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Abstract: Power inequalities originating from capitalist patriarchy are having an impact on and even
determining our personal relationships: gender, class and ethnic inequality are consistently present in our
intimate ties as well (Ridgeway 2009). For socially mobile individuals from lower classes, one of the main costs
of moving between social classes is to exist in the complex conflict that arises from distancing from the social
class of origin in order to integrate into new social spaces (Bourdieu 2005, Friedman 2016). These internal
conflicts that are caused by broadened social structures are also present not just in the difficulty of finding
a desired romantic partner (Durst at al. 2014) but in the process of sustaining an intimate relationship with
someone from a particular social background as well. Structural inequalities are also determinative factors
in partner selection, education homogamy and ethnic homogamy are highly present in society (Kamijn 1993,
1998, 2010, Kang Fu 2001). In this paper, through analysing narratives of educationally upwardly mobile
women in Hungary, regarding intimate partner selection and looking at intimate relationships themselves, I
aim to discover how their narratives reflect upon the hidden costs of mobility. I show how gender, education and
ethnic inequalities emerge through the personal accounts of their mobility experiences and to what extent these
inequalities determine the process of finding a desired partner or sustaining an existing intimate relationship.
Keywords: social mobility, mobility trajectory, costs of mobility, intimate relationships, gender relations, class relations, ethnic inequalities, homogamy

Introduction
During the process of conducting interviews for our research project, Social
Mobility and Ethnicity: Trajectories, outcomes and hidden costs of high educational
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achievement, it was already clear to us from previous research results that socially
upwardly mobile women frequently frame the difficulties of partner selection and
further, of maintaining an intimate relationship with someone, given the social
distances that become problematic and feel insurmountable through educational
mobility as well as that ethnicity exacerbates these difficulties (Durst et al. 2014). In
the interviews they related that they feel pressure from society to be in an intimate
relationship, and they long for those relationships, but to find someone who they
are able to get along with, with whom they feel to be understood, represents a major
challenge for them.
When I met with Hanna a 29 year old socially upwardly mobile woman to
conduct an interview for our research project, we set up our meeting in a community
place in Budapest where both of us felt at home. In addition to her master studies,
Hanna also works with youths from disadvantaged backgrounds. She comes from a
family where both of her parents worked really hard to give Hanna the potential to
gain a university degree. We more or less move in the same community, therefore
the situations and feelings that she articulated during our interview about and
towards her social milieu, were more or less familiar to me. However, when she was
speaking to me about these situations in the context of her mobility trajectory, it
was nevertheless clear to me that I never had to go through them. I never felt that
I should overcome my primary socialisation to meet with the expectations of my
environment, in order to feel accepted in it, which would cause constant internal
conflict within me (Ingram–Abrahams 2016). The situation was the same when we
got to the topic of intimate relationships. She was very thankful that we were also
discussing this topic in the context of social mobility, as she felt that her mobility
trajectory was, to a large extent, impacting her relationships, and that there is no
place to speak about these problems. Inter alia she articulated the following:
“When I meet someone, my first two questions are what do your parents do
and where did you go to school. I don’t do a checklist, but I do it in some way. I
know it’s not the best practice but I do this because then those big surprises can’t
happen, like I would be surprised about what’s happening. Anyway, sometimes
it just comes into my mind how nice it would be if I could find for example, a
carpenter, who really suits me, with whom I can really get along.” (Hanna, 29,
non-Roma)
Even though she had not had a partner in the last decade who came from the same
background as hers, she highlighted that she feels a person from the same background
of origin would be one who would suit her best. She articulated that she still feels
identified with her community of origin even though in practice she has partners who
come from a middle-class background that is her attained class through her mobility
trajectory. She narrated the costs for socially mobile individuals of moving between
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social classes in the context of intimate partner relationships: a difficulty that exists
in the complex conflict of distancing from the social class of origin, and to integrate
into new social spaces as a middle-class environment (Bourdieu 2005, Friedman
2016). She explicated that she would feel more comfortable with someone who came
from the same background as hers even though with her mobility trajectory; she
chooses partners form her new social environment.
In my paper I aim to analyse the narratives of socially mobile Hungarian Roma
and non-Roma women on finding a desired partner and in intimate relationships
in the context of emotional costs (Reay 2005) or price of social mobility (Friedman
2016). I am interested in whether partner selection and maintaining an intimate
relationship can be analysed in the context of the costs of upward mobility, and
in examining the main articulated difficulties for women in partner selection and
in intimate relationships through their mobility trajectory, taking into account
the pressure from capitalist patriarchal societies to find a desired partner and to
maintain an intimate relationship. My paper also covers the differences in the
narratives of socially mobile women with a Roma and non-Roma background, as I
take into consideration how ethnicity can affect these processes.

