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Abstract
The paper scrutinizes religiosity in two Hungarian socialist new towns, Dunaújváros and Ka-
zincbarcika, during and after socialism. Based on the results of the research, two main arguments 
might be outlined. First, it was revealed that religiosity played an important role in the daily lives 
of the residents of both new towns during the state socialist period. Second, in contrast to our initial 
assumption of a remarkable religious revival after 1989, only a slightly increasing (and then, rather 
stagnating) religiosity was observed in both case study towns. Therefore, our research results might 
contribute to the deconstruction of the over-simplified common view of ‘atheism under socialism’ vs. 
‘a religious revival in the post-socialist era’.
Keywords: religiosity, socialist new towns, Hungary, socialism, post-socialism

Introduction

After the fall of the Iron Curtain, two separate Europes emerged in terms of 
religiosity: the ‘West’, which is – with a few exceptions – getting more and 
more secularised, and the post-socialist ‘East’, which is mostly characterised 
by a process of de-secularisation (see Smrke–Uhan 2012, pp. 492–494). In 
this regard, Hungary is no exception either; the détente of the socialist re-
gime’s control over the religious sphere led to de-secularisation and an overall 
revival of religiosity at the turn of the 1990s. The share of the country’s adult 
population who considered themselves religious was 53.9% in 1983, rising to 
62.9% in 1989, and then to 76.8% in 1993 (Tomka 1995, p. 18). This trend 
was, however, unfolding in a spatially uneven matter (Kocsis 2009, pp. 90–
95), with a number of typical areas where religiosity did not increase signifi-
cantly. These include (1) Budapest and other large cities, (2) the central part 
of Eastern Hungary (where impoverished peasants had already been highly 
susceptible to socialist ideas at the turn of the 20th century, and where the Hun-
garian Communist Party achieved extraordinary success in 1945), and last but 
certainly not least, (3) heavy industry regions characterised by the dominance 
of working-class populations. Concerning the latter, the most representative 
examples of these areas are definitely socialist new towns, the quintessential 
constructs of the inherently atheist experiment of socialist modernity.

1 This study contains an abridged version of the research results published in the following journal 
article: Berki, M. – Sivadó, B. 2018: ‘...the opium of the people’? Religiosity in socialist new towns. 
In: BELGEO – Revue Belge de Géographie, 4, pp. 1–17.
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Our paper provides a brief overview of religiosity in two Hungarian 
socialist new towns, Dunaújváros (initially Stalin Town, founded on iron 
and steel industries in 1951) and Kazincbarcika (founded on coal mining 
and chemical industries, also in 1951), during and after socialism, with 
particular emphasis placed on the processes of secularisation and de-
secularisation. Here, the former is understood as a systematic erosion of 
religious practices, values and beliefs (Norris–Inglehart 2004, p. 5), whereas 
the latter is a process through which religion reasserts its societal influence 
in reaction to previous and/or co-occurring secularising trends (Karpov 
2010, p. 250). Even though the scrutiny of religion is an overarching field 
of research, relatively little empirical work has been done on religiosity in 
(post-)socialist cities, whereas concerning Hungarian socialist new towns, 
no case studies have been conducted on the topic of religiosity to date. 

The structure of the paper is as follows. In the next section we intro-
duce our research methodology. After that we discuss the most important 
empirical results and develop our main arguments. Finally, in the last sec-
tion we draw the conclusions.

Research methods

Our case studies on religiosity are based on the analysis of quantitative as 
well as qualitative data. As an initial step, long-term parochial datasets 
obtained from the local churches were analysed. The most important 
indicator was the number of baptisms per annum, from which the rate of 
baptisms per live births (%) was calculated. This indicator is available for 
the largest denominations for all years between 1953–2015, in the case 
of both towns; in Dunaújváros, for Roman Catholics, Greek Catholics, 
Calvinists and Lutherans, whereas in Kazincbarcika, for Roman Catholics, 
Greek Catholics and Calvinists. These datasets allowed us to reconstruct 
long time series both for the socialist era and the post-socialist period. 
(N.B.: The construction of both towns started in 1951, hence this data 
covers almost their entire existence.) In addition to these parochial sources 
on baptisms, datasets of the Hungarian Central Statistical Office were also 
analysed: since most censuses of the state socialist period (in 1960, 1970, 
and 1980) did not include religiosity-related questions for obvious reasons 
(nor the one carried out in 1990), only the data of the 2001 and the 2011 
censuses could be used. (Prior to these, the last census which included such 
questions was the one in 1949, when none of our case study towns existed.)

