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In post-socialist Hungarian society there has been an intensified, largely
politically driven, emphasis on defining and ensuring women assume their
“proper” social roles — typically limited to maternal and nurturing duties.
These roles are often entwined with nationalist sentiments as Hungarian
women’s social roles are imbued with social responsibility and defined in
a context of what is “Hungarian”. In what follows, I first briefly discuss
the development of the emphasis on women’s maternal roles in Hungarian
society. I then focus on the Hungarian women’s website Nok Lapja Cafe,
unpacking the ways in which this website plays a role in shaping and
defining women’s roles and what characteristics “good mothers” should
embody. I argue that the popular women’s website serves to position
Hungarian motherhood as a means by which “Hungarianess” can be
defined and compared to other nations.'

Social Roles Prescribed for Women in Hungary from the 1990s

Beginning in the 1990s — following the fall of communism — dominant
discourses promulgated by politicians and the media claimed that “real”
Hungarian women want to have large families and make motherhood their
main objective.” For example, Lynne Haney describes some of the posters
during the first democratic elections post-socialism, and points to the
highly pro-natal theme of pregnant women, smiling women with babies, or
women tending happily to domestic duties.” More than just presenting
images of women happy to be mothers and homemakers, a poster by the
Magyar Demokrata Forum (Hungarian Democratic Forum, MDF), the
leading centre-right party, featured a woman and a baby with the text, “We
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are so happy that we can finally go home.”* Importantly, it was not just
one party concerned with women returning to the hearth, so to speak.
Haney writes of the “excessive” talk of the first democratic leaders of the
1990s, who focused on “the sanctity of the family and the need for women
to go home and guard it”.” She explains how, on March 18, 1990 a tele-
vised discussion among party representatives featured the topic: “Future
Roles for Women”.° Party leaders debated ways to help women “choose”
to withdraw from the workforce, providing little encouragement and
support for women who wanted to remain employed. Although Hungarian
women were obviously, not rejected from the workforce en masse and
made to stay at home in the years that followed, many of the women who
have been active in the workforce in the post-socialist period have
experienced difficulty achieving a desirable work/life balance because
women who work continue to experience a double burden — expected to
assume the primary care-giving role in addition to working outside the
home.’

The discouragement of women’s workforce participation was, and
is, importantly shaped by the country’s political and social history.
Specifically, dominant ideas of women’s roles have been strongly influ-
enced by a desire to slough off foreign influence and return to a more
“Hungarian” society. For example, Brigid Fowler explains that Hungarian
nationhood is importantly shaped and defined by an intense desire to shed
any aspects of life under socialism.® Post-1989 then, the “emancipation” of
Hungarian women, thought to have been achieved largely by the employ-
ment of women in industrial settings under socialism, has been framed as
unnatural and “alien” to Hungarian culture and tradition.” Public policy has
been shaped in concert with discourses encouraging motherhood and
discouraging women’s employment. For example, by July 1991 Hungarian
women no longer had job protection following their maternity leave and
many public childcare centres facilitating women’s work began to close. '
This policy was changed only in 2004 when, anxious to join the European
Union, Hungarian parliament enacted a law forbidding discrimination
based on gender, motherhood or family."" However, in contemporary
Hungarian society, the policy is barely enforced and employers have
circumvented the law protecting women’s jobs while on maternity leave
by “restructuring” and making redundant such positions during the
woman’s maternity leave."> As Eva Fodor explains, a study of the
literature concerning Hungarian women and policy reveals that, in general,
post-1989 policies moved “in the direction of inhibiting, rather than
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enabling, women’s participation in an otherwise tight market”."” Eva
Fodor and Christy Glass contextualize this policy trend, explaining that

... state policies reflect and shape public opinions, which have been
identified as exceptionally “traditional” in postsocialist Hungary.
More so than in most European Union countries, Hungarian men
and women support the notion that women’s primary calling is in
the household and motherhood is women’ natural state.'*

