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Introduction 

 

The Birth of the Topic 

 

 

 “Now this, well… this is also history,  

but not like… this is truth.” 

(Mária B., RO) 

 

“What of significance can I say?” 

(Rozália, HU) 

 

 

Twenty years after the collapse of state socialism and the political changes it brought with 

it, at the end of the first decade of the new century many historians, social scientists, and 

journalists look back on the previous century and generally conclude that it was turbulent. For 

the countries and people living in the region of Central Eastern Europe this turbulence involved 

several wars, changes in political regimes, and eras which, in common speech, are often referred 

to as “worlds”. The turbulence this region experienced includes: the first world war and the 

dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, along with the reconstruction of nation-states on its 

former territories; the Second World War and the repeated geopolitical (border) changes and 

post-War reconstructions that followed; and then, the formation of the socialist bloc under the 

imperial domination of the Soviet Union, ultimately concluded by the collapse of that seemingly 

eternal world order in 1989. These events, of course, are only indicators of the vast changes that 

this region underwent during the twentieth century. The expression “worlds”, used often in 

elderly people’s everyday speech, aptly grasps the radical difference of these periods that people 

adjusted to and lived through. There can be (and have been), however, different ways of telling 

the story of all these processes. One way is to emphasize their radical differences and build the 

story upon ruptures. Such an approach assumes that what follows after change is radically 

different from what was before it: this is what makes a change historical. The other possible way 

is to look for historical continuities. Here, cultural and political remnants –legacies of earlier 

structures– create a sense of continuity that ensures a premise upon which individual and 

collective self-identity can be constructed; in other words, ways of telling a story are formed on 

the basis of sentiments like ‘I am still the same’ or ‘we are still the same’. Life narratives of 
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individual people and written histories both exhibit strategies of crafting coherence –of personal 

life and larger history— through ruptures and continuities. 

Rupture and continuity are different narrative strategies that create coherence in personal 

life stories, just as much as they do in larger histories. That is what this dissertation is about. I 

wanted to investigate how ordinary people in Central Europe, i.e. people who are not famous, not 

well-educated, not active in the public sphere, see this turbulent century which they have lived 

through. I was interested in the different ways that they speak of change and place themselves 

into a sequence of change while maintaining their sense of integrity: how they talk at the end of 

their life about childhood in the Interwar era, their maturing during the Second World War, 

starting married life and work in socialism, and their retirement years after 1989. Just as one may 

think of different ways to tell the story of the twentieth century in Central Europe based on the 

principle of emplotment –that of ruptures and that of continuity—one may also think of different 

subject matters and different ranges of circulation. Public historical narratives deal with the 

macro level of political regimes and economic systems, while private narratives talk about the 

micro level of individual experience and family life. In this book I trace the interaction between 

micro and macro narratives. In other words, I was interested in how the women I interviewed use 

rupture and continuity to tell their life-stories. I was also looking for the ways in which they 

connect their personal stories to the bigger historical narratives about their region and their 

communities.  

The material I will analyze in this book consists of oral life narratives of thirty Hungarian-

speaking women living in rural areas of Southern Hungary, Northern Transylvania in Romania, 

and the Vojvodina region of Serbia (Appendix 5/a). I wanted to explore if, in the life stories of 

individuals, speaking the same language but living in three different nation states featured 

national/ethnic identity as a way to construct continuity throughout events, periods, and life 

phases. If it did, I wanted to see what forms that continuity took in individual accounts of 

history. I interviewed women in order to focus on their ways of telling history alongside and 

embedded in their life stories. Rural women living in these places have not had a formative role 

in public histories of Central Europe. In many respects they speak from a position that is ‘on the 

verge of history’. They have lived through much of the century and their social, economic and 

political position has been precarious. Now they are at the end of their lives. With their passing a 

great deal of experience and a particular knowledge of history, specific to Hungarian-speaking 

Central European rural women of seventy years of age and over, will disappear. I consider it 

worthwhile, therefore, to bring their memories and their perspectives on the historical changes of 
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the twentieth century into the fore of scholarly investigation. The interviewed women’s stories 

provide important lessons about the intersections of private memories and public histories.  They 

also speak to the situated, oral production of historical narratives of change and about the 

memories of historical transformations in general. The women I interviewed have some basic 

shared characteristics. They are all Hungarian-speaking, but live in three different nation-states: 

Hungary, Romania and Serbia. This allowed me to compare stories coming from different post-

socialist countries. I especially wanted to see the points where their memories were similar and 

the points where their memories differed. I also sought to isolate the markers of ‘Hungarian-

ness’ in their memories and how ethnic and national identities serve, if at all, as carriers of 

continuity amidst change throughout the century. All of my interviewees were born in the 1920s 

and 1930s and, thus, they belong to the oldest age group of their societies. Their advanced age at 

the time of the interviews served the purpose of covering the largest time-span of about 70-80 

years, covering a person’s life and placing the stories of their lives next to historical events and 

periods. Interviewing women was important because women have conventionally been excluded 

from the formation of public histories of Central Europe and I wanted to know their ways of 

formulating history through their life narratives. Interviewing women of rural background was 

also important as I wanted to see how their family origins and the life forms that they got 

socialized in –which were deeply rooted in agriculture and the cultivation of land— have 

changed for them. I wanted to record the ways women articulate their country’s modernization 

through industrialization, socialism, and post-socialist capitalist transformations in light of what 

they grew up with, in terms of similarities and differences. 

The age, the language, the gender and the rural background loosely circumscribe and 

streamline the thirty interviewees (Appendix1). With respect to writing the modern history of 

this part of Central Europe, choosing these parameters allowed me to compare and put life 

narratives in dialogue with scholarly and public accounts from different subfields of history 

writing. Specific angles related to this history included the idea of Hungary as a nation, the role 

of women and gender in shaping this history, rural agrarian continuity and change, and 

transitions linked with regime change. National Hungarian history is interested in crafting the 

story of the nation. Social and agrarian history maps micro and mainly macro processes of 

change in terms of social stratification, social mobility, and patterns of livelihood that shape 

class divisions and power relations. Gender history points out the gendered nature of historical 

processes and events while articulating changes in women’s positions. Transition studies are 

involved in an interdisciplinary study of historical transformations, mainly those of the most 
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recent post-1989 capitalist transitions. In addition to these four scholarly fields, an analysis of the 

30 interviews is pertinent to the fields of memory studies and oral history. Memory studies 

investigate intersections of private and collective forms of memory and the ways public memory 

feeds into the formation of historical narratives. Finally, oral history, while generating a wealth 

of new source archives, also works out novel ways of integrating those sources into existing 

historical narratives, at times modifying, augmenting, and supporting them. The interviews I 

have collected and analyze throughout the following chapters will provide contributions to these 

six fields of study. The thirty women I interviewed with their stories and anecdotes provide 

comments and commentaries in their own words about phenomena that historians working in all 

of these fields address. They comment on how individuals’ and communities’ social, economic 

and political status have changed from the 1920s up to recent times. Their life narratives are 

reflections on the ways in which some societal values attached to their own or others’ positions 

have shifted during the past century, and the ways in which some have remained the same. The 

narrators talk about changing and unchanging terrains of belonging. In a manner similar to 

political and social historians, historians of agriculture, and historians of gender, interviewees 

construct ruptures and continuities in their stories in dialogue with public narratives about the 

region’s recent past. Taking these women’s reflections seriously and highlighting these 

‘dialogues’ among parallel discourses shows the complexity of the production of historical 

narratives. Individual memories, I believe, call for critical analysis instead of simple integration. 

For my purposes, the life-story method seemed to be best suited to the project. It allowed 

me to investigate techniques of crafting personal narratives and ways in which meta-narratives 

and available public discourses inform those narratives. Thus, from here on, I understand life 

stories as texts: oral texts transcribed into written texts which have more to do with conventions 

of speaking and narration than with real experiences. As there was no specific focus of interest 

other than the ways of story-crafting and frames of interpretation, evaluations of certain topics, 

or their absence, were not criteria for including or dismissing life-texts as valid source materials 

for this study (Appendix 4). Every interview mattered, and each bit of information was 

significant. Silences, gaps, ruptures, laughter, crying, jokes were all taken to be organic parts of 

recollections, just as much as the fact that they came about in an interview situation as 

performances for a real audience (me) and an imagined one. There exists a considerable range of 

diachronic inquiries which are perhaps better suited to show intergenerational shifts and 

continuities. I do think, however, that the snapshots lined up in this dissertation are informative 

of movements of thought and rhetoric that feed into critically interpreting the past and the 
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present. They reflect modalities by which individuals grasp changes and transmit experiences 

and perspectives together with their affective repertoires. 

The women I interviewed for this research seem to be aware of their precarious position as 

sources of historical information. They waiver between two polarities: one which disregards their 

memories as insignificant for a general knowledge of history, and the other which considers their 

stories to be accounts of truth. The women often emphasize their important role as witnesses in 

giving an account of ‘how it all was’. They, in each case, present their arguments as universally 

valid expressions of truth. At the same time, they simultaneously express doubts as to the 

importance of their stories. “What of significance can I say?” they often asked me when I 

expressed an interest in their memories. The ambiguous urge on their part to tell their history, 

while doubting themselves to be reliable and valuable sources for telling it, testifies to the fact 

that they perceive themselves on the verge of history. They are unsure as to what extent, and in 

what ways, their life stories can be seen as important and useful for others’ general knowledge of 

history. I see these women’s narratives as comprising a specific way of constructing and 

producing history. It is my firm belief that, for these women, there is no truer or greater history 

outside of these narratives. Their side comments show awareness of large-scale historical events 

and processes, and they see their lives as having been a crucial part of that history. Now, as they 

narrate their life stories to me, they argue for their own legitimacy. For instance, during my 

conversation with Mária, she vehemently drew a tension between her story and the written 

histories of the twentieth century in Central Europe. Her words express aptly the view commonly 

shared by this cohort of women namely that their stories are “also history, but not like… this is 

truth”.
1
 What she did not utter explicitly but what she was referring to was popular histories one 

may read in books and published accounts. Remarks like hers forge connections between 

individual micro histories and public histories while carving out a speaking position for these 

women, one that is wrought with all the complexities and insecurities of being on the margins of 

what gets to be remembered and is forgotten of a bygone century.   

 

 

 

 

                                                            
1 For a table containing basic personal data (date of birth, place of birth, education, primary occupation, 

secondary occupation, date of interview, place of interview) see Appendix 1. For individual profiles of each of 

the thirty interviewees see Appendix 2. There, following each profile and description of interview situation, the 

reader will find the English translation of all quoted excerpts in the order they appear in the dissertation. 

Numbers (e.g. 3.2.) indicate the location of each excerpt in the text. The English translation of a full interview 

with Matild (SRB) can be found in Appendix 4.  
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Structure 

 

 

Because writing history with life narratives is a relatively rare enterprise, I have been 

faced with having to make several choices regarding the organization of my analysis into a 

coherent, comprehensible format. It had to be a format that somewhat reflects women’s cyclical 

and divergent ways of story-telling but, at the same time, compares their stories with more linear, 

streamlined manners of history writing. I wanted to address what they tell about their past and 

how they narrate their lives. Eventually I decided to make use of a thematic arrangement in a 

chronological context. The dissertation, therefore, is built up of ten chapters. Following this brief 

introduction, Chapter 1 discusses all of the methodological premises that are pertinent to oral 

history and to this particular project. The chapter spells out the ways in which I have relied on 

insights generated by oral historians and managed to put those insights into practice when it 

came to collecting data in the field, transcribing the interviews and choosing the samples, and 

analyzing them. In the chapter, I address the challenges that my project has encountered, 

especially in terms of seeking systematic methods to analyze the ways in which messy oral 

narratives support, modify, or contrast existing academic discourses. Chapter 2 provides an 

overview of the ways in which my dissertation draws from, and aims to contribute to, the six 

aforementioned fields of scholarship. Giving an account of debates and scholarly discourses 

pertinent to Hungarian history writing, social and agrarian history, transition studies, gender 

history, memory studies and oral history allow me to position this piece of research in a broader 

scholarly context. In the overview I explain how my results add to existing histories and debates, 

emphasizing especially the relevance of women’s oral life narratives to them.  

Following the chapter on methodology and that on the historical-theoretical framework of 

my analysis, the discussion of the narratives will take place in a chronologically arranged format. 

In order to make the life stories resonate with the available historical accounts and point out 

similarities and differences, I have decided to arrange my account of the narratives in a manner 

that places stories of a particular life phase in parallel with the respective historical era in which 

it was lived, along with the metanarratives that are prominently used to tell about the particular 

era. Accordingly, chapter 3 discusses stories of childhood and the Interwar era and chapter 4 

discusses memories of adolescence and the Second World War, i.e. the pre-1949 era. Chapter 3 

first focuses on narratives of the Trianon treaty (June 4 1920), then on women’s strategies of 

placing childhood in the larger context of the interwar era, and finally on narrators’ articulations 

of politics and ethnicity in stories of religious education. As to the first part of this chapter, I look 



Agardi                                                          On the Verge of History                                               Introduction 

15 

 

at women’s discursive formulations of Trianon, the frequency and narrative context within which 

they mention the event, its connection to or disconnection from childhood memories, and the 

meanings that they ultimately attach to it. At the moment of the interviews, these women lived in 

countries different from the countries in which they were born – Hungary, The Kingdom of 

Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, Yugoslavia and the Romanian Kingdom. In the discussion of 

childhood memories, I draw out the connections as well as the disconnections between women’s 

life events and the larger account of period and geopolitical context (nation-state) in which those 

years were lived. Stories of parents’ struggles to make a living and the young girls’ efforts to 

help out around the house, work, and get an education speak about larger issues of socio-

economic inequality, gendered hierarchy, and figures of authority. In the third part of the 

chapter, I examine school stories where language and religion are shown to be carriers of ethnic 

difference in accounts of women from Romania and Serbia. The chapter as a whole shows that 

rural women of this cohort remember the interwar era/childhood in the context of, and weighed 

against, later periods.  

Chapter 4 discusses memories of the Second World War in parallel with adolescence. It 

first highlights differences in periodization by women of the three nation-states. Secondly, it 

introduces two major tropes of national and gender identifications – Russian soldier, German 

soldier — that, for the narrators, also serve the purpose of political identification. Thirdly, the 

chapter discusses articulations of ideals of femininity through the figure of the mother. 

Throughout this chapter, I touch upon strategies women use to break up time and the ways in 

which it conforms to the histories of the countries they live in. I also touch upon the manner in 

which they tell wartime stories, in terms of what they articulate and what they keep in silence. 

Chapter 5 discusses the theme of movement in memories of childhood and adolescence: stories 

of journeys, trips, migration and escapes. Although the interviewees are not migrants in the strict 

sense of the word, it struck me that movement forms the core of many of the narratives. Through 

an analysis of three accounts, therefore, in this chapter I ask what relationships there are between 

the theme of movement and discursive formulations of home. I want to explore what connections 

the theme of spatial movement has with temporal change and continuity. Going further than 

simply grasping spatial dislocations, I read the stories as speaking to continuities in time amidst 

personal and political ruptures.   

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 relate stories of adulthood and state socialism, i.e. the post-1949 era. 

Many stories are told about socialism. Some are nostalgic, some about terror, and others convey 

the violence and deprivation of the period. Some stories talk about the four decades in a manner 
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of slow but steady progress and some do so in terms of stagnation. I have divided the three 

chapters according to the different themes addressed in the stories. Chapter 6 analyzes memories 

of socialism that are told along the lines of economic changes and adjustments. These are 

narratives of socialist progress and can be interpreted in terms of women’s changing economic 

citizenship status. Chapter 7 discusses stories that tell stories of socialism along the lines of 

political clashes and struggles. These are narratives of stagnation that grasp the period in terms 

of women’s political and civil rights, or the lack thereof. Chapter 8 analyzes stories that tell 

about state socialism in Hungary, Romania and Serbia in terms of ethnic tensions and 

differences.   

In chapters 9 and 10, I arrive at the current phase of interviewees’ lives. Chapter 9 zooms 

in on stories of old age and retirement in the context of the post-1989 transitions. Here, I discuss 

stories pertaining to this most recent life phase/era as accounts of a host of transformations which 

are balancing acts of rupture and continuity. Chapter 10 zooms out again on the collected life 

narratives and sees them as narrative entities, as wholes in and of themselves, and possessing 

their own logic in terms of structure, argument and characteristic modes of memory and 

narration. In this chapter I discuss forms of nostalgia, amnesia, and laughter as important modes 

of narrating history in all thirty accounts.   

 

 

 

*** 
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Chapter 1 

 

Writing History with Oral Life Narratives 

 

 

 

 

 This chapter details the theoretical and methodological insights in oral history that have 

informed my work and the ways in which I put these into practice to write a piece of history with 

the help of women’s oral life narratives. The insights that I rely on help to analyze interviewees’ 

accounts in two aspects: first, what the women tell and, second, how they tell it. Rather than 

keeping these two aspects of the interviews separate, this dissertation attempts to examine the 

two together by focusing on the stories as speaking to both rupture and continuity, as both public 

and personal narratives. In this chapter, I concentrate on the tools which make it possible to 

examine the interconnections of these narratives and the many ways in which they split and 

merge into one another.       

The dissertation is based on material that consists of narrative life interviews which, 

following Paul Thompson’s definition, I will also call life reviews. Thompson writes that life 

reviews are narratives that sum up a life and are given in “the final stage of memory [which] 

most commonly follows retirement or some traumatic process such as widowhood.” “In this final 

stage,” he continues, “there is a sudden upsurge of memories, there is a desire for remembering, 

and they are told as a kind of closure that active life is over and achievement is completed.”
 2

 My 

interviewees are all in the final stage of the development of memory. The implication of life 

reviews in Thompson’s scheme is that there is an “increased willingness to remember”, a “higher 

selectivity of the memory process” and very often a “diminished concern with fitting the story to 

the social norms of the audience”, implying that, theoretically, bias from repression and 

distortion is less an inhibiting factor that causes difficulty.
3
 I would add to this that the concern 

that the narrative and, therefore, the individual life be presented as a whole that makes sense is 

very much present in my interviews. Life-summarizing, life-evaluating sentences (e.g., “such has 

been my life” or “life’s been always hard”) are very commonly uttered and moral arguments are 

frequently made by each informant, usually as an evaluative sentence that closes an anecdote.  

                                                            
2 Thompson 2000, 137.  
3 ibid. 
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I collected the interviews following guidelines that have been developed by oral historians 

and other scholars working with qualitative methods, in general, and with life stories, in 

particular. These guidelines had consequences as to how I interpreted the oral material and the 

transcripts and, also, how I placed myself as a researcher in relation to my research subjects. 

Among the theoretical possibilities oral history offered, such as examination of the psycho-

histories of women based on their lived experiences, the personal accounts especially provided a 

multiplicity of historical narrations, i.e. their versions of history. Such multiple narrations carry 

the potential to challenge the notion of a singular, univocal history – a staple of streamlined 

historical narratives, in general, and the dominant nation-based framework of Hungarian history-

writing, in particular.  

Thus, the organization of this chapter is as follows. First, I provide the basic theoretical 

points in oral history that have influenced the way I read and treat oral accounts as narrative 

sources. Second, I guide the reader through my method of sampling and collecting data in the 

field and how the field has shaped my location as a researcher. Third, I detail the process of how 

I turned oral accounts into written, textual sources through transcription and editing. And fourth, 

I describe the tools of my narrative analysis: the narrative segments, elements, and emplotment 

strategies that I paid attention to when reading the accounts and trying to make sense of them.  

  

 

1.1. Theoretical Premises of Oral History 

 

 

In this section I review theories developed in the field of oral history, which support the 

relevance of treating oral history material as narrative sources. Oral history is a field of research 

whose method is to interview people about their past experiences. The epistemological 

assumption upon which the enquiry rests has crucial consequences as to the treatment of the 

material, the choice of interpretative tools, and the claims that the researcher can make. Since the 

‘linguistic turn’ of the early 1990s, the truth of the narrative has been seriously contested. Since 

then it has been considered naïve to assume that we were listening to realities or facts when we 

listen to oral history accounts. According to Selma Leydesdorff, “as oral historians (…) we 

cannot fully know the experiences of others and (…) we are only told that which our narrators 

see at the moment of telling and what meaning they assign to that” (Leydesdorrf 2005: xiii). She 

states further on that “[s]tories are told to us to make us understand and our narrators make use 

of genres they assume we recognize. We never have access to ‘raw’ experience (Tonkin 1991) 
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and we can never fully understand the experiences of our narrators. Every story deals with that 

which the culture wants to remember and to forget on the level of individual psychology, the 

ways people tell about memories and the ways they like to be seen.” 

Rather than providing information about the past as it was, the organization of an oral 

history narrative reveals much about the narrator’s relationship to her history. Portelli states that 

oral history sources, besides being oral sources, are narratives. They are, for Portelli, less 

interesting about events than about their meaning. So when one analyzes oral history material, it 

is not factual validity that one searches for –because some information cannot be verified— but 

rather, oral history accounts can be seen as texts of self-representation (Portelli 1992: 46-49). 

One possible way, therefore, to analyze them is as narratives. Employing categories developed 

by theories of the narrative in general and narratology, in particular –such as the narrator, the 

narrator’s positionality and perspective, focalization, velocity, emplotment— may take us closer 

to identifying the ways of self-representation that are possible for a particular speaker, or group 

of speakers, in a certain historical moment. 

The methodology I have adopted for my research builds heavily on these insights. From 

this point onwards, I analyze the oral history accounts that I have collected as narratives and, in 

my analysis, I will make use of theories from narratology and narratological concepts. I will 

devote special attention to genres Leydesdorff writes about so as to map connections individuals 

make to available ways of history-talk, which yield configurations of their relationship to history. 

As far as this relationship is concerned, I also rely on Portelli when I read life narratives as 

comprising different cultural narratives and discourses that may potentially form patterns. As 

“there are no formal oral genres specifically destined to transmit historical information” (Portelli 

1992: 48), it is through an interweaving of culturally available genres that oral accounts get 

formed. Women I interviewed often told me stories that they grew up with, that circulated in 

their families and that, by now, have become legends frozen in words. Women I talked to also 

often employed political slogans or discourses in order to support the argument they wanted to 

make with their stories. At other times, they cited instances from their country’s history, pieces 

from historical fiction, or works of poetry to make a point. I read them as hybrid narratives 

which mix different types of story-telling, such as historical, poetical, and legendary narratives. 

Even within these three categories, certain stories may become dominant while others stay 

hidden or become only rarely visible. They often appear blended, woven into the life stories as 

their organic building blocks. My task here is to recognize and disentangle these different types 
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of narratives and genres in the material. Furthermore, my goal is to show the way they form into 

patterns and share correlations with each other as women build up their life narratives.    

The narratives are indicators of cross-sections of individual and collective imaginations 

and subjectivities. “Non-hegemonic classes”, as Portelli calls them, often form narratives that 

have the morphology of folk tales (Portelli 1992: 48-49). They are some of the more traditional 

types of popular stories, a type that will emerge in some of the accounts I present here as well. 

They show an interesting strategy whereby women may draw on a traditional and commonly 

available genre such as a folktale, for example, and turn it to their advantage as narrators in 

support of their argument. Matild (SRB), for instance, uses a very common folktale format to tell 

her life story as a series of adventures and trials which she conquered with wit, adaptation and 

creativity. Hers is a modern, almost feminist, take on an old tale, popular across the region, of 

the king’s smallest son. To Portelli’s collage of narratives (historical, legendary, poetical), I 

would thus add folk narratives, which Matild especially draws from in telling her own life story. 

Through these narratives and through certain formalized elements –proverbs, songs, discursive 

formulas, stereotypes, the use of dialects and languages— it is possible for me to see 

intersections where the individual and collective memories collide, merge, sometimes clash, and 

perpetually exist in tension. Portelli writes that “the boundary between what takes place outside 

of the narrator and what happens on the inside, between what concerns the individual and what 

concerns the group, may become more elusive than in established written genres, so that 

personal ‘truth’ may coincide with shared ‘imagination’” (Portelli 1992: 48-49). Although I 

retain the uniqueness of individual narratives, I will show their capacity to forge visible 

interactions of public and personal ways of speaking. As we will see, public histories and 

political discourses shape the limited options narrators have to make sense of their life events. 

This means that women’s narratives about their own personal life events are not idiosyncratic but 

are schematic and comparable.    

Interviewees’ usage of tense and time markers are of specific relevance here because they 

obliterate the borderline between past and present. This phenomenon hearkens back to the 

poststructuralist argument about the constructed nature of experience and the narrative.4 The oral 

                                                            
4 Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse, Essays in Cultural Criticism, (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1978), esp. “The Historical Text as a Literary Artifact”, 81-100; David Carr, "Narrative and the 

Real World: An Argument for Continuity," History and Theory, Vol. 25, No. 2, 1986, 117-131; Paul Ricoeur, 

Time and Narrative, 3 Vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984, 1985, 1988); Donald E. Polkinghorne, 

Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences (Albany: SUNY Press, 1988); Robert F. Berkhofer, Beyond the 

Great Story: History as Text and Discourse (Cambrige, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1995); Alun Munslow, 

Narrative and History, (Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).  
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history material that I used for this book is a result of a first-person retrospective narration 

which, since it happens after the event/fact (sometimes long after), is a matter of memory. Dan 

Shen offers an interesting insight about the relationship between perception and memory: 

 

Because we can represent scenes in our minds, when we look back, scenes of past come, 

with different degrees of clarity and fullness into view. With our mind’s eye, we can ‘re-

see’ past events and ’re-hear’ past sounds. In first person retrospective narration, the 

narrator’s process of remembering past events is usually a process of viewing those 

scenes from his/her present perspective. But (…) the narrator may, in different stretches 

of the text and with varying frequency, withhold his/her present perspective and instead 

adopt the point of view s/he had while experiencing the event in the past. Significantly, 

the past perception of now exists only in the narrator’s memory and can be retrieved only 

as a function of memory. (Shen 2003: 84) 

 

 

The first-person narrator, though talking about the past, views the past scenes from his/her 

present perspective. However, changing the perspective, and shifting it constantly, is a rhetorical 

device through which an illusion of a binary is produced: between retrospective perspective and 

experiencing perspective and between the experiencing ’I’ and the narrating ’I’. These 

perspectives are not ontological categories but narratively constructed subject positions. The 

rhetorical trick of shifting between the two positions serves well to create immediacy and 

suspense, and it creates a possibility for varying the angle of vision of both the narrator and the 

listener. For example, when Mária (RO) recounts the story of how she escaped the Russian 

soldier by jumping out of a back window, running to the house next door, and jumping into a bed 

where an old man was sound asleep, she shifts from the past tense to the present several times. 