Additionally, in order to gain a deeper understanding of religiosity 
in the two new towns during and after the socialist era, these quantitative 
measures were complemented by qualitative data derived from in-depth 



67

International Geographical Conference

SECULARIZATION OR A RELIGIOUS REVIVAL...

interviews. The interviews were conducted with priests, pastors and com-
petent representatives of the local municipalities in both towns. Our ques-
tions were aimed at obtaining historical and recent information on the role 
of religiosity in local residents’ everyday lives and on the forms of people’s 
religious practices, both for traditional and for recently emerged churches. 
During the socialist period, religiosity by and large meant the traditional 
(largest) denominations, however, after 1989 a remarkable diversification 
unfolded. It could not only be observed in terms of (conventional) religios-
ity but in the case of spirituality in ge neral as well, understood here as a 
broader notion than people’s faith in traditional religious denominations. 
Therefore, the respondents of our interviews were also asked about their 
perception of this diversification in the case of both towns.

Results and discussion

The general trend of religiosity in Hungary during the state socialist period, 
as summarised by Tomka (1990), was as follows. As a common phenom-
enon after wars and other kinds of armed conflicts, religiosity significantly 
increased after World War II as well. It started to decrease after the 1956 
revolution and the subsequent realignment of the socialist system, lasting 
up to the 1980s with different velocities, followed by a slightly increasing 
tendency till the fall of the Iron Curtain. Notably, our data on the rate of 
baptisms per live births (see Figure 1) are exactly in line with these trends 
for the socialist era, both in the case of Dunaújváros and Kazincbarcika.

Throughout the 1950s, this rate was exceptionally high. For several 
years, it was even above 100% because not only new-born babies were bap-
tised but also a number of older (previously unbaptised) children whose 
parents moved into the new towns. According to our interviews, the rate of 
baptisms could be even higher than shown on the figure because there were 
many people who actually lived in Dunaújváros or Kazincbarcika (as their 
first dwellers), however, tended to hold the most important and solemn events 
of their lives – including the baptism of their children – in the villages they 
were originating from. Albeit the rate steadily decreased in the 1960s, it still 
remained high during that decade (in fact, higher than in the post-socialist 
period). It is important to note that our data for the mid-1960s almost exactly 
corresponds with the results of a survey carried out in the Soviet Union in 
1966 (as cited by Pospielovsky 1988, p. 192). That survey, conducted among 
teenagers aged 14–17 (all of them being Komsomol members), revealed that 
52.7% of the respondents were baptised – in comparison, even though we 
worked with the ‘rate of baptisms per births’ instead of the (simple) ‘rate of 
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baptisms’, for the year 1966 our rate was 58.2% in Dunaújváros, and 57.8% 
in Kazincbarcika. In the Soviet sample, two additional interesting facts 
should be pointed out: first, the rate of children baptised in larger towns and 
cities was higher than in smaller towns, and second, a higher proportion of 
industrial workers than of collective farmers have baptised their children. 
If such patterns existed in socialist Hungary as well, that might explain the 
relatively high rates of baptisms observed in the rapidly booming mono-in-
dustrial towns of Dunaújváros and Kazincbarcika.

Figure 1 
The annual rate of baptisms per live births in Dunaújváros (top) 

and Kazincbarcika (bottom) between 1953–2015 (%)

Data source: own calculations based on datasets of baptisms obtained from the local churches, and 
datasets of annual live births from the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (HCSO)



69

International Geographical Conference

SECULARIZATION OR A RELIGIOUS REVIVAL...

After the 1960s, the lowest levels of religiosity were observed 
throughout the 1970s and the early-1980s in both of our case study 
towns, partly owing to the (seeming) economic security of Kádár’s ‘Gu-
lash communism’. Even though sacral objects existed in both towns, 
they were getting more and more sparsely visited. In spite of this de-
cline, however, religiosity survived the entire state socialist period, 
even if mostly ‘under the surface’. During those decades, it was either 
regulated by the authorities or conformed to the system. The regime’s 
attempts to ‘cut back’ religiosity were ranging from the appropriation 
(nationalisation) of church-maintained schools and other institutions, 
through the prohibition (or in some instances, even criminalisation) 
of religious orders, to the everyday discrimination of religious people. 
Later on, the authorities elaborated more refined techniques to conform 
religion to the system, such as via surveillance or, as probably the most 
well-known phenomenon, the enrolment of the so-called ‘peace priests’ 
(in order to divide clergy). As it was reported by the respondents of our 
interviews, the same (‘soft’) techniques have been used in Dunaújváros 
and Kazincbarcika as well. Nevertheless, these attempts also created 
‘underground’ counter-reactions in a lot of people, gradually adopting 
religiosity as a form of anti-socialist attitude. Therefore, during the state 
socialist period, religiosity was not simply a connection between hu-
mans and the deity, between the mundane and the sacred, but for many 
people it also represented a sort of cultural opposition against socialist 
ideology (or, more simply, against authority).