Complementing a social climate unsupportive of women’s em-
ployment and concerned with “real” Hungarian women — carried through
from the 1990s to contemporary Hungarian culture — is an emphasis on
whose procreation is important and desirable. Continuing a long-existing
stream in Hungarian political thought, there is in the 21* century an intense
concern among some Hungarians that Hungarian ethnicity may dis-
appear.”” Concurrently, in the last ten years, “there has been a sharp rise in
racism and hate crimes”.'® As a result, some Hungarian citizens — it has
been approximated that about 50% of the population of Hungary is overtly
racist'” — and even acts of legislation are antagonistic to people deemed
“un-Hungarian”. It is important to note that antiracist activists have been
working in Hungary, since the 1990s and currently, to eradicate racism and
“hate speech” from Hungarian culture."® Roma citizens, however, are
particularly targeted; the European Commission has found, overall, that
legislation enacted to alleviate racism and discrimination in Hungary has
been ineffective and, worse, parliamentary debates have been the site of
many racist comments.'® Indeed, the Roma in Hungary face prejudice and
segregation.”’ Further, the children of Roma in Hungary are often treated
as less important — and less desirable — than ethnically Hungarian
children. This is demonstrated by the low academic achievement of many
Roma children, which Anna Kende and Maria Neményi argue is a result of
the segregation of many Roma children who are placed in insufficient
institutions, originally intended for children with mental disabilities, which
contribute to their segregation and prevent or limit further education.”’ As
Michelle Behr et al. explain, who is deemed “Hungarian” has become a
question of importance in Hungary,” and the obligation to reproduce and
raise more ethnic Hungarians, while maintaining the family’s home life,
has increasingly fallen on the shoulders of women, held responsible for
maintaining the private domain.*

Tasked with forgoing employment and instead reproducing
“Hungarian” children, Hungarian women have been assigned a role in
nation building. Nationalism as a concept is hotly debated and defined
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inconclusively®* but that is not to say that there is not much to be written
about the way in which the identity of a nation is shaped and who is
expected to play a role. Fowler explains how Hungarian political elites
have, since the early 1990s, struggled to define the Hungarian nation, its
relationship to the Hungarian state, non-ethnic Hungarians within the
country’s geographical borders (although Hungary is fairly homogenous)
and also its relationship to other nations.” In 1999, a program of national
“revival” was announced by the then — and current — Prime Minister
Viktor Orban for the 21* century, and he remarked (in an effort to ensure
“concerned” Hungarians that joining the European Union would not dilute
Hungarian culture) that worrying about one’s culture and language was an
important — and positive — concern.*

Nira Yuval-Davis argues that much theorizing about the nation,
state and citizenship is too often limited to discussion of bureaucrats,
policy makers and the intelligentsia, and that not enough attention is paid
to the role of women. She argues that women contribute to nation building
significantly by reproducing nations both culturally and symbolically.”’” In
this essay I am concerned with the expectations for the roles Hungarian
women are demanded to play in Hungarian nation-building through their
reproduction — both in their roles as reproducers, generally, and also in
the specific expectations demanded of them as mothers — and the ways of
framing Hungarian motherhood as different (and, as I shall demonstrate,
“better”’) than the parenting of other countries by the website N6k Lapja
Cafe.

An Introduction to N6k Lapja Café

Discourses concerning who is Hungarian, what it means to be Hungarian
and what women’s roles should be in nation building are spread by many
media sources, including media with a targeted female audience. It is
important to examine these discourses because in post-socialist Hungary,
as Eva Thun explains, women’s identities are greatly shaped by popular
media.”® Further, the current Prime Minister Orban and his government
(dominated by Fidesz) created an unsettling Media Law Package, which
came into effect July 2010 and ensured that the National Media and Info
Communications Authority and its Media Council “has oversight over all
forms of media” in Hungary, and their rule even extends to the ability to
block internet service providers.” Given the limited freedom the media
currently experience in Hungary, it is even more important to examine the
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kinds of messages and representations that are disseminated by a website
like Nok Lapja Café, to contribute to analysis of the ways in which
messages of nation, nationhood and women’s social roles are relayed in
Hungarian society by the media (which are increasingly limited by the
government), specifically to an audience of women.

