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THEMES AND GOALS OF THE THESIS

According to the approach of historians looking for the social limits of dictatorship, the 

totalitarian regime of the socialist party state could not absolutely control the society however it  

strived to do it. The members of the society were not passive sufferers of the power, but actors  

who tried to preserve their relative independence from the power in the narrow scope of action  

available  for  them.  With  this  approach  to  the  socialist  era  the  historian  cannot  describe  the  

disintegration of the peasant society in the fifties and the collectivization of agriculture merely as a  

history of the autocratic exercise of power aspiring liquidation of social autonomies and small-

peasant farms based on private ownership. The farmers defending their interests influenced the  

story; they could hold up, modify and sometimes hinder the efforts of the power.

The village of the fifties was called „silent battlefield” by Sándor Oláh in his work on a  

szekler  small  region,  villages  along  Homorod,  analyzing  collectivization  and  the  survival  

strategies  of  the  inhabitants.  A „series  of  silent  battles”  took place between the  state  and the  

villages. The asymmetric balance of power made the resistance of the villagers hopeless against  

the power having a wide variety of means of pressure, and therefore the open clash was rare. The  

peasants  struggling  for  survival,  while  imitating  obedience  and  acceptance,  used  clandestine  

(hidden)  forms of  resistance.  They made over  the land  property to  family members,  illegally  

slaughtered their animals, did not deliver the prescribed amount of produce to the state, hid the  

crop, animals, etc. Against the – in their opinion unlawful - appropriation practice of the state they  

began a series of back–appropriation. The (silent) sagacious tactic of unnoticed soundlessness –  

for which they needed the cooperation, solidarity, collaboration of the members of the local society  

–  was  a  more  effective  strategy  than  open  resistance  against  the  state’s  omnipotence  which  

endangered personal freedom. 

According  to  James  C.  Scott  the  hidden  everyday  resistance  is  a  rational  interest 

enforcement  practice,  generally  characteristic  of  the  subjugated  groups.  The  weak,  relatively  

powerless strata, classes were and are using strikingly similar defense means at different points of  

the world and irrespective of cultural milieu. 

The theses analyze the route from “silent battlefield” to the scene of loud combats, how  

the secretly resistant,  precautious peasants became fearless demonstrators openly opposing the  

dictatorial power. 

I  try  to  answer  the  question  how and  why it  happened,  with  the  analysis  of  village  

demonstrations against the power pressing collectivization in the so called long fifties.

In so far as the silent  resistance was the characteristic technique of self defence for the  

rural society in this period I am writing in my theses about exceptional behavior forms. Analysis  

of the demonstrations on a very small scale gives an opportunity to observe peasant communities  

acting in their own interest. Their collective actions make visible the operation of the relations  

within the community and the process, in which the inhabitants of the village, under the pressure  

of external danger, organize themselves to a solidary crowd openly fighting for the common goals.  



In the strained conflict situation the local peculiarities of the exercise of power and the relation  

between the local society and local power can be effectively analyzed.

The locations of the demonstrations are different villages in Szabolcs -Szatmár county. In 

March 1951 the inhabitants of Tyukod and Porcsalma having had been forced to join cooperative  

farms just before, demonstrated in front of the building of the local council during several days for  

getting back their signed enrollment forms. In summer of 1953, in several villages of the county  

cooperative members wanting to leave the collective farm without delay  similarly tried to achieve  

their goals with collective violent actions after the declaration of the government program of Imre  

Nagy. In February 1960 women organized a demonstration protesting against collectivization in  

Nyírcsaholy.

My choosing Szabolcs-Szatmár county was not the result of scholarly considerations, bur  

a matter of  chance that  I  have got first  the papers concerning the police investigations of  the  

demonstrations of Tyukod and Porcsalma in the Historical Archives of Hungarian State Secutity  

(ÁBTL).  When  searching  for  further  sources  I  already  consciously  strived  to  look  for  the  

collective forms of  peasant resistance in the same county;  I  aimed at  finding cases where the  

rebelling villagers lived in more or less similar socio-economic milieu and partly the same power  

administration reacted to their actions. The decisive consideration at the selection of time was – as  

far as the lack of such actions (or the sources?) allows selection at all – that demonstrations from  

the different periods of collectivization could be presented. Not only the power’s policy toward  

peasantry and agricultural production, as well as its collectivization plans and determination have  

changed a lot during the period of more than a decade (e.g. they were different in the summer of  

1953 from that in spring of 1951) but so have the circumstances determining the strength of the  

peasant society to resist (the behavior of the demonstrators of 1960 was influenced by their earlier  

experiences for example from 1956.)