This shift creates an impression that the events are taking place right at the moment of telling 

instead of years ago, drawing me, the listener, closely into the effects the story creates. We laugh 

together and then get serious the very next moment. This merging of time and narrating modes is 

unique to the first-person narration, giving rise to immediacy and often effectively hindering the 

fact that an individual’s memories are always mediated through available means of 

communication and conventions of narration.  

What oral historians have access to it not the past event, not even its memory, but the 

representation of the memory of an event. What I am after in this dissertation are the ways, 

strategies, and modes that the thirty interviewees employ to retrospectively represent their 

memories. The moment interviewees tell their past in the form of a more or less coherent story, 

they employ certain narrative conventions that are largely defined by the narrative traditions of 

their culture and they transmit their memories through these culturally available genres, 
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interpretative frames, and discursive modes. Because memory, just like experience, is never raw 

but is closely aligned with representation immediately implying interpretation, logical ordering, 

performance and argument, memories never stay pure. They always remain mediated and 

constructed to re-create a sense of immediacy.  

Finally, I would like to mention the multilayered and performative nature of each oral 

history narrative. Life narratives are products of the interview situation, each with its own unique 

constellation of social, political and personal forces. I have found Ronald J. Grele’s concept of 

conversational narrative to be an adequate way to read and account for the end-products on the 

tape. It captures the contingencies and dynamism of each individual account that is a product of 

several layers of interaction, prehistory, social situation of participants, their views and 

upbringing, and their linguistic worlds. Grele argues that the power dynamics of the interview 

situation itself are rarely accounted for analytically in oral histories. He argues that, although the 

democratic impulse is there and that the acknowledgement of this joint-production happens, it is 

very difficult to find an adequate method of analysis and representation that steers clear 

“between the poles of an enthusiastic populism, where the historian disappears to give voice to 

‘the people’, and a traditional conception of ‘objective’ historiography, where the 

historian/author assumes a privileged position as interpreter of the interpretations of those he or 

she interviews” (Grele 1994:1).  

Grele writes that all interview situations are constructed situations and get played out on 

three structural levels: literary/grammatical/linguistic, social and political. The first refers to 

building up a narrative from verbal or non-verbal elements/signs. The second refers to the “set of 

relationships” that is being acted out in the interview setting (the “social structure of the 

interview”) and the third refers to the “ideological structure of the historical narrative”, which 

emerges in the conversation between the interviewer and interviewee and the “conversation” 

between larger “cultural and historical traditions, through which they are speaking” (Grele 1994: 

2). This, according to Grele, marks the “political field of the interview” and, for him, the whole 

interaction and consequently, the resulting narrative, is deeply embedded in this field. Langellier 

(1989), calling the same phenomenon “political praxis”, claims that the experience related in the 

oral history account is never free or independent of this phenomenon: 

 

All personal narratives have a political function in that they produce a certain way of 

seeing the world which privileges certain interests (stories and meanings) over others, 

regardless of whether or not they contain explicit political content (…) Telling personal 

narratives may legitimate dominant meanings or may resist dominant meanings in a 

transformation of meanings. The analysis of the enabling or constraining power of 
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personal experience stories must consider the politics of their concrete and embodied 

performance rather than the texts isolated from contexts, or stories apart from discourse. 

(Langellier 1989: 271) 

 

 

The narration thus is never solely about relating an experience or a memory of the experience but 

it is embedded in a “set of larger social forces” and ideologies defined either as a “socially 

constructed system of meanings” (Geertz 1964) and or the “taking of sides in a struggle between 

embattled groups in a fragmented social life” (Jameson 1981: 290). So Langellier’s political 

praxis, or Grele’s political field, can be related to Foucault’s concept of a discursive field, which 

if we take into account the passage above, is not only a “mere formalization of knowledge”, but a 

space where competing social forces battle over the “control and the manipulation of knowledge, 

the body politic and ultimately (…) the state” (Said 1983: 188).  

 Lomsky-Feder’s concept of memory field describes a similar mechanism, in which 

individual memory itself is never independent from larger social forces and discursive practices 

that are part of a certain culture and tradition. And the memory field itself is a terrain of constant 

negotiations and contestations, in which meaning is never neutral or innocent, and even less so, 

immanent. Efforts to master/control interpretation and meaning is very much a constant process 

and because the construction and legitimization of subjectivity is at stake, it is a social process, 

always involving some kind of a playing out of relationality and power. Thus, by treating the 

oral history material as a “conversational narrative” and placing the interview situation under 

close scrutiny, in Grele’s view, it is possible to demonstrate how the “political praxis of history 

is manipulated” (Grele 1994: 3).  

 What we want to forget and what we want to remember and how we remember is a 

simultaneous interplay of many different factors and it is not comprehensible without the 

researcher’s knowledge of larger social forces and the cultural arena within which they operate. 

By emphasizing that oral life narratives are products of a situated interview situation with its 

own internal power dynamics and different structural levels, I point to the role of the audience in 

the production of oral historical narratives. Interviewees wrap their political arguments into their 

accounts of the past in a dynamic relation to their audience’s personae and her responses. 

Similarly, the strategies interviewees choose in the interview situation to address sensitive topics 

highly implicates the audience: the way women address the taboo of wartime rape in animated 

anecdotes of adventurous escape and, as they narrate fear and terror amidst lots of grim laughter, 

all are accompanied by a pair watching eyes and telling reactions coming from me, the active 

listener. In effect, the performative element in producing oral accounts of history is very strong 
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and the political field of each interview conversation shapes the narratives down to their 

structures, themes and narrative modes.  

     

 

1.2. Sampling, Data Collection and Position 

 

I conducted interviews with thirty women in three countries over the span of three years 

(May 2005- December 2008). All interviews were given in Hungarian. Because of the level of 

intimacy such a genre requires, I decided to find volunteering informants through a snow-ball 

sampling method, through contact-people also known as gate-keepers. In each case I was 

introduced by these gate-keepers first. They asked the interviewees if they were willing to tell a 

historian their life stories for a research project. Once they conceded, I contacted them over the 

phone or went there in person and told them who I was, where I was from, how I knew our gate-

keeper, what my research was all about, and what its purpose was. The interviewees were all 

over the age of 65 at the time of the interview. At the time of the interviews, all of them were 

retired and all but six of the thirty women were widows and/or living alone. As the present 

research originally started out as a comparative one on women’s memories of state socialism, 

one of the most important criteria for choosing research participants was their age. In order to 

qualify, they had to have been starting their adult married and working lives by the beginning of 

state socialism (1945-49). The consequence of this decision was that personal life narratives 

ended up following the movement of history – paralleling life phases and historical periods. This 

way, the personal and the political (larger historical) got entwined in their stories and formed 

personalized accounts of much of twentieth-century history. Recognizing this pattern and 

following the narratives’ logic, I made another decision: to broaden the temporal boundaries of 

the research and attempt to write these personalized histories from their beginnings up until 

today. This involved placing the personal life phases next to the historical eras, thus creating a 

tentative and very flexible model of historical analysis where I looked for ways in which 

personal memories and public narratives, life phases, and historical periods or events merged. 

This meant creating the following structure: childhood/interwar period, adolescence/Second 

World War, adulthood/state socialism, old age (retirement)/post-1989 transitions. My story 

ended up being a study of the memories of all these periods as they were narrated in relation to 

and through memories of personal experience.  
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The interviews I conducted myself and usually in my informant’s home, where the 

interviewees could feel more relaxed. For my visits, I took smaller or longer journeys. These 

journeys in many cases involved multiple crossings of national borders, sometimes cooped up in 

the backseat of some strangers’ car from 3 in the morning to 3 in the afternoon, or crammed up 

in a crowded private minibus for hours and picked up by a friend of a friend of a friend upon 

arrival in Transylvania. To interview women in Vojvodina, I took day-trips from the South of 

Hungary to the Northern Serbian cities about 30-50 kms away. On those days I was inspected by 

the border police two times a day, once going there and once going back. When I took advantage 

of a private service, I pretended to be a family member with four other strangers, with my breath 

held upon inspection. When I did not cross the border, I still used all sorts of transportation: 

buses, cars, trains. I felt like I was zigzagging on the map (Appendix 5/a). By the time I reached 

my destination, I was often tired, hungry and thirsty. My host would always show me around, 

show me the plants, the flowers and the surrounding landscape. We would talk about the animals 

outside and the neighbors living in the vicinity. I instantly forgot the journey as we started to 

talk. 

I always made sure to ask whether they agreed to my use of a digital voice-recorder, 

although several times I had the experience that they had already started talking before I could 

ask. The interview sessions were usually for 3 to 4 hours. I asked each informant to take as long 

as she needed to express herself. Marshall and Rossman write that “[t]he narrative process seeks 

to collect data to describe …lives” (Marshall and Rossman 1995: 86). In this vein, I had one 

opening request which I formulated each time: “I would like you to tell me your life from the 

earliest moment you remember up till now.” In order not to disturb their own logic of narrative 

sequence and chronology I kept the interviews as little guided as possible; however, at times my 

help was required, when an informant asked what I specifically wanted to know. In those 

instances I either asked open-ended questions or, if the situation required, I referred back to 

previous topics on which I asked for further elaboration. The open ended questions I phrased as 

“How did you experience that?” “How did it make you feel?” “What happened next?” “What did 

you think about the situation?” The topics of childhood, relationship with parents, school, 

learning ambitions, work, experiences of marriage, motherhood and leisure-time activities were 

some of the most important ones I tried to elicit anecdotes about from my interviewees. I 

initiated these topics with the question “Could you please tell me more about...?” (Appendix 4) 

Following a strand of feminist engagements with the researcher’s positionality, I consider 

it important to situate myself as a researcher within ambivalent cultural, geographical, 
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generational, gender, ethnic, linguistic and disciplinary locations. These locations necessarily 

inform and influence the results and make my analysis specifically situated, and partial. 

Shulamith Reinharz writes that “although mainstream research does not respect personal 

experience and regards it as irrelevant, which spoils the project’s objectivity, feminist research 

embraces it because it repairs the project’s pseudo-objectivity”.
5
 I am aware that my own 

position as a young “little girl” from the same region (which was immediately obvious from my 

usage of the local “ö” dialect) influenced my attitudes and those of my research subjects 

throughout the interviews. The dialect usually created an informal atmosphere and it signaled 

that I and my research subjects, who spoke the same dialect, also possessed similar cultural 

knowledge. The women I interviewed often shifted positions and sometimes treated me as a 

young inexperienced girl, to whom they could teach about life in the past. They did that very 

willingly and they certainly seemed empowered as a source of information. Less often, but 

occasionally, I felt their inhibition because of the different level of education and because of 

their concern that they could not say anything significant that I could use for my research on 

history. I resolved these by showing interest in everything they had to say and pointed out what I 

had not known before. This often enhanced their opening up and forgetting about the fact that 

they were in an interview situation.  

 In the course of my analysis the reader will see that I indicate the factors that I see 

relevant in the interview situation. Acknowledging the different levels of this specific situation 

where interviewer occupies a specific, marked position highlights the oral production of history, 

and the audience’s role in it. Based on my experiences during fieldwork, I think it makes a 

difference if an interviewee tells her life story lying sick on her deathbed being in constant pain, 

and having me by her side (where I figure more like a person to confess to) as in the case of two 

Erzsébets (RO and SRB), or if someone is in good health and feels satisfied with her own present 

condition (where I may be the young girl to converse with) as in Teréz’s (SRB) or in Magdolna’s 

(HU) case. In a similar vein, though on a different level, it also matters whether the narrator sees 

me first and foremost as a Hungarian, a possible actor to further the nationalist cause (Erzsébet 

RO, Eszter SRB), or as a student girl who wants to learn about the past for her studies (Maria, 

“Ibolya” HU). All of these factors create positions for me, the interviewer, as well as for the 

interviewee.  They accordingly shape the interviews and the life narratives differently.  

I also had a curiously ambivalent experience of being an insider as well as an outsider. I 

was an outsider in the sense that I belong to a different generation. That generational gap, 

                                                            
5 Shulamith Reinharz, Feminist Methods in Social Research, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 258. 
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however, often disappeared because of my familiarity with the surroundings, which was 

especially the case in some of the interview-situations I had in Southern Hungary. Also, my 

being from a family of artisan-peasant great-grandparents and grandparents, and having grown 

up knowing some segments of the local past, many elements in the narratives had already been 

part of a cultural repertoire I had acquired through my own socialization. In other locations, such 

as Northern Transylvania, some commonly shared knowledge of the local past, such as names of 

illustrious people, places and the knowledge of local social networks was missing. When in 

Romania and Serbia, sometimes I had to ask for a translation of certain expressions from Serbian 

or Romanian into Hungarian, which did momentarily disrupt the narrators’ flow of the narration. 

It also often made me wonder how I, even though a Hungarian sharing the same language with 

them, lacked the cultural references residing in those very rich in-between cultural spaces, 

making me unable to see the depth of such linguistic worlds. Without wanting to essentialize 

these differences I experienced, with their cultural or linguistic gaps, I note here that we 

managed to communicate without obstacles. Interlocutors were not necessary. This made the 

interview situations often very intimate and very personal. In nearly all cases, my interviewees 

expressed the wish that they could see me again in the future because they had such a good time. 

Language, even though the interviews were conducted in Hungarian, was a marker of 

difference and, as such, served as a form of othering (for excerpts in English and Hungarian see 

Appendix 3). The dialect used in the language changed from region to region, which I always 

tried to adjust to wherever I was. At one point Margit from Transylvania (RO) told me with 

noticeable surprise on her face, “Are you sure you’re not from around here? You speak like us!” 

I realized how important language was in making me a part of her mental map and, in the larger 

scheme of things, how important it has been to denote (and connote) belongings to classify trusts 

and mistrusts. Thus, while I was in many ways an outsider in Serbia, in Transylvania, and in 

some villages in Southern Hungary, because I was not from there, I still was an insider in other 

respects – partly because of the language and the way I used it by always adapting to the context. 

Many women I interviewed outside present-day Hungary expressed, some even explicitly, that 

the fact that I was a Hungarian national did not make a difference. In some cases, however, I 

found myself representing one of “you Hungarians from over there”. To counteract this, I relied 

either on my contact person to emphasize personal bonds or I took advantage of a strategic use of 

language and cultural references. In other cases, I simply tried to convey an unbiased, empathic 

attitude and genuine interest in what the narrator had to say.  
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Usually oral historians and anthropologists encourage researchers to do more than one life-

story interview with an informant because of two factors. First, it might be informative of 

changes and variations in time– in my case, for example, about re-storying a life, which could be 

like having more than one snapshot of subjectivity. Second, it can have the advantage of the 

informant becoming more relaxed and more informative over the course of subsequent 

interviews. However, the disadvantage of this is that, as I observed, being in more than one 

interview situation provided opportunity for the interviewed women for the rehearsal of their 

memories. There was a chance of schematization and self-censoring which, for my purposes, did 

not prove very fruitful. In a few instances, I did conduct more than one interview with the same 

informant, although it never provided more information for the questions I wanted to raise. 

Erzsébet (RO), on my second visit, was even disappointed in her own performance saying, “I 

thought I would remember more”. In other instances, details were added, but the overall 

narrative structure of the accounts, the main themes and narrative frames, did not change. Rather, 

they were constantly reproduced. It made me realize that life reviews have a more in-depth grasp 

on how the narrator wants to see and present herself: they are more than just a snapshot of 

subjectivity. Thus, apart from three instances with Erzsébet (RO), Margit (RO) and Anna (HU), I 

decided not to conduct repeated interviews.  

 

 

1.3. Transcription: From Talk to Written Text to Narrative Segments 

 

As is generally the case with oral histories, I collected a huge amount of data which needed 

a lot of organizing, editing and eventually, analysis. I ended up with approximately 400 hours of 

recorded speech. Oral historians usually agree that making the transcript through selection and 

omission, even by transposing the oral text into punctualized sentences, already implies 

interpretation (for a sample see Appendix 4). Also, because such sources are oral sources by 

nature, oral historians usually regard the transcript as a secondary source, with the oral account 

on the tape being the primary source. Portelli, for example, writes: “The transcript turns aural 

objects into visual ones, which inevitably implies changes and interpretation… Expecting the 

transcript to replace the tape for scientific purposes is equivalent to doing art criticism on 

reproductions, or literary criticism on translations. The most literal translation is hardly ever the 

best, and a truly faithful translation always implies a certain amount of invention. The same may 

be true for transcription of oral sources” (Portelli 1992: 47).   
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I transcribed oral accounts with great care, paying attention to all linguistic as well as non-

linguistic utterances. It was a time-consuming activity, and eventually I asked for the help of an 

experienced transcriber who spoke and wrote Hungarian. Whenever an interviewee expressed an 

emotional reaction, I/she marked it in the transcript in parentheses. I worked from the “rough 

transcripts” (Reissman 2003) which means that I did not make retranscriptions. I did not slice up 

the text into clauses and then rearrange them like Bell or Reissman have done (Bell 1997, 

Reissman 2003). I marked recurring sentences and phrases because those provided clues for 

larger narrative frames and also, in several cases, recurrent phrases created certain tropes 

(metaphors, allegories) or became topoi (“Russian soldier”). I also indicated embedded dialogues 

and levels of embedded anecdotes. The first was informative as it signaled ways in which the 

narrators’ positioned themselves towards the event they were relating (expressed through shifting 

tenses) and to the characters of their story-worlds (expressed through a distribution of the 

narratorial voice in monologues or in fabricated dialogues). The second was informative in that it 

showed how the narrators moved from one anecdote onto another one, stringing them together 

and thus showing the line of associations that ensured the narrative flow. These practices of 

stringing anecdotes together showed small-scale emplotment strategies, the absolute micro-sites 

where discourses also seeped in and shaped accounts. I also indicated time markers, which 

provided clues for strategies of periodization and the segmentation of narratives. I always 

indicated my presence in the transcript as well as in the excerpts that I quote in my analysis. I 

consider this very important in order to convey that each narrative implicates me, the listener, 

and that they are produced in specifically constructed interview situations with their own layers 

of interaction, as Grele writes about.  

Following Portelli’s claim that interviews are foremost oral sources and with transcribing 

(which involves editing and interpretation) a lot of important information is already lost or 

changed, I also preferred to have the sound file available at all times to work from. Having the 

sound files and tapes at hand, and listening to them repeatedly, also gave the sense of a real live 

interview situation and prevented me from getting detached to the level of only seeing a few 

impersonal black and white typed pages of a person’s life. The tone and velocity of narration, for 

which the audio material is the prime source, proved useful in thinking about the situated, 

emotional production of oral history narratives.  

Each excerpt or quote that derives from my interviewees I translated myself. As a 

consequence, my text is also an in-between genre, a mediated narrative of life stories. 

Translating the interview fragments into English has been, and remains, a problematic issue, as 
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texts do not often yield to “translatability” (Spivak 2000). Often I find that there are whole 

‘worlds’ residing behind the words, which feed them and bring them into existence. My task is to 

bring those temporal, geographical, and cultural ‘worlds’ closer to readers of English, in a 

manner where I hope that not too much gets lost or misread. I listed all quoted excerpts in 

English and in Hungarian in Appendix 1, below each narrator’s profile. In Appendix 3 the reader 

can find the English translation of a full-length interview by Matild (SRB).  

 

1.4. Analytical Practice 

 

Conelly and Clandinin write that “In analyzing narratives, the researcher works to actively 

find the voice of the participant in a particular time, place or setting” (Conelly and Clandinin, 

1990). Portelli says that oral history sources are not discovered, that the voice of the participant 

is not found, but partly created by the researcher: “alongside the first person narrative of the 

interviewee stands the first person of the historian, without whom there would be no interview. 

Both the informant’s and the historian’s discourse are in narrative form” (Portelli 1992: 56). The 

historian is not a voice-giver, an omniscient narrator. S/he is not detached but enters, is pulled, 

into the narrative and becomes part of the story. The narrator is one of the characters and the 

telling of the story is part of the story being told, embodying a deep political and personal 

involvement. Therefore, oral history has no unified subject but is told from a multitude of points 

of view, to which the narrator/historian admittedly gives a partial perspective. As in works of 

narrative fiction in oral history narratives, there is no third-person narrator (Bal 1997). This 

implicates a heightened sense of the need for accountability, which involves making the research 

process as transparent as possible and one of constantly shifting authorial positions between 

narrating and reflection, analyses and the problematic aspects of analyses.  

Reissman argues that there is no unified way, no definitive method to do narrative 

analysis (Reissman 1993). It depends on what the researcher is interested in, what the focus of 

investigation is, and the function they endow narratives with. It is not only narrative analysis 

which is a varied field of practice. The concepts ‘narrative’ and ‘story’ have also been expanded 

to a point where they do not have one unified definition. Whenever a researcher uses these terms, 

urges Reissman, they have to be defined in the context of the specific piece of research where 
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they are used. Similar is the claim made by socio-psychologist Michael Bamberg.
6
 There is no 

consensus, no one definition of what a narrative is and what narrative analysis is. Both need to be 

worked out according to the type and goals of the research. My analysis focuses on the story of 

an entire lifetime. It is taken to be the product of the interview situation, on the one hand, and the 

varying angle of vision of past and present, on the other. It is not only the past that narrators tell 

through their present memories but through memories of the past, they tell about their present.  

I read the thirty life narratives as accounts of historical change and transformations. The 

cohesion that each woman narrator forges between her own life events and the larger historical 

context resides in their way of telling: as they find narrative strategies to express things that 

changed at different points and things that remained the same throughout. I seek and point to 

possible entry points where the messy personal oral memories can be scrutinized in a systematic 

way: structured, and put alongside the public meta-narratives to see where and how they meet 

and produce records (pieces) of historical memory – which are neither fully individual, nor fully 

collective, but acts of both. The analysis of the personal accounts, i.e. how they relate the 

personal life phase(s) to the larger historical period(s), I have made systematic by entering them 

from certain specific angles. First, I look at how the interviewees break up time to segment life 

events (e.g. changing schools, starting work, getting married etc.) and the events of their larger 

communities (e.g. invasion of the village, border changes) periods. Second, I map out the 

overarching frame/s the interviewees construct in which to understand their 

childhood/adulthood/old age experiences and how they encode the political in their accounts 

(socio-economic, religious and ethnic difference). By doing this, opportunities open up to look at 

where and how their accounts corroborate, disturb, or counter the existing historical record 

(official/publicized/national narratives).   

The analysis of narratives is often seen as a more in-depth alternative to survey and other 

quantitative research methods (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). One may, of course, combine or fuse 

the two (Shkedi 2004, Marchetti 2010). In my research, it being not a topical enquiry but one on 

discourses and ways of telling, the survey method would not have yielded many valuable results. 

I wanted to see –and the narratives allowed me to see— ways in which my interview subjects 

articulate their own viewpoints and evaluative standards, and how they make use of larger 

                                                            
6 In his work on six approaches to narrative, Michael Bamberg gives a specific definition of narrative relevant in 

each research context, which informs six different analytical approaches one may take in investigating identity 

development. The six approaches are the goal-structured(1), the interactive (2), the constructivist (3), the 

approach scrutinizing developmental and cross-cultural aspects of development (4), the interpretive and 

sociocultural approach (5) and the contextual approach (6). Michael Bamberg, Narrative Development: Six 

Approaches to the Narrative, (Mahwah and London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers, 1997). 
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interpretative frameworks, discourses for their purposes of argumentation.
7
 As I have mentioned 

in my theoretical premises, I see the narratives as textual versions of one’s own sense of self, 

serving specific purposes rather than transparent linguistic presentations of past experiences. In 

this vein I have conformed to and borrowed from narrative approaches that posit such a stance 

and thus created my own ways of analyzing the collected narratives which I outline below.  

I interweave excerpts from my informant’s narratives with my own. In this sense, my 

work is a product of intertextuality.
8
 It is not only the interview situation that produces the 

narratives as joint productions of the researcher and the research subjects. My final analysis can 

also be seen as a joint enterprise, one that has been edited, analyzed, and presented theoretically 

and chronologically by me. Due to the fact that the interview situation is already a constructed 

setting, in which the life narrative of the informant and its framework is a joint product of 

researcher and research subject,
9
 it would be naive and too simplistic to believe that the text 

solely provides access to a true inner world of the research subject. In my dissertation it is the 

entire interview that constitutes the narrative. I regard each life (story) as text and analyze it as 

such. I consider the accounts very complex and intricate, where the listening or reading audience 

has an active part in creating the outcome and where the representation of oneself, as an 

interviewee and as an interviewer, plays an influential role in producing the resulting text. In this 

sense, strategies of treating the text like poetry, as Reissman have done for example, pose the 

dangers of essentializing textuality and of formalist reductionism (Reissman 2003). 

Polkinghorne writes that “[p]eople strive to organize their temporal experiences into 

meaningful wholes and to use the narrative form as a pattern for uniting the events of their lives” 

(Polkinghorne 1988: 153). My interest goes beyond the flow of one individual life story and 

extends to the way historical continuities figure in showing the “political praxis” (Grele 1994) of 

the production and reproduction of history. I am interested in the interaction between the 

narrativization of the individual life and the way in which the different strands of public 

discourse seep into that narrativization and the way in which microhistories are embedded into 

                                                            
7 There exist systematic models, practices of narrative analysis, that have been developed by linguists (Labov 

and Waletzky 1967, Gee 1990), psychologists (Alexander 1988, Ochberg 1994), and social scientists (Denzin 

1990, Mishler 1991, Kleinman 1988, Reissman 1993) but these models are not blueprints to be adapted to any 

research project.  
8 I borrow the concept from Denzin’s theory on “symbolic/interpretive interactionism” (Ginsburg in Reissman 

2003, Denzin 1990, 2003). 
9 Feminist oral history research usually interprets this phenomenon in terms of intersubjectivity. See for example 

Shulamit Reinharz, “Feminist Oral History”, in Feminist Methods in Social Research, (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1992), 126-144; Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack, “Interview Techniques and Analyses”, 

in Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai eds. Women’s Words, The Feminist Practice of Oral History, (New 

York and London: Routledge, 1991), 11-25. 
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the larger historical narratives. Thus, my analytical practice is always in motion between the 

micro (personal) and macro (public): the individual text and its structure as well as its social-

historical context.  