Nok Lapja [Women’s Journal] is a weekly Hungarian women’s
magazine that was launched in 1949, and originally funded by the ruling
Hungarian Workers’ Party.”” After the fall of communism, the publication
was renamed “Magyar Nok Lapja” and remained popular — it has become
the nation’s most read women’s weekly magazine.”’ Currently, the maga-
zine is known simply as Nék Lapja. Gabriella Molnar, the magazine’s
editor-in-chief, explains in a blurb on the website of the magazine’s media
representative, Sanoma Media, that

The great success of this brand — and of the journalists, editors and
photographers of this magazine — is that it managed to remain credible
and authentic through several generations. It is a great challenge to transmit
constant values in a world characterized by constant change and lack of
univeg,al values: but this is the challenge that makes Nok Lapja stay
alive.

The magazine purports to offer Hungarian women traditional, yet stylish
and contemporary content. The target market consists of independent,
educated women, between the ages of 25 and 49, who have a high school
or university education and are also family oriented.” In 2010, the
magazine was read by 5,851,000 readers.”* Importantly, of all of the
Hungarian weekly women’s magazines, Nok Lapja has the highest circu-
lation and most subscribers. Indeed, as Sanoma Media explains (in English
on its website), the magazine has the “strongest brand among weekly
female magazines,” as well as many spin-off publications: N6k Lapja
Psziché (psyche), Nok Lapja Konyha (a quarterly gastronomy magazine,
geared toward young men and women), N6k Lapja Evszakok (another
quarterly publication with similar content as Nok Lapja, but designed to be
kept, more like a book), N6k Lapja Ezotéria (astrology), and Nok Lapja
Egészség (focused on mental and physical health).

Nok Lapja Café is the website of this print magazine. Much like
the magazine, the website dominates the market and, according to Sanoma
Media, has been the largest and most popular website for women in
Hungary for the past ten years. In 2012, the website reached 1.2 million
readers per month and had more than 45,000 unique visitors per day.
Sanoma Media describes the content of the magazine as “feminine,” and
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“of high quality,” like the magazine, but explains that the website content
differs from the magazine, because the online content “is more dynamic,
creative and bolder than the weekly print magazine”. As a result, the target
audience for the website is slightly different than that of the magazine, as
the website is geared toward urban women who are between the ages of 18
and 39. However, like the print magazine, the target reader has a high
school, or higher, education and is also family oriented (defined as in a
heterosexual relationship, with a family or wishing to have one). Approxi-
mately 60 new articles are published online each day on the website, and
are categorized thematically into one of fourteen sections: “stars, gastro-
nomy, fashion, beauty care, family, health, lifestyle, relationships, home,
free time, [and] esoterism”.*® The popularity of this website and its con-
nection to such a popular print magazine suggest it to be an excellent illus-
trative example of contemporary representations and definitions of Hunga-
rian womanhood and motherhood.

