on the average and brides 23. These ages reached the highest
point during the war, in 1944, with 29.7 years for men and 25.3 years for women.
The proportion of those never married also increased in these decades. Before
World War II, 5-6% of men and 7-8% of women remained celibate in their
whole lives. Consequently, the average age at marriage did not markedly differ
was also promoted by
from the Western European level.10 The convergence
at
first
in
Western
Europe. Regarding celibacy
marriage
stagnating average ages
ratios, the differences remained greater, even though the Hungarian figures began
to approach the Western European ones, especially for women. (See Appendix)
After World War II, corresponding to European and North American tenden?
cies, a clear upswing in marriage figures can be observed in Hungary, too. The
number of marriages rose and the average age at marriage dropped. Furthermore,
while in Western Europe a turn occurred in nuptiality from the end of the 60s,
in Hungary there was no significant decline in marriage figures until the second
half of the 70s. This also surfaced in the level of lifelong celibacy, although this
index was also influenced by the nuptiality trends of the previous decades. Considering especially the total first marriage rates which eliminate the effects of
different age structures, it can be stated that marriage rates remained relatively
high until the 70s. In this decade, grooms' average age at their first wedding fell
to 24 and brides' to 21, reaching the lowest level ofthe century in the mid-70s
(20.7 years for women, 23.4 for men). This also meant that the age difference
between grooms and brides dropped from the pre-war 4.7 years to 2.7.
From the mid-70s, inclination to marry began to weaken some what in Hun?
gary. The average age at marriage began to rise slowly, reaching 21.5 years for
women and 24.2 years for men by 1990. At the same time, however, this index
increased more considerably in Western Europe, thus Hungary diverged from
the region rather than converging with it. The change in the ratio of marriages
was faster, which appears more clearly in the annual marriage numbers than
in the celibacy ratio. Had the age specific marriage ratios of 1987-88 become
constant, approximately 82% of men and 92% women born in Hungary in the
second half ofthe 1960s would have married before the age of 50, which signals
a significant decrease when compared to earlier figures.11
In summary, the Eastern European marriage pattern as defined by the Hajnal
typology strongly faded in Hungary between the two world wars. In 1930 both
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men and women were only one year younger on the average at their first marriage
than the Western European average. The frequency of marriages was the ciosest
to the Western European average at this time, too, although because of the sta?
tistical methods applied, this appeared in the level of lifelong celibacy only a few
decades later. After World War II, however, and especialiy between the mid-60s
and the mid-70s, the presence of the Eastern European marriage pattern became
strong again in Hungary. Although the willingness to marry tangibly diminished
from the late 70s, this tendency was even stronger in Western Europe, there?
fore this can be interpreted as divergence rather than convergence.12
Despite
the changes in the 80s, the comparatively high number of marriages and the
young age at marriage both clearly suggest that all through the period examined,
marriage had a monopoly, as it were, on relationships in Hungary.
Changes

