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Topic description, the goal of the dissertation 

 

In the dissertation I analyse how the rural society’s life changed after 1945 in one of 

the centres of socialist industrialisation and in its vicinity, in an area that was the subject of 

few historical or ethnographic studies. In addition to the forced industrialisation of the 1950s 

the construction of the socialist towns began in the early part of socialism. The first wave of 

urban construction that comprised Sztálinváros and Kazincbarcika was followed by that of the 

future Leninváros in 1953. The town and the factories that gave life to it were built at the edge 

of Tiszapalkonya and Tiszaszederkény. The construction of the new town meant a 

fundamental rearrangement of the settlement hierarchy of the old Mezőcsát District and being 

a priority centre it became an important migration target not only in the district itself, but – 

due to its location at the edge of the Borsod County – in the county of Hajdú-Bihar and 

Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg as well. 

In this region we can observe the two components of urbanisation. The concept of 

urbanisation as proposed by György Enyedi consists on the one hand of the increase of the 

urban population and on the other hand the unification of village and town, and the extension 

of technical civilisation typical of cities to the entire settlement structure.1 The latter – which 

can be called modernisation; the elimination of differences between village and town, the 

cultural equalisation – was a focal point in communist propaganda. Giving accounts of the 

changes in the culture, education and infrastructure of the villages, with regard to the 

dichotomy between past and present, town and village, became a recurrent theme of political 

speeches, newspaper articles, and literary reports of this era. 

The urbanisation processes that took place during the socialist era are researched by 

various sciences, which all approach the topic in different ways. Urban sociology has 

researched big city life and the social problems of great cities. Hungarian urban sociology has 

focussed on the problems of housing estates when analysing the social phenomena triggered 

by the fast pace of urbanisation and mass immigration.  

The researches with a macro-conceptual approach play an important role as they 

analyse the hierarchy of the network of cities and in general settlements by creating various 

typologies, revealing the extent of urbanisation and the regional and functional differences. 

Their aspects of their analyses to measure the effects of urbanisation on villages (such as the 

                                                 
1
Enyedi György: A városnövekedés szakaszai. Akadémiai Kiadó, Budapest, 1988. 8. 
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structure of employment, the changes concerning residences, infrastructure etc.), proved to be 

important phenomena for me to analyse too.  

Several initiatives have been taken by ethnographers to conduct a systematic research 

of the village of those times. The ethnographers of the 1950s, who analysed 'the socialist way 

of living and culture', researched the life of the village being changed by the socialist 

reorganisation of agriculture and the forced industrialisation. The social anthropological 

researches in Varsány that were commenced at the beginning of the 1970s focussed on the 

changes in the social-cultural life of the village through topics such as economic conditions, 

family, household keeping, clothing, free time activities, behavioural norms, religion and 

beliefs and the forms of work organisation. 2  Vilmos Voigt suggested a research of the 

transformation of the mentality of peasants should be conducted within the frames of 

acculturation in the aspects of processes like urbanisation, the changes in employment 

structure, the extent of literacy, the expansion of mass media in villages and the restructuring 

of entertainment, the latter ones are discussed in my work.3  

Since 2000 some works have been written by social historians on the history of 

everyday life and these works also discuss the issue of urbanisation to different degrees. 

Sándor Horváth analyses the society of Sztálinváros during its first decade 'from below'.4 

Zsófia Eszter Tóth reveals the everyday life of a socialist woman brigade working in a factory 

producing tights based mainly on oral history interviews.5 In his 2013 work, Tibor Valuch 

presents the changes of income, consumer expenses and consumer behaviour in the village 

and town by changing the micro and macro level points of view, addressing the issues of 

residential places, the use of residential places, clothing and eating habits.6   

As has been shown above, the influence of urbanisation on the way of living invites 

many approaches and topics. My research mainly focussed on the characteristics and the 

adaptation of urban lifestyle defined by the planning principles of the socialist city and the 

unique features of artificial environment. The life of the neighbouring villages was affected 

by the new city and the factories in many respects. The influence of the city and the role it 

                                                 
2
 Bodrogi Tibor (szerk.): Varsány. Tanulmányok egy észak-magyarországi falu társadalomnéprajzához. 
Akadémiai Kiadó, Budapest, 1978. 