For the investigation of discourse on specific historical periods and in order to see variation 

and similarity across several cases, I investigate the different plotlines separately and in relation 

to one another. Treating the text of a life narrative as a whole has another theoretical implication 

for history writing: it very often subverts canonized periodization, chronology (as linear time) 

and teleology. It also highlights continuities of certain discourses, the persistence of legacies of 

earlier periods. These can be traced and inform the ways women make sense of their present life 

situation and historical position. The transitions stories are a good example of this phenomenon, 

as the fact that my narrators are retired women with low pensions heavily influences their 

accounts of the transitions as either a historical disappointment or, for some, a re-evaluation of 

state socialism as a period of progress. 

 Scrutinizing narrative conventions of telling history through lives, how they figure in 

individual accounts and how they circumscribe memories of this specific range of women, thus, 

forms the basis of my enquiry. Lives are lived and events are experienced, and when it comes to 

arranging those into coherent life reviews at the end of the lifetime, it occurs according to those 

narrative and story-telling genres and conventions. Such narrative genres include differentiating 

between storying and emplotting a life, where the former is the raw chronological/casual 

sequencing of life events, and the latter is the sequencing and structural organization of a life 

story based on an emic logic. Plummer calls this the “inveterate fictionalizing of our memory 

and imagination” (Plummer, p. 186). Perhaps it is not too hasty to say that the story of one’s life 

and its emplotment yield two different narratives. Intertwined with elements of historical 

narratives, they tailor official historical narratives as well, even though some principles of 

emplotment (rupture-continuity) may –and do—coincide, as we will see in the chronological 

chapters 3 through 9. Besides stories and plot, I draw out and discuss different story lines, 

characters, and personifications in the stories as well as recurring themes (sets of patterns).  

There is no consensus as to how to derive themes from patterns. Labov, for example, 

looked for sequences of core phrases which are repeated across the interviews as indicators of 

themes (Labov 1967). These core phrases and narrative sequences, I argue throughout the 

analysis of women’s life narratives, are often borrowed from historical, cultural and political 

public discourses. In this sense, themes often are historically and culturally specific, making 

narrations themselves culturally specific. Langdom Elsbree suggests relatively few archetypal 
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actions such as 1) establishing/consecrating a home 2) engaging in a context / fighting a battle 3) 

taking a journey 4) enduring suffering 5)pursuing in consummation. Each is a dramatizing of the 

self’s achievements and failures in a fundamental category of human experience.
10

 My analysis 

of the life stories resembles very closely the readings he proposes, as the interviewees’ narratives 

do formulate many of their insights on history through larger themes such as suffering, 

movement, home, fighting a battle and so on. Analyzing personal life narratives along the lines 

of these themes allows for their comparison and seeing where they differ from public histories 

even though they use their elements.  

Among the general features of narratives, I examine several which I see as carriers of 

historical information. For example, I pay attention to emerging genres
11

 (plot-patterns) which 

are available for rural Hungarian women to narrativize the twentieth century. When I think about 

the ways in which they incorporate work experience and retirement to address historical change 

for example, or the ways in which war narratives are those of adolescent romance and sexuality 

and the story of the Holocaust is almost fully absent in them, it leads me to argue that some of 

these genres are not universal and available to all women everywhere. Rather, they are specific 

to them as a located group of individuals. In addition to genres and conventions of speaking, 

there are specific public histories to which the accounts conform to as well as diverge from. 

Besides embedded stories and mini anecdotes (e.g. Erzsébet’s anecdote about how she skipped 

school to send anonymous postcards to the soldiers on the front and got reprimanded for it), I 

also look at speech acts and conversational units where women present an event in the form of a 

dialogue. These dialogues are informative of the distribution of the authorial voice among the 

characters and play with the tension of narrative and historical time. They make narratives lively 

with acting and speaking characters, effacing the fact that there is only one narrator who voices 

all parts of a speech act and is, therefore, the source of information.  

The narrator is a central concept in the analysis of narrative texts, to which I also devote 

much attention. The manner in which the narrator is present in the text is informative of her 

textual and interpretive agency. In oral history texts we solely find a homodiegetic or first-person 

narrator, one who actually saw the events and objects at an earlier moment in the story but 

his/her telling about these events happens after the fact and is, therefore, a matter of memory and 

                                                            
10 I am in agreement with Linde when she argues that life stories are types of texts that are products of a 

particular culture and as such are not universal. See C. Linde, Life Stories, The Creation of Coherence, (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
11 Vladimir Propp based on his research on teh morphology of Russian folktales suggests 31 common themes, 

‘narratemes’, of folk tales (Propp 1968). For Portelli, ‘genre’ also applies to social science and history. 
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not of perception (Shen 2003: 84). I see instances where the fictional construct of the 

heterodiegetic narrator (Bal 1997), who is outside the story world and who possesses a godlike 

omnipresence, is also constructed by many of my research subjects in their stories. They, thus, 

often perform the deceptive authorial act of not only being able to perceive events in the story 

world, but also to penetrate into the characters’ inner world and create theories about their 

motivations and psychological processes. The narrator always positions herself as a witness, as 

an autobiographer as well as an advocate (Koleva 2006). Narrators, by oscillating among these 

three positions draw the image of these temporal entities, in spatial terms, as mental worlds. The 

narratives slowly and unevenly move along different storylines of the narrators’ pasts, attempting 

to tell a telos but constantly shifting tenses: ebbing backwards and flowing forwards in time. The 

integration of personal life phases with conventional time-segments defined by political turns 

and changes results, in personal life stories, as complex, multi-layered images of every period. In 

these images, all other periods are encapsulated. The general framing of these periods, however, 

is largely dependent on the women’s present system of “valuations” (Hermans 1997). They 

provide a certain account of a certain number of years in order to make a point. By making these 

shifts in narratorial positions, they aim to enhance the credibility of their stories and construct 

themselves to be truthful and reliable sources of information on the past. 

Historical validation, legitimation, or criticism resides as much in the plot (anecdotal 

narrative segments, i.e. ‘narrative thought’) as in evaluative rhetorical statements (non-narrative 

segments, i.e. ‘propositional thought’).
12

 Among strategies of emplotment, I have paid attention 

to the ways speakers alternate between summarizing and extensive presentation. I wanted to see 

what elements or important events are talked about in one or more accounts and what ones are 

omitted. I was interested in whether or not we can see patterns in the omissions and ways of 

expanding the stories. I relied on narratological concepts that describe these different ways, or 

strategies, of presentation, such as ellipsis (omission, silence), summary, scene (description), 

slow-down (presentation in detail) or pause (argumentative or descriptive fragment).  

I looked at ellipsis as a kind of omission that creates a gap in the narrative. It may have 

time markers such as “after four years”, or simply may be marked with a “then”, omitting what 

happened in between the before and after. Ellipsis, gaps, silence about something in the life 

narrative –the content of ellipsis—is often regarded as informative for oral historians, as such 

                                                            
12 Hubert J. M. Hermans, relying on Bruner 1986, distinguishes between two modes of narration, which 

correspond to two modes of thought (organizing logic). The “narrative thought” has an anecdotal form (wraps 

argument into a story) and the “propositional thought” is a non-narrative discursive or descriptive insertion 

which disrupts the flow of the narrative in order to make a point. Hermans 1997, 230-234. 
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silences may indicate traumatic experiences that the narrator wants to deny or simply cannot put 

into words. Gaps in an individual life story is rather impossible to fill in, as their content is 

unavailable, and so silence can only be part of the story as silence. What we will see further on is 

that when ellipsis takes on a pattern and appears more systematically, it may indicate larger-scale 

historical amnesias, discourses, narratives or subject positions that are unavailable in the memory 

field –the cultural, social arena in which the communication of memories happens—when the 

life story is told. Interpreting these gaps yields to me, the oral historian, yet another problematic 

position as all I can rely on ‘to fill the gaps’ are public narratives and whatever is available in the 

historical record. One of the large-scale, systematic ellipses that occur in the narratives is 

connected to the wartime anecdotes. The ellipsis forms around the deportation of the Jewish 

population, in the form of disappearance. Hardly any interviewees mention the event when their 

Jewish neighbors were taken away. Similar ellipsis forms around the years of 1945-49 which are 

often referred to as transition years in the history of the Central European region. In women’s 

narratives, these four years often fade into oblivion as they emphasize an immediate rupture of 

the ‘coming of communism or the collective’ after the end of the war. Instead of talking about 

the process of post-war reconstruction of the three countries, and gradual transition, women I 

interviewed draw a fault line, suggesting that there was never a possibility for things to happen 

differently, the coming of communism was sudden, stormy and inevitable. They draw a sharp 

contrast between that world and everything that preceded it.      

Interviewees often resorted to summary as their strategy of presentation. It sped up the 

narrative by listing successive events one after another. When a narrator does this after an 

extensive presentation of a series of events, it creates a sharp contrast where the listener/reader 

may have an impression of narrative rupture: that a life phase that is considered important to 

linger on is succeeded by an uninteresting, unpleasant or dull period. In Chapter 10, I will 

connect summary and amnesia as a mode of narration discussing Mária’s narrative from 

Transylvania. Mária elaborates her World War experiences down to the slightest detail and with 

the closing of the border (1947, Paris Treaty), the narrative changes into a rapid summary of her 

adult life, where she got married, had three children, educated them, nursed and buried her 

husband, worked and retired, and now lives in a tiny apartment from her small pension. Her 

narrative is exemplary of how in some of my interviewees’ stories the period of socialism is a 

dull narrative of stagnation. In this case, summary is also a form of ellipsis and may serve as an 

indicator of a more systemic perception of historical shift or rupture.   
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Scene is also a device that slows down the rhythm of the narratives to give a description or 

express an observation. It may serve the purpose of bringing the context of the story closer to the 

present and to the listener’s imagination and blur the boundaries of memory and perception, 

present and past, experiencing ‘I’ and narrating ‘I’. It may contain retroversions or anticipations, 

thus playing with past and future and manipulating narrative time. Mária’s account of her Second 

World War experiences I quote in chapter 10 are filled with such scenes of the shelter she was 

hiding in and descriptions of the landscape, which make the dynamic narration slow down but at 

the same time make the experience of listening to her account an experience resembling that of a 

viewer of events. 

Slow-down refers to extensive presentation, where the narrative flow slows down by 

means of detailed elaboration of a story. In that sense it is the opposite narrative strategy to 

summary. It may, for example, take the form of concentrating on one day, the events of which 

are related in great detail creating much suspense. To provide an example, it was such a slow-

down that one interviewee used when she told me the day her eleven-year-old son died in the 

summer of 1967. In the context of the whole life story of four hours, the narration of that day –as 

the last narrative segment—lasted for one and a half hours. In that sense, it exposes the tension 

between real time and narrative time. 

The narratological pause differs from the pause understood in oral history, even though in 

both understandings it stops the flow of the narrative. While in oral history methodology, it 

usually indicates a silence that may become heavy in an interview situation, in the case of the 

narratological pause, it does not mean blankness. Rather, it often appears as a description or 

takes the form of an elaboration of an argument. Such a ‘pause’ is created when, for instance, the 

narrator stops to give an explanatory description or an elaborate argument, starting by “You 

know what the biggest mistake of communism was? That it allowed women to work...” (Paula, 

HU). In women’s accounts I have found that these pauses the narrators use to elaborate their 

political-moral stances in more detail. It is a strategy women often resort to when they want to 

manipulate how they connect their life events to the larger context. These pauses create a 

disruption in the flow of their life events and a disconnection of those life events from the larger 

historical-political world and illustrate the legitimacy of the life story in the face of the particular 

regime or period.  

Embedded stories are extremely interesting indicators of linguistic sites of memory as they 

often stand for illustration, elaboration, expansion, or explanation. There is an abundance of such 

embedded stories (on different levels of embeddedness) in each life story. Often they are strung 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 1 

38 

 

together with the main story line through a character, or an event through the narrators’ 

association, associations which are indicative of how a specific historical situation (wartime 

escape, the enemy, early socialist society) can be grasped by the interviewed women. These 

anecdotes create the meandering, circular effect of the movement of oral narratives – which in 

the written genre of fiction bears a close resemblance to the labyrinths of magical realist texts. 

Apart from these narrative devices, oral history accounts are sometimes fragmentary, not 

coherent and are abundant in lapses, doubts, guesses, and meager anecdotes. These may indicate 

traumatic experiences or lack of narrative ways of expression. Disruptions and, where I assumed 

to read, omissions I indicated in the written transcripts. I read them not as indicators of trauma 

but as forms of evasions that acknowledge the fact that memories are constructed by means of a 

process of processing public stories, retranslating them and integrating them into personal 

narratives. For my interest in the different modes of memory and narration (nostalgia, amnesia, 

laughter) I pay attention to systematic silences, omissions and discrepancies, or contradictions, 

and also to the messiness and apparent incoherence of some narratives. I see these modes as 

shapers of narratives that do not only reflect how individuals remember, but the modes through 

which other levels of historical discourses operate as well. The third mode allows me to look at 

the performance of oral history narratives: the extent to which they are contingent on the 

interview situation and the audience. Apart from silences and omissions and performance, I pay 

attention to recurring phrases and metaphors that, at times, become overarching allegories 

running through the whole narrative and often defining the narrative frame. I also look at the 

characters as they are represented and also the meta-statements storytellers make about their 

story-telling or ability to remember. 

The themes in the chapters I abstracted from the narratives themselves. I discuss the most 

commonly emerging ones that can describe general features of all the accounts, or point out a 

unique occurrence for a possible alternative to an existing discursive formulation. Having 

analyzed the transcripts, I could point to the way the collected stories corroborate, complicate or 

counter existing historical narratives formulated in the different fields of national history, 

agrarian history, gender history or transition studies as well as how they underline or disturb 

theoretical paradigms worked out in these fields (see the overview in chapter 2). My theoretical 

approaches shifted a few times over the course of my readings of the transcripts. For me the 

interviews did not stand to prove or illustrate any previously fabricated unchanging theoretical 

hypotheses. Quite the contrary: they served as source material that articulated arguments, 

discourses. I pulled those out of the stories. As they were phrased in a particular register, they 
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called for adequate theoretical-scholarly language to frame and communicate and them. Looking 

at patterns of rupture and continuity, the theme of home and movement, or that of the state and 

citizenship, as well as the narrative memory-modes of nostalgia, amnesia and laughter are useful 

elements, metaphors that invited comparisons among the stories and have allowed for a language 

that makes elderly women’s life stories comparable to, and part of, scholarly history. Thus, the 

direction of analysis in this book went from the source material to the theories and back, often 

testing and reworking available theoretical concepts whenever the material required it. Concepts 

such as agency, resistance, emancipation, political, individuality and collective, I do not see as 

static but variable in meaning. In the chapters, I devote considerable energy to reading women’s 

narratives and seeing how they, the narrators, formulate their stances about themselves and the 

contexts in which they have lived. I refrain from any generic or formulaic use of these complex 

terms.  

The arguments my interviewees strove to make with their stories go beyond the 

meaningfulness of their personal lives: women employ several strategies in their narration of 

historical periods with the objective to make political arguments. All women I interviewed have 

lived in at least three different political regimes –interwar, postwar socialist and postsocialist. 

They have experienced them, and formed their views about them. Each regime change involved 

the new regime building its legitimacy on the negation of what preceded it. Their view of their 

own lives does not happen independently of their critical examination of these larger contexts, 

but together with them and tightly wound in them. Periods and life phases come to life in the 

stories in constant comparison, as women forge connections and disconnections according to 

which regime they preferred over which, i.e. what is historically legitimate for them. Political 

arguments define the narratives down to their structure, in fact, the elements of each life story –

the characters, the anecdotes, the dialogues—all fashioned according to the narrators’ personal 

and political arguments. They become visible in stories of betterment and progress, decline or 

stagnation, as well as the mixture of these three when they tell the story of the 1989- transitions, 

of state socialism or the interwar period. Interviewees express them in different themes of 

suffering of political violence –deportation, ethnic or class inequality, loss of land, job, 

possessions— and forms of resistance –refraining from party politics, practice of religion under 

communism, having certain friends, speaking a language when it is forbidden etc. Pro- and anti-

communist, egalitarianist or nationalist and anti-Semitic arguments emerge from such themes as 

well as from the very structure of the narratives, and sometimes from direct rhetorical remarks. 

The main argument, i.e. the life story has made sense, its narrator has made logical, rationally 
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sound and morally acceptable decisions, even if that sometimes entailed victimhood, is 

underlined and informed by political and moral arguments in the life reviews. 

Finally, I offer a few words about the arrangement of my discussion of the stories. Paul 

Connerton argues that oral history and life stories yield a cyclical conceptualization of time, 

instead of a linear one (Connerton, 1989). Life stories, however, aim at constructing a sense of 

linearity, even though in their emplotment of life events, they could indeed be characterized by a 

circular movement. Among my material there is not one life story that conforms to linear ways 

of writing history and arranging events according to calendar time (Ricoeur 2004). Many of my 

interviewees, however, expressed disappointment about their own scattershot, messy, non-

chronological organization of their story. This demonstrates well what their own ideal concept of 

linear narration is, the convention they should conform to. Gizella (RO), one of my interview 

subjects, came to the interview with a prepared sheet of paper with all the important dates and 

turning points in her life. As she started telling me her life story, in the first five or ten minutes 

she took effort to stick to the written sheet, an effort which gradually weakened during the 

interview until a point where she gave up following the sheet altogether. Besides the fact that the 

act of a written preparation of an oral account signaled to me insecurities and a certain degree of 

detachment from the content of what she had to say, it was also very telling as to how much she 

wanted to be chronological and linear.  I arranged the stories into chapters that follow a 

chronological order. Discussing the narratives this way meant abandoning their cyclical way of 

narration. This construction of a linear chronology in discussing life narratives on my part can be 

regarded as a practice of re-storying (Ochberg 1994).  

Heather Richmond writes that “making sense out of stories is enjoyable process. In fact the 

journey through this narrative process defines the research”.
13

 I hope I managed to illuminate 

some key points and stations of this journey, which consisted in making sense of rather messy, 

complex and difficult stories. With all of its difficulties, obstacles and limitations, it has indeed 

been a very enjoyable process that has been necessary for me to understand better the ways in 

which the women I interviewed talk about their lives while formulating different versions of 

history. 

 

*** 

                                                            
13Heather J. Richmond, “Learner’s Lives: A Narrative Analysis” in Qualitative Report, Vol. 7, No. 3, (Sept., 

2002), available online at http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR7-3/richmond.html 
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Chapter 2 

 

Life Stories and Historical Research 

 

 

This is a dissertation about memories told in interviews with Hungarian-speaking rural 

women of peasant and artisan origin who have lived through four historical eras with their 

respective regimes and state formations. In this chapter I set out to review some of the knots 

where, in the context of my project, the rupture-continuity and micro-macro dyad can be 

examined. The question in the title is an often-voiced and common concern of my interviewees, 

an expression of their insecurity about the relevance of their stories for my scholarly purposes. 

Apart from the obvious gendered connotation of such a question (what kind of important 

information could women add to history?), it reflects a common perception of ordinary people 

that they are not of much interest to historical scholarship. The question could have been of 

course voiced by me, the writer of this dissertation, as well. What new and what original 

statements can I make that would be of relevance to existing fields of research? What specific 

fields of research do I aim to connect to? How can I effectively prove that the concerns of 

insignificance voiced by my interviewees are not well-founded but that their memories are 

indeed invaluable sources of several kinds of history? What I set out to do in this chapter is to try 

and answer these questions by locating this piece of research at the crossroads of many different 

traditions of research and to locate my own stance within and beyond those traditions. In this 

chapter, I place the project at the center and try to introduce it from the angle of ix fields in order 

to show not only its relevance but also its broader contribution to discussions in these fields. 

Some of these fields are more topic-defined, some more method-driven, and some are a mixture 

of the two. The six fields are Hungarian national history, social and agrarian history, transition 

studies, gender history, memory studies and oral history. I highlight here debates and features of 

scholarship in these fields that connect to my work as regards both its topical and methodological 

aspects. In the end, I hope the women’s often-voiced concerns of inadequacy and insignificance 

will prove to be unfounded concerns, results of certain paradigms of writing and understanding 

history which I will critically scrutinize.   

The thirty narratives I collected can be read and employed as useful sources that exhibit 

strategies of crafting coherence of personal life and larger history through ruptures and 
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continuities. Throughout my analysis, while maintaining the uniqueness of each account of an 

individual’s life review, I engage in a process of connecting themes and structures in the 

narratives. These connecting themes and structures point beyond the individual and address 

issues on the macro-level, issues concerning modalities of history writing as well as ways in 

which personal and the political viewpoints interlace in the construction of historical narratives. 

The life stories that form the basic source material for this dissertation I consider informative in 

many respects. First, they are informative of the morphology and syntax that individual 

memories have in the specific geopolitical and ethnographical region under investigation: the 

Bačka region of Vojvodina (Serbia), Northern Transylvania (Romania) and the Southeast part of 

Hungary otherwise known as Viharsarok
14

 (national history). Second, they exhibit conventions 

of narration that define the ways in which the past is turned into history by Hungarian rural 

populations of peasant origin belonging to the oldest living cohort (agricultural and social 

history). Third, they speak to the experiences of rural women as well as to large-scale political 

and social changes and how those changes are conceived of by women (gender history). Fourth, 

the memories can also be seen as imprints of transitions: changes in belongings defined by large 

frameworks of empire, the nation, and the state with their shifting notions of citizenship and 

legitimate cultural, political, and socio-economic communities (transition studies). Fifth, the 

narratives articulate the interconnections in the formation of individual and collective memories, 

in that they suggest connecting points and lines of divergence between the individual and 

collective forms of memory (memory studies). Sixth, the narratives testify to the fact that 

remembering historical events and narrating them as an act that is situated in time implicates 

and, in fact, needs its audience (oral history).         

The life stories of these thirty women are worthy of historical investigation because they 

support, but also modify and counter, the way that the twentieth century can be understood and 

written about by scholars working in the above-mentioned fields of history writing. Individual 

memories are extremely complex, multilayered, and bear the trace of the specific organizing 

principles and messiness of orality. In order to untangle them, I have relied on several bodies of 

literatures from these different research fields, all of which I intend to bring together in this 

dissertation. The stories provide commentaries on debates that get formed in gender history, 

agrarian and social history, transition studies, memory studies, and oral history. In the following 

discussion, I will give a brief overview of all the points and debates in these specific fields that 

are relevant for my own work. 

                                                            
14 The region is the Southern part of the Hungarian Plains (Alföld) located east of the river Tisza. 
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2.1. Hungarian History  

 

The field of twentieth-century Hungarian history can be characterized by a few general 

features that scholars often reproduce in their work. These general features have become 

conventions that are difficult to modify within existing frameworks, conventions and long-

standing values and standards in Hungarian history-writing. I specifically want to mention three 

such conventions that have deep connections with, and also serve as a point of departure for, the 

present work. One such feature is the prevalence of a somewhat restricted national framework 

where little emphasis is laid on comparative approaches in scholarship on Hungarian political 

and military history. Perhaps the only exceptions are studies in international diplomacy and some 

scholarly endeavors in economic history. The latter tends to come from the pens of mostly 

leftist/Marxist scholars as the conservative-liberal traditions of history writing continue to 

engage in the project of crafting a narrative of the nation.  

The second such feature, which is probably a symptom of the first one, is the fact that 

within the national canon, the history of twentieth-century Hungary is a history of forced paths 

(kényszerpályák). The expression is used as a topos in historians’ texts for accounts of the 

Horthy era and the Second World War
15

, for socialism and for the transitions
16

. It has grown into 

a full-fledged interpretative frame, which often results in a recognizable pattern of self-

victimization further reinforcing the underlying nation-theme (“nemzeti tematika”
17

). It serves to 

represent Hungary as a unified entity whose modernization has fallen victim to outside forces 

throughout its modern history. The notion of forced paths, thus, goes hand in hand with 

Hungary’s modernization project, sometimes very concretely phrased as a struggle to ‘catch up 

with Europe’, a project that has undergone repeated failures.
18

 Such nostalgia for the nation takes 

shape in the genre of self-victimization. It is narrativized along the theme of having been forced 

into supranational flows of history and very concrete imperial power struggles. Repeated in 

scholarship as a lament that is public and collective, it is often voiced through nationalist 

political slogans. Scholars of history, of course, constantly debate the spaces where there was (or 

                                                            
15 Romsics 2002; Ránki György, Mozgásterek, kényszerpályák (Spaces for Action and Forced Paths) (Budapest: 

Magvető, 1983); Szakály Sándor, Volt-e altarnatíva? Magyarország a második világháborúban (Was there an 

Alternative? Hungary in the Second World War) (Budapest, 1999). 
16 Lengyel, Mozgástér és kényszerpálya (Space for Action and Forced Path, (Budapest: Helikon,1997); Szigeti 

2007. 
17 Szabó Ildikó, Nemzet és szocializáció (Nation and Socialization) (Budapest: L’Harmattan kiadó, 2009). 
18 Lengyel László, Mozgástér és kényszerpálya (Space for Action and Forced Path) (Budapest, Helikon, 1997) 

or from outside the academic realm and more in that of political institutions see the conference “Kényszerpálya 

vagy modernizáció” (Forced paths or modernisation) held on March 11 2003 in Budapest. 
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would have been) a possibility for the country, as a unit, to act as an historical agent – and not as 

a victim – during important turning points over the course of the twentieth century. The terms of 

those debates, however, are seen through a myth of, and nostalgia for, a coherent, pure and 

undivided nation whose lot was dependent on a few weak politicians (e.g. Horthy and his 

ministers between 1920 and 1945) and/or the powerlessness of the country.
19

 The revision of 

national chronology and the reconceptualization of the historical canon have already been under 

way from the angle of women’s history, which highlights the organic inclusion of women and 

writes history from their perspectives and embodied presence as political agents producing 

different histories.
20

  

Lisa Rofel writes that nostalgia not only has certain themes but also has a specific plot.
21

 In 

this vein the third convention my project scrutinizes is periodization, which forms another 

important feature (that of emplotment) alongside which the national historical canon has been 

formed.
22

 The twentieth century is conventionally periodized in five larger periods: dualism 

(1967-1918), the Horthy era (1920-1945), the Second World War (1939-1945), socialism (1949-

1989), and the transitions (1989- up till today). These are further divided into sub-periods: the 

1919 Bolshevik reign, the Bethlen consolidation period (1921-1931), the popular-front era 

(1945-1948), the Rákosi era (1949-1953, 1955-56), Imre Nagy’s prime ministership (1953-55), 

and the Kádár era (1956-1988), to mention but a few. These are periods that are delineated 

according to terms of political changes and are then discussed as units, as chapters in their own 

right, by writers of political history. Tamás Faragó thus writes that the “Hungarian tradition of 

                                                            
19 See for example Zeidler Miklós, “Mozgástér a kényszerpályán. A magyar külpolitika “választásai” a két 

háború között” (Space for Action on the Forced Path. “Choices” of Hungarian Foreign Politics Between the Two 

World Wars), in Romsics Ignác ed., Mítoszok, Legendák, Tévhitek a Huszadik század Magyar történelméből, 

(Myths, Legends and Misconceptions from the Twentieth-century Hungarian History), (Budapest: Osiris, 2002), 

7-27. 
20 Andrea Pető’s entire list of monographs and other writings, where she writes political and cultural history 

through women, are all serious endeavors to revisit and correct the national historical canon. See, for example, 

Pető 2001, 2003a, 2003b, 2009. 
21 Lisa Rofel, Other Modernities, Gendered Yearnings in China After Socialism, (Berkeley, Los Angeles and 

London: The University of California Press, 1999), 32. 
22 Here I would like to draw attention to an important distinction between what may be understood under the 

notion of a “national canon in history” in different countries. To mention but one example from the Netherlands, 

the concept of the national historical canon implies the secondary-school curriculum in history. For more on the 

Dutch historical canon see Jeannette van der Sanden, Transferring knowledge about sex and gender: Dutch case 

studies, (Pisa, University of Pisa Press, 2010). In Hungary, by contrast, the concept of historical canon has also 

greatly changed with the 1989 political changes. Before 1989 it meant the officially approved scholarly 

publications that interpreted Hungarian (and world) history in terms of Marxist-Leninist framework of class-

struggles. After 1989, the neo-conservative guild of historians took a formative role in shaping the reformed new 

history of the nation (in research topics as well as interpretation). This canon is much more vague and elusive 

than the secondary-school curriculum and concretely crystallizes in publications (academic as well as mediatized 

popular history) and is largely endowed with political meanings and a return to the practice of writing history 

from the perspective of the nation.   
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historiography”
23

 is event-centered (political history) and does not leave much space for the 

legitimacy of showing longue duree social and economic processes that social and economic 

historians write about. Faragó writes that “public opinion (közvélemény) is still dominated by a 

view that sees Hungarian history built on turning points attached to dates, its attention is still 

turned towards the misfortunes and grievances of the far-away and recent past, and the induced 

sadness it tries to remedy by keeping alive the glory of the Middle Ages or a more glorified myth 

of origin” (Faragó 1999: 304).
24

 He sees public histories as interested in showing social changes 

– if investigated at all — as consequences of, or coinciding with, political ones. Shifts in social 

phenomena, even though they often elude these historians, are often squeezed into the 

straightjacket of politically defined periods that are centered on significant, or big, events. This 

claim is well-exemplified by the current Everyday Life in the Age of…series, which aims to argue 

for the importance of microhistories and everyday life and is designed to be semi-academic and 

written also for a wider public.
25

 My work differs from such histories as well, as it looks at the 

way private stories connect to or disconnect from these larger periodical units. 