Analysis of Nok Lapja Café

In the following, I will present the results of an analysis of the website N6k
Lapja Café over the course of a month.”” For the purpose of this essay, I
studied only the “family” section of the website for the month of March
2012, and examined the thematic content of the typically anonymous
articles.”™ I argue that N6k Lapja Café does ideological work,*® promoting
nationalism and contributing to definitions of what it means to be Hun-
garian — as well as making clear the obligations Hungarian women have
in maintaining this national character. I argue that N6k Lapja Café ac-
complishes this ideological work by outlining parameters of “good”
mothering, favorably comparing Hungarian parenting practices to those of
other nations, promoting the advice of Hungarian nationals, and endorsing
heteronormative ideals and large families. In the following, I will attempt
to explore these narratives, discussing the significance of each.
Interestingly, the content of Nok Lapja Café is not concerned
exclusively with the experience of Hungarian families, as I had initially
assumed it to be. Instead, in the month under study, each week there were
many international articles, drawn largely from the United Kingdom, the
United States of America, and Australia, summarized in Hungarian for
N6k Lapja Café readers. The content of these articles is telling, revealing
what kinds of international news stories are deemed significant enough to
the website’s editors and authors to translate and publish on the site,
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suggesting these topics are thought to be of interest — or important to
convey — to the website’s Hungarian readers.

Among these international news stories, a distinct theme is impos-
sible to ignore: the typically favorable comparison of Hungarian policies
and parenting practices with those of other countries. Each week, there
were articles that critiqued some aspect of parenting in another country,
clearly delineating between another country’s poor parenting practices and
the supposedly better, safer, healthier practices of Hungarian parents —
although normally mothers were the focus. Importantly, this comparison
was generally supported by a Hungarian expert in the field.

For example, an article credited only to Nék Lapja Café, titled
“They Ban Crying Children from Restaurants” addresses the alleged prac-
tice of some American restaurants asking patrons with crying children to
leave the premises, even if they are mid-meal.** The article’s anonymous
author denounces this practice as shocking and ridiculous. Although the
author concedes that there are restaurants in Hungary, as elsewhere in the
world, that do not allow children, the author is adamant that to banish only
crying children is an unheard of practice in Hungary. In fact, the author
mocks this restaurant policy, asking how a parent can possibly be expected
to reason with a three year old — to ask the child to refrain from crying
until the meal is consumed. Indeed, the author is outwardly critical of this
practice and, by comparing Hungary and the United States on this point,
implicitly suggests that Hungarian restaurants, and by extension the
nation’s cultural norms, are more sympathetic to parents and children. The
author frames the Hungarian dining experience — and by extension, the
culture and nation — as more sensible and reasonable.

In another article, titled “Babyccino — Should a Two-Year Old
Drink Coffee?” author Erika Szalma criticizes the “babyccino,” a sup-
posedly popular Australian, and now American, beverage for toddlers,
made of decaffeinated coffee, lots of sugar and frothy milk or whipped
cream.®’ Szalma discusses the practice of acclimatizing young children to
such a sweetened, frothy beverage. The tone of the article is disapproving
and Szalma clearly distinguishes between the internationally trendy
babyccino and Hungarian views on appropriate children’s beverages. In
addition to simply describing, or even criticizing the practice in other
countries, Szalma compares this trend with Hungarian children’s bever-
ages. Specifically, she explains that this trendy beverage is not popular in
Hungary, where mothers avoid plying their children with heavily sweet-
ened, creamy beverages, because experts advise parents to avoid giving
toddlers sweetened beverages or whipped cream. Szalma thus suggests that
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Hungarian mothers, because they are acting on the advice of Hungarian
experts and have not succumbed to the trendiness of this practice, are more
vigilant in regards to providing their children healthy beverages. In this
way, Hungarian parenting practices are framed as superior and more
informed, and of more benefit to children’s well-being, while international
practices of the “babyccino” are presented as unhealthy, trendy and ridicu-
lous.