After all these years, religiosity could reborn in various forms, 
both old and new, both as the revival of traditional denominations and as 
the discovery of previously unknown ones. Concerning the first, tradi-
tional churches witnessed a moderate reinvigoration (as seen on Figure 
1): since being religious ceased to be an official stigma after the fall 
of state socialism, several new churches were built, and the number of 
church-goers, baptisms and church weddings also apparently increased 
(even though this religious stir did not last for a very long time). In addi-
tion to that, as another result of the post-1990 pluralisation of religiosity, 
a multiplicity of new actors emerged beyond the ‘officially sacred’ as 
well: besides the come-back of the largest (historical) Christian denomi-
nations, several other smaller churches, religious movements and faith-
based organisations (FBOs) appeared in both towns.
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In Dunaújváros, the most significant and active is the so-called 
Faith Church (in Hungarian, Hit Gyülekezete): beyond religious prac-
tices, they pursue charitable activity as well. Besides them, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, the Love of Christ Church, the Church of Jesus Christ of Lat-
ter-Day Saints (LDS), Seventh-day Adventist Church, and the Church of 
Scientology are also present in the town. According to our interviews, 
their familial atmosphere and novelty turned out to be attractive for 
many people, partly because traditional denominations are considered 
by many as too ‘archaic’ and less easily comprehensible. The expansion 
of these forms of religiosity and spirituality in Dunaújváros might be 
traced back to another specific reason: since the largest employers of the 
town are MNCs and TNCs characterised by shift-work schedules, for 
most workers it is not easy to attend conventional Sunday masses and 
church services (as they usually have only one Sunday off per month). 
In contrast to that, newer churches and movements offer more flexible 
forms of religious practices. In Kazincbarcika the Faith Church, Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, the Seventh-day Adventist Church and the Church of 
Scientology are also present, predominantly attracting younger people. 
As opposed to Dunaújváros, however, they are not so significant and ac-
tive in this town (and also own fewer buildings). Here, on the other hand, 
traditional Christian denominations have more bottom-up local organi-
sations, with a broad variety of activities including pastoral care, charity 
or youth programmes. They also play an important role in maintaining 
formerly state-funded institutions including a kindergarten, two primary 
schools and two secondary schools, along with two student dormitories. 
Moreover, as a large investment, the town’s new sports centre was also 
built by the Salesians of Don Bosco, opened in 2016. Nonetheless, even 
in spite of these efforts, our interviewees reported an overall crisis of 
religiosity in Kazincbarcika.

According to the data of the 2001 census, the share of people not 

belonging to any religious communities, churches or denominations was 
14.5% in Hungary, increasing to 18.2% in the latest (2011) census. In 
the case of Kazincbarcika, this number was 1.5 times higher than the na-
tional average in 2011 (27.2%), whereas in Dunaújváros, almost 2 times 
higher (35%). The above-discussed trends might be linked to these num-
bers. In the case of Dunaújváros, although the role of traditional Chris-
tian denominations is clearly shrinking (see Figure 1), the rate of non-
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religious people even slightly decreased from 2001 to 2011 (from 36.3% 
to 35%). As demonstrated above, it might be the result of the expansion 
of their recent alternatives; smaller churches, religious movements and 
other FBOs. In contrast to that, in the case of Kazincbarcika, the rate of 
non-religious people significantly increased from 2001 to 2011 (from 
21.6% to 27.2%). This is also the consequence of the declining role of 
traditional Christian denominations (despite their struggle to keep their 
believers) – as a notable difference, however, here it was not accom-
panied by the rise of new kinds of religiosity and/or spirituality. Addi-
tionally, Kazincbarcika experienced an immense deindustrialisation and 
unemployment, and was severely hit by the 2007–2008 financial crunch 
as well, resulting in an overall value crisis of the local community. (In 
terms of the two town’s economic restructuring, Dunaújváros might be 
considered as more fortunate compared to Kazincbarcika – concerning 
their historical and recent development trajectories, see Baranyai 2016 
and Berki 2016, respectively).

Conclusions

Based on our analysis of parochial datasets, census data and the in-depth 
interviews, two main conclusions might be drawn. On the one hand, 
it was revealed that religiosity – although mostly ‘under the surface’, 
in a less explicit form – played an important role in the daily lives of 
the residents of both Dunaújváros and Kazincbarcika during the state 
socialist period. This finding is especially compelling, since these mono-
functional industrial towns (should have) represented the quintessence 
of socialist urbanity, planned to be classless and inherently atheist. On 
the other hand, a remarkable religious revival might have been expected 
in the wake of the politico-economic transition, with the advent of the 
‘free world’ (like elsewhere across the former Eastern Bloc). In con-
trast to this assumption, however, only a slightly increasing (and then, 
rather stagnating) religiosity was observed in both case study towns. It 
might be traced back to the overall value crisis of these communities 
after having lost their formerly privileged position. Therefore, our re-
search results might help us to deconstruct the over-simplified common 
view and the dominant binary imaginations of ‘atheism under socialism’ 
vis-à-vis ‘a religious revival in the post-socialist period’. Furthermore, 
we also argue that our investigation may offer novel perspectives both 
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for urban geographers and cultural geographers. Since the topic of religi-
osity is still almost completely absent from the international academic 
discourses on socialist new towns, our paper might hopefully serve as 
an initial step towards filling this gap in the broader domain of urban 
cultural geography.
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