HUNGARY
by Katalin Taliygás
ungary is a small country in East-Central Europe with ten million inhabitants. The first Jewish
settlements there date from Roman times. Sephardi Jews settled in Hungary during the 16th
and 17th centuries; they arrived from Bohemia and Moravia in the 18th century, and from
Poland in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Between 1938 and 1940, the Hungarian Jewish population
grew from 400,000 to 721,000 when, as a result of Nazism and Hitler, the country took over Slovakia,
Carpatho-Ruthenia, Transylvania and the Southern Territories. In 1930, Budapest had a Jewish population
of 230,000 – the second largest in Europe.
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Before Germany occupied Hungary in 1944, the government had refused to deport Hungarian
Jews, although racial legislation was introduced after Hungary allied itself to Nazi Germany.
Later Jews were forced into ghettos and deported to Auschwitz. About 550,000 Hungarian
Jews perished in the Holocaust. Of the 200, 000 Jews who survived the war and remained
in Hungary, 25 % had left by 1957.
Official policy on Jewish issues in Hungary began to be liberalized before the 1989 collapse
of Communism. In December of 1990, the major Jewish communal bodies changed their
regulations after the free practice of religion was recognized by the government. The legal
successors of the former communal organizations were the Federation of Jewish Communities in Hungary
(MAZSIHISZ), the Association of Jewish Communities in Budapest, and the Orthodox Community.
Today, the Jewish population of Hungary is estimated at 120,000, of whom some 95,000 live in the capital,
Budapest, and the rest in about 28 towns. However the true number of Hungarian Jewry could be much
bigger, as many people keep their Jewish identity to themselves. Hungary’s population as a whole is aging
but the ratio of elderly among Jewish women is even higher, nearly 75% over the age of 60. This is due to
several factors, one of them being that in both world wars more men died than women, and more women
than men returned from the concentration camps.
Another decisive factor is that there is a high number of elderly widows in Hungary, where life expectancy
for women is 72 years but for men only 64 years. There are no empirical or statistical data to determine
the economic and political status of Hungarian Jewish women as it does not differ very much from the
status of women in general or the status of Jews in general. This means, however, that they do suffer from
discrimination in certain forms: lower salaries, glass ceiling, etc.
A significant marker of the elderly Jewish population is their loneliness. Most have lost their families
and at their elderly age, have no family support. For this reason a very important task of Hungarian Jewry
is to help and support this population.
There is a wide range of religious, educational, cultural and social Jewish institutions and organizations
in Hungary. Many Jewish women work in these Jewish institutions. The majority of leaders of Jewish
institutions especially in the area of education, social, welfare and cultural services are women. There is
no discrimination in the educational system as a whole.
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There are departments specializing in Jewish Studies.In different universities, such as the Eötvös Lóránd
University of Science, at the Central European University. The Pedagogium (Teachers’ Training College
of the Hungarian Rabbinical Seminary), for example, is the only Jewish College in Eastern Europe
whose specific function is to provide advanced Jewish education for those aspiring to serve the Jewish
Community as professional workers in both secular and religious institutions and services. The
Pedagogium prepares students – mainly women – to teach Judaism in schools and to become youth leaders,
social workers and leaders of social and welfare institutions. The students spend some time in Israel to
expand their knowledge of Jewish communal life.
Other university level Jewish education can be obtained at the Judaism and Hebraistic Faculty of the ELTE
University. We have the only rabbinical seminary in Eastern Europe, but women cannot become rabbis
in Budapest. The first woman rabbi of Hungary, Kata Kelemen was initiated only in March of 1999.
She studied in London.
