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a Central European University, Vienna, Austria 
b Independent expert, Budapest, Hungary  

A B S T R A C T   

This study will show how the Hungarian ruling FIDESZ government has built its so-called family-friendly system, which has both nationalized and privatized the 
process of reproduction together. First, we discuss the demographic discourse and family mainstreaming as the basis of “righteous motherhood” producing more 
children together with hate campaigns, second, we argue that one of the reasons why most women voted for FIDESZ despite the collapsing health care system, the 
education system, growing inflation, corruption, and Putin’s friendship is exactly the convincingly crafted cult of righteous motherhood. While some of the literature 
still uses Nazi Germany as a historical analogy to explain the FIDESZ government’s family policy as forcing women back into the kitchen, with this it loses the ability 
to recognize what is new in the illiberal politics with its built-in conscious application of ambiguities of righteous motherhood, we call Janus-faced, secures electoral 
support to these regimes.   

The 2022 general elections in Hungary marked a disastrous defeat 
for the united opposition to the illiberal government, reinforcing the 
supermajority of the FIDESZ-Christian Democratic Party coalition for 
the fourth time since 2010. This defeat was not solely due to the op
position’s failure to mobilize new voters but also attributed to the loss of 
900,000 votes compared to the 2018 general elections. 

Several factors contributed to this defeat, including the opposition’s 
belated electoral program addressing equal opportunities for women 
and men, as well as the care crisis. This program received limited 
attention when released late in the election campaign. Meanwhile, the 
illiberal FIDESZ government’s family program, grounded in the concept 
of “righteous motherhood,” proved exceptionally successful (Cromer & 
Taragin-Zeller, 2022). 

Two recurring concepts underpin our paper – illiberalism and 
“righteous motherhood”– to explain the disastrous electoral defeat of the 
Hungarian opposition in 2022. Laurelle (2021) defines illiberalism as a 
strain of political culture encompassing institutional reforms, such as 
assaults on an independent judiciary, and broader societal processes, 
including declining trust in liberal democratic institutions. This phe
nomenon has emerged over the past two decades in response to liber
alism experienced in various countries (Laurelle, 2021; Pető, 2021). This 
paper focuses on Hungary but examining the connections between 
illiberalism and “righteousness motherhood” is not unique to Hungary, 
as our discussion of relevant examples from a comparative perspective 

will show. We formulate the concept of “righteous motherhood” to 
elucidate how normative reproductive politics are integral to the ascent 
of the global right. We foreground the moralizing grammar of righ
teousness to draw attention to how the rhetoric works to exclude racial, 
religious, and political “others” from an idealized figure of motherhood. 
We argue that illiberal governments cannot be overcome without a 
robust political program that exposes the financial, moral, and political 
unsustainability of the “righteous motherhood” rhetoric and proposes a 
viable alternative, such as in the recent general election in Poland in 
2023 (McMahon, 2023). 

Numerous scholarly works analyze FIDESZ’s success in gaining and 
sustaining power (see: Bottoni, 2023; Szelényi, 2023). However, our 
contribution to this ongoing discussion is a nuanced perspective on 
using “righteous motherhood” rhetoric as a foundation for family- 
friendly demographic policy and what the FIDESZ government defines 
as “Christian illiberal democracy.” (Chenoweth and Marks, 2022). 

Our data and methods encompassed historical and policy analysis, 
media research, discourse analysis, personal observations at key events 
(e.g., conferences), and twenty qualitative interviews with key stake
holders conducted from the autumn of 2020 to the spring of 2021. Given 
the request for anonymity, especially from public servants, these in
terviews are utilized solely as background material informing our 
analysis.1 In this study, which is a segment of a broader work, we focus 
on the discursive construction of “righteous motherhood” and its 
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mobilizing power in Hungary, claiming continuity through an analysis 
of its core elements: demography discourse, family mainstreaming, 
construction of politically useful demographic data, children’s policy, 
and campaigns mobilizing hate (Juhász & Pető, 2021, 169–190). 

In this article, we argue that policies concerning reproductive rights, 
which were built on social welfare provisions dismantled by the neo- 
liberalization of Central Europe and utilizing hate for mobilization, 
have proven successful in attracting voters, and thus far, no effective 
countermeasure has been identified (Grzebalska & Pető, 2018, 
164–172). While it might be tempting to use Nazi Germany as a his
torical analogy to explain the FIDESZ (and other successful illiberal) 
government’s family policy, portraying it as an attempt to force women 
back into the kitchen, such a comparison overlooks the distinctive as
pects of illiberal politics that are marked by a deliberate application of 
ambiguities.2 We describe this strategy of deliberate ambiguities as 
“Janus-faced,” and show how it secures electoral support for illiberal 
regimes. We also examine how this strategy poses analytic challenges 
because it is difficult to identify new elements that are key to their po
litical success. After all, as we argue in this article, there are very few 
new elements. 

Background: demographic anxieties fuel policies 

“Righteous motherhood” holds a constitutive position in Hungarian 
national and cultural heritage for historical reasons (Bracewell, 1996; 
Thorleifsson, 2021). Addressing so-called demographic challenges is 
neither new nor is exclusive to Hungary, despite framing of demography 
within Hungarian government communication. 