Writing the stories of big historical periods within contemporary Hungarian history has its 

own conventions and general (generic) features as well. The Interwar era, for instance, was – and 

to a large extent still is — characterized by the discourse of the so-called “Trianon trauma”
26

 and 

there are still relatively few accounts of this period that are written from a comparative, 

transnational perspective. Ormos Mária’s work on the political history of interwar Hungary, 

popular among undergraduate students of history, is a remarkable exception from this trend 

                                                            
23 The discursive formulation of such a tradition as one and monolithic by scholars is in itself informative: it 

signals that historians not engaged in political history do voice their lament over a certain level of marginality 

this way. See Faragó’s review of the life-work of István Szabó, and the openly expressed lament over its neglect. 

See Faragó 1977. 
24 The excerpt is from an article the author wrote in 1977 and then re-published in 1999, making the work of 

editorial censorship twenty-two years before visible in his text. So apart from the still valid points Faragó makes, 

his review article is an important document of changing political and academic paradigms. 
25 See works such as E. Kovács Péter, Mindennapi élet Mátyás király korában (Everyday Life in the Age of King 

Mathias) (Budapest: Corvina, 2008); H. Balázs Éva, Krász Lilla és Kurucz György eds., Mindennapi élet a 

Habsburgok korában, (Everyday Life in the Age of the Habsburgs, 1740-1815) (Budapest: Corvina, 2007); 

Gyáni Gábor, Hétköznapi élet Horthy Miklós korában, (Everyday Life in the Age of Miklós Horthy) (Budapest: 

Corvina, 2006). Such chronological logic is followed by Gyáni Gábor and Kövér György, Magyarország 

társadalomtörténete a reformkortól a második világháborúig, (The Social History of Hungary from the Reform 

Age to the Second World War) (Budapest, 2001), and Vlauch Tibor, Mindennapi élet a Kádár korszakban, 

(Everyday Life in the Kádár Era) (Budapest: Corvina, 2006). This later work is a textbook used in the training of 

undergraduate training of historians at universities and discusses social history in two chronological periods: 

Dualism and the Horthy era.  
26 This is the generally used concept to cover the fact that the 1920 peace treaty was/is perceived by some as a 

national tragedy. For a more extensive treatment of the Trianon corpus and the available discourses see Chapter 

3.  
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because of its contextualizing approach.
27

 It has long been the subject of emotionally charged 

and politically-heated debates on the evaluation of the Trianon-treaty.
28

 Different political 

viewpoints produced different ways of crafting the stream of events into narratives of 

contemporary Hungarian history. The event of the treaty, signaled by the calendar date June 4, 

1920 can be said to have initiated a sort of ‘short twentieth-century’ in narratives crafted by 

conservative-liberal historians (Romsics 2001, 2002). Historians with more leftist or Marxist 

inclinations, on the other hand, go back to Hungary’s millennium (1895-96), or even as far as the 

Compromise (1867), as formative events that lead to subsequent chapters of the twentieth 

century. Their works put the treaty, as well as the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 

within that stream. The difference in logic is crucial to mention simply to understand and 

acknowledge the existence of multiple historiographical traditions. These texts write the 

historiographical narrative from the perspective of different social circles, strata, or groups. The 

obvious domination of political history on the period has only recently been balanced by works 

in the genre of everyday history emerging within the subfield of social history.
29

 These accounts, 

and those of a transnationalist scope, lack the subtext of nostalgia and revanchism and, thus, 

provide a more open discursive field for my project to connect with when comparing memories 

of Hungarian-speaking women from three nation states. Szigeti argues that currently, the leftist 

tradition is largely marginal due to the demonization of political Marxism in the humanities and 

social sciences that followed the collapse of state socialism in 1989 (Szigeti 2007). In fact, this is 

only true for political history. The social sciences, as I will describe in 2.2., were mostly 

informed, until 2010, by leftist scholars. What Szigeti does not acknowledge is that the problem 

today is that the leftist framework did not critically examine the state socialist and state feminist 

period and, therefore, it has become vulnerable to neoliberal challenges since the 1990s.  

The Second World War appeared as the epitome of rupture in post-war national history, 

utilized as an important instrument of political legitimation for the party state (Szabó 1989). The 

still rather scarce trauma-literature had ample discursive and political space to emerge only after 

                                                            
27 Ormos Mária, Magyarország a két világháború között, (Hungary Between the Two World Wars) (Budapest: 

Csokonai, 1998). 
28 The literature is enormous, which shows the historical significance the topic receives (see Chapter 3). There 

are exceptions. For two analytical studies see Zeidler Miklós, A revíziós gondolat, (The Revisionary Thought) 

(Budapest: Osiris, 2001), a work which analyses the “irredentist cult” in Hungary in the Interwar era, and 

Romsics Ignác, A Trianoni békeszerződés, (The Trianon Treaty) (Budapest: Osiris, 2001), a work which puts 

into focus the complex processes (on the national and the international scene) of how the ‘birth’ of the treaty can 

actually be reconstructed through available documents. Both works argue for a non-emotional analytical attitude 

as criteria for scientific investigation. 
29 The Journal of Social History Korall forms the main forum for such publications in Hungary. See also Gyáni 

2006, or Gyáni and Kövér 2001)  
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1989 when accounts from, and records about, rape victims alongside survivors of communist 

crimes surfaced. It was only after this year that Holocaust narratives could also start to be 

written.
30

 Hand-in-hand with these processes, another body of historical research debates 

Hungary’s role and its forced paths in the interwar era and during the Second World War.
31

 

As regards the period of state socialism, there was a strong politically induced tendency of 

historical erasure in the first decade of the transitions. Efforts to face the recent past were 

scattered and not very systematic. The term ‘post-socialist’ which, in my view, mistakenly 

denotes the attributes of the former bloc, has remained a geographical concept and has not been 

developed into a theoretical paradigm along the lines of ‘post-colonial’ (Kopeček 2008, Agárdi 

2009). It has taken fifteen to twenty years for analytical inclinations and concrete attempts to 

emerge in Hungary; the Journal Eszmélet has served as one forum for it (Szigeti 2007). However, 

many of the texts written ten to twenty years after the collapse exhibit retrospective bias (Ash 

2009) whereby the historiographical logic is to write the story of state socialism with one 

inevitable outcome: its collapse. Szigeti mentions the existence of this logic and locates it mainly 

in texts written by conservative-liberal authors. So far, mostly macro-analyses have surfaced, 

often with an inclination to be comprehensive and cover a range of different historiographical 

traditions (Romsics 1999, Pittaway 2004, Burawoy 2009). But some remarkable endeavors to 

conduct localized microhistories were also produced during this period: Saád’s Telepessors 

(2004), Pető’s Nőhistóriák (1998), Rajk Júlia (2001), Napasszonyok and Holdkisasszonyok 

(2003), Losonczi (2005), Bögre Asszonysorsok (Women’s Lives) (2006), Tóth (2007), Závada 

Kulákprés (Kulakpress), (2006), essays on social history (Vlauch 2001, 2006) and cultural 

history (Simonovics and Vlauch 2009). These works have also begun to make use of life stories 

as their source material besides, or in lieu, of archival documents. 

The last period, which is in the very process of becoming a period, are the years of the 

transitions, the post-1989 or –in international scholarship— post-socialism. Predominantly it 

involves the study of change, including continuities and ruptures in a historical, political, and 

economic sense; it is tackled in disciplines like economics, political science, and political 

philosophy and, to a lesser degree, in the cultural realm is covered by interdisciplinary research 

                                                            
30 Trauma as an analytical framework in history and the social sciences has become more widespread after the 

sins of state socialism were revealed in the past two decades, which is characteristic of the former member states 

of the bloc (see the “museums of terror” in Lithuania and Budapest). The two-day interdisciplinary conference 

devoted only to the theme of trauma was organized very recently at Pázmány Péter University in Hungary 

(May14-15 2010), which signals the increasing popularity of the approach as well as the recognition of the 

urgency of its scholarly investigation, without which such a framework can easily become a strategy of self-

victimization (the Budapest House of Terror was criticised for this). 
31 The literature is large and here I cannot be exhaustive in its overview.  
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on political socialization. Scholarship on the period of the transitions is largely entwined with 

evaluations of state socialism, which signals the fact that it is admittedly difficult for scholars not 

to be politically biased (“Preface” in Szigeti 2007). The sudden increase of memory research 

(oral histories, monuments, sites of memory) is a significant product of the transition-period. 

However, such memory research, as yet, has a limited scope. It focuses mainly on 

intergenerational and family research (Losonczi 2005, Neményi 1999, 2003, 2005) and 

professional communities. Andrea Pető’s work on conservative female politicians, Börgre 

Zsuzsa’s book on nuns and religious identity under the dictatorship, and Tóth Eszter Zsófia’s 

work on worker women are all remarkable examples of in-depth qualitative research of social 

groups formed around a particular professional-political identity.
32

 

I have singled out the above-mentioned three historiographical conventions – a national 

framework, the discourse of forced paths, and practices of periodization — because I aim to 

ultimately be critical of them. First, I rethink the national framework as a convention of 

interpreting history. It has been immensely difficult to do, since the so-called nemzeti tematika is 

a deeply embedded structuring principle of interpretations of the past, from which my generation 

of intellectuals are not exempt.
33

 The fact that my work has a strong comparative angle, 

however, serves the purpose of undoing the strong guiding force of the frame of nation through 

showing its diversity. In this dissertation, I compare memories of Hungarian speakers by 

pointing out similarities as well as differences among them. While they share a common 

Hungarian idiom, there are several differences among women’s accounts from Romania, 

Hungary, and Serbia. My analysis of these accounts aims to dissolve the national frame by 

investigating linguistic constructions of Hungarianness as diverse and multiple, and through the 

study of imperial legacies on the level of the individual and communal, by marking sites
34

 where 

they intersect. Secondly, it bridges the relative separation of “minority-research”
35

 and research 

                                                            
32 See Tóth 2007, Pető 2003 and Bögre 2004 respectively. 
33 Szabó Ildikó’s most recent work on political socialization in Hungary effectively argues that (political) 

socialization in Hungary (under which category the knowledge and understanding of history belongs) has been 

defined by a strong ’national theme’ throughout the twentieth century. Even the forty years of state socialism 

were no exceptions from falling under this tendency. See Szabó Ildikó’s Nemzet és szocializáció (Nation and 

Socialization) (Budapest: L’Harmattan kiadó, 2009). 
34 Pun intended here: I consciously chose this word to refer to an already existing theoretical concept of linguistic 

sites of memory stretching Pierre Nora’s concept of lieu de memoire. See Nora 1989. 
35 Such research is done in separate institutes e.g. Research Centre for Ethnic-National Minority research at the 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences (MTA Etnikai-Nemzeti Kisebbségkutató Intézet) and other dispersed institutes 

in the neighbouring countries e.g.: In Romania: the National Institute for Minority Research at Cluj-Napoca 

(Nemzeti Kisebbségkutató Intézet, Kolozsvár) which only held its first introductory session in Budapest on April 

17, 2008! In Slovakia: Forum Minority Research Center (Fórum Kisebbségkutató Intézet, Somorja/Samorín), 

Ethnology Center (Etnológiai Központ, Komárom/Komárno), Mercurius Social Science Research Team 

(Mercurius Társadalomtudományi Kutatócsoport, Pozsony/Bratislava). In Serbia: IDENTITY Minority Research 

http://www.mta.hu/?id=1955&muhely=15
http://www.mta.hu/?id=1955&muhely=73
http://www.mta.hu/?id=1955&muhely=101
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done among Hungarians living within today’s state borders. Here a possible and legitimate 

critique emerges: how is it possible to overcome a so-called national framework if one only 

investigates communities that speak one language, the language of the researcher. Does that not 

serve only to further reinforce existing notions of a nation, this time phrased as a cultural 

(linguistic) and not as a geographical entity?
36

 I believe that, as Luisa Passerini has phrased it, 

there are two strategies at the researcher’s disposal when wanting to dismantle a bloc-entity that 

has so far conventionally been regarded as homogeneous: from the inside and from the outside.
37

 

An investigation like the present one, because of obvious limitations, cannot aspire to go beyond 

the linguistic and cultural entity ‘Hungarians’. However, it aims at practicing the strategy of 

dissolution from the inside by showing diversity and multiplicity within a presumed bloc-

identity. It aims at showing discursive ways that women who narrate their stories use to position 

themselves and negotiate their different identifications in multicultural contexts. Countering 

expectations that, despite living in three different nation-states, Hungarian women would 

articulate a shared experience, these women do not adopt an ethnicity-specific angle in telling 

their stories. While accounts coming from Hungary tend to be blind to ethnicity, women from 

Serbia and Romania make it a marked category and employ it for their interpretations of past 

experiences and create continuity along the lines of ethnic differences. I was not surprised, 

therefore, to find that in a multiethnic environment, ethnicity is more marked than in a 

homogenous environment. In my view, it is important for historical studies that take ethnic 

identity of Hungarians as a starting point to notice the marked nature of ethnicity and pay 

attention to the way it is produced instead of treating it as a natural given. Such a practice can 

help to widen the nation frame.     

Second, I critique the discourse of forced paths by looking for the ways micro-narratives of 

victimhood –anti-Semitic stories about Jews, racism against the Roma— are connected to the 

larger stories of missed opportunities, exemplified by the Trianon trauma and the impact of 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Workshop (IDENTITÁS Kisebbségkutató Műhely, Zenta/Senta), Kiss Lajos Ethnology Society (Kiss Lajos 

Néprajzi Társaság, Szabadka/Subotica), Scientific Society for Hungarian Research (Magyarságkutató 

Tudományos Társaság, Szabadka/Subotica). These are only a few of the many centers that do work on minorities 

in the region. For a more exhaustive list of centers doing research on Hungarian minorities see the website of the 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences (http://www.mta.hu/index.php?id=1955).   
36 I am grateful for the responses of an enthusiastic group of scholars at the Cliohres annual plenary in December 

2009 in Pisa, who critiqued this piece of research by raising such relevant issues. 
37 Discussion at the conference ”The Idea of Europe” in October 2009 in Utrecht, The Netherlands where 

frameworks of ”the national”, ”European”, ”Western” and ”global” were debated, and imaginations of different 

‘Europes’ were discussed, ones that were rooted more in a federalist than an imperial concept. There the project 

of dismantling a homogeneous concept of Europe (and its construction) as two-directional - coming from 

“inside” (i.e. European thinkers) as well as from “outside” (i.e. thinkers from the former colonies) - was argued 

for, and the relevance and necessity of both was articulated.  

http://www.mta.hu/?id=1955&muhely=143
http://www.mta.hu/?id=1955&muhely=153
http://www.mta.hu/?id=1955&muhely=153
http://www.mta.hu/?id=1955&muhely=44
http://www.mta.hu/?id=1955&muhely=44
http://www.mta.hu/index.php?id=1955
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malignant occupying forces (Russian, communists, Romanians), who robbed the country of its 

future and halted its modernity. I put several interpretative frames next to one another, all of 

which represent different perspectives on twentieth-century history – not only of the Hungarian 

nation, or the respective nation-states, but also of their micro-communities such as the village, 

the town, and the work-communities that they have been members of. Such micro-communities 

have also been identity-forming agents, the experience of which has often modified the effects of 

large-scale changes. Forced paths, in this dissertation, appears as only one form of emplotment 

among many others. I will show different discourses around the theme of Trianon, the interwar 

era, about state socialism and the transitions, where interviewed women forge their agency in 

talking about the way they lived through these changes. Forced paths do pop up in the 

interviews, mainly when interview subjects give summing up statements about changing 

regimes. Also, women in many accounts do engage in self-justificatory explanations and 

evaluations using the rationale of explaining experiences through larger forces of empires and 

the state. I address these strategies with the illustrative metaphor of the “state effect” (Mitchell 

1991). In many accounts, women show an urge to emphasize their own unique strategies for 

getting by and even enhancing their situation amidst given circumstances. It is rare that the 

interviewees’ overall argument is one of passive endurance of outside forces that swept their 

lives to and fro. Their ways of phrasing such strategies —of getting by and maneuvering within 

amorphous and ever-changing power relations and social dynamics— are manifestations of their 

interpretative agency. Interviews, apart from rare instances of wanting to summarize the century, 

do not represent history as a set of forces larger than any individual. Forced paths have no exact 

mirror image in the women’s oral narratives. Narrators only resort to borrowing such 

formulations in instantaneous occurrences: when summarizing the century in the abstract.   

Third, I criticize rigid ways of periodization by showing how the interviews subvert its 

conventional logic. While periodization is an important element of crafting any historical 

narrative, it often does not coincide with individual lived time, even when life phases and 

historical periods coincide. This is rationed according to another, more personal, logic. In the 

interviewees’ microhistorical accounts, different periodization-patterns emerge. The women 

periodize differently by sometimes following, and sometimes totally leaving aside, official 

periods. For instance, Old Yugo/Horthy era/the beginning of the Second World War are all 

placed on a chronological scale depending on women’s location. These differences call for a 

comparison and, as the reader may recognize, I have arranged the chapters chronologically to 

reflect the comparison. In so doing, I sought to create parallels (common reference points) with 
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already canonized ways of writing twentieth-century Hungarian history and place the variants of 

such a linear plot next to one another. This way, highlighting where ethnicity is not always the 

guiding principle, different versions of chronologies circumscribing the different mnemonic 

communities of the region could become more visible. 

In sum, alternative imaginations of history exist even if they are not yet part of the 

available public histories resting on these three conventions. These three conventions are existent 

in the historiography of other nations’ recent pasts as well and do not constitute an idiosyncrasy 

specific to Hungary. They are contested ways of history writing, arbitrary practices of making 

sense of the turbulent recent past. As longstanding conventions, they have an important role in 

shaping how people –ordinary and intellectuals alike—view history. But, as my interviews 

testify, they are not the only ways. I, the interviewer, attempt to show this multiplicity, in order 

to question the validity of the national framework, of self-victimizing rhetoric, and of 

periodization. All three of these features, though not equivalent to each other, equally render 

Hungarian historiography as isolated and difficult to communicate beyond the borders. The 

interviews show their limitations by sometimes complying with them and imitating them; in 

other instances, they disturb and challenge them by representing events using a different 

framework, or by shedding light onto an absent narrative. They form spaces of intervention to 

attempt to open up and bridge the communication gap about the region’s recent past –struggling 

with obvious problems of language, translation and translatability—to readers not confined 

within the borders and by these conventions.  

 

 

2.2. Social and Agrarian History 

 

My work also draws on and connects to the history and sociology of rural populations and 

agrarian history. I share the claim made by Imre Szabó, an undeservedly overlooked historian of 

rural peasantry, that history is not moved solely by political elites and that the peasantry is a 

legitimate social group for historical study.
38

 Interestingly, Imre Szabó apparently felt the need to 

legitimize and popularize peasant studies in 1940 despite the fact that since the beginnings of 

Hungarian social sciences, in its first workshop, the situation of rural populations, mostly 

                                                            
38 See Szabó Imre, in Eckhardt Sándor ed., Úr és paraszt a magyar élet egységében, (“Lord and Peasant in the 

Unity of Hungarian Life”) (Budapest, 1941). 
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landless agricultural masses, were widely discussed.
39

 The field of agrarian history, sociology, 

ethnology, and later on, ethnography and sociography, were the disciplinary frameworks within 

which such discussions took place in the past. Research into the peasantry has had several 

strands in Hungary as well as in international scholarship. Today it is primarily done by social 

historians, ethnographers, and by scholars in a largely waning field of agrarian history. 

Scholarly discussions of rural peasant society, from the early days in the early 1900s up 

until the 1960s, were intertwined with a strong political motivation to better the social and 

economic conditions of such marginalized groups.
40

 Visions for the future were repeatedly 

expressed, couched within the wider framework of Western European modernity and the 

modernization of the country, in an explicit attempt to understand and overcome a feudal landed-

property-structure and rural poverty.
41

 The felt significance of the matter is made explicit when 

Ortutay writes: “Meaning can only be given to Hungarian history by its connection to Western 

European culture”, which suggests an orientalist urge to distance everything that is Hungarian 

(=Christian) from the East in order to create an identity as a modernized nation (Ortutay 1934). 

In this vein, early twentieth-century research into peasants and rural agrarian and artisan 

communities could not be separated from visions of the nation’s elevation into European 

modernity and a strong, and in many ways false, dichotomy of East-West.  

The problem of inequality between the landed aristocracy (with large and middle-sized 

estates) and small landholders and landless peasant-workers (agrárproletariátus) and the 

disproportionate minority of the former to the disadvantage of the latter were the main focal 

issues discussed.
42

 The often-voiced reason for the country’s backwardness was its 

predominantly agrarian profile and its feudal structure as well as its slow industrialization and 

civil development, represented by the low living standards and low cultural development of rural 

peasantry, which formed the largest segment of society.
43

 This way, as Mihály Kerék puts it, the 

                                                            
39 Litván György and Szűcs László eds., A szociológia első magyar műhelye, (The first Hungarian Sociology 

Workshop) (Budapest: Gondolat, 1973).  
40 There were public forums where discussions took place but were also published on the pages of Huszadik 

század (Twentieth century), the first sociological journal.   
41 An explicit urge to “face the West” and “learn” from the German peasantry is phrased by Gyula Szekfű in 

1929 when arguing against the utopian idea of a “Turanian-Slavic Peasant state”. Szekfű Gyula, “A ‘Turáni-

szláv parasztállam” (The ‘Turanian-Slavic Peasant State’”), in Magyar Szemle, vol. 5. no. 1, (1929), 30-37.  
42 According to Matolcsy, there are 3 main categories ’under’ the umbrella term “agrarian workers”: the small 

landholders (kisbirtokosok), the daily wage-earners (napszámosok) and the agricultural serfs (mezőgazdasági 

cselédek). See Matolcsy Mátyás, “Magyarország agrármunkanélkülisége” (”The Unemployment of Agrarian 

Workers in Hungary”), in Magyar Szemle, vol. 17, no. 1 (1933), 22-31. On the poor living conditions and 

financial insecurities of agrarian wage-earners see Kerék Mihály, “A mezőgazdasági munkás anyagi helyzete”, 

(“The Material Conditions of Agricultural Workers”) in Magyar Szemle, vol. 22, no. 1, (1934), 17-27. 
43 Glatz Ferenc ed. Agrármozgalmak Délkelet-Európában (Agrarian Movements in South-eastern Europe) 

(Budapest, Europa Institut Budapest, 1997), see esp. Gunst Péter, “Az európai agrárfejlődés zsákutcái a 19-20. 
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improvement of the social and economic position of the agrarian population became the single 

most important task of national politics (nemzetpolitika).
44

 The social sciences were all deeply 

embedded in the scholarly investigation of rural agrarian communities and envisioning the 

country’s betterment through the development of the economic, social and civil status of agrarian 

masses. Institutions of social science encompassed The Social Science Circle 

(Társadalomtudományi Társulat), hallmarked by the name of Oszkár Jászi; and the village-

research movement in the Interwar era, with contributions by Károly Mannheim, Domokos 

Kosáry, Imre Kovács, Zoltán Szabó, Gyula Ortutay
45

 and Ferenc Erdei in Southern Hungary. 

The agrarian debate (agrárvita) published on the pages of The Twentieth Century
46

 were 

symptomatic of how scholars saw the road to Hungary’s modernization in the problems of 

agriculture and property relations.
47

 Prominent intellectuals and politicians dealing with 

economics and politics were laying out their concepts of agricultural modernization and the 

social elevation of agrarian masses where the main goal (surplus production to generate capital) 

was imagined to be achieved in many ways. Some suggested an increase of state-controlled 

production and a reorganization of private property into communal property, such as in the form 

of agricultural coops (Ágoston Péter), and some saw the solution in a radical land-distribution 

reform or the extension of a social security system to agrarian workers (Mihály Kerék). The 

lively debate, and the fact that it was mostly tied to a strengthening political project of social-

democracy, shows an early entwining of scholarship and political commitment.  