in household

and family structures

Although, as shown before, in Hungary there was a remarkable permanence
in marriage patterns on the whole, in other respects the framework and content
of family life did undergo considerable changes during the 20th century. As a
result of the transformations there were modifications in both the size and the
structure of households and families. The average size dropped, the importance
of households with several members lessened while that of one-person house?
holds grew; in addition, the proportion of nuclear family households also grew
compared to complex households. That is, the direction of changes was very
similar to that of Western European societies, but its rate was often considerably
different from what could be observed there.13
As early as the turn of the century the average number of persons per household
in Hungary was not markedly different from Western European figures: in 1890
an average household included 4.5 members (or, to be precise, this is the number
of people sharing a dwelling.)14 In 1930, on the territory of present-day Hungary
and calculated in greater accordance with the definition applied later, a typical
household included approximately 3.9 persons, while by 1949 the average fell
further to 3.6.15 The household concepts used during these censuses were not
compietely identical. It is only since 1960 that the size of households has been
measured according to the same principles. The decrease, however, has been
steady since then: the average number of persons per household was 3.1 in 1960,
2.95 in 1970, 2.8 in 1980 and 2.6 in 1990 in Hungary. These data differ even
less from the Western European results than those collected early in the century,
that is, the average number of persons per household became almost identical
in Hungary and Western Europe from the 60s on.
The proportion of households with five or more members was 33% in 1930,
while in 1960 (since reiiable nation-wide data have been available) it was somewhat below the Western European average with 17%.16 After this period the
pace of the decline was somewhat below the Western European average. As a
the 8% rate of such households in 1990 differed even less than
consequence,
before from Western European levels. (See Appendix)
Though the significance of one-person households grew steadily in Hungary,
it started from a relatively low point: the proportion of this type amounted to
6% in 1930,10 in 1949 and 14.5 in 1960, and remained lower than the Western
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European average during the following decades, too.17 In 1990, people living
alone were found in less than one fourth of all the households.
Proportions
lower than this were observed in Western Europe only in Ireland and Italy (22%
in both). It is more appropriate therefore to speak about divergence rather than
convergence between Hungarian and Western European societies in this respect.
(See Appendix)
Similarly to Western Europe, the main reason for the decline in household size
in Hungary is the significant drop in the average number of children per family,
as a result ofthe decline in fertility. While in 1935 third births constituted 15%
of all births, after a more or less steady decline, in the 70s this was reduced to only
9-10%, and it was only in the second half of the 80s that the proportion began
to rise again somewhat. Even greater was the fall in the proportion of fourth and
further births to all births,18 The actual distribution of families by the number of
children shows that the majority of families had more than four children at the
turn of the century, allowing for great differences among various social classes.
Even in the inter-war period the proportion of families with several children
became considerably smaller, and this process accelerated after 1945. In 1949,
among women aged 45 to 49 years and married for 20 to 29 years, 38.4% had 4 or
more children, whereas in 1980 this proportion was only 8.9%. The number of
families with three children also dropped, though not so dramatically. In 1980,
the proportion of those with three or more children amounted to 23.4%. This
almost corresponded to the Belgian and Dutch levels, and thus was a little higher
than the Western European average.19
At the same time, parallel to the decrease in the number of parents with four
or more children, similarly to most countries of Western Europe, the number
of childless women was also on the decline after World War II. In the above
there were 10.3% of such women in 1949 and only
age group (45-49-year-olds)
is clearly the decrease of
6% in 1980. The reason behind this phenomenon
infertility in Hungary, too, primarily due to the decline of venereal diseases and
in health care in the treatment of infertility caused by other
the developments
factors. The number of women with one child rose significantly in the decades
following World War II, but from the 70s this model started to give way to
the two-child model in the younger female age groups in Hungary as well. The
levelling off in the number of children, similar to that observed in Western
married women bearing two
Europe, is shown by the increase of 45-49-year-old
children from 20.3% in 1949 to 43.6% in 1980.20
Even at the beginning of the century, it was not so traditionally common in
Hungary as in Western Europe to employ workers in peasant farms who would
then be integrated into the household though they were not family members.
After the communist take-over it became impossible to hire such workers for
political reasons. Another contributor to both the dropping numbers of persons