Marriage and intimate relationships in capitalist patriarchy
Patriarchy names the social structures that maintain the oppression of women in
society through its unequal structures and social institutions (Walby 1990). The
social feminist literature defines capitalism as the modern fulfillment of patriarchy,
which operates through capital accumulation (Dalla Costa–Selma 1972, Seccombe
[1972] 2018, Eisenstein 1977). Unequal power relations in capitalist patriarchies
are also present in our intimate partner relationships (Haller 1981). Class, ethnic
and gender inequalities are determining them (Ridgeway 2009). Unequal societal
structures are determining our everyday life. The phenomenon that the experiences
of dominant groups are accepted by society as a universal experience is present in our
everyday interactions as well (Ridgeway 2009). In everyday interactions individuals
can become the ones who suffer from these forms of oppression and sometimes
privileged individuals are the ones who use their socially endowed power over them.
Nevertheless, the causes cannot be traced only on an individual level, but can better
be explained by structural inequalities of society and the unequal power relations
created and maintained by social institutions of capitalist patriarchy (Marion Young
1990).
Within the institution of marriage, power inequalities are constantly present as
well and this has its own societal function: capitalism exploits the institution of
marriage through the logic of capitalist accumulation. The function of the institution
of marriage and family in capitalism is the reproduction of life through biological
reproduction and reproductive work that covers inter alia, childcare and housework.
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Reproductive work mostly carried out by women on a gender basis, which highly
influences the power relations between males and females in households (Csányi et
al. 2018). In capitalist patriarchal societies, reproductive work is generally assigned to
women and society frames women’s wage work as of secondary importance. Through
this process household work becomes invisible to society; it stays in the private sphere
and it remains unrespected (Fraser 2016). Therefore, the inequalities between males
and females in the institution of marriage are not just simply present because of the
different social positions of genders in society but also because marriage is one of the
most basic institutions of the exploitation of women (Seccombe 1974). Nevertheless,
the pressures on women from society and their environment to get married and raise
children are determinative (Marion Young 1990). Additionally, frequently lowerclass women do not have the chance to sustain themselves economically in a oneperson household; consequently marriage is a better alternative for them (Walby
1990). A research conducted in Hungary that examined the situation of women in
the country came to the conclusion, that frequently women are not able to quit their
relationships, or marriages, because they would not be able to sustain themselves
and their children in a one-parent household (Gregor–Kováts 2018).
In Hungary reproductive work is still highly associated with women. During
state socialism the state started to involve women in the labour market to a higher
extent, though lower-class women were much less affected by the idea of full
employment than their middle-class counterparts (Zimmerman 2010). After the
economic unsustainability of full employment became clear, state measures started
to motivate women to remain out of the labour market in order to stay and work
in the reproductive sphere. From the 1970s the state continuously reduced the
childcare the childcare benefits (Glass–Fodor 2007) and started to reduce childcare
institutions (Einhorn 1993). From the shift to capitalism from state socialism, care
work was increasingly pushed to the private sphere and it became the informal work
of women in households (Einhorn 1993, Gregor – Kováts 2019). Feminisation of
poverty, low employment rates of women, the strengthening of the institution of
family, the increased care work falling on women’s shoulders became much more
determinative in the country than before (Watson 1993).
On the one hand, governmental family policies clearly support upper-class
families and are for the most part are gender blind as well (Szikra 2018), on the
other hand because of the neoliberal provisions in the country, nowadays the
emancipation policies that aim to affect women, do not reach lower-class women.
It results in the status quo that lower-class women remain out of the labour market
or have to work more shifts to sustain themselves and their families in addition to
the care work that they have to carry out in their households for their families. A
national representative research showed that for women in the country the most
common problem is reconciling wage work and reproductive work (Gregor–Kováts
2019). Consequently, inequalities between males and females are present in the

Fanni Dés: Costs of social mobility in the context of intimate partner relationships.

55

country to a high extent; additionally, governmental policies in the, last decade
are more likely to deepen these inequalities rather than compensate them as well
as women became more and more dependent on their breadwinner partners in the
households (Szikra 2018).
Even though the proportion of first generation graduated women (58%) in Hungary
in 2016 were higher compared to the social mobility of their male counterparts
(Nyírő–Durst 2021) there can be barriers that make social mobility more difficult
for women based on unequal structures of society and socially constructed gender
roles. For example, the different expectations towards them from their family of
origin, or the expectations towards them in intimate relationships and marriages to
carry out the care and housework work, besides their studies or wage work (Naudet
2018, Durst et al. 2014). For this phenomenon I will bring examples in the empirical
part of my paper. In my analyses I will examine the costs of mobility in the context
of intimate relationships through the narratives of our women interviewees, given
they are much more pressured from the side of society to find an intimate partner,
and to raise children, in addition to the expected care and household work they are
required to do, based on socially constructed gender roles that can highly influence
their mobility trajectory.

