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Abstract: The issue of rural development and gender equality came to the fore in 
Hungarian development policies after the political changeover. In this article it is argued 
that this was not mere coincidence, but something that was inevitable. A further issue that 
is raised is the implications of an anticipated rise in the prestige of rural areas and women’s 
social roles. Besides describing the general changes in rural areas and in women’s social 
roles, the author highlights post-socialist characteristics and the interaction between rural 
development and the bettering of women’s prospects in rural spaces.    
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The issue of rural development policies and gender inequality had been raised 
by academics within the specific ideological environment of Hungary before the 
political changeover, but it became an integral part of public discourse only after 
the fall of state socialism. The political changeover was one of the fundamental 
strands that helped increase the importance of rural and gender issues. But as in 
other countries rural and gender issues seem mainly like the products of a post-
industrial era with the influence of the European rural and gender policies being 
quite strong. 

The aim of this article is to identify the ideological legacy of Hungary’s past 
and the effects of two new processes (post-industrialism and European integration) 
on rurality and gender equality as well as on their interconnections. This research is 
still on-goin. It focuses on changes brought about by the post-industrial or post-
modern era in rural spaces. It examines the emergence of post-modern values (e.g. 
sustainability, involvement, networks, uniqueness, aesthetic beauty and a desire for 
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fresh experiences) in rural societies by means of questionnaire surveys and regional 
case studies. Coupled with a re-ruralisation that is already in progress – to some 
extent – in Hungary as well, gender sensitivity, which can also be included in post-
modern values, also points to changes in the role of social genders in rural 
development.  

This article addresses a change in the social role of both rural areas and 
women, and the post-socialist characteristics of such a change as well as the 
interactions between rural development and gender policy that can enhance the 
anticipated beneficial implications. The findings are based on the results of earlier 
research work, rural development-related case studies and personal experience 
acquired in various rural regions in Western Europe. I make use of the conclusions 
presented here to help crystalise my concept and also help decide on the means of 
empirical surveys (e.g. questionnaire surveys and interview templates). Feedback 
on the current situation in Hungary and Transylvania will be available after the 
processing of the questionnaire surveys. 

2. CONFLICTING VIEWS ON THE SOCIAL ROLE OF WOMEN AND 
RURAL AREAS 

Similar to other social processes, there is some cyclic pattern in how women’s 
social status and the role of rural areas are viewed. (László, 1974) Views on the 
role of women and rural areas in the various social regimes are subject to dominant 
needs and the objectives based on them, the attitude towards nature and, in general, 
other building blocks of society, weltanschauung (‘world-view’), power relations 
determining the status of individuals and local communities, preferred knowledge 
and the typical size of the structures constituting societies and economies.  

In order that changes in the social position of women and rural areas can be 
compared, I review – albeit in a rather simplistic manner – the differences in the 
individual social formations (table 1).  

In many traditional societies it is biological and spiritual needs that are of 
overriding importance. Daily life is a struggle to survive where dependence on 
nature and social vulnerability assert themselves strongly. In this fight, people rely 
on the knowledge passed down by their predecessors and on faith (a shared belief 
system). Tolerance and adaptation/accommodation are a successful strategy of 
survival. In this world the basis of the economy is land, and villages are a common 
form of settlement. As a rule, social and economic structures are small in size. 
Rural areas are familiar spaces of existence. Women are clearly subordinated, 
where the key role assigned to them is biological reproduction. 

In modern societies materialistic needs take over. The aim of life tends to be a 
quantitative increase in goods. Although technical-technological progress and the 
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dynamic development of the technical sciences increase financial security, they 
also precipitate a process of detachment (and ultimately alienation) from nature. As 
to weltanschauung, unconditional (blind) faith is replaced by rationalism and the 
pursuit of natural scientific explanations. Successful strategies serving the 
realisation of objectives include defeating others and increasing competitiveness. 
With the principle of economies of scale assuming pre-eminence, ‘small’ becomes 
synonymous with ‘bad’, a problem to be overcome. Due to their low population 
density, rural areas are deemed unsuitable for accommodating industry, the engine 
of development. In the process of modern urbanisation, the commencement of 
which is marked by an urban big bang, the village comes to be perceived as an 
obsolete form of settlement. The career woman emerges. More and more women 
go out to work, which enables them to become financially independent. 
Emancipation asserts itself, and demand for equal treatment is voiced evermore 
strongly. It should be noted that in the early days of women demanding equal 
opportunities, the equality of men and women was asserted with a simultaneous 
rejection of differences. Rural areas living in symbiosis with agriculture are 
characterised by male dominance. (Little & Jones, 2000; van Hoven, 2001) 