3
 Voigt Vilmos: Szempontok a magyar folklór akkulturációvizsgálatához. Ethnographia, LXXXIX. évf. (1978) 

4. sz. 604–631. 
4
 Horváth Sándor: A kapu és a határ: mindennapi Sztálinváros. MTA Történettudományi Intézet, Budapest, 

2004. 
5

 Tóth Eszter Zsófia: „Puszi Kádár Jánosnak”. Munkásnők élete a Kádár-korszakban mikrotörténeti 
megközelítésben. Napvilág Kiadó, Budapest, 2007. 
6
 Valuch Tibor: Magyar hétköznapok. Fejezetek a mindennapi élet történetéből a második világháborútól az 

ezredfordulóig. Napvilág Kiadó, Budapest, 2013. 
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played in the region is demonstrated with the examples of two settlements situated in the 

Mezőcsát District, Tiszapalkonya and Tiszakeszi, which are located in various distances from 

the city and their conditions of transport also differ. When drawing up the research plan, I 

intended to focus on how the rural population of the neighbouring villages came in contact 

with the city and what influences it had on them. These phenomena emphasize the image of 

the city being the propagator of urban lifestyle and 'values' and contributing to the disclosure 

of the enclosed village and the changes in its traditional way of living. However, as one is 

going farther and farther from the city, this 'radiation' became weaker and weaker.  

Although it can be said that handing over samples from person to person or from 

community to community is a natural process, it is also important to highlight the central 

organisation besdies spontaneity. Whereas the quick and far reaching changes such as 

industrialisation, the compulsory delivery of the products to the state, and collectivisation 

created a situation that changed the whole strategy of life, the more refined means of 

influencing people's lives, such as the development of infrastructure, the creation/modification 

of the places of entertainment and culture, and the propagation of new consumer habits, also 

appeared. However, these latter provisions also reflected the ideology of the political system. 

As an example, the introduction of electricity was presented as 'the light that brings culture' 

and the transformation of the commercial network was connected to the concept of culture.  

One of the aims of the socialist system was to control daily life and to expand 

communist morals and ideas to the private sphere. A behavioural codex was offered to help 

use the inventions in the right way, which would have become part of the socialist idea of 

human if applied in real life. In my work, I tried to show the great social visions of the party 

and the social-ideological intentions coupled with them together with the social practices that 

were reactions triggered by them.7  

 

The methods, sources and structure of the elaboration process 

 

The research of the two viewpoints involved drawing on various sources. It was 

mainly the press that enabled to gain insights into the perspective of power, and the personal 

dimensions could be grasped through the interviews and the contemporary narrative sources.  

                                                 
7
 Apor Péter: A mindennapi élet öröme. In: Horváth Sándor (szerk.): Mindennapok Rákosi és Kádár korában. 

Új utak a szocialista korszak kutatásában. Nyitott Könyvműhely, Budapest, 2008. 27–31. 
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Several periodicals with different profiles have been used to analyse the rumours and 

press discourses of the time. Borsodi Vegyész, which was established in 1964, was the factory 

paper of those working in the chemical industry publishing the news concerning 

Kazincbarcika and Leninváros and the factories in them. The place of this paper was taken 

over by Leninvárosi Krónika in 1983, in which articles on the everyday life and problems of 

the city were also published besides the news of the local corporations. I made use of the 

central paper of the county, called Északmagyarország. In the reports of the county papers 

only occasional mentions were made of the places researched by me, mainly in the columns 

written for villagers such as the agricultural column. County papers are obviously unsuitable 

to be used for researching the life of particular villages at micro-level. However, they treated 

several aspects of 'village' life, making it possible to grasp the above mentioned power 

dimension and to show the picture of the developed village and its inhabitants that was 

presented to the socialist public audience. On the other hand, the focus of research had to be 

widened, and in many cases, instead of the micro-environment of the villages that were the 

objects of research, it was their regional or county context that served as the frame of the 

phenomena to be analysed.  