I wanted to answer the following questions  while analyzing the village demonstrations  

against collectivization: 

What was the cause of  these demonstrations? In what situation did the rural population  

feel that instead of the “everyday” forms of hidden resistance they ought to openly and jointly  

protest against the dictatorial power? How did the village populace or the protesting members of  

the cooperatives organize their collective actions? What was the role of the traditional relations  

within the village community and that of the new forms of work organization and communication  

created by the cooperatives?

What kind of actions did the demonstrating mass have? How did it express its protest,  

how did it formulate its claims?

How did the representatives of the regional (county , district) and the local power react to  

the actions of the populace? How did the investigating and juridical authorities criminalize the  

events?

The structure of dissertation is determined by these analyzing standpoints. I examine one  

by one the demonstrations of different dates; the structure of the greater chapters is determined by  

the answers on the previous questions.



THE THEME IN THE SCHOLARY LITERATURE, THEORETHICAL BACKGROUND

The historical literature dealing with the socialist epoch investigated the collective actions  

of the peasantry only in relation with the events of the revolution of 1956  in the countryside. It is 

generally agreed that open confrontation with the dictatorial power was not characteristic either for  

the whole Hungarian society, and much less for the people living in the villages except in crisis  

situations. There were no demonstrations with political content; the conflicts of working places  

remained within the walls of factories and plants. In the early fifties, people went out into the  

streets only against  shortages in public-  and food supply or the carrying away of well-known  

members of local society.

The opinions about the political activity of the p easantry in 1956 underline the passivity  

or “law and order revolutionary spirit” of rural population. The notion about the activity of the  

peasantry during the revolution has only changed after the gradual opening of archival sources.  

Researchers analyzing actions of local communities highlighted first of all the astonishing self-

organization and the large-scale manifestation of political opinion and will.

From the theoretical literature on collective actions I could use for my dissertation first of  

all  Charles  Tilly’s  statements  on  changes  and  types  of  mass  actions.  The  actions  of  peasant  

communities against collectivization  could be classified into the form Tilly had called reactive.  

Tilly terms with this the collective actions, which are directed against the growing centralization of  

state  power,  the  shrinking  local  autonomies  and  expansion  of  capitalist  market  economy.  His  

examples are the famine-riots, and early nineteenth century Luddite movement. A characteristic  

feature of these, isolated in time and space movements is that they were born on the bases of  

organic  small  communities,  their  goal  was  to  protest  against  external  circumstances  which  

endangered the existence of these communities; the stake of the struggle was either the survival of  

the community or proletarianization. In outward form they are deeply ritualized because in lack of  

adequate ideologies symbolic actions served as continuous preserver of group cohesion.

The cause calling forth the village demonstrations against collectivization, analyzed in my  

theses,  was also the aim of  centralized state  power  to  narrow local  autonomies.  The power’s  

intention to inorganically transform the society, its sudden and violent intervention into the natural  

course of things contradicted to the inner demands of peasant society.

The scene of the demonstrations against collectivization is the village; participants are the  

whole village community or those groups (e.g. members of the cooperatives) of this community  

which have the same interest, who had organized their protest actions against the power. 

The demonstrations of the villages are separated from each other, at the same time the  

information about the demonstrations could have a decisive role in mobilizing each other. The goal  

of  the  demonstrators  was  to  restore  the  ”original”  situation,  that  means  the  one  before  

collectivization, and to avert external requirements endangering their existence. For representation  

of their demands and formulation of their protest they are looking for means in their own culture.



For the description and analysis of the  behavior of demonstrating mass I have got help  

from the literature dealing with the historical, psychological features of mass demonstrations, first  

of all Ferenc Pataki’s statements on the demonstrating mass.