The hidden costs of mobility in the context of intimate
partner relationships
I understand social class as a group of people who occupy the same position in
production, and who have the same position in the social division of labor (Éber
2019). Wright (2003) defines five approaches through which we are able to define
class positions: class as a subjective location, class as objective within distributions,
class as the relational explanation of economic life chance, class as a dimension of
historical variation in systems of inequality, and class as a foundation of economic
oppression and exploitation. In Hungary based on its semi-peripheral2 regional
position in the global economy there is a comparable middle class as in centrum
countries where there is an economic basis for a wide middle social stratum. In the
semi-periphery the economic circumstances of the middle social stratum are much
more vulnerable compared to centrum countries (Éber 2020, Huszár–Berger 2020),
even though there is a social stratum that cannot be labeled as lower or upper class.
Éber (2020) calls this social stratum as “mediator” class. I will interpret the social
mobility of our interviewees as a position change in class structures as they cannot
be defined as labourers with their movement compared to most of their parents –
2
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and they had and have to prevail in a really different social medium as their parents
had to. This paper concentrates on the subjective price (Naudet 2018) of changing
position in social class structure in the context of intimate relationships.
The academic literature that concentrates on the costs of social mobility
explores how social inequalities determine the everyday experiences of socially
mobile individuals (Reay 2015), and how these experiences differentiate from the
experiences that society treats as universal, as well as from the common experiences
of different social classes (Bourdieu 1984: 97–256). The most highlighted cost of
social mobility for individuals is to experience the internal conflict of not feeling
that they belong anymore to the background of origin (family, friends) nor to be an
integral part of middle or upper-class community that should be the new medium of
the individual based on its mobility trajectory. That is, the individual is not able to
identify with the common experiences of lower-class people anymore nor with the
common experiences of upper-class groups (Bourdieu 2005, Friedman 2016).
Bourdieu (1984: 97–256) uses the term class ‘habitus’ for universally accepted
behaviours within social classes. “Habitus results from early socialization
experiences in which external structures are internalized” (Swartz 1997: 103).
Class habitus is determined by unequal social structures and offers guidelines for
individuals on how to act properly in a given social environment. Within different
social classes, different habitus is accepted and appreciated (Friedman 2016).
Individuals who have the same life chances in society share a common habitus, that
is determined materially, socially and culturally (Swartz 1997: 95–116). Mobility
is an ideal phenomenon for the examination of social class habitus as well as for
the examination of how individuals deal with the phenomenon that it is expected
from them to adapt to a new habitus of a new environment and to become accepted
in it. These processes often appear in the internal conflict within the individual
between feeling loyalty towards the environment of origin and family, and between
the possibilities of mobility (Friedman 2016). Therefore, the process often involves
that socially mobile individuals abandon some of their motivations regarding their
mobility in order to remain accepted by their community of origin. These are barriers
that their upper-class counterparts do not have to deal with. This phenomenon can
be understood as a cost of mobility, as it results in a constant internal conflict within
the individual (Mallman 2015). Bourdieu (1999, 2000) refers to the phenomenon
‘divided habitus’ when socially mobile individuals experience an internal conflict
between the habitus of their class of origin - which they learned through socialisation
- and between a middle, upper-class habitus, which is expected from them during
social mobility. This internal conflict can also appear during the process of partner
selection as well as in the process of maintaining a relationship with a partner
from a given social background (Durst et al. 2014). A lot of our interviewees did
not achieve much better economic circumstances for themselves compared to their
parents. Nevertheless, with their educational mobility and the distinction of their
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primary socialisation in their community of origin, the compliance difficulties in
their new, more educated attained group is clearly present in their narratives and
results in constant internal conflict within themselves.
Based on the data of the census in 2011, the comparison between Roma college
educated individuals (most of them generally first generation graduates according
to previous research results) and Hungarian first generation degree holders, shows
that the proportion of unmarried individuals is much higher among Roma graduates
than among their non-Roma counterparts. 39% of Roma male and 44% of Roma
female graduates were unmarried in Hungary in 2011, meanwhile the correspondent
data is 27% of male and 29% of female for the total population (Nyírő–Durst 2021).
Durst et al. (2014) examined the hidden costs of mobility amongst Roma women,
and one of their main conclusions was that one of the most frequently mentioned
costs of upward mobility among first generation graduate Roma women was the
difficulties of finding a desired partner. Women were aiming to find a partner and
to maintain a relationship but they shared that they constantly faced difficulties
in the area of intimate relationships. Many of these difficulties can be explained by
their mobility trajectory. Furthermore, another frequently mentioned problem was
‘socially downward marriage’. Women had partners who were not socially mobile,
therefore after a while they felt that their relationships became empty, their partner
experienced a feeling of inferiority towards them because of their socially lower
status, and consequently the marriage was not sustainable in the long term. Naudet
(2018) in his book examines the costs of mobility through the narratives of socially
mobile individuals in three countries3, who managed to step into elite circles. He
also provides examples from his sample for whom the difficulties of maintaining
a relationship or ending a relationship were explained by the different class
socialisation of partners. It will be seen in the empirical part of my study that the
intimate relationships of our women interviewees were highly determined by the
conflicts which originated from the different backgrounds and different education
levels of the partners. They felt on the one hand that if they choose a partner with the
same background as theirs, then their partner would not be able to understand their
motivations, but on the other hand, if they chose someone from their new status
without a mobility trajectory then their partner would not be able to understand
their background. As such, they also felt themselves to be in no man’s land (Durst
et al. 2014: 175) in the context of their intimate relationships: their relationship
preferences and their conflicts within their relationships were highly influenced by
structural inequalities.
The intersectionality of ethnicity and gender will be present as a concept in my
analysis (Crenshaw 1989, 1991) since we also conducted interviews with Roma and
non-Roma women. The concept of intersectionality was coined by Kimberly Crenshaw
3
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(1989, 1991) to highlight the differences between the everyday experiences of black
women compared to white middle-class women that were engaged in the 60-70s
women’s movement in American society. Intersectionality posits that everyday
experiences of women from different social classes and ethnic backgrounds are
not the same, based on their different economic and social position (Yuval-Davis
2006). Therefore, women with different class and ethnic backgrounds can have
distinct experiences on the relationship and marriage market as well. Lower class
and minority ethnic positions can both be present in the unequal power positions in
a relationship, through maintaining a relationship with a partner from a given social
background in Hungarian society where the discrimination of Roma people by social
institutions is highly present (Ladányi 1996, Ladányi–Szelényi 2002, Szalai 2002,
Bernát 2014). Despite this, Roma people constitute a heterogeneous group given
that people generally, in social reality, are lumped together and are often judged
by the majority as a homogenous group in Eastern Europe involving Hungary as
well (Kligman 2001). For the Roma women in our sample, an important aspect in
partner selection was whether someone had a Roma or non-Roma background. These
expectations mostly originated from their bad experiences in Hungarian society
from majority groups and from their non-Roma partners. During our research,
it frequently came up that the partners had prejudices towards our interviewees.
Roma women also felt that their non-Roma partner was not able to understand their
everyday realities shaped by discriminatory experiences.