In several chapters, I made good use of the professional press on commerce.  

(Kereskedelmi Értesítő, Kirakat, Földművesszövetkezeti Értesítő, Földművesszövetkezeti 

Híradó, Szövetkezeti Élet). 

The documents of the town councils provide information mainly on the executive and 

administrative tasks of the community. In the case of the often laconic minutes of the sessions 

of the village councils and executive committees, it was the comments on the current 

problems of the village and different reports (e. g. on the life of the agricultural cooperative or 

the situation of culture in the village) that proved to be the most informative.  

My work is based on narrative sources to a great extent. The reminiscent oral history 

interviews were done mainly in Tiszapalkonya, and in Tiszakeszi, Tiszaújváros, and Polgár. 

When choosing the interviewees I tried to address the members of a generation who were 

born in the 1920s and '30s, were socialized within the frames of the traditional world of 

peasants and lived through the formation of the socialist system, which probably required new 

methods of adaptation and strategies of them, as young adults or adolescents. Among the 

narrative sources of the time there are letters of complaint, public announcements, and a 

memoir bearing the characteristics of both diaries and memoirs, i. e. contemporary and later 

texts. It is an important feature of them that they were written according to the supposed 

expectations of the public of that time, although the memoir gives a deeper insight into the 
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writer's way of thinking due to its more personal nature. By analysing various narrative 

sources, I tried to cast light from different sides on the changes and turning points in mentality 

and thinking that were triggered by the various elements of the process of 

urbanisation/modernisation among the people with peasant origins.  

The dissertation can be divided into seven big chapters. After the introduction, the 

effect of urbanisation on lifestyle and its complexity are analysed through various topics such 

as the artificial environment in the city and the use of space, professional re-stratification, 

infrastructure, consumer habits and the changes in mentality in six chapters.  

 

Main results of the dissertation 

 

Leninváros stood in the centre of the urbanisation process of the region. Leninváros 

together with the factories has been built on the area expropriated from the neighbouring 

villages, the factory complex was located mostly on the former outskirts of Tiszapalkonya, 

while the town itself on those of Tiszaszederkény. After the introduction in the second chapter 

firstly I scrutinised with the use of articles and press photos, the environment-shaping role of 

the imagined and materialized socialist town with its industrial complexes creating with it an 

organic unit. The enforced industrialization of socialism – now seen as landscape destructing, 

environment damaging – was evaluated by the contemporary articles and photos as the 

bridling of nature, the victory above the natural elements, and the transformation of a mainly 

agricultural landscape into an industrial area was described as the rejuvenation of the region 

near Tisza river. 

After, I examined the problems originatig from the building pace of the town 

constructed according to the socialist principles of town building, its strict functional division 

and the way its inhabitants used it. The town showing an integral composition in the plans, 

could not have existed in this form for years and the socialist way of life dreamed to it, could 

not have been realized in the planned way either. The decisive problem of the first decade – in 

the mirror of the articles – derived from temporarity and confusion, coming together with the 

constructions. Because of the growth of population adjusted to the industrial development, the 

construction of dwelling houses had a priority above public buildings (day nurseries, 

kindergardens, schools, shops, community centre), which has become the source of several 

problems. The most frequently mentioned minus factor concerning socialist towns, is the lack 

of unique character and particular features. Each socialist town had to fight with the 

monotonity issued from the block of flat character and the uniformity of the prefabricated 
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houses, meanwhile their steps toward the animation of the blank townscape were highly 

similar. Thus Leninváros tried to excel with its flower parks and the countless statues placed 

in town. The planners expected the system of green areas to enhance the health regeneration 

of the population, raise the aesthetic experience provided by the town and contribute to social 

communication as well. 