Ferenc Erdei, involved in the village research movement and one of Hungary’s folk writers 

(népi író), was himself from a peasant family, as were the interviewees of this work. His 

involvement in the famous village-research movement, and his sociological works on the 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
század fordulóján” (“The dead-end roads of European agrarian development at the turn of 19-20th century”), 30.; 

Király István, “A magyar paraszti polgárosodás és az agrárszocialista mozgalmak” (“The civil development of 

peasantry and the agrarsocialist movements”), 37-44, and for regional analyses Szabó Ferenc, “A viharsarki 

mezővárosok műveltségének polgári tartalmáról” (“On the Bourgeois Content of the Civilization of Agricultural 

Towns in the Viharsarok”), 45-53.; Gyarmathy Zsigmond, “A paraszti polgárosodás hiányának társadalmi 

háttere Szabolcs megyében a 19. század végén” (“The Social background of the Lack of civil development 

among the peasantry in Szabolcs county at the end of the 19th century”), 55-60; and Egyed Ákos, “Erdély 

átalakuló-polgárosodó paraszttársadalma a 19. század második felében” (“Transylvania’s Transforming Peasant 

Society in the second half of the 19th century”), 61-68.  
44 Kerék 1934, 27. 
45 He self-critically argues against the romanticization of peasantry by the village ethnologists. See his article “A 

szegedi fiatalok művészeti kollégiuma”, (“The Art College of the Szeged Youth”) in Magyar Szemle, vol. 22. no. 

1, (1934), 43-53.  
46 The journal had a relatively short life, from 1901 until 1919, when it was ended after the editor in chief, Jászi 

emigrated with the fall of the 1919 Bolshevik revolution (Tanácsköztársaság). See the two-volume collection on 

the “life-span” and the main profiles of this journal in Litván György and Szűcs László eds., A szociológia első 

magyar műhelye, (The first Hungarian Sociology Workshop) (Budapest: Gondolat, 1973). 
47 The debate was published in two numbers of the 1917 issue of Huszadik század.  
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investigation of agrarian peasantry (its production and society) were written with such a 

commitment.
48

 Erdei in the 1940s became involved in electoral politics, founded the National 

Peasant Party, and was minister of agriculture several times in the state socialist era.  

Hungarian folklore and ethnology can thus be said to have been formed on national rural 

grounds and grown out of research on agricultural population. It, however, was deeply 

intertwined with the fantasy of national purity – an ideal which can be traced in the works of the 

village research movement in the 1930s. This presumption or ideal of purity represented by rural 

peasantry, however, washed away religious and ethnic differences that existed among the 

peasant population under the national adjective Hungarian. The active revival of the national 

spirit was a frequently-expressed aim (Ortutay 1934). The quest for a definition of Hungarian ran 

deep and culminated in the volume edited by Gyula Szekfű, What is Hungarian?
49

 The 

contributors to the volume all crafted theories and definitions of a specific Hungarian character 

and used narratives of history and psychology to argue for its distinct nature. Perhaps Zoltán 

Szabó, a member of the village research movement of the 1930s, put it most explicitly when he, 

referring to the post-Trianon changes, wrote “The Hungarian youth of the newly formed states 

recognized first how important the village-work of the intelligentsia is. Not much after the 

political transitions they realized that because of the aliens pouring into the cities, the village 

remains the last fort of the Hungarian character (magyar jelleg). They realized what force there is 

in the so-called lower classes.”
50

 Since anti-Semitism was connected to the construction of new 

intelligentsia, it became integrated in many studies on peasantry. Also, it was in these decades 

that the dichotomy of the hygienically and morally polluted urban working classes and the 

morally superior, pure, innocent rural peasantry was propagated. The village research movement 

was very strong in Transylvania and in the other dis-annexed territories. It was a type of 

missionary movement to save the last remnant of micro-communities representing the location of 

the pure national tradition as well as an independent life-form from the macrostructure and 

politics of the state and a mission for the young intelligentsia to bring culture –Christian 

culture— into the village.
51

   

                                                            
48 Some of his works, among many, include Parasztok (Peasants), (Budapest, 1938), Magyar falu (Hungarian 

Village), (Budapest, 1940), Magyar Paraszttársadalom (Hungarian Peasant Society), (Budapest, 1941).  
49 Szekű Gyula ed. Mi a magyar? (What is Hungaian?) (Budapest: Magyar Szemle Társaság, 1939). 
50 Szabó Zoltán, “A fiatalság társadalomkutató munkája”, (“The Ethnographical Work of Youth”), in Magyar 

Szemle, Vol. 21, no. 3, (1934), 231-239.  
51 Kovács Imre, „Falumunka a Pro Christo diákok házában”, (“Village Work in the Pro Christo Student House”) 

in Magyar Szemle, vol. 23, no. 1, (1935), 61-68. 
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Later on, in the 1950s and 1960s, a different but similarly romanticized view of rural 

peasantry as the cradle of the Hungarian nation was popularized by ethnologists. Romanticism in 

the ethnological efforts of the 1950s and 1960s did not derive from any visionary-missionary –let 

us save our peasants— project any longer. It rested on attempts to record the final days of 

traditional rural life and its disappearing agrarian communities as a result of state 

collectivizations (Fél and Hofer 1997, xiii). This story interestingly found its coda recently, when 

at a conference, a prominent Hungarian agrarian-historian emotionally claimed ‘the end of 

peasantry’ as a real social phenomenon: “Hungarian peasantry is gone. It disappeared and it will 

never be any more.”
52

 

My own research, as far as its topic and methods are concerned, cannot be regarded as 

isolated from this very rich and almost one-century-old tradition of village-research. The 

research methods used in those early sociological endeavors were somewhat diverse already and 

besides statistics and document analysis, included participant observation and interviews as well. 

Ethnology and folklore – often called sociography, whose systematic methodology was 

developed by Steimetz — have become subfields of their own within sociology. The village-

research tradition was brought back into sociology also on an institutional level in the 1980s 

(Nagy Endre in Schadt 2000). Endre Nagy, establishing the genealogy of today’s village research 

based on what was done in the 1930s writes, “[t]he sociologist, who only arrives at reality 

through statistical data an chart analysis does not acquire the sense of reality that is indispensable 

for every sociological research, since that can only be learned through getting in close contact 

with living people” (Nagy 2002: 4). Such a view I also posit in my work, even though the genre 

of oral history by its very nature has to share such a disposition. The issue of sociology versus 

(cultural) anthropology, quantitative versus qualitative methods, and macro (=national) versus 

micro (=regional, local, township as település) structures, thus, developed early on in Hungarian 

social sciences and up until today informs debates on proper scientific scholarship.
53

 Research 

exhibiting the second features of these three binaries (anthropology, qualitative, micro) still 

awaits a wider academic-scholarly appeal. 

The topics that have been researched since the 1930s include, for example, the lifestyle and 

traditions of rural populations and villages. Customs as a part of folk culture (songs, clothing), 

                                                            
52 Discussion at the conference “Identitások korlátai. Kollektív traumák, Tabusítások, megéléstörténetek a II. 

világháborúkezdetétől 1990-ig” (Limits of Identites, Collective Traumas, Taboo-isations, life stories from the 

Beginning of the Second World War to 1990), Pázmány Péter Catholic University, Piliscsaba, 14-15 May 2010.  
53 See for example Tamás Faragó’s article in defence of the scholarly use and relevance of statistical data In 

Faragó 1999. 
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traditional professions, artisanship, and peasant-life were all topics for the “old ethnology” (Fél 

and Hofer 1969/1997). This old ethnology represented the village as the cradle of the nation. 

Thus, it was deeply embedded in the nationalist project in Hungary, the same as elsewhere, 

before the Second World War. Such a discourse, however, reappears time and again in anti-

globalization discourse (Gulyás 2000) today as well – except, nowadays, mostly in the form of a 

lament for the lost village structure. Topics of social structure of townships in rural areas, and 

factors influencing the changing structures include regional migration, mobility, gender, and 

ethnic relations/conflicts.
54

 These are more recent research interests and have a growing 

literature, which can also be attributed to growing sources of EU funding since the 1989-

transitions. This strand of research interestingly echoes pre-Second-World-War attempts to 

modernize agricultural regions and their communities.
55

 Still, however, research on rural 

populations is usually conducted in few regional research centers (Pécs, Szeged, Békéscsaba) 

and there is little dialogue between research on the different regions and rural areas with research 

on Budapest. Such segregation seems to be persistent but also a realm where this piece of 

research can be read as an intervention. My work aims to soften the long-standing center-

periphery division and “nesting orientalism” (Buchowski 2001, Bakic-Hayden 1995) that have 

been characteristic of Central Europe, irrespective of national borders.  

One exceptional early and inspiring attempt at a progressive piece of Hungarian 

ethnographical research was Fél and Hofer’s ethnography. It was conducted in a small 

agricultural village of Ártány (Fél and Hofer 1969/1997). Their work puts into practice ideas that 

only emerged in Western anthropological theory in the 1970s and 1980s: the issue of the 

researcher as insider or outsider, the problem of method (complex methodology), and the already 

mentioned issue of ‘the national’ versus the regional. Fél and Hofer’s work also investigates the 

subjectivity of rural populations, and discusses their agency and decision-mechanisms (long 

before James Scott published his Weapons of the Weak in 1985). The massive three-volume 

work, in many ways, was ahead of its time in Hungary, and could not be published in Hungarian 

until 1997 and even then, only one volume of the three was published.  

                                                            
54 Schadt 2000. An example of the revival of the village-research movement is Rácz 2007. 
55 I will give two examples of such a tendency. See for example Novák László ed., Az Alföld társadalma (Society 

of Great Hungarian Plain, Die Gesselschaft der Grossen Ungarischen Tiefebene), porceedings of the Apr. 28-30 

1994 conference organized by the Arany János Museum in Nagykőrös, (Nagykőrös, Arany János Múzeum (Acta 

Musei de János Arany nominati = Az Arany János Múzeum közleményei), 1998; Matkó István and Baukó 

Tamás eds., Agrárvilág az Alföldön, (Agrarian World on the Plains) (Gyula and Békéscsaba, MTA Regionális 

Kutatások Központja, Alföldi Tudományos Intézete, 1994). 
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In a similar fashion to Fél and Hofer’s project of studying village life and farming in 

Ártány (HU), a large segment of contemporary research in social and agrarian history in 

Hungary investigates the two waves of collectivizations (1949-1956 and 1958-1961), the 

consequent processes of social mobility and the memory of these processes among the former 

peasant communities (Kovács 2010, Ö. Kovács 2009). In the present discussion of post-war 

structural economic changes, there are two discourses that seem to be in tension with one 

another: one is trauma discourse and the other is the socialist success-story, or, as I will call it 

further, the narrative of socialist progress. The former emphasizes the violent anti-democratic 

processes of “de-peasantization” (Kovács 2010) or “de-kulakization” (Saád 2004), often relying 

on personal memories. These personal stories provide the narrative of socialism as that of trauma 

“which is better to forget”.
56

 The latter tells the story of the formation of agricultural 

cooperatives as a successful one. In that story, the initial hardships of giving up the land seem 

less emphasized by individuals. These two stories have not been reconciled so far, and scholars 

of social history are puzzled about how to put the two narratives next to each other and see what 

correlations can be found between them. Are there temporal correlations? Was it that first it was 

terrible but later on people got used to working in the new collectives? Or can correlations be 

drawn spatially? Was it that people were affected differently in different regions? Or are there 

social correlations? It depends who we ask (those who were landless may tell the story 

differently than those who were deprived). Probably all of these factors play a part in the 

circulation of these two discourses, although there cannot be definite answers given yet. Much 

more research is necessary still.
57

 I take up this debate and discuss how these main strands of 

socialism-discourses surface in individual women’s accounts. I will show that even though the 

above three correlations may exist, the only one that is possible to pinpoint in interviews is the 

correlation that relates to the process of politically infused personal memory-work.
58

  

These strands of earlier research all echo in my work in different forms. In some of its 

methodological considerations this dissertation may be placed into an already existing Hungarian 

                                                            
56 I am referring to an anecdote told by the prominent Hungarian scholar of peasant studies which served to 

illustrate how people are not willing to remember and talk about those years in their lives. The anecdote recited a 

phone conversation in which a prospective interviewee turned down his request to tell him about their 

experiences of losing their land at the collectivisations. The phone conversation, the historian stressed, happened 

in April 2010! Ö. Kovács József, “Belső honfoglalás. A “föld népe” távolról és közelről.” (Conquest within. The 

“people of the land” from afar and up close.) Talk given at the conference “Limits of Identity...”, Piliscsaba 

(HU), 14 May 2010.  
57 These questions that I rephrased here were some of the concluding issues and large questions awaiting future 

research that emerged from individual paper presentations at the afore-mentioned conference on memory and 

trauma held in Piliscsaba (HU) on 14-15 May 2010. 
58 The literature on memory work is vast. I will provide a brief overview with select works in 2.5. Memory 

studies. 
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tradition of sociology described above, with some differences. Firstly, this dissertation was not 

written with a visionary or missionary purpose of improving the social or cultural position of 

rural population. This is not a prescriptive study but an investigative work with its own narrative 

approach. I am not interested in rural women’s life stories because I see them as vehicles of 

either modernization, or bearer of some kind of pure Hungarian soul that needs to be revived 

through rural traditions and culture.
59

 That is not my aim. If it was in any way visionary it would 

only mean that the stories of rural women interviewed for this project deserve attention, as they 

represent versions of historical narration. I think that their perspectives on historical events and 

processes deserve to be critically put next to the multiple narratives that can be crafted about 

twentieth-century history in Central Europe. Secondly, the interviewees do not sentimentalize 

their own peasant origins and certainly do not talk about their origins as somehow a pure and 

uncorrupted characteristic of their ethnic background. Following my interviewees I would like to 

establish distance from tendencies of romanticization of former rural peasantry. The peasantry is 

not one homogeneous body of society, where the difference is only the size of land that is 

possessed, and it not a representative of an idea of a pure, distilled core of the nation. In stories 

of agricultural activities of parents and the family, narrators establish the basis of their belonging 

to a particular economic-social background more in terms of location and, in the case of women 

from Romania and Serbia, multi-ethnic microcommunities of villages built around a specific life 

form provided by rural agriculture. Similarities in culture and everyday life emerge in the stories 

as having been more locally shaped than ethnically, i.e. on some notion of common 

Hungarianness. I also differ from this form of agrarian studies that searches for a pure Hungarian 

character in rural peasantry. I ask different questions and do not share the nationalist and anti-

Semitic character established by this tradition of village research. 

In dealing with stories of rural women, I would like to connect to a strand of research 

which is, for me, hallmarked by Edit Fél and Tamás Hofer’s above-mentioned project. My 

present approach aims to complicate the “ethnographical map” of Europe (Fél and Hofer 1997, 

XII-XIII.), which has continuously been drawn and redrawn by ethnologists according to cultural 

regions, the borderlines of which coincided with those of nation states. In this sense, traditional 

ethnology and folklore studies that were practiced in the first half of the twentieth century, 

claimed to study folk cultures but, in reality, reconfirmed the national framework. Linguistic and 

cultural entities were regarded as the same as political ones. In my research, the geopolitical 

                                                            
59 Such argument was put forth by a number of scholars in the 1990s. See for example Halász Péter, “A paraszti 

kultúra hagyományai és a megújulás lehetőségei” (“The Traditions of Peasant Culture and Possibilities for its 

Revival”) in Markó and Baukó 1994, 128-130. 
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location of the region (Central Eastern Europe) is not conceived as the same as a cultural 

location understood as Hungarian, or Austro-Hungarian imperial identity. It does not reflect 

common, but distinctive or idiosyncratic, “folk features” (népi jelleg) of a perceived monolithic 

Hungarian ethnicity. Thus, this dissertation does not take geopolitical location to be the same as 

ethnographical location on an imaginary map. Fél and Hofer acknowledge that even in earlier 

accounts of folklore and ethnology, there has been mention of “interconnections”, or the 

“migration of cultural elements”, or “interethnic relations”; however, such terms posit a certain 

conception of culture – that culture consists of elements, which always refer to a specific folk 

culture. I engage in the critical analysis of common patterns of narrativizing history without 

positing that the segment of society under investigation represents some kind of true, pure 

essence of the “Hungarian character”.
60

 In my view such a sweeping generalization would be 

highly flawed and would only continue the practice of reading into the stories an already 

existing, prefabricated fantasy of Hungarianness, thus producing a biased analysis. So, instead, I 

experiment with a methodology of analysis and of writing that allows me to scrutinize subtle 

differences and point out existing discursive patterns of interpreting personal experience 

alongside historical events, contexts, and political views, where the national frame is only one of 

many constructs. 

Agricultural origin-stories also provide women grounds to formulate experiences and 

notions of social mobility. While falling outside of the broader trajectory of progress narratives, 

many of the narratives touch on the fact that while some of these women stayed close to their 

agriculturalist origins, some went on to pursue higher education, while many others entered the 

industrial workforce. In crafting their life stories –and their working lives— this way, 

interviewed women themselves formulate their own personal detachment and rupture from the 

life they lived as children and adolescents, in a different “world”. Working lives appear different 

from the old (pre-Second-World-War) life form of their parents and their childhood. Women’s 

collectivization narratives mark the greatest rupture when family life, values, economic activities 

and social stances radically changed. Forming no de-collectivization narratives in relation to the 

1989 transitions, interviewees emphasize continuities: by talking about their continued economic 

activities and by paralleling the early socialist utopia with that of the EU. 

                                                            
60 This project still holds sway. Psychobiographer, Lányi Gusztáv, claimed that it is exactly what he was 

interested in connection with biographies: some underlying base structure of a generic “Hungarian character”. 

See for example Lányi Gusztáv, „Magyar észjárás - magyar lélek.” (The Hungarian Way of Thinking - the 

Hungarian Soul) In Petrikás Árpád et.al. eds., Karácsony Sándor öröksége, (The Legacy of Sándor Karácsony) 

(Debrecen: DAB, 1991), 26-41.  
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 Besides stories about economic citizenship, I examine women’s conceptions of 

movement, home and affective imaginary belongings in order to see if a particular sense of 

Hungarianness is a formative agent in them. I find, however, that they imagine and formulate 

home in multiple and varied ways. It is attached to micro-communities as well as to movement 

itself. Telling stories of movement help narrators to thematize the passing of time in their lives as 

well as in their larger surroundings. In these stories, the marking out of a specific space also 

indicates a specific time when interviewed women felt at home and this specific time and space 

sometimes connects to the perceived geography of the nation (in Mária, HU), but at other times 

it evades such a categorization (Matild, SRB and Irén RO). Memories of travel, movement and 

temporary migration are often also ways of talking about historical ruptures. Nostalgia and 

amnesia, both used as narrative modes of historical narration, aid the narrators in harmonizing 

space and time in their memories in order to express their take on complex issues such as 

situated narration of ethnic tensions, changing contours of political citizenship and its close 

dependence on territorial changes, religious and ethnic persecution and genocide.   

Finally, in this project I am interested in how knowledge about the past can be expressed 

through memories and through linguistic means. It is not to point out how wrong or confused 

ordinary people are about their pasts and their situation, which some research, with the best 

intentions, ends up doing (Romsics 2002, Losonczi 2005). In this vein, there is no assumption of 

any totalizing, or universally correct knowledge of history that only these marginalized rural 

women possess or do not possess. Also, on an imaginary empathy/sympathy scale such a 

disposition would create the other extreme pole in opposition to romanticization: sympathetic 

condescension – both of which have been equally present in pre-Second-World-War ethnology 

quite unproblematically. The question, I believe, is not whether or not individuals know their 

history well. To my mind, their memories are informative of exactly how powerful some 

normalizing discourses are and how individuals, based on their always shifting social positions 

and personal experiences, constantly negotiate those discourses and, through that, their 

belonging to certain macro-structures. In this sense their memories are instrumental in 

complicating notions of history and forms of historical narration. Also, the logic and the different 

modalities interviewed women choose to narrate history in parallel to, and intertwined with, their 

lives has further implications in terms of signaling how processes of individual memory may 

parallel strands of logic that history writing uses. I closely analyze images of state/society/citizen 

relationship in recollections of socialism and how narrators utilize certain categories, such as 

kulak or informer to indicate their social-political positions. 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 2 

61 

 

As to the problem of the two socialism narratives researched by local historians, my work 

also points out the trauma and the success-story framework in which interviewees tend to 

interpret the socialist re-construction of the economy after the war. I address this double 

discourse in the theoretical rubric of memory-work which, connected to the memory literature, 

throws some new light on how we may interpret such narratives and find correlations between 

them. The stories touch upon some experiences of the post-1989 capitalist transitions 

(privatizations/de-collectivization) and democratization. In my view, the fact that the 

remembering of early-communism experiences happens through the lens of post-communist 

reconstruction is a factor worth paying attention to. Since remembering does not take place in a 

value-neutral vacuum of the present, it is important to connect these two narratives to a 

contemporary memory field of today’s political and cultural tendencies (e.g. devaluation and 

disappearance of agriculture and EU integration paralleled often with the processes of early 

socialism). Women arrange their memories of socialism into two socialism-narratives, that of 

progress and that of stagnation. Both address important issues in the changing contours of 

economic citizenship for rural populations. The thirty narratives are formed in close relationship 

with memories and critiques of post-socialism, i.e. in light of their critiques of the post-1989 

transitions. Women I interviewed formulate these critiques wrapped in their memories of 

retirement and transitions, often by pointing at timeless continuities, things that never change.  

 

 

2.3. Transition Studies 

 

The third field of study that this dissertation enters is often referred to as transition studies. 

Under this label fall literatures that have been produced to understand the process of historical 

transformations, especially those following 1989 in countries of the former socialist bloc 

(Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union) and the former Yugoslavia. Debates here are explicit 

attempts to understand, and to come to terms with, the socialist past. Transition studies have 

constructed the end of socialism as a major discontinuity in narratives of democratization, 

capitalist transitions and identity crisis. On the international scene, across the former socialist 

countries, it has been a field that has called for the cooperative collaboration of disciplines in 

order to provide nuanced and theoretically sophisticated understandings of large-scale –macro-

historical—changes. In international scholarship, post-colonial studies and subaltern studies have 

become paradigms in their own right in investigating how the history of colonialism is 
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responsible for much of the post-colonial nationalisms and inequalities reproduced by neo-

colonial processes of globalization. Such inequalities structure the hierarchy of knowledge 

systems as well.  

In central Europe the date 1989 has become a landmark, which, for many scholars, meant 

the collapse of not only the socialist system but the dual world-model as well as the crisis of 

Western capitalist modernity (Ivekovic). In the scholarly investigation of the transitions –violent 

or peaceful— the reinterpretation of national pasts has been a necessary immediate project after 

1989. While the politics of memory led to heated clashes over history in the political arena, 

social scientists were engaged in studying the complex, multiple processes of the transformation 

itself. This dissertation may be regarded by some as a part of, as well as a symptom of, such a 

strand of scholarship. It certainly is a product of the transitions.   

1989, just like 1945, is often discussed either in the interpretative framework of rupture 

(Borneman 2004, Koleva 2006, Tamás 2009), connected to trauma, or in terms of legacies and 

continuities (Ritivoi 2003). Since the transitions may only be looked at with a certain 

retrospective gaze, the questions of how much it was a change, or whether it was a precursor of a 

gap, are asked by several scholars working on the history and the memory of 1989. Timothy 

Garton Ash, in his recent essay assessing the scholarship of the past twenty years (mainly on the 

history of high politics and diplomacy of 1989-1991) remarks that most works look at 1989 with 

a “hindsight bias” and with “the illusion of retrospective determinism”. He claims that they 

attempt to reconstruct the actualized events as the only alternative possible, leaving little space 

for imagining other alternative outcomes that might have been equally possible.61 Borneman, 

Kideckel and Bringa treat the collapse as a traumatic moment and, contend that because of this 

the inability to grasp and understand the events at the time of experiencing them makes their 

retrospective rendering a fiction. “To narrate the before and after of the regime, people must 

themselves create a story of transformation, which itself is a departure from trauma.”62 

The binary of the “winners” and “losers” of the transitions became a common trope in the 

1990s to speak of democratizing and capitalizing processes in Central and Eastern European 

countries, and was used to illustrate the gains and losses of such processes as it affected social 

actors.63 Losonczi reiterates this binary to expose its constructed (discursive) nature. The binary 

resonates with the notion of history being divided up into victors and victims, in which it is 

always the victors that have the privilege to shape history as its agents. In the post-socialist 

                                                            
61 Timothy Garton Ash, “1989!” in The New York Review of Books, vol. 56, no. 17 (November 5 2009) 
62 ibid. 
63 Losonczi 2005, 283. 
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context it is a rather similar construct equally imposed onto social groups and subjects by shapers 

of political and cultural discourses. From political talk-shows, newspaper articles, or other media 

sources, as well as from public intellectuals’ evaluations, it seems that the losers of the 

transformations have been more easily circumscribable than the so-called winners. The 

denomination losers has referred to groups who did not manage to keep up with the changing 

conditions of the economy and market capitalism and to those who were not able to renew their 

social status amongst these conditions. Groups such as the unemployed (former industrial 

workers or members of agricultural cooperatives), ethnic minorities, women, pensioners have 

become so-called “loser-positions”.64 Individuals who suddenly found themselves newly re-

categorized into these social groups, at the same time, also found themselves pathologized as 

elements causing social ills.65 These were people who after the withdrawal of the paternalistic 

care of the socialist state were unable to adjust quickly enough. They, thus, were often thought 

of, by propagators of capitalist liberal democratic regimes, as hindering the nations’ march “into 

Europe”, i.e. catching up with the idolized, developed West.  

The so-called winners equally occupied a highly questionable position. They were 

individuals or groups that managed to save and carry over material (economic capital) and 

immaterial gains (political influence, networks) from socialism into post-socialism and re-

validate those gains in seemingly new forms. These winners have equally been condemned, as 

carriers of social ills described with the tropes of corruption66, acting Hungarian and turncoat. 