The function of marriage and intimate relationship in
sustaining inequalities
It is not just the unequal social structures that determine our relationships but
the institutions of marriage and family are one of the most determinative factors
in sustaining class inequalities through marriage and relationship homogamy.
Additionally, class socialisation happens through these institutions as well and this
deepens the boundaries between classes (Haller 1981) and extract class habitus as a
phenomenon (Bourdieu 1984: 169–208).
In our everyday life we contextualise love as being unpredictable, emotions would
be the only factor that would determine the process of choosing an intimate partner.
Society frames finding the right partner as one of the most important indicators of
finding happiness in life (Illouiz 1997: 25–48). This framing of partner selection is
part of the process of how society frames phenomena and institutions in a liberal
individualistic context: this framing suggests these societal phenomena would
exist in a vacuum and not in a society that is shaped by unequal social structures
(Marion Young 1990). Throughout history, partner selection and marriage always
had its societal function. Within as well as without the institution of marriage
(Illouiz 2012: 18–59). Even if it is not openly regulated nowadays, partner selection

Fanni Dés: Costs of social mobility in the context of intimate partner relationships.

59

and marriage still has its function to maintain the status quo and to sustain the
inequalities between social classes (Haller 1981, Lőrincz 2006). Despite the fact
that from the eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries partner selection is framed in
western countries with love being the most significant factor in finding the ‘right’
partner (Illouiz 2012: 18–58, Fáber 2019). The consequences of the process that
society frames love as the foundation of marriage, is that the function of marriage
in maintaining unequal structures became much more invisible for society (Illouiz
2012: 18–58, Fáber 2019) but did not disappear in social practice. Additionally there
are still several regions in diverse countries around the world where marriage is
not framed as a free choice, for example there are numerous countries where forced
marriage is a general phenomenon (K.Gill–Anitha 2012: 10). For our interviewees,
in the context of partner selection, the dilemma of choosing a partner with the same
background that they originate from, or from their new, more educated environment,
constantly appeared.
Educational and ethnic homogamy are one of the most determinative factors
in partner selection (Kamijn 1993, 1998, 2001, Kang Fu 2001). It is dictated by
the circumstance that the myth of free choice in partner selection is limited to
choosing a partner within our social class and ethnic group (Haller 1981, Blau et al.
1994). These mechanisms can originate from pressure arising from society, family,
community, class socialisation and social segregation, that is from the social process
that through segregated social institutions only people from the same class and
ethnic groups are able to make contact with each other. Consequently, individual
choice and social determination are present in parallel in the process of partner
selection (Haller 1981). This determination on an individual level can be attached
to class habitus (Bourdieu 1984: 97–256) as it is easier to base intimacy and an
understanding relationship with someone who has the same primary socialisation as
you and has similar everyday experiences. In addition to this a person’s environment
needs to be acceptable to her/his chosen partner.
In Hungary homogamy between classes reveals different patterns based on
education attainment. The greater the distance between an individual’s educational
level, the less likely it will be that they will marry. Upward marriage is most likely
among females and males who have attained eight grades of primary schooling.
Educational homogamy has the highest rates between people who have a university
degree or the ones whose level of education is at most elementary school (Bukodi
2002). Family also has a crucial role in homogamy. In Hungary those who have
the same level of education as their father are most likely living in homogamy
relationships. For females, in contrast to their male partners, if they are socially
upwardly mobile, then downward marriage in terms of educational level is more
prevalent than homogamy (Bukodi 2002). Literature highlights education as the
most prevalent factor in marriage homogamy (Kalmijn 1998, 2010, Kang Fu 2001).
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Theories concentrating on ethnic homogamy explore to what extent marriages
are homogeneous or heterogeneous in a given society (Kang Fu 2001). There are
many social factors that influence how frequent it is that individuals choose
partners outside from their social groups. For example, one of the factor is the way
a given minority group's social position is defined by the majority society, another
one is economic and social position of the group, the third one is the social distance
between different social groups. Regional segregation can also be a determining
factor, as research has proved that in more heterogeneous cities the rates of mixed
marriage are much higher (Tóth–Vékás 2008, Blau et al.1984). In Hungarian society
marriage homogamy rates are very high between different Roma groups, which
can be explained by the significant social segregation in the country. Based on the
census of 2001, 83,1 percent of Roma males and 84,9 percent of Roma females in the
country lived in a homogenous marriage (Tóth–Vékás 2008). Other research showed
in 2013 that among Roma youth homogamy is a strong preference factor in partner
selection (Lőrincz 2013).