The inhabitants of the intentionally ideal town, were not satisfied with the use of 

common, public places designed for them as recreational places. They spent their free time 

with more pleasure in small gardens named as urban „household plot” and in garages, 

connecting with that to the well-known fact that the first generation of the immigrants from 

village reserves and recreates the provintial mentality and way of life, instead of adopting the 

culture considered to be urban. These areas, facilities have become the organic supplement of 

many prefabricated flats, increasing in a specific way the living territory. Meanwhile, these 

small gardens and garages had a kind of strength forming and creating community. These 

„private properties” have functions, whose mass use was not forseed by the planners. 

The role the town and its industry played in the region was described in the third 

chapter through the occupational rearrangement, for which I used the occupational notes of 

marriage certificates and interviews. The deconstruction of the traditional occupational 

structure of the two villages was noticeable between 1954–1958 within the married couples, 

and we can witness the occurrence of jobs that were connected to the industrialisation and did 

not require special qualification: labourers in Palkonya, navvies in Keszi. While in Palkonya 

the changing occupational structure in certain periods reflected how the young male 

population of the village was adapting to modern factory work, in Keszi this process is not 

that evident. Women represented the characteristics of traditional occupational structure in 

both villages for a long time; the number of housewives remained high up until the end of the 

sixties. While in Palkonya women labourers appeared sooner, then the machine operators, 

attendants, who were probably employed in one of the neighbouring factories, in Tiszakeszi 

the women’s occupational structure showed less diversity: they could choose from only two 

workplaces (farmers’ co-op, shoe factory). Based on the interviews the members of the older 

age group were taught in their childhood to become peasant workers. Some of them did want 

to participate in further education, but the regime change eliminated the mobilisation channels 

viable up till then. In the time of the collectivisation of agriculture, when individual farming 

was becoming more and more difficult, the new factories offered a new alternative to them, 

which brought about the spread of a new work culture. Based on the interviews it seems that 

the positive factors of industrial/trade work were the appearances that justified the growth in 
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society, and also the change of lifestyle, while on the other hand the beauty of peasant 

farming was its autonomy and the proximity of nature. 

In the next two chapters I examined the improvement of infrastructure and first of all 

its effect on consumptional habits. In the fourth chapter I examined the building of electric 

network and the spread of household technology in the village. The political leadership of the 

country attached great importance to electrification of the villages in assotiation with the 

reduction of differences between town and village, that is why I analysed in the first part of 

the chapter, how the propaganda described the significance of electrification. They mentioned 

as its most important effect the creation of more comfortable circumstances of life, the 

increasing of leisure, learning and cultural facilities. According to these, the press often wrote 

about electricity as the „light which brings culture”. Then I examined on a local level, what 

kind of material and labour contribution the installation of electricity required and what were 

the interviewees’ first experiences with electricity. Every interviewee had it installed in 

his/her house, but some of the parental houses were omitted from the service. Remembering 

the beginnings, it was the elder people, who were described to have a sceptic attitude to 

technical innovations and associate with them various superstitions. After having the technical 

innovations as organic part of their everyday life, we can observe in their narration that they 

keep a certain distance toward those, who did not accomodate. 

In the second part of the chapter, I followed the spread of household machines in the 

village. In most households the first bought household facilities were radio and electric iron. 

The majority could not afford to buy the more expensive washing mashine, refrigerator and 

television before the end of 1960’s and ’70’s. In the beginning, the low capacity of the home 

industry was to be bridged by the communal services (laundry’s, collective washing mashine) 

and hiring shops. To improve the population’s knowledge different household product 

exhibitions were organized. Though the press described the hiring service as efficient, where 

clients borrow with pleasure e. g. a washing mashine, some interviewees’ case shows (while 

remembering this service) that the weight of the mashine, the time spent with lugging and the 

attitude experienced in the shops scared off the users, because during that time they could 

wash with hands too. Thus among the interviewees, the function of these hires was limited to 

trying out instead of regular use. On the basis of the female interviewees’ narration, it seems 

that they did need certain household equipment (first of all washing mashines and 

refrigerators), in spite of their reservations drafted from time to time. Besides the financial 

condition, husbands interpreting the female role differently could mean an important dividing 

line.  