SOURCES AND METHOD

For presenting the village demonstrations almost the only sources I had available were the  

papers of the police investigations. In 1951 and 1953 the Szabolcs-Szatmár county division of the  

State Security Authorities, in 1960 the Political Investigation Department of the Szabolcs-Szatmár  

County Police began investigations against supposed organizers with the suspicion of “propaganda  

against  cooperatives”.  One  could  hardly  find  any  mentioning  of  joint  actions  against  

collectivization  in  the  official  papers  of  party  and  administrative  organs,  as  if  the  power  

deliberately concealed (even before itself) the events unfavourable for him. There is no sign of  

them, or only indirectly in the public propaganda, the printed press, either.

The files containing records of interrogations and the reports of state security and police  

officers denote the real events only in traces. They show first of all how the investigators tried to  

construct a criminal case suited to the political-ideological goals of the power, from the event.  

While criminalizing the demonstrations they created stories which hid the real actors and motives.  

They did it by creating categories like “enemy” and “infantile, easy to manipulate peasantry”.

Neither  did  the  village  inhabitants  speaking  during  the  investigations  want  to  give  

authentic picture (nearest to reality in their opinion) about their participation in the demonstrations  

and their motivations. The behavior of the suspects and witnesses was determined by self-defence  

and/or the defence of their fellow villagers.  They tried to tell such plausible stories about the  

events, which could clear them and their fellows in the eyes of their investigators.

The documents produced during the investigations of the demonstrations, however much  

they  were  constructed  by  the  investigators  and  partly  by  the  suspects  or  witnesses,  were  

nevertheless built from “real” elements. The historian after decoding the texts by the investigators  

of the State Security Authorities (ÁVH), may find the traces of real events, based on which the  

most probable story can be reconstructed.

For the elaboration of this theme  I chose the method most fitting the source-material.  

Starting point was the text of the documents produced during police investigation.

I tried to reveal with  meticulous analysis the different representations, the intentions of  

the creators of the text on one side, and on the other, I looked for those traces which show “the  

reality” from which at the end the history of the demonstrations against collectivization was born. 

RESULTS OF THE THESIS

In  the  course  of  analyzing  demonstrations  of  peasant  communities  against  the 

collectivization I tried to answer the question how the countryside of the nineteen fifties turned  

from “silent battlefield” to the scene of noisy struggles. Which were the situations where rural  

people fighting for survival with “everyday” means of hidden resistance felt that they should take  

open and joint actions against the dictatorial power? 



The more  oppressive a  regime is,  the greater  the  emotions apt  to  occasion collective  

violence  are,  but  at  the  same  time,  the  less  the  chance  is  to  realize  such  actions.  The  

demonstrations in summer of 1953 took place in a situation, when on the one hand, the discontent  

of rural population attained a very high level, and on the other hand, the former pressure of the  

power appreciably eased. People having had been forced to join the cooperatives might think that  

at that moment their resisting the power could involve more positive issues than danger.

From this  aspect  the  manifestations  in  1951 and  1960  are  more  difficult  to  explain.  

Namely, the inhabitants of the villages Tyukod, Porcsalma and Nyírcsaholy rebelled just when the  

intentions  of  the  power  to  control  peasant  society  strengthened.  These  demonstrations  were  

aroused by the direct intervention of power towards the collectivization of the villages. So, both  

the strengthening and weakening of the oppression may trigger collective violence alike.

A common characteristic feature of the movements taking place in these three villages is  

that people did not begin demonstrating during the campaign of collectivization, but after having  

signed the enrolment form, when the cooperative farms had been established, and they should have  

started  actual  jobs.  It  was  probably  by  this  time  that  the  shock,  caused  by  the  fact  of  

collectivization and the way of its realization, had ceased. The “assault” of the village: appearing  

of the canvassing brigades mostly consisting of outsiders, the endless molestation and intimidation  

of the inhabitants, often during several weeks, all these were a conscious strategy of the organizers  

aimed at breaking the resistance of reluctant peasants.