Methodology
This paper is an outcome of the research project ‘Social Mobility and Ethnicity:
Trajectories, outcomes and hidden costs of high educational achievement.4 Our
research group systematically analyses the costs of upward mobility in Hungary
from different perspectives through the self-narratives of educationally mobile
individuals. The research is mainly conducted with qualitative methods; our
methodology is based on semi-structured, in-depth, narrative interviews.
Furthermore, we intend to combine in-depth, life course interviews and case
studies of mobility aiding support programmes or initiatives, with quantitative
data regarding the social group of first generation graduates (Ferenczi 2013). We
define first generation graduates during our research as individuals whose parents
do not have any higher education degrees and who have graduated from college or
university.
Altogether we made 140 interviews with Roma and non-Roma first generation
graduates, which gives us the possibility of examining the role of ethnicity in social
mobility and also the subjective way in which individuals experience it. Research
participants were recruited through snowball sampling. We used different channels
to find our participants, we also interviewed first generation graduates who
had participated in our former research (Durst et al. 2014), we were looking for
participants through making contact with generic Roma and pro-Roma institutions.
We used our own personal networks in the research team, and we also gathered
participants through online media and Facebook advertisements.
4
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For the purpose of this paper I analysed twenty-three interviewees from our sample
with Atlas.ti software, from which all the interviewees were female. From the twentythree participants, fourteen females identified as Roma, the other nine women come
from a non-Roma background. Three of our interviewees were less than thirty years
old, eight were in the age group ranging from thirty-one to thirty-nine, another eight
were between forty and forty-nine and two of our interviewees were more than fifty
years old. We conducted interviews in different regions of Hungary and our sample
includes interviews with people from different settlement types. I changed the real
names of our respondents so that our interviewees are not recognisable.
During our interviews and our analyses we put an emphasis on partner selection
and on maintaining romantic relationships with a partner, given it became clear
from the academic literature and from former research (Durst et al. 2014, Naudet
2018) that hidden costs of mobility can also present in the context of intimate
partner relationships based on the narratives of socially mobile individuals. It
should be taken into consideration that finding a suitable partner and maintaining
a relationship even if it is a desire for someone, can have many barriers that are
not attached to social mobility, but to other societal or psychological reasons. In my
paper I aim to highlight the pressures and barriers attached to intimate relationships
linked to the costs of social mobility, but in most of the cases I draw attention to the
complex internal processes framed by the pressures of the society one belongs to.

Hidden costs of social mobility in the context of intimate
partner relationships through the narratives of socially
mobile women
In the following, I analyse the narratives of socially mobile Roma and non-Roma
women through different aspects of their difficulties caused by their upward
mobility trajectory in finding a desired partner and in maintaining a relationship. I
identify these difficulties as a cost of social ascension originating from the unequal
structures of society.

Conflicts arising from expectations regarding gender roles
Due to socially determined gender roles in intimate partner relationships, there were
several problems which were mentioned during the interviews. The most significant
conflict that was present in the narratives was that the partners had different ideas
on gender roles, which mostly originated from their learned family patterns. As
with all societies, and to some extent in Hungary, socially constructed gender roles
in the institution of family are common, for example, the care work mostly falls
on the shoulders of women. In his research Naudet (2018) conducted among first
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generation graduate in three countries5 he interprets several narratives where first
generation graduate women narrate that their parents were not as supportive of
them during their mobility trajectory as they were with their brothers, citing gender
as the reason. The women with whom we conducted interviews said that even though
they were full time students or active on the labour market, socially determined
gender roles frequently caused conflict in their intimate relationships. In several
relationships it was expected that they carry out the care work at home in addition
to their studies or their paid work.
One of Kata’s relationships ended because of unequal gender role expectations from
her partner. She highlights that in her family, gender-based roles did not exist, contrary
to her boyfriend’s family where these roles were framed. Lilla also recounts that one of
her partners could not understand her ambitions instead of choosing to serve him.
“In his family gender roles were totally different than they were in my family. The
expectations of the roles of woman and man. For example, when I was preparing
for my final exam at the uni, I still had to make dinner for him. I only asked him
to clean the table after the dinner. And he answered that he will not, how can I
even imagine that a man with a precious hand [he was a musician] would do that?
That was when I started to shout...” (Kata, 37, Roma)
“The biggest conflict in our relationship was, that he did not understand why I
still wanted to work and study when he earns that much. He would expect me
that when he arrives home the meal should be ready and everything should be
done.” (Lilla, 41, Roma)
Judit said that she could not manage to fit in to the socially determined gender roles
in her relationship and she saw this as a failure. Even though she highlights that she
thinks it is unfair that even though they finished work at the same time, her partner
still expected her to cook dinner. Enikő highlighted that she was not able to identify
with socially determined gender roles, and this had caused a lot of conflicts at the
beginning of her marriage.
„I couldn’t always succeed to be in the typical female role a hundred percent. I can
tell you an example. We went home from work around seven o’clock. We finished
at the same time. And it was expected that I start to cook.” (Judit, 41, Roma)
“I grew up in a family where traditional gender roles were evident. And at the
beginning of our relationship there were a lot of conflicts based on that. By the
way I am not able to really identify that a woman has to do things because she is
5
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a woman and the man has to do the other stuff. I think a man can cook and wash
dishes as well. He can also take care of the children.” (Enikő, 43, Roma)
In the narratives of our respondents, it appears that even though women had jobs
and/or were studying, their partners expected them to serve them and to do the
housework based on socially constructed gender roles in the institution of family that
frames house and care work as ‘female jobs’. All the interviewees tried to some extent
fulfill their ‘womanly’ role in their relationships, even Kata, who before she started
to shout at her partner, still made him dinner, despite the fact that she had to study.
The pressure from society to fulfill socially constructed gender roles is significant
and widespread (Marion-Young 1990, Walby 1990, Ridgeway 2009). The gender role
expectations from women in relationships and households can be examples of how
structural inequalities appear and how power imbalance is materialised between
two individuals who have different social positions in society. Women with middle
or higher-class backgrounds are more likely to work on the labour market than their
lower-class counterparts in Hungary, whose work is more frequently performed
stays in the domestic sphere. If they are able to be present on the labour market,
they are frequently working more shifts besides their care and house work (Gregor–
Kováts 2019). It aggravates the situation that governmental public policies also
motivate to keep socially constructed gender roles in the household and women to
stay in the reproductive sphere instead of counterbalancing these inequalities in the
institution of family (Szikra 2018). Expected gender roles in intimate relationships
can push women to abandon their motivations of social mobility to be able to fulfill
the expectations of their male partner in the household.