9 
 

The significance of household mashines was also seen in Hungary as the reduction of 

burdens of the household, the „second shift”. Some female interviewees depicted the 

changing of washing process, that though it had been basically transformed, become easier 

and more comfortable, but the demands had also increased with it proportionally. It seems 

that the acquisition of the high standards – as perceived today – was more easily 

accomplished by those, who left the traditional peasant and rural environment because of their 

work and could also meet different patterns. Besides the washing mashine, tv can be regarded 

as the other device which got quickly to rural homes, in the beginning under the form of 

communal tv watching. The communal radio listening was recalled by many as its precedent. 

The socialist regime attached a major importance to the role of television, which can form 

consciousness, educate people and transmit culture and tried to adjust to its own taste the 

countrymen’s favourite programs. The interviewees could hardly remember their choice of 

programs, but a lot of them mentioned football matches as the most remarkable, whose 

attraction could even enhance the pursuit. 

In the fifth chapter first I presented the transformation of the traditional rural scenes of 

buying things. The background for the modernization of the former trade infrastructure and 

methods was provided by the conception of „cultured trade”. In connection with it, I surveyed 

the broadening meanings of the word „cultured” following the soviet pattern, concerning first 

of all the behaviour (polite, good-mannered, tidy, clean and as an inside feature, self-

discipline). Claiming these characteristics, the cultured trade tried to distance itself from the 

past capitalist and market-typed trade methods and practices. The politeness deriving from 

character was stood in place of humility. The narrow, dark grocery shops were to be replaced 

by modern ones and new forms of service (e.g. self-service) and the taverns characterized 

with shady clients by cafés and confectioner’s. The state trade appeared at open fairs with the 

so called fair departments of companies and co-operatives, where they had to represent the 

cultured trade and with the use of fixed prices, they excluded the method of bargaining from 

their repertory. They experimented with the so called representative fairs organized as the 

socialist alternative of traditional fairs, but as collectivisation went on they considered the 

whole fair system becoming old fashioned. In harmony with it, the system expected a 

different, more solid behaviour, tidy, clean appearence from the customers on the spots.  

Since this change proved to be an extremly complex process, in which there were 

several factors, their exploration could not have been full-scale. From the side of state and co-

operative trade the greatest obstacle of its realization were the difficulties in the supply of 

goods of the era and the odd relations toward social property well illustrated by the 



10 
 

announcements written to People’s Committee of Control. The remembrence of some of the 

interviewees working in trade shows at the same time, how hygiene and politeness became 

requirement during their work. In diverting rural people used to markets and fairs into modern 

shops the administrative measures played an important role, which measures limited the 

numbers of fairs and the declinig role of selling because of the co-operatization and the 

overestimation of consumption were also significant in this process. Furthermore, on the basis 

of the experiences of the interviews, the changing of the rythm of purchasing (because of the 

fixed working hours), the quality of fair supply, the accessibility of scenes and the changing 

of customers’ habits have also contributed to this. 

While in traditional rural society the exchange of goods was the primary aim of 

travelling, in this period, more and more people went on holiday. In connection with it, I 

presented how diferent were the conditions on which workers, peasants and co-operative 

members could take part in organized holidays. Among village people, only few interviewees 

took part in standard two week long holidays, and if so – with the help of a family member 

working for some company – it meant an exceptional occasion. Among village people 

working in co-operatives more popular were the shorter co-operative excursions which were 

often timed to some fair, exhibition – according to the interviewees’ remembrence. Beside 

day trips, the co-operatives organized some day long excursions to get to know the country. 