As for personal problems, especially for second-generation women, it is a challenge to be a good mother,
a good daughter or wife, a working woman and a member of the community. There is a collision between
the traditional role of a Jewish woman and the expectations of modern society. In the last 40 years, under
totalitarian rule, most of our parents hid their Jewish identity. We discovered our Jewish origins as young
adults, through veiled allusions, at the workplace, among friends, etc. Our children, by contrast, have taken
for granted their Jewish identity, and have returned to the Jewish tradition. Their experiences abroad, the
influence of their group of friends, and the changed political atmosphere all have contributed to produce
this change. Nowadays they are the ones who teach us how to keep tradition. In my family, my daughter
was the first who lighted the candles on Friday evening, and my son took me to the synagogue for the
first time.
One of my colleagues took her father to the synagogue – his first time after 40 years – to pray and to say
a blessing for his grandchild. A process of bridging the gap of these 40 years has begun, but the bridge
between generations has not been built by those who are now middle-age generations, but by their children
and the younger generations, who are members of the rebirth of the Jewish community. This process
is evidence of the victory of democracy, the freedom and the support of the world Jewish community.
There is still in Hungary a hidden kind of anti-Semitism, an “everyday racism” that manifests itself not
in the form of political declarations but in everyday reactions. The effects of the Holocaust are still
perceptible in the relationship between Jews and Christians. There are signs of anti-Semitism in the way
that some journalists express themselves. There are cases desecrating graves, and the open use of Nazi
symbols. A legal neo-Nazi party can propagate the ideology of fascism. Some Jews are very much affected
by this and are, for example, afraid to put a mezuzah on their doors.
I have been working with Jewish women for the past seven years in the Hungarian Jewish Social Support
Foundation founded by the AJJDC and have encountered several types of Jewish women. My experience
comes from this direct day-to-day work, thus what I will describe is not a result of scientific research but
from personal experience.
The first type of Jewish woman I know is the traditional “Jewish Mother,” a role model who holds on to all
the traditions, and observes all the rules. These women are not so numerous but they play a very important
role in the Jewish community. They have a certain dignity, are leaders and have followers around them.
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Examples are Mrs. Ilona Seifert, former Executive Director for 10 years of the Association of Jewish
Communities in Budapest, and Mrs. Hilda Barinkai, who is over 95, and still working. The JDC Hungarian
Office had employed her for more than 40 years. They are both observant Jews, still keep the traditions,
and are indefatigable in helping others, giving tzedakah, visiting those who are ill. Mrs. Seifert is known
for her empathy: she feels the problems of others as her own.
The second type of Jewish woman is the assimilated Jew who is strongly attached to Jewish culture, its
values and principles, but has developed an assimilated lifestyle. Their story goes back to the turn of the
century when they had to find ways to maintain and hold together their families. For example they had
their shops open on the Sabbath because the sales were higher that day, or they gave non-kosher meat
to their children when there was nothing else to eat. In a society heading into war and fascism, they
gave up their traditions to pragmatic questions of survival – and so became the “agents” of assimilation.
As an example I could refer to my family, to my grandmother who during the Nazi occupation changed
the family name to protect her children.
Finally, there are the women who played a very significant role in helping Hungary to become a civil
society, even if they were only in the background as the wives of famous writers and politicians as their wives.
An example of this type of Jewish woman is Léda (Adél Brüll), who was the muse of one of the major
Hungarian poets Endre Ady. Notable Hungarian Jewish women in their own right include: the world
famous pianist Annie Fisher, internationally known sociologist Zsuzsa Ferge, Vera Soós, Teréz Virág,
psychologist, and the first Hungarian Ombudsman Katalin Gönczöl. They fill an important part in
public life.
In the older generation there are three ways to relate to the Holocaust in Hungary. Some people decided
never to talk about what happened, changed their names, and have kept away from anything explicitly
Jewish in an oath of silence to the next generation. In their old age, however, they look back at their lives
and want to share this experience with someone. In this case, it is our task to listen and understand them.