per household and the lessening complexity of households was the quite sudden
and complete disappearance of domestic servants after World War II. Remarkable
in size even in the inter-war period, this group consisted of people living together
with wealthier families, thus increasing the average size of households.21
The increase in the proportion of one-person households was effected mainly
by the increase in the number of old persons living alone in Hungary, partly
because of the expanding average life-span, and partly because of the increasing
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separation of families. The growth in the number of divorces was also a factor
producing more and more one-person households. The change in young people's
lifestyle played a smaller part in this process than in Western Europe, since early
marriage was still predominant. Exactly because of this, the number of young
people establishing their own households before marriage was not considerable
even in the last third of the century.
The simplification
of family structures was also important regarding the
in
the
average number of persons per household and changes in house?
changes
hold structures. That is, beside the members of the nuclear family the presence
of other relatives in household became less common. Moreover, the functions
of such household formation have also altered.22
In the course of the century the nuclearisation of family households can be
observed in Hungary, just as in Western Europe. The proportion of complex
family households fell, while those of nuclear and one-person households steadily
increased (as shown above). Still, in Tamas Farago's estimation, not less than
22 to 24% of households included more families or a family and other related
persons in 1949.23 According to household statistics, the proportion of family
households including three generations was as high as 12.4% even in 1960,
which meant that the proportion of the population living in such families was
even higher.24
A relatively high mean level of complexity of households was maintained
despite the decline, as indicated by the following figures. In 1970 17.8% of the
households, and in 1990 11.8% included either more than one family or one
family plus other relatives. 28.1 and 19.1% of the population livedin such house?
holds, respectively. The most typical case was when the parents lived together
with one or more of their married child(ren) or when widowed parents lived with
their child's family. These are considerably higher rates than what could be seen
in Western European societies. In 1970, of 7 Western European countries exam?
ined (England, the Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, West Germany, Norway,
Finland), the proportion of complex households was between 4 and 6% in all,
and reached 7 or 9% (depending on the definition adopted) only in Finland.25
Of course, hardly any direct connection can be proposed between the house?
hold forms of the 19th century peasant joint family and the multiple family
households in the second half of the 20th century, because the nature of such
household formations changed so considerably. The relatively high proportion
of the urban population among the complex households in the decades following
World War II2 in itself suggests that their appearance did not, or not primarily,
originate from lifestyle or production processes, as this would hardly be the case
in towns. By this time extended families were produced by expressly different
reasons, primarily by the housing shortage.27 This was the case in villages as well,
where the functions of the family also underwent fundamental changes, mostly
of agriculture.28 At the same time, the survival
following the collectivisation
of supportive norms may have played an important role in the high ratio of
complex households.
In summary, in Hungary the average number of persons per household was
similar to the Western European average throughout the 20th century, and the
existing differences gradually diminished. In the change of the proportion of
households including five or more persons again similarities can be observed,
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with differences also diminishing.
However, even in the 80s the proportion
of one-person households was lagging behind the average of Western European
societies. Furthermore, despite the steady decline, even at the end ofthe century
the proportion of complex households (extended ones and those including more
family cores) remained very high in an international context. In these areas there
were no signs of convergence.
Still, the appropriate approach is probably the one in which the changes of
the family are examined not only in terms of its numbers and the generations
living together. The transformation of the family in the 20th century cannot
be appropriately described with the change of household structures,29 because
the traditional family cannot be understood simply as the cohabitation of more
than one adult generation. It is a community characterised by special behaviours
(and functions): patriarchy; there is a sharp division of labour by gender; and
the space of production coincides with the family home, i.e. the family works as
an economic unit. In this approach, the 19th century nuclear peasant family is
seen as a "miniature form" of the joint family,30 i.e. the former displays impor?
tant features of the latter. Consequently, the transformation of the relationships
between family members reflects the changes of the family to the same extent
as generational statistics do. This will be investigated in the following sections.
The relationship