In post-modern/post-industrial societies spiritual and emotional needs take 
over from material needs. The aim of life is now the creation of a harmonious 
relationship between environment and society, i.e. sustainable development. People 
return to nature. Rather than defeating others, they cherish acceptance and 
partnership. Once again, the rationalist emphasis is replaced by an emotional 
emphasis, but it is eastern-like. Mere functionality is overruled by aesthetic 
considerations. Access to information, the management of the information 
obtained, communication with others and the ability to create social co-existence 
are key to social adaptation. Supporting the above, social sciences come to the fore. 
‘Small’ comes to have a positive meaning in society and the economy again. 
(Schumacher, 1991) Competitive growth in the modern age produces new 
constraints that give rise to demand mostly for hitherto untapped rural resources. 
New rural functions offering new livelihood opportunities appear. Demand for safe 
and healthy food contributes to an increased demand for bio-products and a strong 
need for establishing a direct relationship with producers. Due to the limited 
reserves of drinking water, energy, raw materials and healthy living spaces, rural 
resources grow in importance and their reasonable and frugal utilisation creates 
new rural activities. Tailor-made solutions and uniqueness are new requirements 
that the social and cultural services sector has to meet (Ray, 1998).  

Responding to the challenges of the 21st century, especially those posed by 
information societies and environmental sustainability, new services are established 
and also provided in rural areas by means of a network. Rural spaces are also ideal 
for the activities of the cultural and social sector operating on a small scale. 
Nobody wants to banish the differences between town and country any more. On 
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the contrary, urbanites occupying rural spaces to an increasingly large extent 
emphasise the need for the preservation of rural characteristics as an important 
requirement. Villages are not towns in miniature, but rather spatial formations 
allowing for the possibility of an alternative lifestyle (Buller & Hoggart, 2001). 

Table 1. Changing views on the social role of women and rural areas 
 

Evaluation criteria Traditional societies Modern societies Post-modern societies 

Typical needs Biological needs Material needs Intellectual and emotional 
needs 

Objectives Survival Growth in quantity Environmental and social 
balance 

Attitude to nature Dependence on nature Distance from nature Nature awareness 

Position Dependence Increase in financial security Dependence on 
information 

Attitude to others Tolerance Subjugation Acceptance 

Preferred 
knowledge 

Inherited knowledge 
Religion 

Technical achievements 
Technical sciences 

Social co-existence 
Social sciences 

Approach Belief Rationalism Emotions, aesthetics 

Size Small is the norm Economies of scale 
- small is bad. 

Small is nice 

Female status  Importance of the 
ability of reproduction
Subjugation  

Career – financial 
independence 
Emancipation  

Female characteristics 
gaining in importance 
Equal opportunities  

Status of the rural 
areas 

Land is everything. 
Farming is life-giving

Industry cannot be established 
on a low concentration of 
population –  
low concentration, low prestige 

Scarcity of resources in 
the rural areas – scarcity 
boosts value  

  The village is a 
common form of 
human settlement  

The village is an obsolete form 
of human settlement  

The village is a form of 
settlements offering 
alternatives  

Source: The author’s own compilation 

 Likewise, in terms of the male-female relationship, women no longer want to 
‘become men’, imitating patterns of male behaviour. Rather, they wish to 
emphasise, assert and receive recognition for the advantages of their femininity that 
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complement those of men’s masculinity. The equal opportunities of social genders 
apply to both men and women, and are integrated into public policies. With the 
above services gaining ground, rural areas become increasingly feminine in 
character. 

 Although, undoubtedly, there are ebbs and flows in terms of how the social 
roles of women and rural areas are viewed, their high and low points vary. In post-
modern societies both seem to be approaching a high point, i.e. the woman’s social 
role and rural areas are both gaining in importance, which is a rare moment in 
history. They seem to be reinforcing each other. Values such as non-materialistic 
behaviour, environmental awareness, tolerance, diversity, aesthetic considerations, 
self-realisation, participation, cultural heritage, networking and identity are being 
increasingly valued.  

3. POST-SOCIALIST CHARACTERISTICS 

Assuming that human civilisations follow, albeit with lags, similar cycles, we 
seem to be right in concluding that the process presented above is a common 
course of events. However, the various social systems add their own peculiarities to 
this process. Modernisation in the era of state socialism and then post-socialism has 
the following characteristics.  

 The ideology of state socialism emphasised the leading role of the working 
classes and the (formal) equality of people, asserted collective ownership and 
controllability, was hostile to religious organisations and replaced family, which 
was regarded as some feudal vestige, with new social formations (linked to the 
workplace and/or shared ideologies). As a result, rural areas constituting a space 
for the peasantry became a scene of social exploitation, a space that had to pay the 
price of forced industrialisation. The degradation of rural areas turned out to be 
more severe than what had been experienced in the case of the capitalist 
approaches of modernisation. Meanwhile, the political regime deprived rural areas 
of the mere chance of self-protection. The strong central power nipped local 
initiatives in the bud by banning such initiatives, severing social networks and 
declaring components of (both personal and national) identity worthless.  