Importantly, the advice of Hungarian experts is often cited in the
context of analyzing international news stories. A baby yoga exercise that
involves “spinning” a baby, advocated by Russian yoga teacher Lena
Fokina, is the focus of an article titled “Yoga Teacher Spins Baby Head
over Heels”.* Fokina is paraphrased as having argued that the technique
benefits the baby’s health — she is also supported by a Russian obstetrici-
an — but, upon consultation with a Hungarian expert, Edit Szabadi, a
massage therapist with Nok Lapja Café, the practice is denounced because
Szabadi claims it can potentially cause trauma and physical damage to the
baby. Instead, she recommends a gentler yoga exercise for babies,
contradicting the benefits and safeness Fokina promises. Regardless of
whether the yoga practice is sound or not, what is interesting is that the
author explains the technique, outlines the purported benefits but ulti-
mately seeks the advice of a Hungarian expert, whose recommendation is
deemed more sound and reason enough to denounce the practice. Once
again, N6k Lapja Café does not just report on an international story, but
compares Hungarian thoughts on parenting to an international practice,
only to affirm that the Hungarian way is much more sensible. As with the
views on babyccino, the website frames Hungarian parenting as more in
tune with maintaining a child’s health and wellbeing, while also implying
motherhood as best practiced by following the advice of Hungarian
experts.

The theme of relying on a Hungarian expert repeated itself many
times throughout the month. An anonymously written article titled
“Children on a Street Corner — Improved by Public Humiliation?” ex-
plains the story of an American father who made his son publicly wear a
sandwich board that announced his poor grades and behavior.* The author
chastises this man, but, once again, instead of simply reporting the story,
cites a Hungarian psychologist who further denounces the parenting deci-
sion as one that is not only ineffective, but may potentially harm the
child’s psyche and cause depression or aggression. The inclusion of the
Hungarian expert’s testimony to examine an international case suggests
that this kind of parental treatment is foreign to Hungarian parents.
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In another article, titled “The Child Has the Right to Keep Silent
Up to 3 Years of Age,” the author cites an American study that outlines
what twenty-five words toddlers should understand, know and use.** The
N6k Lapja Café author cites Eva Toth, a Hungarian speech therapist, who
criticizes the American study and says it is a mistake to measure the
development of children in this way. Instead, she argues parents should
watch for speech development to ensure a child does not suffer from
hearing problems but, other than this concern, they should not worry too
much about ensuring that their child knows a certain number of words.

In each of the aforementioned illustrative examples, the validity of
the experts’ opinions is not in question. What is relevant is the frequent
measuring of Hungarian “truths” against those of other nations’ experts
and practices. Consistently in these articles, an international parenting
practice or study is reported, and each time it is not only discussed, but
also criticized and compared to the ways these things are and ought to be
done in Hungary. Importantly, the critique is often accompanied by a
Hungarian expert’s testimonial or advice. Each time Hungarian and
international parenting practices are unambiguously compared, the Hun-
garian practice is painted in a favorable light, and the Hungarian parenting
wisdom framed as far superior and morally correct, when compared to
those of other countries.

Because nations and nationhood are socially constructed, Yuval-
Davis argues that any sign can be interpreted and used as a boundary
signifier, used to divide groups into “us” and “them”.* Barbara Einhorn
further argues that nations “tend to be imagined as communities of insiders
defined less in terms of their distinctive identity than in contrast to putative
“others” who do not share that identity”.** I argue that by comparing and
contrasting parenting practices and policies, routinely measuring inter-
national stories against Hungarian ways, the authors of Nok Lapja Café
contribute to discourses that define what it means to be Hungarian and
how parenthood is deemed integral to illustrating and representing “Hun-
garianness”. Importantly, it is motherhood that is typically the focus of the
stories and in cases where photos accompany the text, it is also mother-
hood that is visually represented in the aforementioned articles on
parenting, which demonstrates how women, as mothers, are positioned as
essential to constructing understandings of what it means to be Hungarian.

Complementing and overlapping the weighting of international
experiences of parenthood against those of Hungarian parents, is the
articulation and framing of motherhood and mothering practices perceived
as superior. As Yuval-Davis argues, women often face the burden of
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representation, tasked with representing and distributing the nation’s
identity, which can be expressed through “proper” attire, behavior, etc.?’
As mentioned above, the subject of most articles in the “family” section
are mothers. In the website’s articles, not only are Hungarian culture and
practices compared to other countries, mothering — examples of “good”
mothers and “bad” mothers — is also represented. Good mothers, the
reader is told, do not give their children babyccinos and certainly do not
practice certain kinds of baby yoga. With the use of these illustrative
examples, the reader is informed that good mothers heed the advice of
Hungarian experts and do not abandon Hungarian traditions or practices
for trendy, i.e. international, parenting practices.