between

spouses

Although systematic data are not available from earlier periods ofthe century,
the transformations of values and beliefs concerning family life in Hungary were
in several aspects similar to what was reported in Western European surveys in the
second half ofthe century.31 According to the family planning surveys carried out
systematically in the 1960s and 70s, the common view about the ideal family size
in Hungary showed little difference from those found in most Western European
countries.32 Of the couples asked in 1958, family planners thought they would
raise 2.25 children, while the average for all couples was 2.33. By 1966, these
figures dropped to 2.05 and 2.1, respectively, i.e. the two-child family model
became widely popular in Hungary. This claim receives support from indices
other than the mean number of children per family. 70.1% of couples actually
did plan to raise two children in 1966 and the number of children considered
as ideal differed only a little from this figure.33 A poll conducted about a decade
later, in the mid-70s, revealed that couples planned somewhat fewer children, 2.1
on the average, while the ideal number of children became was much higher,
2.88. The latter dropped to 2.5 by the mid-80s.34 Around 1990, 67% of the
sample considered two or fewer children ideal, which falls between the two
highest Western European ratios, West Germany and Austria.35
Apart from these similarities, however, Hungarian development is much more
protracted compared to the West in several areas. This is manifest in the equalisation of relationships between the spouses or the dominance of emotional, as
opposed to instrumental, aspects in relationships. Let us examine the division of
labour within the family and the transformation in the expectations concerning
marriage and spouse as examples.
According to the data from time budget surveys (carried out regularly from the
60s, yet often only partially comparable) and other research as well, domestic
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chores (including family related production) and leisure time were distributed
unequally between the individual members of the family in Hungary. Most of
the house work was done by women, though the use of household appliances
and the growing availability of various services eased their burden.36 At the
same time, the proportion of men's participation in household chores could be
regarded as average on an international scale. For example, the above-mentioned
international time budget survey found that by the mid-60s men's participation
in home making was higher in families with children than in Belgium and West
Germany, and only little lower than in France.37 Men's participation in domestic
chores increased in accordance with the international trends between 1963 and
1986/87.
As to leisure time, the differences between men and women remained significantly higher in Hungary. According to a survey of 1965/66, working married
women with children in urban areas commanded 52% of the leisure time of men
of the same status in Hungary. This was lower than the respective Belgian, French
and West German data (69, 64 and 66%) even then.38 On the basis of another
series of surveys, the leisure time of women aged 15 to 69 years declined compared
to that of men between 1963 and 1976. Even though it increased in the following
Western
years, it reached only 73% by 1987.39 Since in the above-mentioned
the
difference
between
countries
the
sexes
diminished
even
more, it
European
can be claimed that between 1960 and 1990 in Hungary gender inequality grew
in this area compared to Western Europe.
Besides the actual division of labour between men and women, this finding
is further supported by the considerable differences existing between Hungarian
views and those typical in most Western European countries concerning desirable female roles. The results of a 1978 Hungarian survey show that the majority
of the respondents considered it ideal if women dealt primarily with raising their
children.40 In 1990, in the Western European countries examined an average
37% of the respondents believed that a woman had to have children in order to
live life to the full, whereas in Hungary this ratio was 96%.41
The other example, the assessment of expectations concerning marriage and
in Hun?
spouses also exposes the contradictory nature of family development
is indicated by
gary. On the one hand, the Western character of expectations
the growing importance of emotions both in selecting the spouse (e.g. as opposed to parental influence) and in the preservation of marriages in the last
third of the century?a
phenomenon
unquestionably present, though difficult
to verify, in all social strata in the Hungarian context as well. The favourable
of
conditions for this process, sometimes referred to as the sentimentalisation
the family, were created by the transformation of the economic functions of
the family and the separation of the spheres for living and working for ever
of the economy and
widening social groups.42 As a result of the nationalisation
of the agriculture after World War II, the number of indethe coilectivisation
pendent farmers decreased in Hungary at an even faster pace than in Western
of property
Europe. This undoubtedly facilitated the fading of considerations
and wealth in marriages. Another contributor to the process was the great rise
in the number of women entering the labour market, because this meant that
marriage ceased to be the sole source of material security for women. At the same
time, there were indicators of the at least partial survival of traditional selection
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of the relative social positions
criteria in selecting a spouse. An examination
of spouses shows that heterogamy, the marriage of people from different social
backgrounds, was not characteristic after World War II either. This "estate-like"
(R. Andorka) feature ofthe Hungarian society actually intensified from the late
60s, especially in executive and intellectual groups.
Heterogamy was strong
only in strata with unbalanced gender ratios, e.g. among skilled workers, where
where women
men were in majority, or in simpler white collar occupations,
dominated.44 International comparative value studies reveal that, compared to
the ratios characteristic of Western European societies, in Hungary in the early
1990s considerably more people thought the availability of material goods (high
income, good living conditions, etc.) important for a happy marriage and valued
mutual understanding and tolerance less as contributors to it.45
If women's employment is taken as an important indicator of women's social
positions, it can be claimed that women's situation in Hungary changed in a
parallel direction with Western Europe.46 The increase in employment provided
a good basis for emancipation and the abolition of patriarchy especially in the
last third ofthe century, when more women took on jobs outside the household
in Hungary than the Western European average. It seems, however, that equality
within the family was less typical in Hungary than in Western Europe, and on a
smaller scale than what could have been expected on the basis of the dramatic
socio-economic
changes. Neither normative relations, nor the views prevalent
in society about female roles, nor the division of labour in the everyday life of
families changed as rapidly in Hungary from the 60s on as in Western Europe.
Moreover, precisely because of the rapid Western European changes, we can
rather observe divergence in these areas in this period.
Divorce