These three tropes are often employed by my own interviewees mainly to critique the transitions 

by emphasizing their superficiality. The changes get rhetoricized as disappointments because 

                                                            
64 Ferge 1996. 
65 Alcoholism, suicides, early disability pensions (“rokkant nyugdij”) were viewed as fake simulations and signs 

of an unwillingness to work. Mental and physical laziness, moral decay, growth of abortion and divorce rates 

and drug use, also children’s underachievement at schools have all been pointed out as consequences of the 

transitions. Keller Magdolna, „Az eredménytelenség mintázatai egy kötelező beiskolázású szakképző iskolában” 

(„The Patterns of Underachievement in an Obligatory Vocational School”), (Budapest: Oktatáskutató és 

Fejlesztő Intézet, June 17 2009), see http://www.ofi.hu/tudastar/ii-eredmenyesseg/eredmenytelenseg. 

 For social critique on the transitions see Krausz Tamás ed., Rendszerváltás és társadalomkritika, (Transitions 

and Social Criticism), (Budapest: Napvilág Kiadó, 1998); Kovách Imre ed., Társadalmi metszetek: Hatalmi 

érdek, individualizáció, és egyenlőtlenség a mai Magyarországon, (Social Segments: Political Interest, 

Individualization and Inequality in contemporary Hungary), (Budapest: Napvilág, 2006); It is not a uniquely 

Hungarian phenomenon but one that has been noticed all throughout the formerly socialist countries. See Michal 

Buchowski, “The Specter of Orientalism in Europe: From Exotic Brother to Stigmatized Brother”, in 

Anthropological Quarterly , vol. 79, no. 3, (2006), 463-482. For specific implications on the context of 

transitions on ageing see Széman Zsuzsa, “Ageing in Hungary: Demography and Labour Market Challenges”, in 

Andreas Hoff, ed., Population Ageing in Central and Eastern Europe. Societal and Policy Implications, 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2011), 95-114. 
66 Corruption as a trope to grasp transitioning societies is addressed by a number of scholars engaged in mapping 

anthropologies of change. For Eastern Europe see for example Verdery 1996, for the Second World see Khanna 

2008, and for India see Gupta 2002.  
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they did not fulfill expectations of political freedom and equal life chances. Interviewees such as 

Erzsébet (RO), Klára (SRB), Piroska (SRB) emphasize political continuity between pre- and 

post-1989 by pointing out the continued influence of “communists” in state administration.  

The still-ongoing debate over citizenship has been one large circle of issues, which was a 

part of the democratization narrative, and is a debate I wish to enter. Scholars, feminist scholars 

especially, became increasingly interested in the question of what changes can be observed in the 

former-socialist, newly democratizing countries with respect to the opening up of civil and 

political citizenship rights, and the narrowing down of other spheres, like economic and social 

citizenship for women (Rosenberg 1991). Also, the investigation of former state socialist 

regimes as specific welfare systems has reworked existing Western notions of the relationship 

between the state-family-market triangle (Asztalos-Morell 1999). In my work, the notion of 

citizenship will be one very important element that connects to the transition-literature. The 

interpretative (and narrative) frame of retirement to understand the latest life phase my 

interviewees have been living for about twenty to twenty-five years when they told me their life 

stories, relates organically to their employment history and it also relates very closely to 

imaginations and notions of citizenship. Interviewed women present the act of retiring as an 

individual decision which is closely connected to self-assertion, defining their place in society 

and endowing that with a sense of social value, a counterargument against being forgotten as 

embodiments of their country’s controversial recent past. Ágnes Losonczi argues that there is no 

correlation between how much one lost out on or gained with the collapse of socialism and how 

the transitions are evaluated by people (Losonczi 2005). 

The imaginations of state/society relations that I discuss in relation to memories of state 

socialism, using the metaphor of the “state effect” (Mitchell 1991), are relevant when evaluating 

post-socialist capitalizing democracies.
67

 One important plane where the transitions can be 

grasped by women of this cohort: through the changes in their own circumstances and of those 

surrounding them. We learn from historical and sociological analyses that the changes have left a 

rather significant impact on women’s economic, social and political citizenship status (Ferge 

1996, 1997). These changes are often echoed by the interviewees as well. Many of my 

respondents report changes as to their situation: they speak of their low pension and what they 

can afford to buy on it. They often reconcile these changes by being grateful that their demands 

are less and less because they are older and older. Or, many times, they speak of their altered 

                                                            
67 Some would say “democracies” in quotation marks, questioning the democratic nature of some post-socialist 

regimes of power as they seem highly different from Western liberal democracies. See for example Ritivoi 2003. 
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social status as retired widows –most of them were widows at the time of the interview— as well 

as their changed civil and political status with respect to an increased level of freedom in speech, 

charitable activities and the practice of religion. In addition to being a discursive site for them to 

express anti-communist resistance, the importance of religious expression in the narratives is 

reflected in their intertwining of Catholicism with nationalism. The democratization narrative is 

disturbed by almost all narratives when expressions of socialist nostalgia or the women’s rhetoric 

of socialist work serve as critiques of the existing post-socialist social and symbolic order.  

Recent scholarship in cultural studies has shown that citizenship has a cultural dimension 

as well (Cooper 2005, Stevenson 2003, Miller 2007). The concept, thought only of in legal 

terms, cannot grasp the tensions that stretch between where one belongs to legally and where one 

imagines or feels belonging. Mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion and being outside and 

inside are at work also in the realm of culture. I am analyzing memories of women who live in 

three nation states. Yet, they all speak Hungarian, they consider themselves Hungarian, or of 

mixed (Hungarian-German, Gypsy-Slovak etc.) ethnic background. As for their geographical 

location, they live in the former territories of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in a quasi-

agricultural semi-circular ‘belt’ stretching from Ada (Serbia) to Szatmárnémeti/Satu Mare 

(Romania). The parents of all my interviewees were born in the empire and my interviewees 

were born not much after the border-changes of 1920. Hungary, since the ‘democratic’ changes, 

has not granted dual citizenship to those outside its present borders. The 2004 referendum was 

without any results. Up until 2007 (Romania’s joining the EU) the border was under strict 

control on the east, and up until the past year (2010) people from Serbia needed visas to visit 

their relatives living in Southern Hungary thirty kilometers away. How do women living in the 

different parts (states) of the region as Hungarians see their position? How do they feel about, 

and make sense of, their position? The image of home and movement are two ways I have found 

women express their imaginary homes. Narrative constructions of belonging are multifaceted 

and not always bound to the fantasy of the nation. Affective attachments echo nostalgic 

yearnings for temporal homes as well: for periods that now retrospectively mean a “world” that 

the interviewer (has) felt at home in. For narrators, spatial and temporal movement, together with 

a sense of a series of adjustments, are both equally important in constructing their sense of 

belongings. These belongings shape their views and performance of history and they dwell in the 

most basic structural and thematic elements of life stories.  

The second large area of debate has formed around the narrative of capitalist transitions. 

There is a large body of literature that attempts to analyze existing state socialism as a fallen 
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politico-economical system through pointing out elements of the workings of socialist systems in 

relation to (different from) Western capitalist regimes. This is the field where comparative 

analyses of former socialist countries (with one another as well as with capitalist countries) are 

most frequent, partly on account of the work done by formerly dissident intellectuals. In macro-

economic and macro-social analyses, authors focus on general features that kept the system alive 

for four decades and elements that inherently carried the seeds of collapse. This way, they also 

spell out the critique of existing state socialism, implying that neo-liberal market capitalism, 

which these countries ultimately found their way back to, are the only viable alternative (Kornai 

1990). Some emphasize that it was the “political logic of redistribution” that made all the 

difference and made these systems radically different and isolated from market capitalism 

(Szelényi 1979). Kornai, Bruszt, Böröcz, Verdery, Burrawoy, Pittaway, Szigeti are system critics 

of neoliberalism from a Neo-Marxist perspective, which informs their comparisons of socialism 

and post-socialism. Other scholars have also been trying to account for the system and its 

collapse from the perspective of culture, in terms of the mainstream and subcultures it produced. 

The examination of the transitions from a cultural perspective exists, though it is still rather 

scarce. Practicing an approach of linguistics and discourse analysis, scholars have shown the 

inherent flaws of the system that led to the emptying out of official discourses and with it, the 

legitimacy of socialist leaders and the “bureaucratic class” (Yurchak 2006). Scholars have also 

investigated the subversive counter-narratives that served as critiques (and sometimes 

contributed to the strengthening) of socialist regimes, manifested either by the “kitchen 

intellectuals” (Boym 1995) or dissidents (Kovacevic 2009). 

The women I interviewed see 1989, and the years that followed, in relation to their 

previous experiences of regime changes. They weigh the continuities and similarities 

accordingly – with much criticism, especially when it comes to the concept of capitalism. 

Coinciding with the 1989 transitions and the end of the socialist period, women’s narratives of 

retirement from the workforce provide additions to debates on transitioning post-communist 

economies and nation states transforming to capitalist free-market economies. All interviewed 

women narrate the post-socialist period in terms of comparing what had been before they had 

retired and what came after, i.e. things that changed radically around them and things that they 

retained and are still the same. These are elements in their narratives that I see indicating the 

simultaneous presence of rupture and continuity. They, for example, often told me the story of 

their retirement as a single event, for which they had made a decision and which they carried out 

actively to now enjoy the benefits of. This way of relating the act of retirement translates the 
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event of the transitions into rupture. At the same time, seen as a time to pursue other forms of 

‘active work’, such as participating in a larger civil sphere and doing charity work, they posit 

retirement as a continuation of their life as paid workers. Their position as retired workers 

affords the women a platform to criticize post-transition reforms. All narrators frame retirement 

as their own decision, as an act of self-assertion. This fact counters standard historical 

interpretation that position retirees as the losers of the transitions (Losonczi 2005).   

The third category of debates has formed around the narrative of crisis. This involves 

research on the formative elements in political, religious and national/ethnic identities, which 

have been, as assumed, to a great extent compromised and challenged after 1989. Under the 

category of macro-sociological analyses belongs a highly relevant and very progressive field of 

research on political socialization. This interdisciplinary field has formed around sociologists, 

social-psychologists and political scientists investigating processes of the formation of 

(a)political subjectivities. In this vein, several scholars engaged in this field have looked at how 

different social strata and groups (youth-research, family-research) were socialized into the 

specific political culture of state socialism in its different phases and also how formative certain 

socialization processes proved to be for the subsequent post-socialist era. Sociologists pointed 

out the role of the family, of the school, and of different subcultures in the formation of 

individuals’ political subjectivities and identities. And, what is most informative for my present 

purposes is that the results of research in this field pointed out that there are considerable 

continuities among historical periods in the sense of how subjects in Hungary have learned to 

become apolitical. The concept ‘political’ in the former regime has been endowed with a 

negative connotation (i.e. against the regime) and resulted in a rejection of involvement, a 

passive behavior that got handed over to the younger generations, making politics something that 

is ‘outside’ the individual and not a part of his/her identity. This field, at least in Hungary, is the 

one that closely investigates ordinary people’s perceptions of the historical past. They do that in 

order to figure out patterns of thinking about politics, patterns in political behavior and the 

mental images of historical continuities and ruptures.  

Ildikó Szabó, one of the most prominent scholars of political socialization, points out that 

the national framework has been a major element of political thinking and socialization in the 

state socialist regime and, consequently, it is a major continuity that connects seemingly 

radically different historical periods and their mental image in subjects’ minds (Szabó 2009). 

Also, the ways in which knowledge of the families’ pasts is handed over to generations often 

proves more powerful in one’s view and evaluation of history than official discourses. In this 
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sense, frequently, though not always, there is an unbridgeable chasm between official/public 

discourses and historical events and family stories and private experiences, which produces 

different, un-universalizable processes of identity change.
68

 My own source material underlines 

these points as well. As will become clear from the excerpts I cite in each subsequent chapter, 

narratives of events commonly perceived as terrible and traumatic, do not always testify to an 

identity crisis that could be generalizable. For instance the experience of the Second World War, 

in women’s memories of this cohort is highly ambivalent. Similarly ambivalent and ambiguous 

is their experience of the 1989 transitions. Political citizenship emerges as a significant element 

to locate subjectivity: all interviewed women tell stories about some form of resistance against 

communist power, thus affirming their agency and constructing their subjectivities as political as 

well. 

Besides these more comprehensive macro-analyses, a wave of micro-analytical research 

has also swept through the former socialist countries. From Estonia and Latvia to the former 

Yugoslav states the collection of personal memories has been prominently tied to the underlying 

assumption that the freedom of speech brings about authentic memories, Esbenshade argued.
69

 

Oral history archives preserve a vast amount of collected material from the survivors and 

witnesses of former atrocities. The main point where this project differs from the larger branch 

of research into individual narratives is that I do not consider memories to necessarily be 

authentic records of the past. I do not analyze them as records but as narratives with a specific 

toolkit and conventions of strategic expression and representation. 

 

 

2.4. Gender History 

 

Writing women’s memories of the short twentieth century necessarily belongs within the 

field of women/gender history. My view is that women’s history is not just an addition to 

history. It is not just a subfield but rather should bear on how historical narratives as such are 

written. Notwithstanding, women’s history and gender history are not the same concepts. The 

former refers to the inclination of writing women’s experiences and legitimating them as 

historical actors and agents. Internationally the literature of such a history finds its genealogical 

ancestry in historians (female intellectuals) who wrote about illustrious women, women who 

                                                            
68 Szabó 1989, Losonczi 2005, Bögre 2006. 
69 Esbenshade 1995. 
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have had outstanding political, social or intellectual, and artistic achievements in different 

patriarchal social contexts. Writing ‘herstory’ into history and thus reform traditional narratives 

were the main manifestations of that project.  

That particular tradition has its Hungarian examples – although it should be noted that such 

a genre as women’s history or gender history spread only after 1989, whereby we may connect it 

to the previously discussed strands or products of transition studies or transitology as well. Here 

I have no intention to write the history of women and gender history; that has already been done 

elsewhere.
70

 Research on illustrious women in Hungary can mainly be connected to Andrea 

Pető’s work. Her monograph (Júlia Rajk) on the wife of the famous, politically incriminated 

former socialist leader of Hungary is a remarkable example of the genre (Pető 2001, Pető 2000). 

Research on pre-Second World War activities of women’s movements (Zimmermann 2005), 

their political and transnational links to Western middle-class feminists and how imperial 

legacies of feminism and nationalism still define women’s politics as well as female citizen’s 

reception of politics (voting behavior) has by now become a major field (Szapor, Szapor and 

Pető 2004). Gender history has become a more encompassing and transformative field that 

practices historical analyses with gender as an analytical category and not something that stands 

for “women” (Scott 1988). Although the field of gender studies has not yet gained an 

institutional grounding in the region, in scattered departments and research institutes there has 

been scholarly activity to integrate gender into analytical history. All of this, however mostly 

focuses on urban women and men. Research that connects the investigation of rural 

communities’ pasts from a gendered perspective is still rather scarce.
71

 

 A considerable body of literature that is being produced in gender history targets 

women’s and men’s (as social groups) experiences of the forty years of state socialism and the 

subsequent transitions. The former socialist states are analyzed as gender regimes, i.e. regimes 

which operated (and their successor states still do operate) through a power structure, of which 

unequal gender relations are a vital part (Van der Graaf 1996, Morell 1999, Fodor 2003, Kwak 

and Pascall 2005). A specific, traditionally-inclined gender system underlined and informed the 

                                                            
70 Pető Andrea, “From Visibility to Analysis: Gender and History,” in Carla Salvaterra and Berteke Waaldijk 

eds., Paths to Gender. European Historical Perspectives on Women and Men, (Pisa: The University of Pisa 

Press, 2009), 1-9. 
71 Let me only mention two exceptions here although there are certainly more than this: Mary Van der Graaf, 

Everything and Nothing Changed. Gender Relations in Hungarian Agriculture During the Transition. 

(Wageningen: Department of Gender Studies in Agriculture, Wageningen University, 1996); Schadt Mária, 

“Nők a határokon kívül. A bányásznők emlékezete”, (“Women Beyond the Borders. The Memories of Miner 

Women.”) in Pető Andrea ed. Társadalmi nemek képe és emlékezete Magyarországon a 19-20. században. 

(Gendered Memory in Hungary in the 19th and 20th Century), (Budapest: A Nők a Valódi Esélyegyenlőségért 

Alapítvány, no date of publication given), 199-219. 
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work of social as well as economic relations. An important question that I see keeps scholars 

puzzled is the extent to which women were the victims or heroines of state socialism, whether 

they supported it, collaborated with it, or whether they resisted it (Fehér, Heller and Márkus 

1983). A similar question echoes in the transition literature: whether women were the winners or 

the losers of the 1989 political changes (Pascall and Kwak 2005). International as well as 

regional researchers have gone to great lengths to show that the image of the emancipated 

socialist women that was quite effectively mediated for presentation to Western cultures by 

socialist party propaganda was flawed. Feminist sociologists and social historians have coined 

the term double and then triple burden to illustrate how women were victims of the system and, 

as Joanna Goven shows, were even unjustly targeted by anti-feminist discourses as collaborators 

of the regime.
72

 This loser/victim discourse legitimately takes shape in some of the previously 

mentioned transition literature as well: first, around the abortion debate in the 1990s; second, in 

the debates about the cutbacks of state subsidies and welfare provisions; and third, in the 

ideological re-traditionalization supported by the revival of political and Christian conservatism 

(Ferge 1996, Kwak and Pascall 2005). The discussion of the differences and similarities among 

the former socialist states is mostly informed by research conducted outside of these countries. 

In my work, I am interested in women and the life stories told by them. In that sense, it 

could possibly be regarded under the rubric of women’s history. However, there are some points 

where it diverts from the existing body of literature at home and abroad. On the one hand, in the 

following pages, the interviewees will partly be the narrators of the dissertation itself. Their 

stories are interesting because of reasons that point beyond individual lives and individual 

evaluations. However, the women characters/narrators here have not been chosen solely because 

they stand for some historical phenomenon on the basis of age or gender. They are not only 

chosen because they are women, or because they are old and thus they fulfill the fantastical 

expectation that they are somehow ‘authentic witnesses’. In this sense, my approach was largely 

post-structuralist, meaning that I was curious of the existing differences among this varied group 

of interviewees.  

How women refer to themselves when telling stories of retiring and retirement I analyze, 

for instance. Speaking of women of this cohort as retired women may provide an additional 

angle through which to examine stories of life after socialism, especially after having analyzed 

stories of working life. It is a rather unconventional approach since women of this age are mostly 
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discussed as a group, or categorized as part of a larger group based on some underlying socio-

historical logic. One such logic may be either age (the oldest cohort or generation) where their 

lived experiences over the greatest span of time or of a certain historical moment, is the aim of 

inquiry. In that case it is their belonging to a certain historically distinguished group such as rape 

victims or deportation survivors, or offspring of perpetrators which makes them valid research 

subjects. Historically, thus, they stand for some historical phenomenon. The other logic may be 

gender, where the justification for interest in their memories is the assumption that one may 

produce a different kind of knowledge based on women’s different social roles from those of 

men, which ties into their different experiences and different views on those experiences. Thus, 

as feminist standpoint theorists often claim, they, as a marginalized group, have a different view 

on history from the mainstream story, underwritten by male-dominated narratives.  

While both are highly necessary as they rework existing notions of knowledge production, 

and this research took both of these stances as informative of its approach, retirement, being the 

contemporary condition of this group of women that they themselves employ to characterize 

themselves, in my view, indicates their unique historical significance as gendered, classed and 

ethnicized post-socialist subjects. This category will gain a heightened importance in chapter 9, 

in memories of retirement and the transitions. In the stories I read this as a crucial aspect of their 

subjectivities, besides merely their age and gender. As it is only in countries with a socialist 

history that this age group as a whole can regard itself as the first generation of retired women, I 

argue, they tell the story of post-socialist retirement firsthand, an aspect which makes them 

radically different from women telling life stories in worlds that formerly belonged to either the 

Western capitalist democracies or to societies that formerly endured classical colonial 

oppression. At the same time, these stories will open up possible areas of comparison with other 

formerly (or presently) socialist politico-economic regimes such as Cuba or China.
73

  

Going beyond the category of women as the sole legitimizing category of historical interest 

allows me to look at the differences among individuals that have so often been regarded as a 

homogeneous group. They were seen as such a group even by the socialist party state, as so 

many feminist scholars who were thinking about women’s social-political status post-1948/49 

argue (Pateman, Klingman and Verdery 1992, Verdery 1996, Fodor 2003 etc). This is not to say 

                                                            
73 Lisa Rofel’s work on memories on three generations of Chinese women workers have proven extremely 

enlightening for me when thinking about my own context. She also analyses memories of the “oldest cohort” and 

their memories are comparable in many ways, especially women’s “socialist nostalgia” manifesting in a 

“speaking bitterness” discourse as well as the ideal of “work” as a discourse employed to critique post-socialism, 

and new processes of globalization. See Lisa Rofel, Other Modernities, Gendered Yearnings in China after 

Socialism, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: The university of California Press, 1999). 
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of course, that their sex does not matter. The stories are accounts of gendered experience and 

gendered perspectives on those experiences – it is however, only one among several other 

important components that inform historical views and construct subjectivities. By writing 

women into the collective historical experience of socialism, the same group of feminist scholars 

have also constructed and solidified the belief that there is a straight connection between 

women’s identities and their employment. Relying on the interviews, I question the validity of 

this belief which has shaped so much of feminist narratives on women in socialism, creating a 

one-sided story. Based on the interviews I will argue that women’s ways of understanding who 

they are, what their social positions are and where their perceived agency lies are very complex: 

it closely relates to the larger economy of memory and the ways in which they negotiate their 

relationship to former regime changes and belongings as gendered and ethnicized subjects. The 

modes of memory are great indicators to study mechanisms of such negotiations and 

identifications.  

Their age is also important as they form a forgotten generation of women in Central 

Europe. Because they became young adults and working mothers in the 1950s, at the peak of 

Stalinism, they were in precarious situations. The newly reconstructing nation-states needed 

women in the workforce to increase production but at the same time they were required to 

reproduce their nations by bringing forth a new generation of socialist workers. Both duties came 

without sufficient help from the state: healthcare just started to be professionalized and anti-

abortion battles strengthened across the region; care was not yet socialized and there was no 

maternity leave; and the infrastructure of day-care centers was poor. Grandmothers helped. Their 

memories convey an ambiguous relation towards this past and towards the changes post-socialist 

transitions have brought (the states’ withdrawal from providing welfare provision and subsidies 

for care and other social benefits and the granddaughters’ generation complaining about such 

changes and part of childcare duties now falling on them, the narrators as now they are the 

grandmothers whose help is needed). Their criticism of the socialist state and the post-socialist 

state in all three countries are prevalent, yet they employ different ways to negotiate their place 

in both societies as former workers and sacrificing mothers and now as accomplished pensioners.   

Gender history –as social constructionist, feminist scholarship in general—has often shown 

a tendency to think along the agent-victim binary. This has often resulted in a statue-like, 

simplified portrait of social phenomena where the currency of salvaging victimhood is agency. 

The debate on what agency is, what forms it, and how it can manifest itself, is currently on-going 

among feminist scholars themselves. The main issue that has been discomforting to many gender 
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scholars is the felt need to seek and find agency in women’s actions – even when sometimes 

there have been none. Such a perceived need, i.e. not to see women as victims of social and 

historical contexts, can, however, make interpretations flat, simplistic and ideological. As I 

mentioned above, the winner-loser or agent-victim binary has consequently narrowed down the 

narrative frame in which one can tell the story of socialism and, as a matter of fact, the whole 

lived twentieth century. In my work, I make an attempt to step out of this frame. I attempt to 

widen the space for the interpretative frames of victimhood or acts of resistance and for agency 

that takes either one of these forms. This, therefore, allows us to see more than just a one-

dimensional, clear-cut either/or picture of individual experiences under/within historical regimes 

of power. Similar has been the case for colonialism. James Scott, Timothy Mitchell and Frederic 

Cooper have provided more nuanced and complex analyses of such mechanisms for negotiating 

power relations and dealing with authority – the “modernity of rule” – which could be similarly 

interrogated for post-socialist countries (Scott 1985, Cooper 1980, 2005, Mitchell 1990, 1991). 

These “maneuvers” (Scott), or negotiations, provide a strong case for oral accounts also, as they 

can most effectively be studied through oral history, where people talk about their lives and 

thereby perform a certain degree of interpretation, assessment, and linguistic presentation 

(logically weaved-together narrative affirmation), which by themselves can be regarded as 

manifestations of interpretative agency. There is a duality of intimate/affective and distant/ 

detached history present simultaneously in women’s discourses. This proves the dual position of 

each and every narrator towards historical forces as well, who is both agent and sufferer. This 

duality of power and powerlessness that is produced by and during each narrative act of oral 

histories adds to a better understanding of history as whole and women’s role in it. Such a 

cautious, non-normative and context-dependent conceptualization of agency may make it 

possible for feminists to analyze and account for historical situations where the actors are not 

necessarily women to be proud of and celebrated.
74

 They are, however, also a part of history and 

it is fair to see them as such. 

In sum, therefore, the dissertation connects to the writing of women’s and gender history 

through several threads related to the methodology of feminist oral history. Above I have only 

summarized some of the more conceptual, theoretical points where my project follows and 

diverts from existing practices of writing women’s and gender history. It goes along with a 

tradition that writes the history of ordinary women through their own words. Their attributes, 
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such as gender and age, although important, were not the sole axes on which their stories became 

significant. Their social position as former workers and the first generation of retired women is 

also what makes their stories unique and yet generalizable, region-specific as well as 

individuated. The concept of agency is the other important point where the work connects to 

gender history, with theoretical inspiration from post-colonial discourse. My work aims to follow 

a strand that critiques rigid and fixed notions of gendered agency seeing it, rather, as 

linguistically and relationally constructed. My analysis will reflect this in each and every chapter. 

It will explicitly come up in the discussion of memories of childhood where I analyze the 

political language of authority and difference in childhood stories of religious education. I will 

also provide direct references in discussions of memories of adulthood and socialism where I 

read stories as gender-specific negotiations in understanding state socialism, the relationality of 

female citizens and their totalitarian states. And, finally, I will draw out such a concept of 

gendered agency through a discussion of stories of retirement and post-1989 transitions, where 

women narrators negotiate their positions in paralleling the historical phenomenon of the 

transitions and the personal life event of retiring or phase of retirement.   