Even when not explicitly comparing Hungarian and international
family practices, the website’s authors openly express disappointment or
disapproval of certain parenting decisions made by mothers around the
world, further defining what a good or bad mother looks like for Hunga-
rian readers. For example, Australian millionaire Gina Rinehart is criti-
cized in the article, “Richest Mom Sends Children to Work,” for con-
vincing her children to sign legal documents that prevent them from
accessing their trusts, keeping her in charge of the family money.* She
explains she had done so to prevent them from leading a life of leisure,
spoiled with luxuries and unmotivated to work. But Ndk Lapja Café
criticizes Rinehart’s mothering and decision by asking, “has she not raised
her children properly, that they cannot be trusted with their shares?”* The
author implies that were Rinehart a good mother, she would not fear that
her children will lack motivation if provided generous trust funds — her
children’s goodness as people is framed exclusively as her responsibility
and it is assumed that any flaws in their character are due to her faults as a
mother. This attitude recalls the aforementioned contemporary discourses
of motherhood that suggest the nation’s failings are the fault of working
women.

In contrast, British mother Sophia Cahill, pregnant with her
second child, found herself in the spotlight of many media outlets because
of her decision to model nude late in her pregnancy. She was featured in a
second story on N6k Lapja Café, in March, 2012, that clarifies her
motives: she models not because she wants to show off, but because she is
a single mother with a family to support and this is how she makes her
income.™ That she models because she has children to care for is of such
central importance that this second article was written expressly to clarify
her motivations and demonstrate the devotion she has to her children,
while the first article had a much more incredulous tone. That she is
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modeling for her children, and not for her own selfish reasons, is deemed
acceptable to the Nok Lapja Café author, and she receives no criticism in
the second story. Her selflessness and devotion as a mother are praised by
the authors.

Indeed, commitment and sacrifice to children is framed as the
predominant characteristic of mothers as each story that applauds a
mother’s actions is hinged on what she has given up or done for her
children, such as the aforementioned model, Cahill, or the mothers I will
discuss later in this paper, who have set aside their own dreams and
ambitions to raise large families. However, too much devotion is dis-
couraged, as an article titled “Mother, Understand This: I’ve Grown Up,”
written by Agnes Csizi offers adult children coping strategies for dealing
with mothers who smother their children.”’ The article explicitly defines
what it means to be a good parent, with the first header of the article
reading, “What Makes a Parent a Parent?” Although the article mentions
“parents,” the title and content refer almost exclusively to mothers who are
unwilling to accept that their children have become adults. In fact, the
article explains that women more often tend to have an inability to let their
adult children move on from childhood than men, who are typically more
distant as parents.” In this same vein, Angelina Jolie is likewise criticized
for not allowing her children to watch her appearance at the Oscars, a
show the website claims is a tame television program, not necessitating
censorship, implying she, too, is too cautious and overbearing as a
parent.” Thus, N6k Lapja Café narrowly constricts the definition of a good
mother, providing boundaries around the concept: demanding devotion but
warning against excessive attachment. In short, the implied message con-
veyed is that women can never be perfect mothers and should never stop
trying to perfect their mothering skills.

Connected to themes of nationhood and socially constructed ideas
of “good” or appropriate mothering is the fascination with “large families”
demonstrated by N6k Lapja Café. Concerning international stories, celeb-
rity stories and articles featuring Hungarian women, the website focuses
intensely on large families, always striving to paint large families in a
positive light. Importantly, the authors of articles concerning large families
admit that having a large family can be difficult, but the reader is informed
that a large family is worth the trouble and ultimately manageable.