The FIDESZ government, as highlighted by Juhász and Pető (2021, 
169-190), frames the central demographic challenge as declining birth 
rates. This discourse, described in political analyses as the “demographic 
question,” has been a crucial part of Hungarian public discourse for over 
a century. Some trace it to the often-cited prediction by the influential 
figure of German romanticism, Johann Herder (1744–1803), who 
foresaw the extinction of Hungarian-speaking populations in the Car
pathian basin (Keri, 2022:114–125). Herder’s prediction not only 
prompted educational programs in the 19th century to shape Hungarian 
in the Carpathian basin women into righteous mothers of future Hun
garians. Herder’s prediction also contributed to the establishment of 
demography as a scientific field of inquiry, influenced by Enlightenment 
ideals and focused on enhancing the overall quality of life for society 
(For Poland, see Grabowska, 2014). The demographic alarmism asso
ciated with normative, heterosexual family-stratified pronatalism per
petuates and reinforces demographic anxieties (Götz et al., 2022). 

However, rhetoric fanning concern about demographic trends has 
been one of the most successful political discourses in Hungarian illib
eral politics. Such rhetoric hijacks historical continuities, invents in 
scientific-sounding categories, such as “number of desired children,” 
and presents the European Commission’s (EC) demographic directives 
as its initiatives. This rhetoric maneuvers strategically in these ways 
while using European Union (EU) funding to advance a demographic 
initiative and simultaneously claiming to resist foreign influence. 

The dual nature of demographic discourse reflects the Janus-face of 
illiberal politics. While addressing a genuine social problem of how to 
redistribute public money to support families and children, the illiberal 
government is using this opportunity to propose solutions for promoting 
the financial interests of loyal supporters and, more importantly, of their 
voters (Melegh, 2016; Szántó, 2021). Simultaneously, demographic 
discourse serves as a tool of political control as it sets values that 

heterosexual, white families should have more than two children. At the 
same time, this discourse is beneficial with its Janus face in a different 
arena. The “protection of families” is rhetoric presented as a national 
and patriotic program that is part of the illiberal government’s fight 
against the cosmopolitan Brussels, while it is the EU that finances the 
programs of the Hungarian illiberal government as the EU is also 
applying the very same demographic discourse (Götz et al., 2022). 

The roots of this demographic approach, characterized by using 
scientific-sounding arguments to influence reproductive choices, extend 
earlier than 2010, the year of the second Orbán government’s electoral 
victory. Viktor Orbán has been present in Hungarian party politics since 
1988 as a liberal politician, a beneficiary of several grants from the Soros 
Foundation and the Open Society Foundation. He changed his orienta
tion during his first government (1998–2002) and prepared his come
back by allying with far-right forces in 2010. The Hungarian Central 
Statistical Office (KSH), established during the Austro-Hungarian Mon
archy, is a prestigious institution with a renowned institute of de
mographic studies that enjoys international respect.3 The institution has 
consistently published demographic reports, including data on births 
and deaths, seemingly independent of political changes. 

However, the demographic discourses we analyze reveal noteworthy 
continuities. Firstly, there have been limited changes in state discourse 
and intervention in the field of demography in Hungary, which has 
focused on increasing the number of children born without addressing 
underlying social structures and institutions since the 1930s. Secondly, 
“normality” and “righteousness” are used interchangeably in political 
discourse, which creates a wider political appeal and a normative reg
ulatory grid for the society without a viable alternative (Dupcsik & Tóth, 
2014: 210–249). In this paper, we examine the redefined concept of 
“righteous motherhood” in FIDESZ’s demographic rhetoric to parse their 
strategic ambiguities, the Janus face. Here we elaborate on three ele
ments: family policy, anti-gender equality policy, and anti-statist 
ethnonationalism. 

Family policy based on kinship and desire 

A notable innovation in illiberal policy is the introduction of the 
concept of the “number of children planned” as a new, scientific- 
sounding category. In 2012, key Hungarian demography researchers 
Spéder and Kapitány conducted a study exploring why people in 
Hungary have fewer children than initially planned: 

It is our firm belief that both the structural circumstances, the 
possession of resources, and the cultural (ideational) system play a 
major role in shaping current fertility behavior in the post- 
communist countries. Our analysis draws attention to findings that 
urge us to rethink the role of value shifts in the explanation for the 
post-communist transition, as well as pointing out structural asso
ciations which are found to be less important (Spéder & Kapitány, 
2014: 415). 

The ideological portrayal of communism as an era in which it made 
no sense to have children fits into the mainstream of post-1989 de
mocracies, which defined themselves in opposition to communism, 
albeit far from knowing the real achievements of the family politics of 
statist feminism (Ferree, 1990:886–884). By altering cultural norms, the 
illiberal government promotes childbearing as “trendier,” utilizing 
billboards, TV and radio spots, social media, and new platforms tar
geting young people to market traditional values.4 

2 See for example the German television’s report on the summer festival, 
Tusnádfürdő (Baile Tusnad) in Transylvania, Romania, in 2022. Keno Verseck: 
Orbán’s “pure Nazi” speech shakes up politics. https://www.dw.com/en/orba 
ns-pure-nazi-speech-triggers-political-earthquake/a-62619164Retrieved 23. 
July 2023. 

3 KSH Népességtudományi Kutatóintézet. [KSH Hungarian Demographic 
Research Institute]. It was established in 1963. Their work can be followed by 
the English language summary edition of their journal: Demográfia. English 
Edition-Research Highlights. https://www.demografia.hu/en/.  

