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Susan Zimmermann’s most recent book is an
organic outgrowth of her earlier work on so-
cial policy and social reform, especially her
Prächtige Armut1. In Divide, Provide, and
Rule, however, the author goes a few steps
further in her pursuit to enrich our understan-
ding of what she calls an „integrative history“
of needs-related policies in fin-de-siècle Hun-
gary in several important respects.

First, the book successfully completes the
task it sets itself in bringing together three see-
mingly distinct policy areas, poor relief, soci-
al reform and social policy (including labour
protection and social insurance), into a com-
plex and persuasive narrative. Second, brin-
ging in new material, Zimmermann expands
her area of analysis to the entire territory of
historic Hungary. Although the leading role
of the capital city Budapest is duly acknow-
ledged and occupies an important place in the
analysis, several other urban centres, smal-
ler towns and rural areas of historic Hungary
play an important role in her analysis. Third,
Zimmermann pays particular attention to di-
verse groups that were increasingly margina-
lized and left out by the state’s need-related
policies: especially the poor and the home-
less who were considered fit for work, wo-
men servants and women working at home,
prostitutes, and the Roma. This approach cer-
tainly increases our awareness of just how li-
mited precisely those policies actually were
on the ground, and how much they reflec-
ted the Zeitgeist of the fin de siècle. Addi-
tionally, Zimmermann shows that the agen-
cy of the labour movement, supported by, but
not identical to the Social Democratic Party,
played a fundamental role in the establish-
ment of new state social policies through or-
ganised protest. And finally, the book pla-
ces Hungarian developments into a broader

context by drawing comparisons with paral-
lel phenomena in Austria, Germany, Britain
and Ireland, as well as integrating the history
of need-related policies into an international
context of the signing of laws and conventi-
ons that further influenced national legislati-
on Europe-wide.

The book is lucidly written and meticu-
lously researched, and its structure is clear
and straightforward. The short introduction
is followed by three large chapters, „Poverty
Policy“ (roughly from 1848 to 1914), „Social
Reform and State Intervention from 1898 to
1914“ and „State Social Policy“ (again, rough-
ly from 1848 to 1914). Zimmermann comes
back to the main points of her argument in a
short, analytical and persuasive conclusion.

The chapter „Poverty Policy“ begins by en-
umerating traditional, private and public ap-
proaches to poor relief in the context of Neo-
absolutism that left little room for manoeuvre
for specific Hungarian developments. It then
proceeds with analysing how the legal foun-
dations for state poor relief policy were laid
from the 1860s onwards. The analysis culmi-
nates in a closer look at poor relief as a two-
side policy that, on the one hand, provided
select social groups with much-needed welfa-
re but that, on the other hand, was a sever-
ely restrictive mechanism that further margi-
nalized and often physically removed other
groups that were deemed undeserving or to
have offended public order – complete with
an entire relocation transport system by rail.
The principle of municipal responsibility for
poor relief, combined with the complexity, in-
efficiency and absurdity of the relocation sys-
tem in practice meant that large sections of
the poor were denied relief for longer periods
of time, if not altogether. With this context in
mind, many will find it astonishing how the
leading actors on the Hungarian scene, along
with their colleagues elsewhere, believed up
to the last days preceding the war that their
policies would succeed in eliminating pover-
ty as a phenomenon, without having unders-
tood the undercurrent mechanisms of market
economy and Hungarian legislative and soci-
al structures that, in some cases, only served

1 Susan Zimmermann, Prächtige Armut. Fürsorge, Kin-
derschutz und Sozialreform in Budapest, Sigmaringen
1997.
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to further entrench the existing problems.
The following chapter, „Social Reform and