The role of mobility in finding a desired partner
In the second part of my analyses I concentrate on how education and ethnic
inequalities can determine the process of finding a desired partner on the
relationship market for upwardly mobile women. The search for a desired partner
caused difficulties for the majority of our female interviewees. In her narrative,
Kata related that partner selection is difficult between any two people who have
high achieving goals. She points out that the twin goals of building a high achieving
career and being conscious about finding a desired partner and planning a family, is
not an easy challenge for women in Hungary. Even though she already has a family,
she articulated that it was hard to find a proper partner for herself and she really
empathised with her friends who had not managed to find a partner yet.
„It’s the easiest thing to maintain a relationship. But you are concentrating so
much on going forward with your life and with your career, you have to make an
existence, you have to learn, achieve things. The competition is awful. And for
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planning an enduring relationship, with a family besides, you have to be very
conscious.” (Kata, 37, Roma)
It was frequently articulated when discussing partner selection that the ideal
partner has the same ethnic background and mobility trajectory as the interviewee.
Consequently, the ideal partner is one who has the same social mobility experiences
so that during the course of the relationship, there are no conflicts based on education
differences and ethnic inequalities, or different social experiences in society. Laura, a
sixty-year old divorced Roma woman with two children, narrated that her marriage
fell apart because she already had two children when she was studying at university
and her husband had to take care of the children, while she was studying. He could
not understand why studying was so important for her. Afterwards she could not
conceive of starting a relationship with a non-Roma partner as ethnicity was an
important factor for her in partner selection, her former husband came from a Roma
background as well. Nevertheless it was difficult to find someone among the Roma
community who had the same education level as hers and she did not want to repeat
the failures of her first marriage. She formulated that for someone to choose a Roma
partner it is not just an individual choice or preference, it is already a statement
towards society as well.
“A non-Roma graduate male probably will not choose you as a partner as
it is already a statement, a societal commitment. It’s not just an emotional
commitment to marry a Roma woman. And when I was at the Romaversitas there
were a lot of graduate Roma men and women therefore it was much easier, a lot of
Roma youngsters entered in marriage there.” (Laura, 60, Roma)
During the interviews, it was frequently mentioned that being part of a minority
ethnic group makes the process of partner selection much harder. Kata stated that
being Roma and choosing a Roma partner could cause a lot of difficulties as well, as
your family could be more judgmental with your partner. Her parents once banned
her from being friends with one of her schoolmates as she had a Roma background
and they were worried that she would have a bad influence on her given Kata’s family
were more assimilated in the majority society. Therefore, she had former negative
experiences of her family being judgmental when she engaged with people from a
Roma background. As previous research (Kligman 2001) has also reported, this is a
frequent answer on the side of Roma people to the prejudices constructed by majority
groups to distance themselves from other Roma people or other Roma sub groups
under the label that they are “not like them”. Even though she states that if you
choose a non-Roma partner it is hard to find someone who really understands your
everyday reality, who really accepts your background, therefore it was her conclusion
that to find a proper partner who you are able to get along with, is difficult anyway.
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“There is that thing, if you are a Roma graduate woman and you are with a Roma man
there is a family pressure that you can deal with or not. And then you will choose
a non-Roma partner. But the consequences of choosing a non-Roma partner are
difficult as well, to find someone who is totally acceptable with your background and
who is able to integrate to your family. I think it is hard.” (Kata, 37, Roma)
Enikő stated that she was not able to explain why it had been important for her
to find a partner with the same ethnic background as her own, even though she
pointed out that it was very difficult. She got married in her late twenties after a
long-standing desire to find a partner.
“I know it is not a good thing but I also chose my partner on an ethnic basis. I
know it sounds weird but at that time I felt like I had to choose a Roma man. I
don’t know why I felt that. And it was really hard to find someone with whom I
am able to discuss things, who has the same interests as me.” (Enikő, 43, Roma)
The narratives on partner selection clearly show that to find a proper partner on the
relationship market is not just framed by individual preferences and goals, but is also
framed by the expectations of family. In addition by the need to find a partner who
could understand and be supportive about the individual’s social position, and who
also accepts and is accepted by the individual’s ethnic background and her family. The
narratives clearly highlight that apart from the interviewee’s mobility trajectory, a
Roma ethnic background makes it even harder to find a suitable partner. Regarding
the last census in Hungary in 2011, only 1,7 percent of the Roma population has a
higher education degree (KSH 2011) which can be explained by the high level of social
and educational segregation of Roma people in Hungary (Ladányi 1996, Ladányi–
Szelényi 2002, Szalai 2002, Bernát 2014). Therefore, to fulfill the need to find a partner
from the same, Roma ethnic background as well as with the same education level can
be a challenge in Hungarian society. However, as our research sample shows, some
academically high achieving Roma managed to overcome this challenge and have gone
on to form stable, long lasting marriages from this circle.
Our research participants also highlighted the fact that their social mobility
trajectory had caused difficulty in finding a desired partner. The fact that they are
not able to serve the social function of partner selection to sustain class inequalities,
makes it harder for them to find a desired partner (Haller 1981): on the one hand, if
they choose a partner who comes from the same background of origin as themselves
but did not also have a social mobility trajectory, then, intellectually they are not
compatible. On the other hand, if they choose a partner who does not have the same
social position as them and their family of origin, it is equally hard to find someone
who will understand their social reality, and who will accept them as well as their
community of background.
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Education inequalities within intimate relationships
The women in our research sample also narrated the difficulty of sustaining an
intimate relationship with a partner who does not have the same mobility trajectory as
them. I bring two examples from our interviews. The first example shows the difficulties
of a relationship when the partner has an upper-class background. The second example
highlights the conflict originating from the situation when a partner comes from the
same background as our interviewee but he has no mobility trajectory. Hanna, who
only ever had partners who came from a middle-class background narrates that there
were several conflicts in her relationships that originated from class differences. Rita
explained that her first relationship did not work out because her partner had a lower
education level than hers and he could not deal with his “inferiority complex”.
“I had a one and half year, a four year, and another one and a half year relationship
which were long-term intimate relationships. The conflicts which were coming
from class differences were really determinative in all of them. The fact that you
came from somewhere else, that you can’t speak the language, you are not able to
recognise the reference points, you are not laughing at jokes that others do, it is
really determining your everyday reality. And a lot of times I became upset and
started to blame my partners. It is really easy to get angry at someone who is in
front of me and not at the system, which produces the inequalities between us. It
frequently happened, it was really typical, that I told them why didn’t you choose
a woman who is coming from the same background as you? When something
painful happens to me it is frequent that I start to blame them, but this is really
not conscious. And of course these statements are really painful for them and it
is always happening.” (Hanna, 29, non-Roma)
“He didn’t have a university degree, He had eight grades, elementary school.
And it wasn’t important for me at the time, I was twenty-one years old. He was
my classmate in elementary school. We never had any contact but once we were
running into each other in a party and I realised that he is not that bad at all.
And something is started between us. And I told him that it doesn’t bother me
but he was really annoyed by this. Obviously, he had an inferiority complex that
maybe was there already, without me. And he was really annoyed by this, that
I only had friends who had degrees. But obviously I had friends from my high
school; I didn’t really have contacts with my classmates from elementary school.
And I didn’t directly choose friends from high school but it came with my life
situation. He wasn’t able to understand this. I tried to be more understanding
and supportive; I was helping him study to get a high school degree. His parents
would be so happy about it as well. Once we decided he will do it but after he
gave it up. And I still think that it is not important. But if it is causing that much
conflict it is not worth it.” (Rita, 42, non-Roma)
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Success due to being in a relationship with a partner who has not previously
experienced a mobility trajectory earlier, also appeared in some of the narratives.
Laura stated that it is highly important for her to have partners who have a higher
education degree and she related a story about how one of her partners finally
went to university because she motivated him and she framed it as a success in the
relationship.
“It was always important for me. My former partner went to university because
of me and he did it…He had only a high school degree and he got the degree for
me. Or not for me, just that it motivated him that he was with me. It’s important
for me to have someone with whom I am able to talk, who is interested in things,
who has an opinion and has questions about the world as well.” (Laura, 46, Roma)
Rita highlights that she feels guilt regarding the fact that she was upwardly mobile
unlike her partner. She feels that she should explain why she has not had lower
class friends and she tries to help her partner in his studies. Hanna is angry as she
did not have the middle class socialisation that her partners did, and therefore she
needs to study what is natural knowledge for them. Bourdieu (1999, 2000) and
Friedman (2016), among others, conclude that the same attitudes – anger and guilt
– are attached to the divided habitus that many upwardly mobile people experience,
and these feelings are also attached to the costs of mobility. Laura also motivated
her partner to achieve the same education level as hers, in order to have a partner
with a similar mobility trajectory as hers. The narratives clearly show the structural
inequalities between social classes and also, that class struggle can appear and cause
ongoing conflicts in interpersonal and intimate relationships.