 

 

2.5. Memory Studies 

 

The dissertation touches upon debates in the terrain of memory studies. It does that, 

however, through a concrete piece of grounded research, and without an aim to universalize 

claims made on the basis of the analyzed material for history or memory in general. In other 

words, the present work utilizes theoretical insights concerning the relationship of memory to 

history, on the one hand, and interrelationships between individual and collective memory, on 

the other. As to the former, the memory/history debate has crystallized over the primacy of one 

over the other, creating some degree of epistemological confusion and “theoretical aporia” 

(Ricoeur 2004). As to the latter, the relationship of individual and collective memory is still 

unclear mainly because there is considerable lack of conceptual consensus as to what collective 

memory actually is. The dissertation aims at grounding those insights, and showing how in a 

specific region with a concrete historical setting, these interrelationships –memory/history and 

individual/collective memory— are configured through this specific research. First I will give a 

brief overview of the memory/history debate and then of the individual/collective memory 

debate in order to show where my work stands. 
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Over the past three decades, since the late 1980s, with the explicit entry of memory into 

the historical discourse (Nora 1984), there has been a heightened interest and a lively discussion 

among scholars and non-academics alike about the nature, frameworks, practices, function and 

impact of memory as a conceptual category. In these discussions the term memory has gained 

much importance by becoming a “metahistorical category”.
75

 More importantly, there has been a 

visible dynamism within which its relationship to history has been defined. In this dynamism, 

either memory is theorized as being implicated within a larger historical consciousness or history 

is theorized as being dependent on officialized forms of collective memory. For Jacques LeGoff, 

for example, memory is “the raw material of history”, “the living source from which historians 

can draw” and in return, history “nourishes memory” and “enters into the great dialectical 

process of memory and forgetting experienced by individuals and societies”.
76

 On the other pole 

of the debate, literary scholar Richard Terdiman claims that “memory is more than a medium”.
77

 

He quotes Musset who writes that “[t]o write the story of one’s life, one must first have lived; 

therefore it is not mine which I write... I have more memories than if I were a thousand years 

old.”
78

 Memory in this scenario is the vehicle that moves history, and history is what makes 

memory known to itself. In Paul Ricoeur’s rendering of two standpoints, one could say that two 

major paradigms clash here:  

 

On the one hand there is a claim to dissolve the field of memory into that of history in the 

name of development of a history of memory ... on the other, there is a resistance of 

memory to such a dissolution in the name of its capacity to historicize itself under a 

variety of cultural figures.
79

 

 

 

Although there have been attempts to see the two not as separate entities, but – in different 

degrees – as intertwined and dependent on one another,
80

 one still senses a considerable amount 

of contestation and rivalry around the primacy of the two key terms.
81

 Through attributing 

                                                            
75 Kerwin Lee Klein’s term for memory that according to him has become Memory. See Klein 2000. Matt 

Matsuda’s work The Memory of the Modern, in which he argues that memory is more than just an analytical 
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primary significance to either memory or history, the chasm between them seems to have grown 

wide and produced, in Ricoeur’s words, “a paralysing aporia” that is, for him, theoretically 

undecidable.
82

 James Edward Young articulates a similar point when saying that historians have 

maintained a “somewhat forced distinction between history and memory”, whereby history has 

been regarded “as that which happened” and memory “as that which is remembered of what 

happened.”
83

 Since this statement was made in 1997, the distinction has reflected a terrain full of 

tension and a highly politicised battle field not only in the field of academia but in the social and 

political arena as well. History, according to Lacqueur, has been perceived by many as having 

been written by the victors, masking partiality within the disguise of scientific objectivity.
84

 

Memory, on the other hand, has become, again in Lacqueur’s words, a “public enterprise” to 

make the past more democratically accessible.
85

 

The presumption of memory’s transformative potential, i.e. to serve as a corrective of 

history, can be hypothesized as being both a symptom and a product of historical developments, 

and therefore, makes its treatment an especially sensitive issue. As Le Goff writes in 1992, 

memory is the instrument as well as the objective of power.
86

 This development, I think, is also 

characterized by the simultaneous processes of acting out, i.e. doing, and thinking about history. 

Echoing Le Goff’s words Natalie Zemon Davis and Randolph Starn write, “[m]emory is of 

course a substitute, surrogate, a consolation for something that is missing”.
87

 In light of this 

statement, one may posit that memory provides for many a new sense of hope and correction, 

connecting past and future, and it may serve as a new site of faith in the possibility of change by 

the so-called therapeutic potential of “coming to terms with”, “resolving”, and “working 

through”.
88

  

The history vs. memory debate is relatively recent. It is a debate, however, that has raised 

some basic questions as to the conception of what it is that historians do and, accordingly, what 
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kind of knowledge they can and cannot produce, i.e. the epistemology of historical knowledge.
89

 

In this sense the so-called memory-discourse has had a considerable impact on the historical 

discipline. It has had repercussions on the epistemology, methodology as well as the politics and 

ethics of doing historical research
90

 and in reconfiguring disciplinary boundaries. It appears that 

in many oral history projects, for instance, memory assumes a central significance and these 

projects seem to share a similar theoretical language. Oral history as a subgenre of historical 

research existed already in the 1940s and its scope widened in the 1960s and ’70s; still no one 

thought of it in the metahistorical context of memory.
91

 The memory-literature, however, often 

treats oral history as a symptom of the obsessive memorialization of our age that itself testifies to 

the blurred boundaries of memory and history.
92

 Thus, oral history and memory-talk often gets 

associated with each other and indeed the theory of oral history is, to a great extent, informed by 

theories on memory, history, representation, identity, discourse and the narrative.  

This dissertation does not aim at solving this theoretical aporia based on a single research 

project. Quite the contrary, it argues that the leap from one research context to drawing universal 

generalizing truth claims for the connections between memory and history is too big and often 

not justified.
93

 This is a dissertation that is interested in how rural women living on the fringes of 

a long-collapsed empire, narrate their memories and, in so doing, weave together their own 

narratives of the twentieth century history of their region. They tell history through their 

memories and through available means of narrative conventions. In this way, it is not my aim to 

argue here for the primacy of memory over history or vice versa. There is no single ‘memory’ in 

this book, only memories and acts of remembering: memory is not taken as an abstract category 

but as something residing in actual linguistic products; thus it is addressed only in the plural. In 

this sense, I would not like to posit that history and memory are separate (one what really 

happened and the other the memory of how it happened) as if either pole of this binary was one 
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stable, homogeneous entity. On the other hand though, in itself, I am not satisfied with 

Friedländer’s argument either, namely that there is an uncharted “twilight zone” in-between 

memory and history.
94

 Although it is a productive premise to start thinking about the connection 

of the two, it is too vague to be of any practical or theoretical help – besides the obvious merit of 

providing political legitimation for individuals’ memories in the face of the so-called new 

“critical history” (Lacqueur 2000). My interest lies more in specific forms through which this 

twilight zone can be expressed by individuals in structured narratives, through melding together 

several publicly available discourses – at times even contradictory ones—to help create 

meaningful personal stories. These personal stories, brought about by dynamic, careful balancing 

acts of remembering and forgetting, are indicative of what elements collective memory is formed 

out of in the region under investigation, feeding into and solidifying historical consciousness. 

These mechanisms, modes and genres of memory and forgetting implicitly inform history-

writing as well. The chapters are arranged in a way that indicates parallels of big historical 

events/periods and life phases. This parallel arrangement was done to demonstrate that in my 

interviewees’ memories, these periods are tied to a specific life phase –although not narrated in a 

linear/chronological fashion— which results in specific images of these periods. Without the 

private element provided by the memories attached to the life phase, we would likely get as 

different a narrative as we would without the public narratives. In other words, this is not a text 

of memory or that of history but a text different from both altogether. And this brings me to the 

second debate, that on individual versus collective memory. 

Paul Ricoeur, in his monumental work Memory, History, Forgetting, writes that “history’s 

claim to support, correct, critique, even to include memory can only refer to the forms of 

collective memory” (Ricoeur 2004: 120). This is a claim that has been shared by memory studies 

scholars since Maurice Halbwachs’ works on the social dimensions of memory were 

rediscovered in the 1980s. In those works –Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire (1925) and La 

mémoire collective (1950)— Halbwachs argued for the social and historical relevance of 

memory because of its structural nature. He argues that it is only through an individual’s 

membership in certain social groups (formed based on kinship, class, religious affiliations etc.) 

that individuals are able to acquire, to make sense of, to localize, and to recall their memories. 

His work took ‘memory’ out of the individual realm and made its study socially and culturally 

relevant. His ideas have inspired a host of scholars to study memory, many of whom ended up 

                                                            
94 Saul Friedländer, Memory, History and the Extermination of the Jews of Europe, (Bloomington, Indiana: 

Indiana University Press, 1993), vii. 
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denying the personal/individual uniqueness of memory. Paul Connerton, relying heavily on 

Halbwachs explains that “every recollection, however personal it may be, even that of events of 

which we alone were the witnesses, even that of thoughts and sentiments that remain 

unexpressed, exists in relationship with a whole ensemble of notions which many others possess: 

with persons, places, dates, words, forms of language, that is to say with the whole material and 

moral life of the societies of which we are part or of which we have been part” (quoted in 

Connerton 1989: 36). Individuals are thus enabled to remember because they are part of a 

community, a group, who provides frameworks of thought for them to interpret their 

experiences. In this sense, memories are also locally specific, and “mental spaces” are created by 

groups for its individuals to form memories that have a reference to real “material places” 

(Connerton 1989: 37). Wolf Kansteiner, a scholar of post-Second World War German cultural 

memory, agrees with Connerton, saying that: “All memories, even memories of eyewitnesses, 

only assume collective relevance when they are structured, represented, and used in a social 

setting.” Consequently, he thinks, scholars should analyze the means of representation, the 

“media of memory” that “help us construct and transmit our knowledge and feelings about the 

past” (Kansteiner 2002: 190). 

These ideas turned different forms of memory into social-cultural phenomena, worthy of 

study outside of the frameworks of psychology, neuro-science, and theology. They posed a new 

problem: how is it possible to define collective memory? Scholars have been trying to give 

definitions by relating it to individual memory and attempting to bridge the two. The definitions 

thus try to balance between grasping the structural-social, and the uniquely individual duality of 

memory. Amos Funkenstein, taking a Saussurean structuralist view, claimed that the relationship 

between individual and collective memory is that of langue and parole. The former is structural 

phenomenon “a system of signs, symbols, and practices: memorial dates, names of places, 

monuments and victory arches, museums and texts, customs and manners, stereotype images 

(incorporated for instance, in manners of expression), and even language itself” (quoted in Klein 

2000: 133). The latter is the actual usage, the communication of those in unique acts of 

remembering, which are unique to their occurrence and their actor. Young, in The Texture of 

Memory, takes it further and suggests making a distinction between collected memory and 

collective memory, thereby retaining the individual significance and uniqueness of each memory 

as well as their connectedness through a common system of values: 
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A society’s memory ... might be regarded as an aggregate collection of its members’ 

many, often competing memories. If societies remember, it is only insofar as their 

institutions and rituals organize, shape, even inspire their constituents’ memories. For a 

society’s memory cannot exist outside of those people who do the remembering – even if 

such memory happens to be at the society’s bidding, in its name. For even though groups 

share socially constructed assumptions and values that organize memory into roughly 

similar patterns, individuals cannot share another’s memory any more than they can share 

another’s cortex. They share instead the forms of memory, even the meanings in memory 

generated by these forms, but an individual’s memory remains hers alone. By 

maintaining a sense of collected memories, we remain aware of their disparate sources, of 

every individual’s unique relation to a lived life, and of the ways our traditions and 

cultural forms continuously assign common meaning to disparate memories. It is the 

difference between unified memory and unified meaning for many different kinds of 

memory. (pp. xi-xii) 

 

 

Thus, besides the models that I call aggregative models of collective memory (all memory is 

collective and defined by social frameworks) and the disaggregative models of memory 

(memory is individually based and collective memory is drawn by putting disparate collected 

memories together), there are theories trying to find an in-between model, such as the above 

quote by Young. The argument that each individual piece of memory is unique, but that the 

forms of expression and the meanings assigned to these disparate memories are shared, brings 

the debate closer to what I also seek to practice in the dissertation. I concentrate on the specific 

narrative forms of memory because it results in deeper knowledge about the specific located and 

situated relation of individual memories to collective memory. 

In relation to the present work, I would like to mention two concepts that have helped in 

shaping the individual/collective memory discourse and which will resonate in this work as well. 

Both of them have served as bridges connecting individual and collective memory. One is “habit 

memory”, which was originally coined by Bergson in his Matter and Memory as mémoire 

habitude, and the other is Jan Assman’s “communicative memory”. The former is more of a 

product of an aggravative model of collective memory. It means a type of memory where the 

initiating experience of how a certain type of knowledge was acquired, or even the event itself, 

disappears and memory resides in the ritualistic repetition of the same. In Connerton’s words 

“[t]here can be a habit of remembering a unique event, when we have once described the event, 

the words we have used to do so can easily become habitual.” (Connerton 1989: 23) Habit blurs 

boundaries of past and present in a deceptive way, as the past may appear as present and words, 

in our case, narration can become mere “accumulative practice[s] of the same” (Connerton 1989: 

34), thus formulaic and schematized. 
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Connerton calls for a theory of habitual practice, and therefore, that of habitual memory. In 

such a theory the concept of habit itself marries practice, memory itself is acted out, is 

manifested in action. He, however, distinguishes between individual habit and social habit. The 

former implies no meaning for others (outside the individual) “in the sense that it rests on others’ 

conventional expectations within the context of shared meanings. The meaning of social habit 

“rests upon others’ conventional expectations such that it must be interpretable as a socially 

legitimate (or illegitimate) performance. Social habits are legitimating performances. And if 

habit memory is inherently performative, then social habit-memory must be distinctively social-

performative.” (Connerton 1989: 35) Habit-memory is an organic ingredient of individuals’ as 

well as social groups’ legitimating mnemonic practices. 

The concept of habit-memory carries further implications for the understanding of 

narrative acts of recollection as well. When Connerton states that once an event has been 

recollected the words that were used for that recollection might become habitual, one needs to 

take into account the issue of the act of relating such recollections. Relating past events 

repetitively, either in formal or informal settings, thus, lends a habitual character to those 

recollections. It is not likely that the informants in rural settings, such as the ones in this 

dissertation, would happen to have related their life stories to an audience before, unlike public 

figures interviewed several times. However, it is also highly unlikely that certain anecdotes had 

not been related in informal family-settings before. Consequently, it is possible that the accounts 

themselves can better be regarded as vignettes of both rehearsed, habitual memories (for 

example, giving a certain Biblical allegory for a personal experience), or connecting a personal 

event to a macro historical event, or simply to make sense of a certain experience in light of 

some distinguishable discourse, as well as events related for the first time, woven together in one 

narrative stream. In other words, it might be exactly this interweaving, the building of narrative 

structure, or the emplotment in narratological terms, that would bear the mark of a unique, first-

time narrative act, which however, at the very same time is also circumscribed by certain cultural 

narrative conventions that are habitually employed, i.e. without the person’s knowledge of those 

cultural patterns and conventions. While Ricoeur says that “habit resists invention”
95

, I would 

like to argue in each chapter for certain ways of interpretive agency which reside in how the 

discourses are sometimes put together strategically, not solely through thoughtless repetition of 

explanatory narrative frames. 

                                                            
95 Ricoeur 2004, 29. 
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The subtext of much of the debates revolving around collective memory is the issue of the 

intergenerational transmission of memories and historian’s responsibility in how that happens (in 

institutional frameworks, through certain cultural rituals of memorialization or other practices of 

traditions). Transmitting memories between generations, through communication between 

individuals in informal or semi-formal settings, result in different forms of social memory. In Jan 

Assman’s formulation, knowledge of the past gained through such interactions makes up an 

array of communicative memories. Individual memories take shape as results of social 

interactions and are different from cultural memory that is born out of public memorial and ritual 

practices of a certain culture. Connerton makes a similar remark when he claims that “informally 

told narrative histories are both a basic activity for our everyday characterization of human 

actions and a feature of all social memory” (Connerton: 40). My work, in this sense, presents a 

range of memory-forms that, at the moment of their utterance, are possible to communicate in an 

interview setting. It also presents a range of forms through which meanings may be attached to 

those memories by a historian (me) who is also a product of her time with her own socially 

defined position and cultural repertoire. In this vein, the work is as much about the possibilities 

of shared ways of expression and interpretation as about their limits.  

The issue of whether or not it is possible to pass on memories in their complete emotive 

and cognitive content to upcoming generations, what kinds of memories get transmitted and who 

decides over those and over the forms of expression those memories may take, is an important 

one. Memory-studies scholars have done much in showing how these dynamics take shape and 

work in different cultural contexts, in different geographical or national settings (Friedländer 

1993, Passerini 1996, Young 1997, Lomsky-Feder 2004).  

In this dissertation, I am interested in narrative forms in which memories get expressed and 

transmitted from a specific (the oldest living) generation of women to me (two generations 

down) as well as to imagined audiences of subsequent generations. The women I interviewed for 

this project can be regarded as survivors of a turbulent age and the forms in which they can 

express what they have been through does form a kind of collective archive of memory-forms. 

The ways in which interviewed women’s memories are built up from the combination of several 

discourses, sometimes dominant, sometimes less dominant, are indicative of the mechanisms of 

collective memory formation. Such forms and patterns frequently get further reproduced when 

writing scholarly accounts of history. Women I interviewed refer to the national historiographies 

from the point of view of their present sense of belonging. They borrow many popular, 

commonly known public narratives but also incorporate stories – such as those of movement and 
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home, retirement as liberation, continuity with communism, capitalism/EU— that have not yet 

found their way into public historical discourse. Interviewees’ accounts are never purely 

individual. Rather, they are always filtered through not only available genres of articulation but 

also through political sensibilities and rhetoric. Informed by these sensibilities, narrators 

manipulate their uses of different modes of narration in order to create believable and convincing 

narratives.  

   

2.6. Oral History  

 

 

The dissertation is a piece of research that utilizes much of the theoretical premises and 

methodological tools that have been worked out by scholars working in the field of oral history 

and life histories. The field of study, although generally framed as a sub-discipline of history, 

usually involves an interdisciplinary approach. Its toolkit borrows from, as well as feeds back 

into, sociology, social history, anthropology and literary theory, blurring disciplinary boundaries 

among them. Since the 1920s and 30s, there has been a growing interest in research of people’s 

lives. It was in the 1940s that North-American sociologists started to study life stories and oral 

accounts of history more systematically. It was, however, in the past twenty to twenty-five years 

that it became very popular, a phenomenon that scholars usually attribute to the co-existence of 

several factors. The poststructuralist critique of positivist science, the narrative (linguistic) turn 

in the human sciences, the growth of interest in the historicization of adult and old-age 

behavioural patterns, the growth of interest in the social role of individuals and the family and its 

changing patterns, and the interest in old-age in sociology are all considered to have been 

important developments (Bögre 2002).  

Today oral history and research into life histories have their own strands and diversified 

methods. However, there are some common theoretical premises that inform knowledge 

production and epistemological claims made in this field. Firstly, scholars more or less agree that 

oral histories and life histories are not about “raw”, lived experience but about self-

representation (Tonkin 1991, Portelli 1992, Leydesdorff 2005). Oral history accounts are 

narrative ways to construct a sense of self and present it to a real and an imagined audience. In 

other words, it is generally perceived as less about history than people’s strategies of identity 

construction, mechanisms of justification, evaluation and argumentation in staged settings of 

self-performance.  
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Secondly, it is more about the present than the past, as retrospective narrations are always 

done with a backward glance situated in the now and there is no past that is external to the act of 

narration itself. According to Selma Leydesdorff, “as oral historians (…) we cannot fully know 

the experiences of others and (…) we are only told that which our narrators see at the moment of 

telling and what meaning they assign to that” (Leydesdorff 2005: xiii). In this sense they are 

snapshots of a moment in time, and therefore may change with each and every act of narration. 

Thirdly, life stories create an intersection between the individual and his/her social-cultural 

environment. Although each and every story is an individual product of piecing together 

momentarily relevant past events into a more or less coherent and chronological order, it is done 

within a range of conventions available in the narrator’s cultural arena and social position 

(Leydesdorff 2005). In these stories, thus, individual imaginations may coincide with shared 

imaginations of a community (Portelli 1992).  

Fourthly, oral history is a field of research that marries orality and narrativity (Portelli 1992). 

The source material carries the features of narratives and, thus, requires medium-specific 

analytical methodology such as frameworks and analytical categories, concepts developed by 

literary theory and narratology. The verbal and nonverbal building blocs of these narratives may 

be shared in certain groups and may circumscribe mnemonic communities (e.g. marginalized 

groups). However, because of the oral nature of these narratives, it is very difficult to untangle 

the different genres and types of narratives in them (Portelli 1992: 48-49). But in the collisions of 

individual and collective imaginations, Portelli contends, the individual’s relationship to his/her 

history may emerge. Memory, just like experience, is never “raw” (Scott 1988) but it is closely 

aligned with representation. It implies interpretation, logical ordering, performance and 

argument, memory never stays pure but always mediated and at the same time constructed, to re-

create a sense of (already lost) false immediacy. This results in the fact that what oral historians 

solely have access to is the representation of the memory of a slice of the past – which presents 

itself as personal truth.  

And, finally, they are sources which enable the researcher to unpack interpretative practices, 

and narrative practices employed by each and every narrator. In Geoffry M. White’s formulation, 

narrative practices are “discursive strategies that use narrative to render past events both 

comprehensible and persuasive. In producing, enacting, circulating (or simply consuming) 

stories of the past, social actors create and objectify the realities in which they live. The 

successful and effective historical narrative not only represents the past, it represents it as real, 

natural, important, relevant, and authoritative, often using metadiscursive means to do so (…) As 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 2 

85 

 

[historical narratives] are externalized or enacted, then, they enter into dialogic relations with 

reigning discourses of history and identity.”
96

 By focusing on these practices, in my view, it also 

becomes possible for the researcher to test the space for, and the limitations of, agency in 

interpretation of historical and social phenomena: the extent to which certain belongings, social 

frameworks or cultural communities (e.g. the idea of nation, common language etc.) define 

interpretative space and where perceived frameworks can be transcended.  

Early motivation to prioritize oral histories was to make the voices of marginalized groups 

heard; this perspective was enhanced by including the positionality of the researcher in the 

process of recovering oral history. Further correctives introduced by feminist scholarship called 

for the integration of women’s voices, perspectives and their bodies into history. In this sense, 

oral history has been regarded as a corrective field of research not only theoretically, but also 

politically. It was along the intersections of individual and the collective where feminist theory 

has been linked to memory and where it has provided a “valuable lens through which cultural 

memory may be studied” (Riesman 1993). It has produced counter-histories and omitted 

histories. According to Leydesdorff, that is a “main reason to write oral history”. Moreover in 

most cases it has political implications, as it aims to ‘correct’ historiography, as well as it 

sometimes aims at having tangible repercussions in the public social-political arena. She argues 

that “[e]specially in countries of transition, there is a direct link between women’s oral history 

(…) and the attempt to gain a place in the public sphere.”
97

 Politics and theoretical scholarship 

thus engage in struggles that many scholars call the politics of memory where often personal 

narratives get used for certain purposes. Leydesdorrf writes, “[p]ersonal stories and memories 

are one of the potent ways in which human rights groups illustrate their claims.” In this sense, 

thus, personal narratives and memory itself are sites of contestations over power and legitimacy 

and therefore they are not ‘innocent’ sources. They illustrate “how context dictates the reception 

of narratives, re-defines their meaning and feeds into the re-organization of politics” 

(Leydesdorff 2005: xii). 

In transitioning societies, such as the ones that the subjects of this research live their old-age 

days in, memories are considered to be especially important to carve out a space of visibility and 

shape political democracy. “Aside from the direct link between the act of remembering and 

democracy, women in countries as diverse as Georgia, Hungary, Egypt, and South Africa are 

reclaiming their histories and remembering past periods of oppression” (Pető 2002, 2004). It is 

                                                            
96 Geoffry M. White, “Histories and Subjectivities”, in Ethos, vol. 28, No. 4, History and Subjectivity (Dec., 

2000), 497. 
97 For using oral history accounts for political purposes of empowerment see Kaplan 1997 and Kaplan 2004. 
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part of their newly acquired (or aspired to) identities as citizens (Leydesdorff 2005: xii). 

Memories –traumatic or otherwise— of the past, which could not be shared before, are seen by 

feminist scholars as necessary, in order to reform collective identities and new forms of 

subjectivity. (p. xiii). Oral histories and life histories, thus, contribute to the construction of the 

public sphere as well as the academic discipline of history where the resulting historians’ 

narratives are “at once a memorial and a remembrance, but it is also anticipatory and 

emancipatory” (Munslow 2007: 25). 

Women who told their life stories to me belong to the oldest cohort of Hungarian, Romanian 

and Serbian society but have similar national/ethnic identifications as Hungarians.
98

 They 

experienced territorial reorganizations, the multiple shifting of national borders and starkly 

different, anachronistic political regimes succeeding one another. In such historical 

circumstances they often experienced being constantly re-categorized and labeled for belonging 

to a certain category, or formerly having belonged to a certain other category. What was seen as 

an advantage in one power regime was a disadvantage in another. Their citizenship status also 

changed a few times over the decades – as the borders were shifting east to west or north to 

south. Therefore, I also often think of these women as migrants not across space but across time 

(Rofel 1999). Their narratives are informative of how a whole generation of people may 

experience temporal migrations: having to always adapt to new circumstances and make their 

way, to maneuver amongst the ever-changing, often nationally constructed, social and political 

categories.  

I truly believe that their stories are in and of themselves worthy of listening to, simply 

because they are ‘remnants’ of a turbulent by-gone era. However, what I argue for in this 

dissertation is that this is not the only reason why these stories are invaluable for historical 

investigation. Their stories are textual forms of interpretive negotiations that subjects, having 

lived through decades of anachronistic political regimes following one after another, employ to 

grasp change, transitions and establish continuity in the midst of that process. The narratives are 

not only fascinating stories of eventful private lives. They go beyond the personal, the merely 

individual in that they make use of publicly available discourses: for this specific generation of 

women, in the present these are the ways in which the individual is remembered and, through 

                                                            
98 The only exception is the curious narrative of one woman of Romany origin who claimed herself to be not 

Hungarian but “Gypsy”, although her narrative was that of assimilation, a narrative attempt to become ’like’ the 

Hungarians, Her narrative was a blatant example of how limited the discursive space is for the ethnic minority to 

claim legitimacy as an equal subject. Interesting is the fact that she does not claim legitimacy based on the legal 

notion of ”citizenship” as a political subject, but using narrative tropes of assimilation such as the body, morality 

and work. See more on this in Chapter 8.2.  
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that process, history is recalled and acknowledged as her own. The women that form subjects of 

this research are willing to remember and negotiate even some of the shame, guilt and 

disappointment of their past. In an essay Passerini writes about “Westophilia” as a new form of 

silence in Eastern Europe as a generational ill. In these transitioning societies, young 

“Westophiles” are examples of historical amnesia, i.e. their denial to acknowledge their 

country’s socialist past as their own. For Passerini, this amnesia is a form of silence that is highly 

destructive and dangerous because by erasing any notion of the past, and compressing the 

present, there is a only an imaginary, utopistic notion of the future and in it an idealistic vision of 

the West made timeless. She writes, “[t]he present is imprecise, transitional and unforeseeable, 

and the future seems to be largely foreseeable only as a projection of the subject’s hopes. The 

present ends up being excluded from the horizon of temporality, an exclusion which is essential 

in order to save the perfection of the ideal image of the West… fixed in its perfection, 

incorruptible by the passing of time. The cost of this operation is the loss of the role of 

intelligentsia through the loss of its own consciousness.”
99

 Remembering, thus, here stands as a 

form of acknowledgement of a collective past experience.  