One woman, lets call her ‘Teri néni’ never told anyone about her son who was torn apart by dogs in the
camp in Bergen-Belsen while she was forced to watch. Five years ago, on a beautiful April day, she started
to talk about her long buried memory and I, totally unprepared to listen, said: Teri néni, do not say that
to me!!!” And she was quiet and said: “of course, I never tell this to anyone because I cannot. This is
something nobody likes to hear.” And I had to realize how hard it is to learn to listen. It is difficult for
these silent women to look back even to the cheerful memories of their youth, and so they lose their roots
in a way. The past becomes a painful and shameful ghost.
Other people cannot help but talk about the past. Their talk keeps revolving around the suffering of the
labor-camps, the miraculous adventures of escaping and survival, etc. They are living in a separate world
surrounded by memories and cannot get out and relate to the present except for short periods. For them
it is essential to live through an experience of the present that will give them internal peace and show them
the roads to the future.
The third group of people is active, full of life and energy. They create links to the younger generations,
carry on the heritage of the community, are volunteers in hospitals and in home care services. They do
fundraising and social work and are full of ideas. A unique group of women grew out of them in Hungary,
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the first East European group of the “Lions of Judah” International Women’s Network. They also have to
cope with their past and their parents’ past but have dealt with it relatively successfully.
The role of women in Hungary after the Second World War did not make their lives any easier. First they
were forced to take an active part in the reconstruction of the country and in industrialization. They
worked hard at physical labor alongside men. But when there was no need for an extra work force, they
were sent home for years to take care of their children and family affairs.
Our younger generation already deals with different types of problems, mainly concerning their present
identities rather than questions of the past. There is a strong sense of both sexism and anti-Semitism in
Hungarian society, which was there during the time of socialism as well as since its demise. The political
changes after 1989 brought a change in social movements as well. Women’s groups formed and developed
from informal social networks into professional helping agencies but there is still not a strong women’s
movement in the Western sense.
Jewish women are taking a leading role in advocating for emancipation, because freedom for them also
means freedom to publicly articulate their true identities. Being a woman, being a Jew and being a
Hungarian is not an easy identity to take on but it is something more and more women consider a
worthwhile objective to fight for. Research on Hungarian women in general has only started in the past
decade. Except for a recent study by Eva Kahana from Cleveland University, a comparative study of
Holocaust survivors in the US, Israel and Hungary where the majority of the interviewees were women,
I do not know of any specific project about Hungarian Jewish women.
There are very few Jewish women in Hungary who are formal leaders or decision-makers in Jewish
organizations. It is a very traditional male-dominated and male-regulated world. As I have learned in Boston,
we have much to do both in Eastern-Europe and in our community for the emancipation of women.
We have taken several initiatives in the area, for example, the training for woman politicians planned by
the Foundation for Equal Opportunities. Another initiative is the ESZTER Sewing Workshop program.
This program was introduced based on the realization that the second generation of Holocaust survivors
was struggling with the constant and continuous social care of the survivors themselves. Among these
second generation people, there are many women below 60 years of age who suffer from mounting
physical and mental health problems due to their parents’ experiences. Some of them have lost their jobs,
causing a state of uncertainty for their families.
The series of failures damages their mental health as well as sometimes causing deterioration in physical
health. Allowances like disability pension, social allowance, and unemployment benefits are not sufficient
to keep up the survivors’ quality of life especially when there are elderly and young members of the family
to support. The Sewing Workshop became a solution to the problems of this target group. We thought that
with training and organizing, we could help these women build up a Home Sewing Service.
The name Eszter is an acronym which covers the main objectives of the program itself. It consists of
the Hungarian words for Empathy (Empátia), Love (Szeretet), Support (Támogatás), Chance (Esély) and
Hope (Remény). Its aim is to operate a workshop where people find employment suitable to their skills
and physicial and mental condition. Jobs bring routine, dignity and social tolerance into everyday life,
as well as strengthening family ties, personal goals, and finances. All these make it possible to regain
equal opportunities for a high quality of family life, and the successful upbringing of children.
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