4 See for example, Axióma, a platform that opened in 2020. https://www.axi 
omamedia.hu/videok/. 
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Understanding why couples desire more children than they eventu
ally have perplexed scientists Dr. Mária Kopp and Dr. Árpád Skrabski 
from Semmelweis University’s (SOTE) Institute of Behavioral Sciences.5 

Even during the left-liberal government, Dr. Kopp initiated the 
Demography Roundtable in 2009, collaborating with sociologists, psy
chologists, civil society representatives, businesspeople, church repre
sentatives, and policymakers to devise solutions for the government to 
ensure the birth of planned children.6 This effort evolved into the 
“Három királyfi, három királylány” (Three Princes, three Princesses) 
movement, which is a staunch supporter of the illiberal government’s 
family-friendly policies.7 Notably, all five parliamentary parties sup
ported these goals in 2013, after the first victory of the FIDESZ gov
ernment in 2010, highlighting the bipartisan nature of addressing the 
demographic challenge. As discussed above, historical aspects made 
demography such an important bipartisan political topic that all five 
parliamentary parties supported its goals in 2013 and pledged that they 
would all support childbearing and represent the interests of families 
with young children, as repeatedly pointed out by one of our in
terviewees, Fruzsina Skrabski, Kopp’s daughter.8 

A similar perspective of replacing the rights-based approach to 
kinship as the basis of politics and policy is echoed in the work of 
influential demographer and economist Pál Demény, who emigrated 
from Hungary after the 1956 revolution. He became a renowned pro
fessor at Princeton in the USA, chaired the Population Association of 
America, and founded Population and Development Review. After retiring, 
he returned to Hungary, introducing “unorthodox” demography the
ories, including the well-known “Demény voting” (granting an extra 
vote during general elections to mothers with children under the voting 
age) and connecting fertility to the pension system (rewarding pen
sioners who raised children). Although these policies were never 
implemented in Hungary, they often surface in far-right discourses as an 
alternative to the failing state-financed welfare system (Máthé, 2019). 

Anti-gender equality financed by EU taxpayers 

FIDESZ’s second innovation in constructing “righteous motherhood” 
involves leveraging the EC’s commitment to gender equality to obtain 
funding while in the domestic sphere advancing nationalist, anti-EU 
ideology. The EC’s commitment to addressing the demographic crisis 
is emphasized in the 2020–2025 Gender Equality Strategy. This 
commitment includes mainstreaming the gender dimension in all EU 
policies, with a new condition for funding measures promoting gender 
equality. The Common Provision Regulation for 2021–2027 underscores 
gender mainstreaming, requiring programs and measures to contribute 
to equality between women and men. 

The Hungarian government has adopted a national gender equality 
strategic framework that aligns with these European measures at the 
same time it rejects the term “gender mainstreaming” itself. FIDESZ 
typically presents its domestic policy goals as Hungarian opposition to 
so-called “Brussels” and the EU, yet it has maintained a strategically 
ambiguous relationship with EU gender equality policies to receive EU 
funding. For instance, FIDESZ applies gender-mainstreaming as a term 
but not as a practice in documents submitted to the EC by Hungary at the 
same time, the FIDESZ-controlled Hungarian media portrays gender 
equality practices as a weapon of the enemy (Kremmer, 2020:19–44). 
This Janus-faced political strategy has allowed FIDESZ to apply an anti- 
EU language that is financed by the EU but at the same time in official 
communications the government uses the expected gender equality 

conforming language (Kováts & Pető, 2017, 117–133). 

Anti-statist ethnonationalism 

A third example of innovative elements of the illiberal Hungarian 
government’s rhetoric of constructing “righteous motherhood” is its 
disregard of national borders, which is a foundation of EU legislation. 
The number of ethnic Hungarians living outside Hungary has been a 
concern of the Hungarian governments since 1920, when Hungary lost 
two-thirds of its territory during WWI and three million Hungarians had 
to live outside the national border, which hosted 10 million Hungarians. 
The illiberal government constructed these Hungarians outside the 
border by offering Hungarian citizenship, and more importantly, an 
easier way to vote in Hungarian elections, than the Hungarians not 
living in neighboring countries. Relatedly, Hungarian children born 
outside Hungary are eligible for more generous financial transfers than 
Hungarians inside Hungary, including support for starting school, free 
meals, and kindergarten,. This is an example of a policy that the Hun
garian government would not tolerate inside its national borders due to 
framings as “foreign interference” (Moravecz & Folk, 2023). 

In this context, it is not surprising that a government claiming to 
represent all Hungarians, including ethnic Hungarians in neighboring 
countries, places demographic factors at the core of its social policy 
through family policy (Fodor, 2022). It is obsessed with quantitative 
data, which is easy to communicate and also to manipulate. These pol
icies are pivotal in preparing a new, alternative policy around “righteous 
motherhood” that utilizes existing infrastructure and institutions but 
imbues them with new political meaning (Bíró-Nagy, 2022:405–424). 

Turning point to success: from gender mainstreaming to family 
mainstreaming 

Our research aimed to understand how the government policy of 
Hungary’s ruling right-wing party constructs its Janus-faced “righteous 
motherhood” discourse. In what follows, we provide an analysis of 
recent FIDESZ policy methods through a discussion of the three key 
elements of the founding demographic discourse: family mainstreaming, 
monetization, and alarmism. We argue that all three methods work by 
replacing policy instruments with proxy policies. In other words, FIDESZ 
political rhetoric addresses widely recognized social problems by of
fering proxy solutions that promote the political and ideological aim of 
constructing “righteous motherhood.” 

Family mainstreaming 

The first policy method that constructs its Janus-faced “righteous 
motherhood” discourse involves publicly discussing and writing about 
“gender mainstreaming” through the new rhetoric of “family main
streaming.” This entails establishing parallel institutions to existing 
gender equality institutions, placing family—not equality between 
women and men—at the center, and introducing new policy measures. 
To support this method, women were appointed to decision-making 
state positions; however, some of these positions have been subse
quently emptied. 