and the pluralisation

of family forms

rates in Hungary were among the highest in Europe even at the
ofthe
century.47 In addition, they displayed a considerable dynamics
beginning
even then, e.g. the number of divorces per 100 marriages rose from 3.7 to 4-7
Characterised by fluctuations and with the
between 1906-10 and 1911-15.
considerable
one
of
period between the mid-20s and the mid-30s,
only
exception
the rate of legitimate divorces as shown by the index used above continually rose
in Hungary. Peaks emerged after World War II, following the 1956 revolution,
at the turn of the 50s and 60s. The growth
and after the forced collectivisation
was rapid throughout the 50s and between 1968 and 1985 as well.48
After 1945 the social composition of divorcees changed considerably. Sim?
ilarly to those getting married, those obtaining a divorce became increasingly
younger. In addition, the proportion of divorcing couples with children rose from
half to three-quarters ofthe total between 1950 and 1990.49 In 1960 (still based
on the number of divorces per 100 new marriages) the frequency of divorces
in Hungary was already higher than in any Western European country. Though
Sweden and Denmark from the 60s and then the United Kingdom from the 70s
did surpass Hungary, the latter still had one of the highest divorce intensities
in Europe. In the mid-80s 40 divorces were registered per 100 new marriages. It
must be noted, however, that this index was sensitive to the changes in marriage
rates as well. Other indices that eliminate the effects of the fluctuation in the
Divorce
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number of new marriages suggest a smaller increase in the 70s and a slight decrease in the second half of the 80s. Such indicator is e.g. the total divorce rate,
showing the expected number of divorces per existing 100 marriages provided
that the divorce trends of the given calendar period (year) remain unchanged.50
The changes in the divorce levels were basically tied to the legal possibilities
for divorce and their expansion in Hungary. At the beginning of the century di?
vorce rulings were sent to the High Court of Justice [Itelotabla] and the Supreme
Court [Kuria], which presented a great obstacle to obtaining a divorce. This was
eased in 1907 so that cases were sent to higher levels only in the circumstance of
appeal. Afterwards, as shown above, the number of divorces rose considerably.
After World War II the possibilities for divorce expanded further. In 1945 an
order by the Prime Minister made it possible to end the marriage without proving
either party guilty, by mutual agreement. The 1952 Family Code eliminated the
use of the qualifications of guilty/non-guilty
party and ruled that the marriage
can be ended if a "profound and serious cause" were present, which was not necessarily the result of the behaviour of either party. What followed in practice,
was that guilt ceased to be an exclusive aspect in ruling, but the examination of
guilt persisted, because courts regarded it important in deciding on child custody
or the payment of court costs.51 In addition, the 1952 Family Code did not make
divorce by mutual agreement possible and courts had the possibility/obligation
to consider whether the divorce was reasonable, especially if the couple were the
parents of a minor child. Despite this, the law, especially when actually applied
in the courts which soon began to ease the severity of their rulings, was hardly
an obstacle to ending marriages. That is, the de facto liberalisation of divorce
took place relatively early in Hungary, even in an international comparison.
Until the 50s the transformation of the law may have played an emphatic role
in the explanation of the dynamics of divorce movements in addition to the effects of historical cataclysms. Obviously, however, it cannot explain post-World
War II divorce rates, which were extremely high even on an international scale.
The very high divorce statistics of several communist countries suggest that,
besides the regime-neutral aspects of social modernisation,
this phenomenon
be
related
to
the
social
of
communist
with
As
several other
may
policy
regimes.
in family history, the rise of divorce rates probably can be partly
phenomena
attributed to the rapid and often violent transformation of social structures (colindustrialisation and urbanisation) as well as to the restriction of
lectivisation,
church influence and to high levels of female employment.
Thus the high divorce ratios present in the second half of the 20th century
reveal the characteristically ambivalent attitude of the Hungarian population to
marriage. Whereas a traditionally Eastern European marriage pattern survived
to the 1980s, divorces increased all through the century and were above the
Western European average.52 The convergence between Hungary and Western
Europe can mostly be observed in the periods when Western divorce rates grew
even more dynamically than the Hungarian ones, i.e. in the years following the
world wars and then in the last third of the century. (See Appendix)
A further characteristic of Hungarian population's attitude towards marriage
becomes evident when compared to the Western European decrease in the frequency of marriages, which was complemented with a rising frequency of unmar-