For example, in an article titled “She Adopted her Deceased
Friend’s Five Children,” the author chronicles the story of a British
woman, Julie Jones, who adopted her friend’s five children although, as a
single mother, she already had three children of her own.”* The woman
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must work fulltime, although she also receives some government assis-
tance, to support her large family. However, despite the difficulty in pro-
viding for such a large family on her own, the article affirms that her life
with this large family is manageable. Further, the article expresses admi-
ration for the woman’s decision to raise a large family.

Katalin Dénes Szabd, a Hungarian mother of seven children of her
own, was interviewed in a three-page story for the website, an unusually
long article for the month, titled “It is Difficult to Bring All of My
Children to the Movies at Once”.” The author is clearly fascinated with
Szab6’s voluntarily large family and asks many personal questions.
Specifically, the mother of seven is asked if her husband willingly agreed
to such a large family, how she divides her attention between her children,
how she keeps them in line, how much groceries her family consumes in a
week, what limitations such a large family creates, how her body has fared
after so many pregnancies, and what she has sacrificed for her large
family. She admits to many sacrifices, such as not having enough time for
her husband, finding it difficult to go out and still keep an eye on her large
family and also giving up her dreams of graduating from university and
becoming an economist — although she is currently pursuing her studies
in another field. Despite the limitations, she confirms that as a mother of
seven, she is very happy and having such a large family has always been
her dream. Her story is represented in a positive light — not as something
strange or deviant — but as an interesting and laudable life choice.
Importantly, her career ambitions — only briefly mentioned — are framed
as a secondary concern to her devotion to her family, recalling the
emphasis on home life above employment for women that dominates
contemporary discourses. That Szabd had to abandon her original career
plans is barely addressed, signaling to the reader the unimportance of
employment outside of the home for women and echoing popular ideas
concerning Hungarian women’s contemporary roles in the workforce as
less important than preserving home life, addressed earlier in this essay.™

Of the celebrity families and mothers highlighted (mostly Ameri-
can film stars and famous musicians) those with larger families seem to
garner the most attention. For example, Uma Thurman’s fourth pregnancy
is reported’’ and Jennifer Garner’s third pregnancy — her first boy — is
also deemed newsworthy. Angelina Jolie (with a family of seven) is a
staple of the “celebrity” family features and in an article concerning her
Oscar appearance, titled “Angelina Jolie Flashed Her Thigh—Maybe She
is Pregnant?” the author joyously speculates she might be pregnant again
because of her Oscar dress’ revealingly sexy side slit and the supposed
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tendency for women in their first trimester to feel sexier and more
confident.”® Additionally, Reese Witherspoon’s third pregnancy, but the
first one with husband Jim Toth — who is of Hungarian ancestry — is
speculated about as well.” Rarely are celebrities with first pregnancies or
small families — with one or two children — mentioned in the family
section of N6k Lapja Café.*”

I do not believe that the focus on large families is any way coinci-
dental or unintended because, when Hungarian legislation affecting
families is discussed, the Nok Lapja Café authors demonstrate a keen
understanding of the nation’s demographic and political concerns. The
nation’s decreasing population — it is reported that the birth rate de-
creased by 2.5% in 2011°' — and problems with prematurely born babies®
are both discussed by the website’s authors, suggesting trepidation about
the nation’s declining population and concern over falling birth rates.
Although Nok Lapja Café authors seem, at times, curious whether a large
family is manageable, large families are a major focus of this part in the
website's family section and each story affirms, as its conclusion, the
manageability of a large family and also the central importance of children
to one’s life. Importantly, by only featuring the families of supposedly
“ideal” — white, able bodied, working or middle class, heterosexual —
women, the website provides a visual representation of who should have a
large family, whose family is desirable and socially acceptable — pre-
cluding families who fail to meet these characteristics, such as Roma
families or same-sex couples.