In the spring of 2011, Hungary, as president of the European Council, 
introduced the concept of “family mainstreaming” during its gender 
equality event. This rhetorical move was to replace the term “gender 
mainstreaming,” which was seen as a Trojan horse for gender identity 
politics by illiberal politics (Szilvay, 2023). Initially mocked by liberal 
and left-wing intellectuals, the term “family mainstreaming” lacked a 
Hungarian equivalent and was later conceptualized as a form of fami
lialism by scholars like Dorottya Szikra and Katalin Parti. (Szikra & 
Öktem, 2022, Parti et al., 2023: 203–217). Nine years later, in 2018, 
after the third landslide victory of the FIDESZ-Christian Democratic 
coalition, the new leaders announced a demography-focused form of 
governance based on “family mainstreaming.” To do so, the government 

5 https://semmelweis.hu/magtud/en/.  
6 https://www.nepesedesikerekasztal.hu/.  
7 https://www.haromkiralyfi.hu/csaladbarat-programok.  
8 The text of the five-party statement in support: http://haromkiralyfi2.eastsi 

de.hu/otparti-nyilatkozat. Fruzsina Skrabski, the popular pro-government film 
director and public intellectual wanted to be mentioned by name in our work. 
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appointed a prime ministerial commissioner for demography policy in 
2012, organized the state secretariat for family policy in 2014, intro
duced an inter-ministerial coordinating mechanism in 2017, and 
established the Kopp Mária Institute for Families (KINCS)9 as a state- 
financed think tank in the same year. 

KINCS was staffed with loyal appointees rather than experts and 
received more taxpayer money than the prestigious Demographic 
Institute within the Central Statistical Office (CSO). In policy terms, the 
government’s demographic focus involved promoting financial mea
sures mainly through family taxation and mortgage loans and measures 
aiding women with small children in returning to the labor market. For 
instance, the government advanced policy for building more crèches, 
introducing “flexible parental leave,” allowing women to retire earlier 
than men after 40 years of service (to care for grandchildren), and 
providing state compensation for divorced parents if the nonpaying 
partner fails to pay child maintenance (Fodor, 2022). Additional ini
tiatives included a home-renovation support scheme and a full tax 
refund for families with children in 2021 to “compensate them” for the 
impact of the COVID-19 years (Beswick, 2019; Kövér et al., 2021). 10 

Katalin Novák, the face of FIDESZ’s “family mainstreaming” policies, 
as Minister of Family Affairs (2020− 2021), experienced a remarkable 
career ascent from diplomat to state secretary to minister without 
portfolio to become Hungary’s first female president in the spring of 
2022. A mother of three, Novák has turned her presidency (2021–2024) 
into a quasi-foreign ministerial role by skillfully using social media to 
present the image of an “average” working mom through posts of her 
baking cakes, hiking, jogging, and engaging in diplomatic meetings.11 

The resignation of the President of Hungary, Katalin Novák, and the 
designated leader of the FIDESZ-KNDP fraction in the newly elected 
European Parliament, Judit Varga, on 11 February 2024, due to giving 
pardon to a child abuser demonstrates the significant power of the 
remaining independent press in Hungary and underscores the impor
tance of their work, as they uncovered the story. It remains unclear who 
else was involved in promoting the presidential clemency of a supporter 
of organized pedophilia in a Hungarian orphanage, and who else was 
granted presidential clemency during Pope Francis’s visit to Hungary. 
One thing is certain: if PM Orbán possesses one notable political skill, it 
is his ability to manage any crisis to his advantage. It remains to be seen 
whether the major public relations blow to the ideological foundation of 
the System of National Cooperation (NER), particularly its emphasis on 
family friendliness and alignment with Russian government propaganda 
in their fight against pedophilia, which they aim to connect with liber
alism in their anti-gender campaign, will persist at all and in what form 
it will manifest (Thorpe, 2024). 

Critics of FIDESZ’s “family mainstreaming” policies argue that they 
are exclusionary, mainly supporting employed, married, middle-class 
couples. (Fodor, 2022; Szikra, 2018; Szikra & Öktem, 2022; Gregor 
and Kovats, 2019). Their criticism draws attention to the fact that uni
versal provisions in place, such as family benefits, which could benefit 
poor and ethnic minorities (e.g., Roma), have remained unchanged since 
2008 and have declined in value. Further, FIDESZ leaders have canceled 
various forms of poverty allowances in the name of promoting a “work- 
based society” (Brückner, 2023). The alleged novelty of the 

government’s so-called family-friendly policies lay in their not being 
solely driven by the political concerns of demographic alarmism. While 
avoiding demographic alarmism aligns with progressive political posi
tions, it is notable that FIDESZ strategically wields demographic 
alarmism in other arenas for political and financial reasons, such as 
boosting consumption with state-supported loans for families with kids. 

In sum, the “family mainstreaming” policy efforts entailed estab
lishing parallel institutions to existing gender equality institutions; 
placing family, not equality between women and men, at the center; and 
introducing new policy measures. To support this strategy, FIDESZ 
appointed women to decision-making state positions; however, some of 
these positions have been subsequently emptied, controlling and 
monetizing reproduction. 