After the march-out of the “victorious” brigades being contented to have forced signing of  

the enrolment forms, power relations apparently changed. The farmers forced into the cooperatives  

now faced, instead of lots of agitators, merely a few functionaries of local and district councils and  

party activists who had as task the so-called strengthening of cooperatives. They had to attain that  

the  symbolic  act  of  the  peasants’ capitulation  (signing of  the  enrolment  form)  become a  real  

submission, that is, to make peasants accept the new situation. One had more chance to succeed  

when remonstrating with the district delegate upon the commassation of lands or the rotation-plan  

at the meeting of the cooperative, or with the activists taking the inventory of animals and farm  

implements  in  one’s  courtyard,  than  sooner,  during  the  campaign,  resisting  the  cooperative  

organizers or the secretary of local council threatening with police translocation.

A further important circumstance at the research of  characteristic features of situations  

calling forth collective actions is that in all the three villages under examination the majority of  

farmers, almost the whole village was concerned by the collectivization. Thus, they considered it a  

common stroke of fate which impelled them to take joint actions against the external attack. The  

danger from outside has strengthened the inner cohesion of local society and has roused their  

reflex of self-defence. The individual interests coincided with those of the group, the community.

Beyond  the  coincidence  of  individual  and  common  interests,  collective  actions  were  

probably  also stimulated by the experience that in the course of  the collectivization campaign  

farmers resorting to individual actions (they hid themselves from the organizers, tried to postpone  

the decision by making vague promises, made their decision dependent on the joining of the most  

unyielding farmers,  etc.)  could not ward off  the attacks of  power.  That is,  everyday forms of  



hidden resistance could not be successfully used in the struggle for preserving their independence.  

(Nevertheless, when they finally had to accept the new form of farming, inside the cooperative  

these veiled techniques became important means for the peasants in asserting their interests.) ˙

Of course, merely from the existence of these conditions it did not follow that people  

proceeded to the council-house to demonstrate. Only a few communities ventured to openly resist  

the power, the overwhelming majority of collectivized villages did not. The fear of retorsion was a  

great  retarding  force.  The  more  experience  people  obtained  about  the  disciplinary-punishing  

practice of the dictatorial regime, the less they took the risk of transgressing the rules.

Where  it  happened  nevertheless,  there  the  “bursting  of  the  dam” was  caused  by  the  

shocking  effect  of  some  unexpected  event  or  news:  here  the  common-sense  fell  into  the  

background giving place to emotions.  The arrestation of  some inhabitants or  the rumour of it  

called forth collective movements in Porcsalma, Tyukod, and in 1953 also in Barabás. The peasant  

community  joined  in  the  defence  of  its  endangered  members  and  the  solidary  group  of  the  

inhabitants turned into a demonstrating crowd rebelling against collectivization.

In the outbreak of the mass demonstrations  in 1953, too, a major role was played by the  

rumour that if the members wishing to leave the cooperative do not give in time a notice of their  

resolve,  they  miss  the  long  desired  opportunity.  A panic  situation  was  created  in  which  the  

members  concerned  got  into  confrontation  with  the  local  authorities  striving  to  prevent  the  

dissolution of the cooperative. Collective actions were considerably encouraged by the news of  

successful movements in the neighbouring villages, too.

In  1960 women in  Nyírcsaholy also took  courage  from others’ example  to  resist  the  

power  accomplishing  the  collectivization  of  the  village.  I  tried  to  get  explanation  for  the  

happenings here in  the experiences  obtained by women during the collectivization,  somewhat  

different from those of men. During the campaign, direct violence was aimed at men as decision-

makers of the families. Women, though they had passed through the organization of cooperatives  

together with the men, and were aware of the pressure under which their husbands signed the  

enrolment forms, considered the capitulation premature and urged men on further resistance. So  

women  wanted  to  influence  with  their  demonstration  not  only  the  power  which  executed  

collectivization but the men as well.

Women played a significant role at other demonstrations, too. They generally took part in  

the movements as wives and mothers of the family who took up the cudgel for the men threatened  

by arrestation, and protested against the policy jeopardizing the safe provision of their families.  

Their resolution was also fed by the belief that the power (represented mostly by men) would be  

more tolerant to women, punishing them less strictly than men. 