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ried couples from the 1960s.53 In contrast, in Hungary such a rise did not occur
even around the late decline in marriage figures in the 80s. At the 1970 census,
1.4% of women over 15 stated that they had a cohabiting partner. This figure
was 2% in 1984 and only 2.7% even in 1990.54 Approaching the issue from a
different perspective, the ratio of unmarried couples among families with both
partners present was 2.4% in 1970 and 5.1% in 1990.55 The estimation ofthe
frequency of unmarried couples based on census data is possible only with wide
margins of error, since many probably do not admit to this because of negative
societal value judgements, even despite all the changes. Still, it appears that the
shrinking inclination to marry resulted only in longer pre-marriage relationships
but not in a rise in the proportion of unmarried couples.56
Besides their low ratio, non-married partnerships had a special characteristic
in Hungary. In Western Europe the pattern of living together when young adults
were such arrangements
prevailed as a trial marriage, and only exceptionally
the result of social deprivation (e.g. in large English and French cities).57 In
Hungary women living with a partner without marriage were characteristically
under-educated, divorced, widowed or mothers with children.58 An indication
of the difference from the Western European type is that the ratio of unmar?
for example, in
ried couples was the lowest among 20-24 and 25-29-year-olds,
1970 (2.0% of all couples in both groups). These are the very groups with the
highest marriage frequencies in Hungary and the same groups in which the ra?
In contrast, the
tio of unmarried couples was the highest in Western Europe.
proportion of unmarried couples was gradually rising in the age groups over 30,
reaching its maximum among those over 60. In this latter group, 65% living in
unmarried companionships were widowed. An important reason for the overrepresentation of the widowed sprang from the regulations of the pension system.
In Hungary until the 70s pension payments by right of the deceased spouse were
stopped if the surviving spouse married again.60 That unmarried couples were
most characteristic among the elderly and among those divorced or widowed
did not change even after such relationships became more popular in the 70s
of younger generations may well be due to the
and 80s. The underrepresentation
dramatic scarcity of housing because singles in their teens and twenties rarely
had an independent home of their own in Hungary.
The ratio of extramarital births was around 9% in Hungary at the turn of the
century and between the world wars. The differences between rural and urban
areas were considerable, with the ratios being much higher in towns, especially
in big cities than in villages. In Budapest at the turn of the century births to
unwed mothers amounted to 27% of all births, thus surpassing the national
average threefold, while in the 1920s the 19% ratio of such births was twice
the national figure.61 After World War II the ratio of births to unwed mothers
dropped significantly, reaching the lowest point at 5% in the second half ofthe
60s. This was followed by a siow rise (6.6% in 1980) accelerating in the 80s
(13.1% in 1990).
Compared to the Western half of the continent, the Hungarian ratio of ex?
tramarital births was above the Western average in the first two thirds of the
century except for short periods, though surpassing it only to a small extent in
the inter-war period. In the 60s the difference turned to negative and greatly
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increased between Hungarian and Western European levels by 1990 due to the
rapid increase of the latter. (See Appendix)
Another source of differences was an important change occurring in the so?
cial composition of unwed mothers in Western Europe after World War II and
especially in the 60s. Groups of higher education levels were represented in
growing proportion among them, indicating that the reason behind extramarital births was not a socially disadvantaged position but a change in norms related
to marriage. In contrast to this, in Hungary, similarly to the case of unmarried
couples, giving birth out of wedlock was considerably more frequent all through
the century among socially deprived women, those with lower education and
lower income. In the first half of the century, domestic servants in urban areas
were particularly affected, producing half of such births at the beginning of the
century in Budapest and one third in the inter-war period.62 The rise occur?
ring in the 80s did affect those with higher educational levels somewhat more,
however, the pattern described above changed but little as a result.63 Pregnancy
continued to compel couples to choose marriage rather than
characteristically
give birth outside of wedlock. An indicator of this is that even after birth con?
trol methods became widely accessible, a considerable proportion of women in
Hungary were pregnant when they wed, e.g. one third of women getting married
below 35 in the mid-80s were already expecting a baby. This ratio was even
higher than in 1966, when it was estimated at 20-25%.^