Ethnic inequalities within intimate relationships
Ethnic inequalities also frequently came up in the narratives as difficulties in
intimate relationships. Durst et al. (2014) also mention in their paper that a common
narrative among their Roma women interviewees is that, after experiencing conflict
caused by coming from different social positions and originating from distinct
ethnic backgrounds in their previous relationships, women decided afterwards not
to start a relationship with partners, who did not have experience of the oppression
of minority groups in society as it caused a lot of difficulties in maintaining the
relationship. In our sample one of the most frequent distresses that was highlighted
by our Roma women respondents was the moment when they had to reveal their
ethnic background of origin at the beginning of their relationships. Lilla recalled a
conversation that happened in one of her relationships when she told her partner
after a few dates that she was Roma and her partner reacted with surprise and with
negativity, even refusing to acknowledge the information. Zsuzsa was forced by her
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parents to tell her partner that she is Roma as they were worried that her partner
would not be willing to go out with her anymore if he found this out.
- “You what? You are not (Roma).
- Yes, I am. If you take me to Szigetvár you will see that my mother is that (Roma)
as well.
- Really?
- Yes. What’s up? Should I leave? - But this conversation was at Terecsényi tető. - I
should get out?
- No. You are not that (Roma). - And he didn’t speak with me till Szigetvár.” (Lilla,
41, Roma)
“And my parents told me: you should tell him immediately that you are a Roma
woman, don’t fool him, anyway his parents will not let him go out with you. And
I told them okay, and went to him and I told him that I would like to tell him an
important thing. And then I told him and he hugged me, he is a very big man, he
is around two meters and the way he hugged me with his huge hands and gave me
a lot of kisses and he told me that he knew it, but he didn't care because he adores
me.” (Zsuzsa, 47, Roma)
It was also a frequently mentioned problem during our interviews that individuals
originating from minority ethnic backgrounds grew wary of the fact that their
partners were not able to understand the everyday harsh reality of discrimination
and stigmatisation, on the basis of their ethnicity. They did not understand what
they have to face in everyday life as a member of a stigmatised minority group. Juli
mentions that it was very difficult when she had a non-Roma partner and she always
had to explain what it means to be Roma in Hungary.
“I had one boyfriend who wasn’t Gipsy and it was so hard to explain everything
to him. That as a Gipsy my experiences are these and that, and this is racism, this
is discrimination. You know, I had to explain everything because he wasn’t Gipsy
and he never met with this, he had that privilege.” (Juli, 30, Roma)
The fact that the fundamental moment that Roma women tell their partners about
their minority background causes immense stress for them, clearly points out the
enormity of what their background means in their everyday reality. Regardless of
the reactions of their partners, whether it confirms these women’s fears of coming
out with their ethnic origin, or not, their fear shows that it is something that can
be problematic, or you can choose to overlook it. In the context of maintaining a
relationship with a partner coming from a different ethnic background, a similar
problem came up when the interviewees were narrating the conflicts based on class
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differences: it is hard to sustain a shared life with someone to whom you always have
to explain your social reality.