State Intervention from 1898 to 1914“ ana-
lyses, in turn, the three distinct areas whe-
re the state intervention was most innova-
tive and pronounced: child protection, hou-
sing policy and unemployment and labour
market policy. In child protection policies, the
Hungarian authorities introduced a number
of far-reaching innovations that diverted from
the old-school strategies of poor relief. Going
against the principle of minimising costs, es-
pecially in the support of children’s homes,
the assistance for emigration communities,
the provision of supplementary support for
those families which would have otherwise
had to hand their children over to state ca-
re and the institution of professional guardi-
anship are examples of such innovative thin-
king. Restricted to the traditional principles
of poor relief policy, however, these innova-
tions were unsuccessful as preventive measu-
res and, in the context of widespread pover-
ty, turned the entire system of child protec-
tion into a „bottomless pit“ (p. 56). Reform-
oriented intervention in the housing policy,
especially in Budapest but also in Temesvár,
Nadyvárad and Sopron, was similarly exem-
plary and included tax relief for social hou-
sing, municipally-owned housing outside the
metropolitan administrative area, giving pre-
ference to small apartments when it came to
new housing projects, and restrictions on the
maximum rent in response to rent strikes.
However, an even more innovative system
of housing provision for agricultural workers
enjoyed only very limited success due to the
dominance of the interests of industry and
property owners in the representative bodies
in both urban and rural areas. Finally, in the
area of unemployment and labour market po-
licy, a public system of labour exchanges and
unemployment insurance remained limited to
the local level and only widened the gap bet-
ween those who benefited from these innova-
tions and those who did not.

The final chapter, „State Social Policy“, is
divided into large sub-chapters on labour
protection and social insurance/workplace-
related social policy. A comprehensive survey
of the earlier developments of labour protec-
tion from 1848 onwards is offered, in which

a clear distinction is drawn between those
for whom was provided (such as established
male worker professions employed in large
industrial enterprises) and the marginalised
and the excluded (children, juveniles and wo-
men). The function and the efficiency of the
industrial inspectorate remained limited even
for the privileged groups, while the labour
protection for women was conceived and un-
derstood, from the very outset, as an exten-
sion of the state’s care for patriarchal fami-
ly relations. Finally, analysis of non-industrial,
largely agricultural workers is provided. The
analysis of social insurance and workplace-
related social policy begins in the 1880s with
the legal and institutional origins of these po-
licies. Further on, the establishment of social
insurance is examined by comparing the ca-
ses of male and female workers and those em-
ployed in agriculture. Zimmermann explains
how, in the context of the „minimalist“ pover-
ty policy and limited agricultural and labour
insurance, as well as a lack of a comprehen-
sive system of relief on the national level, the
comparatively more successful areas of child
protection and Budapest unemployment reli-
ef had to constantly protect themselves from
„the miserly of all kind“ that came knocking
at their door (p. 143). Unresolved areas of res-
ponsibility for hospital care between the na-
tional State Fund and insurance companies
led, on average, to the state delegating its res-
ponsibilities for most of the problem areas to
the insurance companies, thereby leaving to
them the burden of dealing with the most pro-
blematic cases.

Divide, Provide, and Rule is well formula-
ted and very informative for a book of 154
pages (excluding the bibliography, a short in-
dex and illustrations). Yet precisely because
the author decided to remove all the detail
marginal to the main argument, the text is
very condensed. More importantly, and espe-
cially in the light of Zimmermann’s emphasis
on the agency of the needy groups, many rea-
ders might want for more of such voices to be
heard. For example, the book begins with an
insightful account of the living conditions of
a foster family in the town of Hernád in 1913,
part of the state-run child protection system,
from which we learn not only about the condi-
tions in the family’s home, but also about the
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attitude of the authorities towards such fami-
lies (p. 1; see also the story of Katalin Kovács
trial in Magyaratád, pp. 43-44). More of such
stories would have made the book livelier and
even more persuasive. Similarly, a more sys-
tematic comparison of Hungary with other,
non-Western parts of the continent that we-
re undergoing similar transformation at the
time, such as, for example, the Russian and
the Ottoman empires, would have placed the
book even better in the broader European con-
text.

Such shortcomings, however, are minor in
comparison with the merits of the book. This
is an excellent piece of historical scholarship
that combines approaches in legal, political,
social and gender history. Its argument is
clear, persuasive and is supported by evi-
dence gleaned from an impressive amount of
primary material. Its language and style are
wry, lucid and accurate. It will be read with in-
terest by scholars of Hungarian history, Habs-
burg history, gender history, the history of the
European welfare state, as well as specifically
of poor relief, social reform, social policy and
the labour movement.
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