 Industrialisation also required that women play a part in the workforce. In the 
process of emancipation speeded up by the state, although women were granted 
rights, they were also required to assume male roles. At the same time, however, 
surviving traditional values at the level of the society boxed in women who were 
considered equal, albeit to a limited extent, with men in the workplace, to perform 
traditional gender roles.  

 The impact of three of the post-changeover processes is also worth mentioning 
in connection with how the social role of women and rural areas changed: 
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 1. The processes of globalisation and post-industrialisation exerted their 
impact independently of the political changeover, though the regime change 
accelerated them, leading to economic restructuring with serious consequences. 
The most devastating impact of changing markets, changing demand and economic 
restructuring driven by global market competition was a sudden steep rise in 
unemployment. Within restructuring, the phasing out of heavy industry led to 
massive layoffs among men. Contrary to trends in modern societies, registered 
female unemployment was lower than male unemployment (Asztalos-Morell, 
1999). There was no change in this situation until the early 2000s, when, due to 
downsizing in light industry, women also fell victim to mass lay-offs. By 2006 
female unemployment had exceeded male unemployment, which was due, among 
others, to the fact that community employment (i.e. community work) aimed at 
mitigating unemployment has a preference for men. The underlying reasons are 
that (1) community work, which is predominantly infrastructure construction, 
usually requires physical strength, and (2) employer local councils seem to cherish 
and maintain the notion that ‘men are bread-winners’. Thus, if both husband and 
wife are both unemployed, it is the husband who should get the job. 

2. The transformation of the political regime meant the removal of the afore-
mentioned ideological shackles and democratisation by dismantling the external 
barriers that had hindered the establishment of local communities and social 
groups, while also triggering processes akin to ‘throwing out the baby with the bath 
water’. The conservative attitude that sends women back to their stoves became 
increasingly prevalent, with public services (especially crèches) supportive of 
female employment discontinued. Though regained independence boosted the self-
esteem of villages and villagers, public administration, which had fallen apart 
completely, was unable to operate efficiently.  
 The induced and forced disintegration of the agricultural co-operatives (state 
farms) and the full land privatisation ridden with conflicts left rural areas without 
an economic integrator. New landowners could not and, in part, did not want to 
cultivate land. A completely disintegrated agriculture and rural industry was unable 
to provide a livelihood for not only those returning from cities for good, but also 
those who used to be employed locally. Employing mainly women, local public 
services became the main employer. Simultaneously, the number of those deciding 
to have an economically inactive status (e.g. maternity leave or retirement) as a 
way out from a dire situation jumped. Controls engineered to artificially mitigate 
social inequalities disappeared. Poverty reached unprecedented proportions, 
particularly, in rural areas and among women. (Csite & Kovach, 1997; Szalai, 
1996; Fodor, 2002) 

 3. The process leading to Hungary’s accession to the European Union 
brought with it new values, principles, rules and patterns, which either had been 
given less focus or which had been outright discouraged in the era of state 
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socialism. This process also attested to Hungary’s remarkable ability to adapt. EU 
standards were successfully adopted in respect of both rural policies and equal 
opportunities for social genders. However, announced policies often turned out to 
be similar to their EU counterparts. On one hand, during their implementation 
people often found that presenting principles was not synonymous with realising 
them. On the other hand, adaptation was sometimes a touch too perfect. We have 
been witnessing a kind of European melting pot in action, with national 
characteristics rooted, in part, in post-socialism completely dissolved in it. Thus, 
for instance, the further education of women is also a priority of Hungary’s equal 
opportunity policy despite the fact that their level of education is already higher 
than men’s. (Krizsán & Zentai, 2004) On the other hand, no priority (e.g. via 
proactive measures) has been accorded to improving the state of physical and 
mental health among Hungarian men though their rate of mortality is exceptionally 
high in Europe. Likewise, rural development has long been focusing on the 
diversification of agriculture despite the fact that diversification occurred already in 
the era of collective farms; however, after state farms had been phased out, 
contrary to what happened in Western Europe, no groups of farmers firmly 
anchored in agriculture emerged. Only recently, and mainly connected with the 
LEADER axis1, have entrepreneurs with a non-agricultural profile managed to 
participate in the diversification of the rural economy.  
 

4. INTERDEPENDENCE OF AND INTERACTION BETWEEN WOMEN’S 
ROLES AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT  

For the new functions of rural areas outlined above to operate, the special 
skills and knowledge possessed by women are needed. The hospitality sector and 
tourist industry, elderly and infant/child care, the creation of pleasant and liveable 
settlements, the production of artefacts and the provision of IT services all require 
empathy, patience, tolerance, aesthetic skills, creativity, manual skills, 
communication skills, and the ability to divide attention among and focus on 
several different things simultaneously. (Bellows, 1994;ł Baracs, 1997; G.Fekete, 
2005) Incorporating the economy into society re-values the sources of livelihood 
stemming from the utilisation of the freely available resources of households which 
are mainly related to women’s social roles (Table 2). 