Monetization 

The second method involves monetization, centralization, and 
nationalization, which is not unfamiliar to the FIDESZ-KDNP govern
ment. However, it was somewhat novel that monetization measures 
extended to the fertility sector, following interventions in tobacco dis
tribution, education, the health system, and waste management. In 
Hungary, both the state health sector and the private sector performed 
intra-uterine insemination and in vitro fertilization (IVF) treatments 
generously compared to other countries where IVF is not covered by 
health insurance. Health insurance covered six rounds of insemination 
procedures and five rounds of IVF treatments per pregnancy, but the 
requisite hormones, medicines, and screenings required out-of-pocket 
payments that incurred significant personal costs. Starting in 2019, 
the state purchased six well-known infertility clinics at market prices. In 
a 2021 amendment to the Health Law, all assisted reproduction tech
nology services were directed to state-owned fertility clinics, and all 
frozen eggs, sperm, and embryos were transported to state hospitals. The 
rationale behind the amendment was that “the demographic challenges 
in Hungary require a role for the state.”12 Simultaneously, IVF became 
free of charge for families, including all necessary medications for the 
procedure. This contrasts with other forms of contraception, such as oral 
contraception pills, which have never been free or covered by health 
security in Hungary, except for a few cases where long-lasting contra
ception is financed for poor, ethnic minorities (e.g., Roma) women with 
several children. 

Demographic alarmism 

The third method of constructing “righteous motherhood” involves 
finding new targets for demographic alarmism—migrants and LGBTQ+

individuals—resulting in discriminatory practices legislated by the 
government. Illiberal governments often operate with hate and create 
visible enemies. The focus on “illegal” migration became the govern
ment’s main rhetorical tool in 2015 during the Syrian Civil War when 
thousands of refugees attempted to pass through Hungary to Germany 
(Dearden, 2016; Kallius, 2017). None of them stayed in Hungary, but the 
humanitarian catastrophe was instrumentalized to create an image of 
the enemy as an “outsider.” The story of the border fence, the treatment 
of refugees in special detention zones (closed since 2020 due to a Eu
ropean Court ruling), and a significant media campaign against “mi
grants,” including a 2016 “quota” referendum as part of an election 

9 A telling name: KINCS is an acronym but also means treasure (referring to 
children).  
10 https://www.allamkincstar.gov. 

hu/hu/lakossagi-ugyfelek/otthonfelujitasi_tamogatas_altalanos_tajekoztato.  
11 See a survey on her rising popularity by Nézőpont Institut from 2022 

November. https://nezopont.hu/aktiv-kozvetlen-es-autonom-az-uj-kozt 
arsasagi-elnok-elso-fel-eve/. 

12 See 169§ https://www.parlament.hu/irom41/16369/16369.pdf. 
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strategy, has been well-documented.13 Less known is how these activ
ities connect to demography.14 According to illiberal government rhet
oric, “Western Europe” and “the EU” prefer to solve diminished 
workforces by supporting migration and do not mind creating a multi
cultural society. In contrast, Hungary and some Visegrad countries 
(Poland, Slovakia, Czech Republic) also opt to support the demographic 
growth of the majority ethnic group.15 Illiberal politicians and state 
media consistently portray migration and demography-based family 
policies as contradictory, while presenting migration and “gender” as 
imposed on Hungary by the EU or George Soros (a target of right-wing 
political denigration). An effect of these political positions and corre
sponding policy maneuvers is, creating a new security-based narrative 
for reproduction. 

All three methods discussed in this section replace policy instruments 
with proxy policies: recognizing the problem but offering proxy solu
tions that promote the political and ideological aim of constructing 
illiberal “righteous motherhood.” 

Protect the children of others, and not the mothers! 

Policies supporting the ideal of “righteous motherhood” were key to 
illiberal electoral victory in the general elections of 2022. FIDESZ has 
relied on fearmongering rhetoric conveyed through the discourse of 
threats to national families. Protectionist politics have served as a 
mobilization strategy for the right-wing party and contributed to an 
international “cultural war,” allowing Hungary to position itself as a 
conservative truth-teller. In the 2014 general elections, critics accused 
FIDESZ of utilizing rhetoric of national security by portraying George 
Soros and NGOs (independent civil society organizations critical of the 
government, potentially financed by George Soros through the Open 
Society Institute) as the main threat to Hungary. In 2018, FIDESZ shifted 
targets by framing “migrants,” specifically refugees arriving from low- 
income countries, as the primary threat.24 Since 2021, FIDESZ’s rhet
oric shifted to the perceived threat of “gender ideology” on children, 
with a particular focus on sex assignment surgery and banning gender- 
affirming medical care for youth under 18. 

Anti-gender propaganda initially received less attention in Hungary 
compared to other countries such as Poland or Russia, but two symbolic 
decisions indicated its future significance. In 2010, one of the first 
decrees of the newly formed FIDESZ government involved amending the 
national curriculum for kindergarten education.16 The change removed 
a sentence added by the previous socialist-liberal government that 
aimed to avoid gender stereotypes in kindergarten curriculums. The 
amendment was justified as limiting the spread of “gender ideology” to 
children.17 The rewritten Hungarian constitution, known as the 
“Fundamental Law,” included a sentence defining marriage as the union 

of a man and a woman. Subsequent amendments in 2013 and 2020 
further restricted the definition of marriage that excluded same-sex 
couples, queer families, and transgender people from the 
constitutionally-defined concept of marriage.18 Finally, a ninth 
amendment to the Hungarian constitution was passed in 2020, stating: 
“The mother is a woman, the father is a man,” and “Each child has the 
right to protection and care necessary for their proper physical, mental 
and moral development. Hungary protects children’s rights to their 
identity in line with their birth sex, and their right to education ac
cording to our country’s constitutional identity and system of values 
based on Christian culture.”19 Accordingly, same-sex couples, queer 
families, and transgender people were excluded from the 
constitutionally-defined concept of family.20 

Political upheaval in Hungary occurred in response to these 
amendments, which coincided with the second wave of COVID-19. 
Opposition voters promoted the “Family is family” campaign on social 
media, which criticized the government’s drastic gestures.21 FIDESZ 
voters, however, embraced “gender ideology,” quoting dubious ideas, 
including claims of the existence of ninety gender identities without 
providing a source. 