In summary, compared to Western European development, important indices
of attitudes to family and marriage, i.e. divorce, extramarital births and unmar?
ried cohabitations showed different tendencies in Hungary. In divorce patterns
there is an increasing similarity between Hungary and Western Europe at the
middle and the end of the century. The rapidly increasing rate of the break-up of
marriages would signal a disappearance of the traditional attitude to marriage. It
is contradicted, however, by only a moderate increase in extramarital births and
especially in unmarried cohabitations even at the end of the period examined,
resulting in a strong divergence from Western Europe.
Conclusions
The present study investigated the trends of family changes in Western Europe
and Hungary from the end of World War I to 1990. The examination focused
on how Hungarian developments related to the changes that took place in the
Western part of the continent, and in which areas and in what periods diver?
gence or convergence can be observed. The issues examined included nuptiality,
family and household structures, changes in the relationship between spouses,
the evolution of divorces, and the emergence of new family forms.
For about ten previously cited quantitative indices, relatively complete data
coverage is available in the period investigated; thus it was possible to calculate
the standardised Hungarian data. This yielded figures taking into consideration
the relative changes of Hungarian conditions regarding both Western Euro?
pean means and Western European standard deviations. In addition to these
of such fields where similar indicators
indices, the development
quantitative
are not available had to be taken into account as well. On the basis of the
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can
above, three main periods in 20th century Hungarian family development
be distinguished.
1. In the first period, from the beginning to the middle ofthe century, Hungary
is evident
converged with the societies of Western Europe. This convergence
in the case of divorce figures and extramarital births. The convergence was also
greatly facilitated by a departure from the Eastern European marriage pattern of
the Hajnal typology in inter-war Hungary, both in terms of the average age at
first marriage and the frequency of marriages (though, as a result ofthe method
of calculation, this latter surfaced in the level of life-long celibacy only some
decades later). The scanty comparable data available on family and household
structures also seem to confirm diminishing differences, and the same can apply
to the ratios of working women. As a result of these processes, by the middle
of the century Hungarian demographic and family patterns were much closer
to the Western European patterns in most of the important areas than at the
beginning of the century. Moreover, it was then that Hungarian family regime
resembled most to the Western European societies in the areas examined during
the whole period.
2. In the second period, approximately from the middle ofthe century to the
mid-60s, the diminution of differences between Hungary and Western Europe
halted on the whole, but the gap still did not begin to widen. The development
of this specific, balanced situation was the result of several factors.
On the one hand, there were areas (e.g. the composition of households) where
differences between Hungary and Western Europe were subject to relatively
small changes. Besides, several Hungarian tendencies in nuptiality and divorce
patterns of the first half of the century reversed, and these had played a major
in the previous period. It is important to note that the
role in convergence
coefficient of variation of several indicators substantially decreased among the
Western European societies, which would also have resulted in the divergence
of Hungarian family development, had everything else remained unchanged.
On the other hand, there were other tendencies that pointed rather towards
convergence thus compensating for the effect of the first set. Beside nuptiality,
convergence can also be observed in extramarital births. Furthermore, this sec?
ond period is special in that the former trends of Western European societies
came to a halt in several areas (fertility and nuptiality) due to the baby boom
and the temporary strengthening of traditional family patterns. Thus with a lit?
tle exaggeration it may even be proposed that during these years it was Western
Europe that converged with Hungary.
3. In the third period, from the mid-60s to 1990, considering all aspects, Hun?
gary took a course diverging from Western Europe. Similarities increased only
in divorce patterns. In all other areas the differences became increasingly pronounced. This was partly a result of the end of the "golden age of the family"
in Western Europe, which brought about marriage patterns similar to Eastern
European ones there, too. Then, though to different extent in various countries,
a pluralisation of traditional family forms and values took place (e.g. the increase
of the number of unmarried couples and extramarital births). In Hungary, how?
ever, attitudes toward marriage and family changed less or expressly in the opposite direction, and between the mid-60s and the late 70s the Eastern European