Conclusions
Our women interviewees clearly pointed out that the consequences of upward social
mobility via academic high achievement can appear during partner selection and
during the process of maintaining a relationship as well. A Roma ethnic background
can also appear as a determining factor in the context of intimate relationships
and the intersection (Crenshaw 1988, 2001) of social mobility and ethnicity, or
rather racialized minority origin can make it even harder to find a desired partner.
The narratives clearly highlight that most of our women interviewees framed an
ideal partner as someone who has the same social mobility trajectory and ethnic
background as themselves, in order to feel understood. Even though theythey
highlight that especially for women with Roma background of origin it is a a
challenge to find a partner with these characteristics.
It was also highlighted that socially constructed gender roles often caused
problems in relationships, on the one hand because they could not accommodate
these roles in addition to their ambitions, but on the other hand, their partners
preferred to be served and they could not understand why they chose their ambitions
instead of fulfilling these expectations. Therefore, socially constructed gender roles
that arise from the oppression of women in capitalist patriarchal societies are able
to highly influence the extent of women’s social mobility.
Even though the context of semi-peripheral class structures of Hungarian
society clearly appear in the economic situation of our interviewees, and despite
the fact that they were educationally mobile, plenty of them were not able to reach
much better economic circumstances than their parents, other factors induced
them to deal with the costs of mobility and with the differences in class habitus
of their background of origin and their new, attained social group: they feel that
they have to meet the expectations of a very different social milieu. The conflicts
originating from a different education level and ethnic societal position emerge as
the relationship with an intimate partner progresses, as well. To be with a partner
who can be identified with the background of origin can be attached to a feeling
of guilt. Conversely, to be with a partner who is part of the new, upper-class social
milieu can be identified with feelings of frustration and anger. These feelings can be
identified with the phenomenon of divided habitus (Bourdieu 1999, 2000, Friedman
2016), and can be embodied towards someone who is “produced by the system and
not towards the system itself”.
Our research participants narrated that the consequences arising from their
upward social mobility appear as a factor in partner selection and within their
intimate relationships, and that they are faced with the costs of social mobility
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(Friedman 2016) in finding a desired partner or in maintaining an intimate
relationship as well. In their narratives it appears that if you are not able to find
a partner who has the same experiences as you, from your social position, you
will not be understood, you will have to constantly explain your social reality
to your partner, and during the relationship a lot of conflict emerges from these
differences. Consequently, upwardly mobile women also feel themselves to be
in a “no man’s land” (Friedman 2016) in the context of intimate relationships
and during a relationship, if they have to maintain it with someone who did not
experience social mobility, or who comes from a different ethnic background. It
supports the fact that partner selection in capitalist patriarchal societies is highly
determined by structural inequalities (Haller 1981, Lőrincz 2006) as if you are
socially mobile you are not able to meet with the order to sustain education and
ethnic inequalities, you are not able to choose a homogenous partner and it makes
it harder to find a partner, to sustain a relationship. These experiences serve as
a good illustration of how structural inequalities are constantly present in our
interpersonal relationships and consequently how the costs of social mobility can
determine an individual’s most intimate spheres and relations.
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