On 19 May 2020 in an omnibus bill, parliament voted for Article 33, 
amending the civil registry document, and replacing the (until that point 
legally changeable) reference to “sex” with an immutable expression: 
“sex assigned at birth”. In Hungarian, there is only one word for sex and 
gender: “nem”22 – the bill circumvented this problem by referring to 
“sex at birth.” In practice, this policy change makes gender recognition 
impossible, as the registry of Christian names from which one can 
choose a name is connected to civil registry documents. Gender- 
affirming care, such as surgical reassignment and medical hormonal 
treatment were not affected, however. 

Adoption by LGBTQ+ individuals faced challenges in 2020 due to 
unregulated, common-law procedures.23 While same-sex couples have 
not been allowed to adopt in Hungarian law, new regulations favored 
married couples, which made it more difficult for LGBTQ+ individuals 
to adopt, who could only do so with special permission. The new law 
contradicts the government’s intention to promote adoption over 
abortion by restricting LGBTQ+ individuals’ access to adoption. 

13 In 2016 the Hungarian government held a referendum on whether to accept 
the European Union’s proposed mandatory quotas for relocating migrants. The 
question was: „Do you want to allow the European Union to mandate the 
resettlement of non-Hungarian citizens to Hungary without the approval of the 
National Assembly?”. A huge PR campaign preceded the referendum, which 
turned out to be invalid. There was a 44.04 % turn out, and 98.36 % of the 
voters said no.  
14 https://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/hungary.  
15 The arguments can be followed in the 2019 debate between the newly 

appointed Minister of Justice, Dr. Judit Varga, and German human rights 
advocate Kristina Lunz, co-founder of Centre for Feminist Foreign Policy 
https://brainbar. 
com/video/federalism-vs-sovereignty-judit-varga-kristina-lunz.  
16 https://net.jogtar.hu/jogszabaly?docid=a1200363.kor.  
17 See in Hungarian: http://www.edupress.hu/hirek/index.php?pid=egyci 

kk&HirID=22868. 

18 Article L) (1) Hungary shall protect the institution of marriage as the union 
of a man and a woman established by voluntary decision, and the family as the 
basis of the survival of the nation. Family ties shall be based on marriage or the 
relationship between parents and children. (2) Hungary shall support the 
commitment to have children. (3) The protection of families shall be regulated 
by a cardinal Act in https://njt.hu/translated/doc/TheFundamentalLawof 
Hungary_20190101_FIN.pdf The cardinal Act is the 2011 CCXI on the protec
tion of families.  
19 https://www.parlament.hu/irom41/13647/13647.pdf.  
20 A good up-to-date summary of the events can be found here: European 

network of legal experts in gender equality and non-discrimination. Flash 
report. Hungary, The issue of gender identity in the Bill on the Ninth Amend
ment of the Fundamental Law Date: 14 December 2020 https://www.equalityla 
w.eu/downloads/5314-hungary-the-issue-of-gender-identity-in-the-bill-on-th 
e-ninth-amendment-of-the-fundamental-law-116-kb.  
21 The campaign was initiated by Háttér Foundation (Background Foundation) 

with the aim of counteracting the massive government campaign against 
rainbow families and the new regulations that bar single parents from adopting 
children. It was aired by the only opposition-based commercial television 
channel, RTL+, at prime time. https://acsaladazcsalad.hu/indexen.html.  
22 2020. évi XXX. törvény egyes közigazgatási tárgyú törvények 

módosításáról, valamint ingyenes vagyonjuttatásról Magyar Közlöny, n. 125. 
28th May 2020, p. 2097.  
23 See the parliamentary bill: https://www.parlament.hu/irom41/13648 

/13648-0002.pdf. 
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Due to the prevalence of anti-Roma racism and the fact that most 
children who are up for adoption are Roma, LGBTQ+ people often adopt 
children who are Roma, or who have disabilities (Kende, 2023). Before 
an adoption placement, a social worker must visit the prospective par
ents to examine their living conditions. In their report, whether the 
parents are a married heterosexual couple, or registered partners is 
usually gracefully overlooked to find better conditions for the children 
waiting for adoption in impoverished state orphanages. However, dur
ing the anti-gender campaign that intensified in 2020, it became clear 
that government policy to promote adoption24 (as opposed to abortion) 
will, in practice, keep children from adoption by gay people. The new 
law stipulates that only married heterosexual couples can adopt children 
while single people can only adopt with special permission from a high- 
ranking civil servant responsible for family affairs. It does not outlaw 
adoption per se for LGBTQ+ people (this would be legally discriminative 
according to the Equal Opportunities Act) but makes it significantly 
more difficult.25 