Though  starting  from  the  factual  cases  we  can  describe  more  or  less  precisely  the  

circumstances in which the demonstrations developed, it seems that they are too general to explain  

why just these villages became the scenes of open rebellion against the power, and other peasant  

communities why did not act likewise in similar situations. A micro-level investigation into the  

society of the “rebelling” villages, penetrating down to individuals, could probably answer these  

questions.  A further  interesting subject  of  analysis  could be to  examine the  later  lot  of  these  



communities.  Did  the  experience  of  common  actions  strengthen  the  consciousness  of  

interdependence or, on the contrary, did the failure of the movements increase the atomization of  

local society? 

The organization or rather the formation of the collective actions was also subject of the 

examination. Both conscious organization and spontaneity played a role in the development of the  

protesting  crowd.  In  Porcsalma  a  small  protesting  group  having  had  been  organized  on  the  

previous day changed to demonstrating crowd.  The inhabitants of the village joined spontaneously  

the  members  of  the cooperative farm,  who were  going to  the centre  of  village for  protesting  

against the arrestation of their fellow members. Fast and sudden mobilization of inhabitants was  

needed to bring together the crowd in order to ward the chairmen of collective farms threatened by  

arrest.

In Tyukod people protested at the meetings of the collective farms. In summer of 1953 the  

members of cooperative farms talked during their work over the place and date of their gatherings  

in  the evening,  where they decided on the next morning action. In  Nyírcsaholy some women  

initiated the demonstration. On the one hand the recruiting of women was conscious action, on the  

other  hand  news  of  planned  protest  spread  through  traditional  channels  of  information.  The  

women, individually or in groups roamed the streets of the village, and called upon other women  

to participate in demonstrations in the afternoon, and to propagate the news.

Collective violence was used by the demonstrators when they could not otherwise get the  

local authority to coperate. The conflict came into sight through the struggle for the enrollment  

forms. The possession of the statement meant the freedom for the members of the collective farms,  

and the survival  of  the  cooperatives  for  the  representatives of  power.  The locale of  the  mass  

demonstrations was the area in front of the council hall or the office of the cooperative farm.  

During the demonstrations the representatives of local power resided in the buildings,  and the  

district and county functionaries came here as well. The conflict of demonstrators and the power  

appeared  as  the  opposition  of  "people  within”  and  „people  outside".  In  Porcsalma  the  

demonstrators demanded that the "people within” come out to the demonstrators. In 1953 and in  

1960 in Nyírcsaholy the demonstrators wanted to get into the office or the Council building to  

obtain enrollment forms. The „siege” of the building was the last attempt, preceeded by the use of  

other  means  of  collective  violence  by  the  demonstrators.  Verbal  violence  was  one  of  the  

instruments of mass pressure: threat, exaction, and curse. They expressed themselves loudly. They  

spoke about how the local leaders had ruined their lives. They expressed through verbal aggression  

their  tempers  and  contempt.  The  cursing  depicted  the  communist  leaders  as  work-shirkers,  

parasites, exploiters and worthless persons, who were not members of the local community and  

were ready for all dishonest and mean things. The traditional peasant value-system was the base  

for these statements, in which diligent work, solid living, adherence to the native village, local  

community and the prestige inside the community played an important role. One of the verbal  

characteristics was that  demonstrators monopolized the right of speech. They didn’t allow the  

functionaries from the district or the county council speak, who came to “restore order”. They did  



so not only because they knew the officials’ goals, but they wanted to express their dominancy  

with the symbolic act of silencing.

The open revolt against the collectivization of power was crime and according to legal  

rules was punishable. The organs of investigations and jurisdiction described the history of the  

demonstrations  like  a  crime  which  fitted  into  their  political-ideological  goals.  During  the  

criminalization of Tyukod’s and Porcsalma’s demonstrations in 1951 hardly anyone of the persons  

punished took part in the collective actions. The case was only used as pretext to get rid of the old  

elite of the villages’ society and well-to-do farmers. The ideological background of reasoning was  

built on the doctrines about class-struggle and enemy. The people revolting against collectivization  

were shown as by the “enemy” misled and easily manipulated persons. The stories told during the  

criminalization of demonstrations in 1953 and 1960 were nearer to the supposed reality, at the  

same time political and ideological standpoints played a role in choosing the “offenders”.
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