 This increases the number of opportunities of making a living available to 
women. However, a sustainable livelihood (Korf & Oughton, 2006; Oberhaus et 
al., 2004) may also lead to the evolution of a new kind of female dependence 
(Fodor, 2002). 

                                                           
1 The fourth axis of the EU’s rural development programmes, which assists local communities to 
determine and implement initiatives for rural development.   
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Table 2. Women’s role in the operation of the new functions of rural areas 

New opportunities for rural economies Role of women 

  low medium high 

• healthy food       

• fresh water       

• alternative energy sources       

• natural raw materials       

• housing and second homes       

• recreational services, hospitality       

• fine handmade works of art crafted by artisans       

• cultural and intellectual products       

• information services       

• logistics services       

• childcare and care for the elderly        

• environmental industry, recycling       

• land protection, gardening       

Source: The author’s own compilation 

 Rural development should accommodate special female needs. Women’s 
needs, a changing system of values and standards, the available resources and 
technologies and the above-mentioned new dependence all shape the system of 
values of the rural women performing tasks indispensable for rural development. 
Women expect rural development to create jobs, provide a livelihood, a 
comfortable life where support is provided for the running of a household, a 
healthy place for living, healthy food, recreation facilities, social relationships, 
educational opportunities and an environment encouraging creativity; to grant 
recognition and boost self-esteem.  

 The rural development issues that affect women the most are connected with 
local employment, commuting by husbands, the public transport system, available 
specialist education, the pension system, support for family businesses, forums of 
public opinion, leisure and entertainment, the use of community spaces and the 
shaping of the villagescape. (The above considerations could be used in a future 
study that explores women’s expectations regarding rural development.) 

 Advocating women’s interests is one of the conditions of the successful 
implementation of a change in functions facing rural development in Hungary. 
Similar to the room for manoeuvre allowed for civil organisations, advocating 
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interests depends on general rights, the availability of space for free speech, the 
existence and internal operation of organisations of interest representation, and 
participation in decision-making. In Hungary, civil interest representation in 
general face difficulties and, within this, there are further obstacles that women 
encounter. For instance, informal meetings that influence the course of 
development of rural areas are often held at places that are off-limits for women 
(e.g. wine cellars and hunting events) or held at times that rarely consider routines 
of family life. Another example is the way women’s organisations with cultural 
functions or hosting free-time activities in villages are reluctant to recognise 
women’s goals. Yet another example is the lower prestige and weaker political 
clout attached to the mayor’s office when the mayor is a woman. However, it 
should be mentioned that the proportion of female mayors in rural areas, especially 
at small places, is quite high, which is an encouraging sign. (Timár, 2004, 2005) 

5. SUMMARY 

 Nowadays there are favourable trends in the social perception of women and 
of rural areas in both post-industrial and post-modern societies. This also awakens 
interest in the joint study of the two topics and also probing related areas. 
Throughout I have attempted to explain why the two issues of women’s social roles 
and rural spaces are related. They are both valued in the new type of post-modern 
society. Widespread social changes accompanying post-industrialisation and, in 
some countries, social changes resulting in a simultaneous rise in the prestige of 
women’s social roles and rural areas were first hindered by socialist ideology and 
later frustrated by the political changeover. A post-socialist Hungary witnessed the 
‘depopulation’ of rural areas, women having to be content with the role of nest-
builders and the downsizing of one-time welfare services and facilities. As 
precursors to Hungary’s accession to the European Union, rural and gender 
policies came into play in the socio-political arena (i.e. the emergence of these 
policies denoted or accompanied changes in general, Hungary’s accession being 
one of those changes). Then there followed an increasingly sharp contrast between 
words and deeds. 

 Hungary is not immune to global processes and their general consequences. 
Thus it is expected that the utilisation of rural resources will grow in importance in 
response to global challenges and, hence, strengthen rural functions that require a 
woman’s contribution. This may improve the prospects of women in rural areas, 
who are mostly at the receiving end and among the losers of the political 
changeover. The importance of the role that women play in rural development, the 
rising number of the services related to new rural functions, the aesthetic touch 
added to rural spaces, the preservation of rural heritage and the shaping of rural 
communities is undisputable. Crucial to success (as is the case with local 
developments in general) are: (1) an awareness of interests and potential roles – 
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articulating goals; (2) the identification of ways of the realisation of goals – 
development of skills, development of new technologies, access to information; (3) 
the organisation of alliances, finding sponsors/ supporters – networking. 
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