Since 2020, the debate about LGBTQ+ rights have become the 
dividing line between FIDESZ and the opposition parties, along with 
their supporting media, as well as between Hungary and “the West” or 
the EU. Dorottya Rédai, the project manager from LABRISZ Lesbian 
Association,26 was named one of the most influential people in the world 
on The Times Magazine 100 annual list for 2021, and her project pro
duced an edited book (M. Nagy, 2022) that was published in many 
languages, providing LABRISZ global recognition. The government and 
the intellectual sphere around it organized international conferences on 
the topic of LGBTQ+ rights (e.g., Budapest Demographic Summit IV in 
the fall of 2021; and The Values We Teach Our Children-Mathias Cor
vinus College Summit in the spring of 2022),27 published translations of 
gender-critical scientific and journalistic books (including some anti
feminist and feminist ones),28 and regularly featured articles or televi
sion debates on the dangers of including LGBTQ+ topics in sexuality 
education “in the West” and the debated issues around the transgender 
movement (e.g., transgender women in women’s prison wards, women’s 
sports, and transgender children affected by hormonal treatments). 
Liberal left press outlets responded with pro-LGBTQ+ series, personal 
stories by transgender individuals, and suppressed internal critical voi
ces of gender-critical feminists. Two documentary films about a lesbian 
couple with adopted children and a countryside transgender teenage 
boy won prizes and were widely acknowledged by the liberal intelli
gentsia (Takács et al., 2022: 38–48). The main character of the docu
mentary, Tobi, became the face of transgender youth and Pride Budapest 
in Hungary.29 

Shifting to the general elections of 2022 which were considered of 
vital importance for both FIDESZ and the opposition, a child protection 
referendum (branded as “homophobic” by the opposition and foreign 
press) was scheduled for the same day as the elections. The referendum, 

based on an earlier so-called national consultation organized by the 
FIDESZ government, posed four yes-no questions: 

Do you support the teaching of sexual orientation to minors in public 
education institutions without parental consent? 
Do you support the promotion of sex reassignment therapy for un
derage children? 
Do you support the unrestricted exposure of underage children to 
sexually explicit media content that may affect their development? 
Do you support the portrayal of sex change media content to minors? 

To promote the referendum, posters and billboards featuring a young 
mother hugging her little daughter appeared in Hungary, stating: “Let’s 
protect our children!”30 Subsequently, government TV and social media 
advertisements encouraged people to vote with four “no” responses to 
the referendum questions. In response, LGBTQ+ organizations ran a 
counter- “XX” campaign to encourage people to vote in an invalid way 
(for example, by putting an “x” for both yes and no questions). Ulti
mately, both parties claimed success: the referendum was not valid, as 
less than 50 % of the voting population voted validly. However, 3.5 
million people voted “no” to some questions, providing legitimacy for 
further legal changes according to the government.31 

This referendum triggered a wave of political protests in the EU, 
further bolstering Viktor Orbán’s strategy to depict Hungary as coura
geously battling its adversaries while adhering to EU directives. In an 
interview with a right-wing media outlet, he asserted, “gender ideology” 
is not a fad but well-organized forces working to promote certain life
styles (Paternotte, 2023). These include strong Western European 
human rights groups, and Soros organizations, with robust advocacy 
behind them. Hungary is a free country, and adults can live within the 
law as they wish, with no imposition. However, a line of defense must be 
drawn, particularly regarding child-rearing.32 

As the decisive 2022 general election approached in Hungary, 
women were not addressed merely as voters but specifically as mothers, 
cloaked under the guise of family policy measures (Pető, 2022; Pető & 
Juhász, 2022). Women, as a potentially targeted voting group with 
common interests based on their gender, remained absent from the 
agenda of Hungarian political parties on either side. Consequently, there 
is minimal open research and surveys on this matter, presuming that the 
Prime Minister’s Cabinet Office conducts surveys that inform FIDESZ’s 
decisions, although they are not public. Women’s issues or gender 
equality were absent in the ruling FIDESZ-KDNP coalition, appearing 
solely in the form of family policy. They did not present an election 
policy program; their sole slogan was concise: “Hungary goes forward, 
not backward.” However, this led to a massive campaign focusing on 
two issues: anti-LGBTQ+ influence on children and the child protection 
referendum, as described earlier. Since February 24, 2022, an anti-war 
campaign centered on Hungary’s neutrality: “We have to be left out of 
this war.” Both campaigns were built around the idea of “protection.” 

Nonetheless, the appointment of a young woman with a large family, 
Katalin Novák from FIDESZ as President of the country, seemed to 
symbolize women’s empowerment more effectively than many pro
grams, even though feminists widely criticized her. In her inauguration 
speech, she expressed her intent to specifically focus on families and 
single women. 

The opposition, following the strategy of uniting in an overarching 
coalition ranging from the extreme right through left-leaning parties of 
labor, liberal, and green, aimed to challenge FIDESZ candidates. They 

24 In its efforts to make adopting easier, the government eliminated the 
requirement of a mandatory 40-h course for adoptive parents prior to adoption 
and made all courses free of charge, as opposed to earlier. Additionally, a wider 
age gap was allowed between parents and children (50 years, if the child is over 
3), and the legal procedure for declaring a child ready to adopt was shortened 
by decreasing the qualifying time of a lack of contact of biological parents from 
six to three months. Further, adoption by foster parents was promoted (until 
now this was not preferred), and both adoptive parents may now take ten extra 
days of paid leave to help with bonding at the beginning of an adoption. The 
only difference was single parent adoption.  
25 https://orokbe.hu/2020/10/12/2020-az-orokbefogadasban/.  
26 https://democracyinstitute.ceu.edu/articles/dorottya-redai-book-project 

-fairyland-everyone.  
27 https://budapestidemografiaicsucs.hu/en and https://budapestsummit. 

mcc.hu/en  
28 https://mccpress.hu/  
29 Her mothers https://hermothers.com/ and Colors of Tobi https://www.imdb. 

com/title/tt8150778/ 

30 https://telex.hu/belfold/2022/02/12/nepszavazas-melegellenes-torveny- 
lmbtq-plakatkampany https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XnSn-jWXd5E and 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NZxfCB0Bqyc.  
31 https://mandiner.hu/cikk/20220404_itt_vannak_a_gyermekvedelmi_ 

nepszavazas_vegleges_eredmenyei.  
32 https://www.origo.hu/itthon/20220330-orban-viktor-interju-origo-1.html 