Not all of the articles and stories featured photographs but those
that did featured only white, able-bodied, heterosexual women and
families. Even among international stories and discussion of the “stars,”
only one woman of colour was mentioned: Beyoncé, the American singer
and actress. Further, many stories discussed marriage, perpetuating con-
servative — but dominant — conceptions of motherhood as most suitable
for married women and framing marriage as the norm.* Divorce was
treated as a fact of life,* but an undesirable one. In fact, one article
deemed of interest to Nok Lapja Café authors was a Swedish study that
reported the discovery of a supposed “divorce gene” that apparently makes
some women less able to form attachments and thus less able to maintain a
relationship within a marriage or even remain committed to children.”” In
the article, aptly titled “They Discovered a Gene: Is Divorce Genetic?”
women who get divorced are presented as somehow flawed, lacking a gene
that would enable them to sustain a marriage or relationship.®® Related to
this article, Hungarian marriage statistics were of interest to Nok Lapja
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Café and it was reported that in 2011 the number of marriages increased,
albeit only by 0.5%, interpreted as an important and promising change by
N6k Lapja Café authors nonetheless.

Women who deviate from “traditional” life choices, such as the
29-year old British woman married five times, or the 100-year old bride
marrying for the fourth time, are positioned as spectacle on the website.
Marriage is a choice taken for granted, demonstrated also by an article
featuring the British actor Rob Pattinson, titled “Who Would We Most
Like to Trade our Husbands For,”®" a title that assumed that any woman
who reads the site — especially the family section — is married or values
marriage. The site is thus actively shaping appropriate roles for women,
especially mothers, dictating heterosexual marriage as the norm.

The purpose of this essay is to complicate theorizing about
nationalism, particularly the source of nationalistic sentiments. As Yuval-
Davis argues, it is unhelpful to limit theorizing about the nation to
bureaucrats and policy makers. I cannot speak to the objectives or goals of
this website but, as I have demonstrated, N6k Lapja Café is also invested
in the process: it defines what it means to be Hungarian by comparing
Hungarian and international parenting practices to clearly illustrate
Hungarianness, describes how “good” Hungarian mothers should parent,
and supports dominant, nationalistic discourses by speaking positively
about large families and de-prioritizing workforce participation in discus-
sions of Hungarian motherhood and mothering. Additionally, the website
serves to echo discourses that encourage women to have children by
pointing out the manageability of large families, made easier by the more
parent-friendly climate of Hungary, demonstrated by Hungarian resta-
urants that do not ban crying children and by an example of a Hungarian
woman who has chosen, and been able to manage, a large family.

I do not purport to understand the intentions or the ambitions of
the authors behind the articles on N6k Lapja Café, although it does seem
evident that the website’s content is in keeping with the political objectives
of reinforcing women’s social roles as mothers. However, the motivation
can hardly be gleaned given the restrictions of media in Hungary. In any
case, what is most important is to examine the results of their work: the
representations of women and motherhood in what is Hungary’s most
popular women’s website. In this essay, I aimed to examine and discuss
the social constructions of parenthood, particularly motherhood, framed by
N6k Lapja Café, and point out that certain characteristics and practices are
considered to be embodied by “good” mothers — especially an adherence
to guidelines and suggestions made by Hungarian experts — and how
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these qualities are enforced and policed by N6k Lapja Café. It was further
my goal to point out that the website does more than simply prioritize
motherhood or outline parameters for good parenting. N6k Lapja Café
consistently frames Hungarian motherhood as different, often if not always
better, than the motherhood demonstrated by women internationally. In
this way, the magazine positions motherhood as a way in which “Hungari-
anness” can be defined and compared. In addressing family oriented
women, the website, instead of providing the bold and creative content it
promises, supplies readers with discourses that support dominant post-
socialist ideals of women as [good] mothers, bolstering their nation
through their motherhood. A study of such a popular website helps to fur-
ther illuminate the current expectations of Hungarian women and suggests
the need for further study.
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