This content downloaded from 160.114.159.82 on Thu, 14 Nov 2013 04:22:59 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

340

journal of social history

winter 2001

marriage pattern became predominant again. Though after the end of the 70s a
decline in nuptiality occurred, this was even stronger in Western Europe. There?
fore what happened can be considered as divergence rather than convergence.
Less significant differences emerged in family and household structures, but
on the whole there was no convergence in these areas either. Though the av?
erage number of persons per household and the proportion of larger households
with more than four members converged toward the Western European level,
one-person households were less common in Hungary even in the 80s than in
the Western societies of the continent. Furthermore, in spite of its continuous
decrease, the proportion of complex households (extended and multiple family
households) remained high even at the end of the century.
The increase in female employment was a good basis for abolishing patriarchy
in Hungary by the last third of the century, when more women took up a job
outside the home than the Western European average. It seems, however, that
despite the rapid socio-economic
changes real equality within the family was
less appreciable than in Western Europe. Neither the values and norms related
to female roles nor the division of labour in the everyday life of families changed
as rapidly in Hungary from the 60s as in Western Europe. Rather, in this period,
exactly because of the rapid West European changes, divergence can be observed
in these fields.
Emerging in the 60s, convergence theory proposed that countries in the pro?
will grow more similar to each other, independent
cess of modernisation
of
ideology or political system, as a result of needs and possibilities created by technological and economic development. However, regarding family development,
differences became more and more pronounced between Hungary and Western
dis?
Europe from the 60s onward. Furthermore, demographic developments,
cussed eisewhere,65 show the same pattern. While in Westem Europe mortality
rates began to fall more rapidly, in Hungary a dramatic change occurred in this
area in the 1960s. The improvement of women's rates slowed down consider?
ably, whereas in adult male age cohorts the indices began to show an expressed
deterioration, which process persisted steadily for three decades. With this, a
great divergence began to emerge in the development of mortality in Hungary
and Western Europe, becoming even stronger in the 80s due to the growing
uniformity within Western Europe (especially regarding infant mortality).
is obvious even in spite of Hungary's
The divergence in family development
from the 1960s and in spite of the
in
modernisation
socio-economic
progress
country's system of economic institutions splitting from the traditional commu?
nist planned economy model and adopting several institutional elements from
Western market economies. This, at least in this case, relativises the signifi?
cance of economic changes among the determinants of family development and
seems to amplify the role of other factors, such as political factors and diffusion processes, Although the analysis of the 1990s is outside of the scope of the
present work, developments in this decade might provide further support. After
the adoption of a pluralistic political system in Hungary, and with the stronger
diffusion of Western European social values and norms, several indices of family
examined here (celibacy, extramarital births, etc.) began a rapid
development
course of convergence to Western European levels. The analysis of the determi?
nants of Hungarian family development may be the subject of another study.
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Appendix (con't)
Indicators of family development in Western Europe and Hungary, 1900-1990

Note: Parentheses refer to estimates.
Source: For data of Hungary and Western Europe with technical notes, see Tables 1-17, in Bela Tomka, Csalddfejlodesa 20. sz&zadiMagyarorszdgonis hiyugat'
Europdban (Budapest, 2000) 111-128.
Department of History
Szeged, Hungary
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