(translated by the authors). 
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had a female prime minister candidate, MEP Klára Dobrev (DK Party, 
wife of former socialist PM Ferenc Gyurcsány), but she lost in the pre- 
election. Her party later did not run a specifically gender-sensitive 
campaign independently although research shows that authoritarian 
regimes can only overturned by a wide political mobilization (Cromer & 
Taragin-Zeller, 2022). Throughout 2021 and early 2022, intellectual 
oppositional circles, feminist academics, and NGOs advocated for a 
separate, comprehensive women’s rights program for the opposition in 
the context of “rebuilding Hungary” (Nogradi, 2022). NGOs such as 
NANE (Women for Women Against Violence), PATENT (Opposition to 
Patriarchy Association), Hungarian Women’s Lobby, Nőválasz 
(Women’s Choice) published a policy recommendation,33 and ELEGY’s 
(Compound Expert Group) circulated a concept paper on women before 
the election.34 The authors gained media publicity by criticizing the 
opposition for overlooking women’s policy. The unified opposition 
(Egységben Magyarországért - United for Hungary) included a short but 
complex, lingo-heavy women’s policy chapter in its election program, 
launched relatively late in the campaign, garnering little attention but 
contributing to considerable inner conflicts.35 As it arrived late and was 
challenging to comprehend, it did not have a significant impact and 
instead added to the electoral loss. The neglect of women’s and equal 
opportunities programs, experts, scientific knowledge, and professional 
expertise within the opposition resulted in a lack of focus on women 
voters. Research proved that women are disproportionally affected by 
these family-centered, demography-driven policies of “righteous moth
erhood” which in the long run not only led to extreme social polarization 
but female impoverishment (Parolin, 2020: 933–951). 

Conclusions 

The backsliding of women’s rights and gender equality, including 
reproductive rights, has been a prominent topic for European politicians 
and researchers examining Hungary’s illiberal regime. Yet the United 
Hungarian opposition to FIDESZ in 2022 not only largely overlooked 
these issues throughout most of the campaign period but failed to 
recognize its Janus’s face (Krizsán & Zentai, 2017; Horvath, 2022; Vida, 
2019; Fodor, 2022; Juhász & Pap, 2018). Due to the opposition’s failure 
to articulate an appealing political offer, the electoral debate’s agenda 
was dictated and framed by the illiberal government.36 Formerly crucial 
topics, such as gender quotas, faced widespread opposition from both 
the illiberal government and the opposition. Simultaneously, important 
issues significantly affecting women’s daily lives like collapsing care 
infrastructure, which were previously utilized by oppositional women 
politicians, were neglected during the campaign. As demonstrated, 
“righteous motherhood” and policies connected to that might play a 
pivotal role in shaping the voting behavior of women although there is 
limited academic evidence as research is currently lacking. As ethno
graphic research is dangerous and impossible in the illiberal state, only 
discourse analysis and informal under-the-radar interviews, used in this 
article are possible. 

“Righteous motherhood” holds a constitutive position in Hungarian 
national and cultural heritage for historical reasons. As we have argued, 
the normative force of reproductive rights with the notion of “righteous 
motherhood” has substantial historical antecedents. In this article, we 
have shown both the continuity and new elements, demonstrating how 

the illiberal system works in the field of reproductive rights. 
If this insight is disregarded or disparaged by gender studies scholars 

and activists advancing more “enlightening” modernizing stances (such 
as criticizing extended maternity leave) or ignoring the care crisis, 
conservative parties may achieve even greater success. This potential 
may occur even if right-wing parties systematically overlook many 
pressing issues important to women’s rights and gender equality, like, 
violence against women, low-paid or unpaid care work, non-mother and 
child-centered, obstetric violence in state hospitals, women in leader
ship positions, sexism, and gender stereotypes. The most crucial lesson 
to be gleaned from feminist analyses of the continued electoral success 
of Hungary’s right-wing government is the recognition that a “turning 
point,” marking the beginning of a new era, compels progressive forces 
to think differently. 
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Grzebalska, W., & Pető, A. (2018). The gendered modus operandi of the illiberal 
transformation in Hungary and Poland. Women’s Studies International Forum, 68, 
164–172. 

Horvath, G. (2022). News coverage of domestic violence in post socialist Hungary: Shifts 
in meaning and the gender aspect. Journalism Practice. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
17512786.2022.2027807 

Juhász, B., & Pap, E. (2018). Backlash in gender equality and women’s and girls’ rights. 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2018) 
604955. 
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Kövér, A., Antal, A., & Deák, I. (2021). Civil society and COVID-19 in Hungary: The 
complete annexation of civil space. Nonprofit Policy Forum, 12(1), 93–126. 

Kremmer, S. (2020). Born in corruption: Maternity care after the change of system in 
Hungary. Analize, 29(15), 19–44. 

Krizsán, A., & Zentai, V. (2017). Policy paper summarizing findings on backsliding inequality 
policies and inclusion measures addressing gender, disability, and ethnicity-based 
inequalities (deliverable 6.2) (pp. 65–117). Central European University. Transcrisis 
Project. http://www.transcrisis.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/D6.2-Backslidi 
ng-in-area-of-constitutional-safeguards-and-independent-institutions-corruption-c 
ontrol-and-general-equality-and-minorities-1.pdf. 

Laurelle, M. (2021). Illiberalism: A conceptual introduction. https://www.illiberalism.or 
g/definition-of-illiberalism/. January 18, Visited 23, July, 2023. 
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