With the forming of the desire to travel, families went on trip alone as well, the phenomenon 

is in strict relation with the more frequent use of cars. Recurring elements during the 

narrations remembering big city trips are awkwardness, desorientation, which could occure in 

transport, wear and communication. 

At the end of the chapter, I presented house building – depicted by the interviewees as 

the greatest investment – the various strategies of materialization and the role, house played in 

their life. The methods applied during construction (own ressources, mutual help, company 

contribution, manoeuvring) are well completed by the announcements arrived at People’s 

Committee of Control giving examples first of all to abuses of local élite (president of co-

operative, party secretary, president of the council) connected to construction, and 

machinations about official quarters, throwing light on the local executives’ various asserting 

abilities. 

In the sixth and seventh chapters I analysed contemporal narrative sources. In the sixth 

chapter I studied the 1975–1978 writings of an elderly woman born in 1900 in a peasant 

family, who lived in an urban environment for a long time but after the end of World War II 

moved back to her native village next to Leninváros. Her moral consevativism and the fact 
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that she observed certain genre and contentual characteristics of peasant autobiography links 

the author to the traditional peasant culture, while her new experiences at an old age and their 

evaluation separate her from the life philosophy of her fellow villagers of the same age. Her 

specific views on socialism were mostly dominated by the achievements of the era – 

excursions, eating customs, social care – which resulted in the expansion of her opportunities 

of consuption. As the author experienced both rural and urban life, she cannot be considered a 

representative of either of them exclusively. Through her work we can have a glimpse into 

certain aspects of how life changed within an urban-rural environment, and also in the pre-war 

world and the socialist regime. 

In the seventh chapter I studied a large group of complaint letters and public service 

announcements addressed to the People’s Committee of Control based in Mezőcsát and – 

after the change of the district centre – in Leninváros between 1968–1989. The People’s 

Committee of Control (NEB in Hungarian) was founded at the end of 1957 mostly for the 

protection of public wealth and the unvailing of any misconduct (theft, fraud, embezzlement, 

financial damage as a result of the mismanagement of social properties and other acts of 

negligence). My original intention – based mostly on press articles giving accounts of 

customer complaints, mystery shopping – was to use the letters in connection with trade, but 

they proved to be a source of more consequence than expected, as they provide a better 

understanding of everyday life encumbered with conflicts and – principally in connection 

with villages – of the power structure and points of tension of local society from an insider’s 

viewpoint. Morover, they can reveal the change of values after the disappropriations, the 

ambivalent relation to common property, and they also provide glimpses into the various 

social practices (corruption, use of loopholes, everyday techniques of shopping and dealing 

with office affairs) of the more and more consumption centred everyday life of the 1970–80’s. 

During the content analysis of the letters first I separated the most typical cases, such as letters 

that objected to the operation of the farmers’ co-ops, those that revealed the supposed or real 

misconduct of the farmers’ co-ops leaders and their clientele, those that concerned the 

operations of the state or party organisations (the dominant elements of which are the 

authoritarianism of the leaders, the misuse of the financial or human resources of the co-

ops/councils, especially during private constructions), those that concerned trade (regarding 

village shops and bars of the district, the coal supply, the prolonged repairs in the service 

industry due to the lack of proper parts etc.); and the letters that criticised the system of 

distribution, allocation, replacement and the quality of flats. Then I move on to analyse – 

besides the formal-linguistic characteristics of the letters – the strategies and argumentation 
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the writers employed in the hope of a positive answer as well as the effect these had on the 

controllers of the NEB. The letters demonstrate that the writers were individuals who 

understood, learned and even internalised the reasoning and logic of the regime, and they 

were able to use this knowledge for their own and the community’s good. Based on the 

NEB’s analysis it is also clear, however, that the efficiency and significance of ideoligic-

moral reasoning was limited. 
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