This dissertation connects to this argument in claiming that it is narration that helps this 

process of acknowledgement by lending an ever-messy past some form and understanding. The 

challenge, for scholars as well as for individuals, lies in expanding the range and variety of 

interpretive frameworks and the avenues of articulation so as to challenge and creatively rework 

institutionalized frames that limit personal experience and often curtail interpretive agency. This 

project has a political resonance as well with respect to the construction of a democratic public 

space, which has been a flag-pole slogan in post-socialist transitioning public sphere.
100

 Political 

theorist Perez-Diaz argues that the way a public sphere gets configured has a lot to do with the 

individuals that comprise it, the way they formulate their own attitudes towards the past of the 

community. Individuals, he says, who deny the past become mindless shells, “individus 

manqués”, easy to manipulate by totalitarian regimes.
101

 Knowing about the memories of this 

generation of women, and how their memories take shape and conveys an array of different 

attitudes and interpretations of personal and communal pasts to younger, more ‘forgetful’ 

generations.     

                                                            
99 Passerini 2003, 246. 
100 Leydesdorff and Kaplan for example argue that one of the objectives of memory studies lies exactly in this 

political dimension: to enhance democratization in formerly totalitarian societies. 
101 Quoted in Passerini 2003. 
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The dissertation, thus, discusses women’s life narratives as accounts of history while 

connecting debates and discussions relating to the six fields of research I briefly outlined above. 

It describes how historians of Hungary and agrarian historians may profit from gender and 

memory studies, oral history sources and the scrutiny of transitions. It shows how historical 

accounts may successfully apply women’s ways of telling and remembering past regime 

changes, economic and social continuities and changes in national belonging. Additionally, it 

discusses how the women I have interviewed for this project, position themselves ‘on the verge 

of history’ by their non-linear narratives in different ways. Their accounts can be read as texts 

that provide comments on what never changes in the economy (poverty), while they are also 

accounts of timeless gendered experiences and those of ethnic differentiation. They show ways 

of forging narratives of progress and decline and of narrating their pasts in different modes of 

nostalgia, amnesia or laughter. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Memories of Childhood and the Interwar Period 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 

In this chapter I analyze interviews with respect to how the narrators, in an urge to fit the 

interwar era into their stories of the turbulent century, establish ruptures and continuities. I 

analyze childhood anecdotes to see what personal memories the thirty narrators tell and how they 

connect those up with, or disconnect them from, public discourses on the historical era. The 

interwar period has been the object of debates and contradictory evaluations by historians and 

various political discourses. In an attempt to retrospectively reevaluate the controversial interwar 

period in light of Hungary’s presence in the war, its defeat, and the subsequent forty years of 

socialism in the broader cultural sphere, the period has become subject to polarized stances either 

of rejection as the “anti-period”
102

 or of an uncritical idolization. This polarity that pervades the 

public and private arena reflects political views, rather than an urge to understand it within larger 

historical processes. In recent Hungarian historiography, scholars attempt to move away from 

polarized stances. In conservative national historical accounts, the period is often written in the 

frame of collective pain caused by the “Trianon trauma”.
103

 The trauma brought about by the 

provisions of the 1920 peace treaty is held to be ‘felt’ by the whole Hungarian nation, within and 

without, and directly determined lives in Central Europe in the interwar era.  

The personal memories given by the interviewed women are more versatile than the 

existing public evaluations. Their memories provide alternative ways to narrate the interwar era 

as they address the period from the perspective of childhood experiences and emphasize 

numerous features of those years, among which the frame of pain and/or loss is only one. 

Accounts of childhood are products of the subtle intertwining of personal and collective forces 

and narratives that have shaped these women’s lives and consciousness. In their effort to weave 

                                                            
102 The Marxist reinterpretation of the period that became official in state socialist Hungary programmatically 

interpreted the Horthy era as the “anti-period” (anti-korszak), emphasizing the revolutionary project of the new 

state-ideology between 1949-1989. See Glatz Ferenc, “Kérdések a két világháború közötti Magyarország 

kutatásáról”, in História, 1990, no. 1, available online at http://www.tankonyvtar.hu/historia-1990-01/historia-

1990-01-081013   
103 The term has become common usage, a trope, used by historians as well as non-professionals. See Gerber 

2007. 
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the life phase together with features of the broader historical era women combine thematic 

narrative-anecdotal and non-narrative-reflective segments.
104

 These sometimes serve to create 

cohesion within the narrative and sometimes create tension between the personal life events and 

the larger period. Women I interviewed are aware of how contradictory and politically-charged 

the publicized accounts of their childhood are. They know them from reading the papers and 

watching television. Consequently, they borrow schematic explanatory and evaluatory 

frameworks when they give their assessment on the larger era in phrases such as “it was good” 

(Paula HU), “it was bad” (Rozália HU), or “it was difficult” (Magdolna HU). Simple evaluations 

do not always work for them however. Because individual life experiences tend to be richer than 

available frameworks of narration, often a split happens. When women narrate the historical 

events or periods, those belonging to the realm of the macro, in abstraction, they use schematic 

formulas. When they narrate personal stories they refrain from squeezing them into any one 

interpretative rubric.  

Interviewees’ representation of the interwar period is characterized by three features: 

vagueness, short sporadic anecdotes dispersed along the main storyline not always conforming to 

a linear chronological ordering, and the intertwined nature of those stories with family legends, 

where truth is arbitrary and rarely questioned or pondered over by the reminiscing woman. The 

anecdotes are placed in the beginning of the life story –when telling about the parents— but also 

crop up here and there later on as flashbacks, connected to some later event. The figures of 

parents, grandparents and siblings, the school, and the parental home(s) are the focal points of 

these mini-stories of origin. Collectively shaped memories of the family inform these accounts as 

an urge to establish a lineage of the local micro-community of the town or village. As women 

were born and raised in three nation-states, in this chapter I explore differences and similarities 

between accounts given by women from Hungary, Romania, and Serbia. 

In the first section, I discuss personal memories of Trianon and the way it emerges or is, 

more often than not, missing in the narratives. Since 1989 the historiography of this period 

devotes much space for the discussion of the causes, the process, the effects and also the 

historical evaluation of the 1920-peace treaty that ratified the border changes in Hungary. I am 

interested in looking at how much narrative space it gets in personal memories and if women 

connect it to their childhood years. I find that the women I interviewed do not frame their 

                                                            
104 On the separation and characteristics of narrative and non-narrative segments as expressions of two kinds of 

thought (narrative thought and propositional thought) in individuals’ life stories see for example Bamberg, 

Narrative Development: Six Approaches, (London and Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1997), 230-

234. 
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childhood in pain and loss caused by Trianon. The “Trianon trauma”, a favored theme of 

conservative-liberal historical accounts that write national history in the frame of forced paths, 

does not emerge from the accounts as an overarching interpretative and evaluative framework of 

the interwar period. In the interviewed women’s accounts it does not generally appear as an 

event of historical rupture. Trianon appears in only five accounts and defines this period in no 

more than one instance. This scarcity shows that women’s childhood anecdotes create a venue 

for interviewees to talk about the period in terms other than pain, loss and national trauma.  

In the second section I look at different ways in which women describe and evaluate the 

period of their childhood as a whole. Women define the phase of childhood and the interwar era 

by three different time frames depending on which country the narrator is from. I discuss 

evaluations of this period and argue that economic hardships, poverty, and struggles to overcome 

it form the overarching frame in which women make sense of this period and life phase. The 

interviews show ways of constructing continuities and discontinuities with the old pre-Trianon 

(imperial) era in economic citizenship. Interviewees talk about economic stagnation and the de-

classation of families, taking shape in the loss of once prosperous family businesses or the 

economic pressure to sell the family property. Women’s childhood narratives tend toward seeing 

continuities in stories of parents and grandparents, when family life forms were similar across 

these border regions. At the same time, narrators mark the interwar period as a distinct place of 

no return, which belongs to a distant past, before radical changes came with the war and the 

collectivizations. In crafting their life stories, interviewed women themselves formulate their 

own personal detachment and rupture from the life they lived as children and adolescents, in a 

different “world”. Loss and collective pain play a minor role in women’s accounts of the post-

Trianon era, as everyday hardships and poverty are not connected to the territorial, geopolitical 

loss caused by the 1920 peace treaty. 

The third section discusses the theme of religious education in school stories. I argue that 

in these stories the sphere of school and education allow for the articulation of gender, class or 

ethnic difference and social hierarchy. In these stories, women narrators from the three nation 

states do not appropriate one ethnicity-specific scheme that is similar across the region. While 

accounts from Hungary tend to be blind to ethnicity, women from Serbia and Romania make it a 

marked category and speak of it in terms of language and religion. They employ ethnicity for 

their interpretations of childhood experiences and establish continuity with subsequent eras. 
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3.1. “And then this Trianon-thing came…” 

 

Trianon in Memories  

 

 

On July 4th, 1920, the Treaty of Trianon was signed in Versailles, with France establishing 

Hungary’s new borders as a nation-state. Its lands were diminished by two-thirds of what 

imperial Hungary had been previously (1867-1920) and its population was reduced from 18 

million to approximately 7.6 million (Appendix 5/e). The decision exacerbated already existing 

tensions: ethnic, political, social and economic. This territorial rearrangement created large-scale 

dislocations for people previously part of a broader Hungarian political-cultural landscape, 

whose borders were now re-contoured. Writing the history of the Interwar period in Hungary 

without the discussion of the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in the immediate 

aftermath of the First World War and the 1919-1920 Versailles peace treaties is largely 

unimaginable. The reasons for this, besides the fact that these two developments directly defined 

Hungarian history and politics for the following two decades, are twofold. First, writing this 

history is a corrective measure that fills the void left by the socialist imperative of silence on the 

topic between 1945 and 1989. Second, the status that the Trianon treaty has gained in the 

Hungarian historical consciousness, despite the forced silence brought on by socialism, is 

prominent.
105

 If we use Nora’s term, it has become a major lieu de memoire in the collective 

memory of Hungarians and, for them, one of the defining moments of twentieth-century history. 

Individuals, as much as the national culture as a whole, are understood to be experiencing its 

effects even today – primarily on account of the situation of Hungarian ethnic minorities in 

neighboring countries.
106

 Evaluations differ, some of which are more sophisticated and critical 

than others. A recently published conference review wrote that studied from the perspective of 

diplomacy and political history, Trianon “keeps being repoliticized.”
107

 The most recent 

development of freezing Trianon into the collective memory of the nation is its officialized 

commemoration that started on June 4 2010. The bill, initiative of the center-right and the 

Christian Democrats, was passed by the parliament on May 31, 2010, confirming the day of the 

treaty (June 4) to be the “day of national belonging” (a nemzeti összetartozás napja). By passing 

the bill, the parliament claimed that “each and every Hungarian and Hungarian individual and 

                                                            
105 Ablonczy 2002, 132-161. 
106 Romsics 1996, 327-344 and Romsics Ignác, Nemzet, nemzetiség és állam Kelet-Közép és Délkelet-Európában 

a 19. és a 20. században, (Nation, Nationality and State in Central Eastern and South-Eastern Europe in the 

19th and 20th Century), (Budapest, Napvilág, 1998). 
107 „Trianon: Trauma és nemzettudat” (Trianon: Trauma and National Consciousness), Múlt-kor, történelmi 

portál, June 14 2010. Available online at http://www.mult-kor.hu/20100614_trianon_trauma_es_nemzettudat 
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community placed under the supervision of other states is an organic part of a unified Hungarian 

nation, the togetherness of which across borders is a reality, and a determining element of the 

Hungarian personal and collective identity.”
108

 The socialist party took a stance in opposition to 

the bill, claiming that it does not help improve Hungary’s relations with neighboring states; in 

addition, the party argued, it would not improve the situation and everyday lives of the 

Hungarian minorities living in those states.
109

 The struggle over the commemoration of Trianon 

is, thus, a political struggle over memory, the history of which is difficult to write and interpret 

in a nuanced manner.  

In addition to the work of contemporary scholars, more nuanced and self-reflexive 

literatures also exist from the 1930s.
110

 However, according to historians such as Ablonczy, 

those have not managed to affect public consciousness as much as clichéd, simplified and 

emotionally-charged accounts that were abundant from the pens of publicists as well as those of 

                                                            
108 „[a] több állam fennhatósága alá vetett magyarság minden tagja és közössége része az egységes magyar 

nemzetnek, melynek államhatárok feletti összetartozása valóság, s egyúttal a magyarok személyes és közösségi 

önazonosságának meghatározó eleme.” The full text of the Bill passed on May 31 2010 can be read in 

Hungarian here http://www.parlament.hu/irom39/00039/00039.pdf 
109 “Nemzeti Összetartozás: az MSZP nemet mond” (National Belonging, The HSP says No) In Privátbankár, 

May 26 2010. 
110 Kosztolányi Dezső ed., Vérző Magyarország, Magyar Írók Magyarország Területéért, (Ég Fiai kiadó, 1999) 

which is a collection including essays by Hungarian writers, publicists and poets about ”the loss”such as Ferenc 

Herczeg, Margit Bethlen, Albert Apponyi, Jenő Rákosi, László Ravasz, Jenő Cholnoky, Gyula Andrássy, Aladár 

Schöpflin, Gyula Krúdy, István Zadravecz, Sándor Hevesi, Frigyes Karinthy, Mihály Babits etc. But further 

examples for a more nuanced aproach from the interwar era include the works of philosophers of history such as 

those of Tibor Joó and Lajos Prohászka, writer László Németh and the authors of Mi a magyar? (What is 

Hungarian? edited by Gyula Szekfű, co-authored by Hungary’s famous poet, Mihály Babits, a preacher, László 

Ravasz along with eleven other scholars from the fields of anthropology, musicology, linguistics, folklore 

studies, art and literary history. For a review see Schöpflin Aladár, “Mi a magyar?” in A Nyugat, Vol.33. No. 2. 

(Febr. 1940), online at http://epa.oszk.hu/00000/00022/00649/20861.htm (site visited 25.06.2009), Miskolczy 

Ambrus, “Mi a magyar?" in Századok, vol. 132, no. 6. (1998), 1263-1305 or a more critical essay discussing the 

work is Cholnoky Győző, “Reformkonzervatív válasz nemzeti sorskérdésre 1939-ben” (A Reform-conservative 

Answer to a Question of National Life-and-death”) in Kisebbségkutatás, no. 1. (1999.) read online at 

http://www.hhrf.org/kisebbsegkutatas/kk_1999_01/cikk.php?id=53 (site visited 25.06.2009). For more 

sophisticated analyses see the following works (which is but a few that have come out since the late 1990s): 

Fülöp Mihály-Sipos Péter, Magyarország külpolitikája a XX. században, (Foreign Affairs of Hungary in the 

Twentieth Century) (Budapest: Aula, 1998), Herczegh Géza-Arday Lajos-Johancsik János, Magyarország 

nemzetközi kapcsolatainak története (The History of Hungary’s International Relations) (Budapest: Zrínyi 

Miklós Nemzetvédelmi Egyetem, 2001), L. Nagy Zsuzsa, Magyarország története 1918-1945. (The History of 

Hungary 1918-1945) (Debrecen, 1995), Ormos Mária-Majoros István, Európa a nemzetközi küzdőtéren. 

Felemelkedés és hanyatlás 1814 -1945, (Europe on the International Battle Field. Rise and Fall 1814-1945) 

(Budapest: Janus/Osiris, 1998), Ormos Mária, Magyarország a két világháború korában, 1914-1945, (Hungary 

in the Era of Two World Wars, 1914-1945) (Debrecen: Csokonai, 1998), Romsics Ignác, A trianoni 

békeszerződés, (The Trianon Treaty) (Budapest: Osiris, 2001) and Romsics Ignác, Magyarország története a XX. 

században, (The History of Hungary in the Twentieth Century), 3rd edition, (Budapest: Osiris, 2005), Zeidler 

Miklós, A revíziós gondolat, (The Revisionist Thought) (Budapest: Osiris, 2001), and Zeidler Miklós, A magyar 

irredenta kultusz a két világháború között, (The Hungarian Irredentist Cult Between the Two World Wars) 

(Budapest: Teleki László Alapítvány, 2002). 

http://epa.oszk.hu/00000/00022/00649/20861.htm
http://www.hhrf.org/kisebbsegkutatas/kk_1999_01/cikk.php?id=53
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scholars.
111

 Bertényi, among others, argues that the Trianon-topic itself has often induced 

discussions limited to searching for scapegoats and sinners to blame, or at best trying to answer 

questions like “where did we go wrong?”
112

 He argues that such one-sided writing was mostly 

characteristic of the Interwar period. In his view, scholarship in the Interwar period lacked “cool 

and strictly scientific” principles and was more characterized by “sentimentality”, “aggression” 

and “personal bias”.
113

 He speculates that Trianon, also referred to as “tragedy”
114

, directly 

affected the lives of most people. He claims, “…not only because of the propagandistic aims of 

the regime—everything was pervaded by the need for the revision of the Trianon peace treaty, 

where from the most outstanding artist
115

 to the lowest wage-earner
116

 the slicing up of the 

historic country was experienced as a catastrophe”.
117

 (Appendix 5/f) All in all, even if there is a 

contestation on the causes, effects, and meanings of Trianon, within historical developments 

inside and outside Hungary, it has been established as an important landmark. It is not simply a 

periodical marker but a point of historical rupture that has gained very specific emotionally 

charged and “folkloristic images” in the Hungarian collective (public as well as private) 

memory.
118

 Historians recently claimed the necessity to study the aftermath of the treaty from the 

perspective of more localized and regional microhistories and less within the framework of 

political diplomacy and national statehood.
119

   

                                                            
111 Ablonczy Balázs, “Trianon-Legendák” (“Trianon-Legends”), in Romsics Ignác ed., Mítoszok, legendák, 

tévhitek a 20. századi magyar történelemről, (Myths, Legends, Misconceptions About Twentieth-Century 

Hungarian History) (Budapest: Osiris, 2002), 133. 
112 Ifj Bertényi Iván, “Tisza István alakja Szekfű Gyula és Pethő Sándor történetírásában,” (“The Figure of István 

Tisza in the Historical Writings of Gyula Szekfű and Sándor Pethő”), in Romsics 2002, 1. 
113 ibid. I have to remark however, that contrary to general beliefs, the politicians of the interwar era were far 

from being unified in demanding full or partial territorial revision, so ’expert’ opinions even then were divided. 

For this see the essays of Romsics Ignác ed., Trianon és a magyar politikai gondolkodás, (Trianon and 

Hungarian Political Thought) (Budapest: Osiris, 1998).  
114 “Tragedy” and “catastrophe” are words used by the broader Hungarian nationalist public discourse. 
115 See again for example Kosztolányi Dezső ed., Vérző Magyarország, (Bleeding Hungary) 2nd edition, 

(Budapest: Bethlen Gábor Kör, 1928). 
116 Kosztolány Dezső, Égi jogász, (Celestial Lawyer) in Kosztolányi Dezső összes novellája. (Complete Short 

Story Collection) (Budapest: Helikon Kiadó, 1994), 721-734.  
117 Ifj. Bertényi, op.cit. He in his text also uses the term “Trianon trauma” indicating the character of the decade.  
118 Ablonczy, in his work, addresses these images that seek the reasons for the tragedy in different social and 

political phenomena, groups and people, such as the “free masons”, the “Jews”, the “big estate holders”, the 

”Ottoman Empire”, the “Hungarian dissension”, the “communists”, the “Hungarian ethnicity politics” (Mihály 

Károlyi, Oszkár Jászi, Miklós Horthy).” Such folkloristic legend is for example the one on the famous speech of 

Albert Apponyi in defence of Hungarian interests, that was in the collective “mind” a professionally fabricated 

speech passionately presented in 3 languages and yet unfairly dismissed by the entente powers. Another such 

legend living in the collective folk-memory of Hungarians is that George Clemenceau, French minister of 

foreign affairs already had had a biased attitude towards Hungarians because of ill-fated family relations (i.e. his 

son and his Hungarian daughter-in-law divorced during the First World War) before the 1919-20 trials. Fort he 

discussion of the validity of these and other folkloristic assumptions see “Trianon legendák,” (“Trianon 

Legends”) in Romsics 2002, 132-161, esp. 133. 
119 “Trianon: trauma és nezettudat” (“Trianon Trauma and National Consciousness), ibid. 
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The initial hypothesis I had before doing my research was that the collective lament over 

the Trianon treaty mainly affected Hungarians within Hungary. I thought this largely because the 

treaty was held to have been an all-pervasive political rhetoric of the 1920s and 1930s that 

permeated the sphere of state politics, governance, the daily press, and education (Zeidler 2001 

and 2002). On the other hand, I assumed that the lives of those Hungarians who became ethnic 

minorities in the new nation-state of Romania and in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes 

(what later became the federal nation-state of Yugoslavia) were shaped by different dynamics. In 

other words, even though the lives of Transylvanian and Vojvodinan families were largely 

defined by the moment of shifting borders, and indirectly affected by the revisionist trauma-

discourse of the “mother country”
120

, the assumption was that they would be affected by the 

reality of being minority-citizens of another nation-state, one eager to establish itself, to prove its 

legitimacy, to repress its internal inter-ethnic conflicts, and to maintain the achievements of the 

peace treaty (Appendix 5/d). Besides, after the Second World War, forced silence prevailed over 

the 1920-1924 territorial re-structuring of the region. Severe ethnic tensions followed the 

implementation of the treaty in the interwar era and during the Second World War, which were 

wrapped within a discourse –party rhetoric in fact— of egalitarianism, internationalism and 

brotherhood of socialist states. This forty-year long forced silence over the turmoil of the 

preceding decades yielded a radically narrowed space of interpretation of that very same period, 

in which space the public articulation of nationalist sentiments was not included, the voicing of 

past conflicts were suppressed (Glatz 1990, Losonczi 2005). 

Historical research on the period in the past ten-fifteen years has considered it important to 

counterbalance the silence of the forty years of socialism. According to Ágnes Losonczi, for 

forty years nationalist sentiments and the pain that Trianon caused for Hungarians did not 

disappear but remained “hibernated” only to erupt after 1989 when people got a chance to talk 

about their experiences (Losonczi 2005: 29). Since the 1989 political changes, the weight of 

Trianon has been emphasized –in more or less nuanced analyses— including the construction of 

this weight, i.e. how its importance came about.
121

 However, no matter how sophisticated an 

account may be, in carefully contextualizing events by paying attention to international relations 

and European diplomacy after the end of the First World War or by putting aside the tone of 

blame and hurt, the collective-pain framework still seems to prevail.  

                                                            
120 My informants use this term repeatedly in their memories. 
121 I am quoting Mária B. (RO).  
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 Losonczi’s work on how families remember the century exemplifies pain as an analytical 

framework (Losonczi 2005). Her large-scale research consisted in trying to map out the “direct 

effect” that Trianon had on the lives of Hungarian families, an effect which Bertényi also talks 

about. Employing the representational strategy of before-and-after, she analyses the Trianon-

effect by contrasting it with the era of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. She uses the metaphor of 

“multidimensional lives” (szerteágazó életutak) to describe life in the Empire and to refer to the 

freedom of movement across the multi-ethnic territory. She also uses the metaphor of “split 

lives” (kettétört életutak) to describe the interwar period. “Split lives” refers to split territories 

and restricted movement imposed by the newly drawn borders. In this way, she emphasizes an 

unprecedented historical rupture and discontinuity brought about by Trianon. Repeating the 

pattern of the national-framework of history writing,
122

 in her monograph the period itself is seen 

to have been characterized by loss (Trianon trauma). The trauma went beyond the interwar 

period and left its imprint on the whole century that followed, in the embodied memory of the 

following generations. She claims that: 

 

The feeling of loss has lasted throughout the 20th century and carried over to the 21st, it 

encompasses emotions ready to explode. It lives on today, the hurt, the desire and will for 

revanche here and the fear of revanche there. The collective mourning over sufferings 

that have been passed down through generations and over the persecutions living in the 

memory of private family stories are still here with us. When after 1990 Trianon could 

again be talked about, we encountered the past that was very much alive, the families that 

had been involved, had kept thus far inexpressible feelings hibernated (...) It is difficult to 

settle hurtful feelings, to talk soberly about the truth, about the possibilities of living side 

by side each other when it is no longer the truth of stance that decides where one belongs 

but where one belongs determines which truth one accepts.
123

  

 

                                                            
122 Pál Pritz and Ignác Romsics are two prominent historians who urge for contextualizing and a ”transnational” 

approach for more nuanced historical evaluations of the effects of Trianon. They have emphasized the potential 

contribution of international relations and diplomacy that may help to abandon the national-frame and the 

accompanying rhetoric of hurt, blaming and self-victimisation. See for example Pritz Pál, Az a „rövid" 20. 

század. Történetpolitikai tanulmányok, (That “Short” Twentieth Century. Essays in Political History) (Budapest: 

Magyar Történelmi Társulat, 2005), Pritz Pál, Sipos Balázs ed. with Zeidler Miklós), Magyarország helye a 20. 

századi Európában, (The Place of Hungary in Twentieth-century Europe) (Budapest: Magyar Történelmi 

Társulat, 2002). 
123 „A veszteségérzés végigkísérte a 20. századot, átnyúlik a huszonegyedikbe, őrzi a robbanásra kész 

érzelmeket. Mai napig tovább él, itt a sérelem, a revans vágya és akarata, ott a félelem a revanstól. Tovább él a 

nemzedékről nemzedékre örökített, elszenvedett üldözés, a személyes családtörténetek emlékezetben élő, közös 

gyásza. Amikor 1990 után megint beszélni lehetett Trianonról is, szembetalálkozunk a be nem gyógyult múlttal, 

az érintett családok szinte hibernálva tartották az érzelmeket, amelyek addig nem juthattak kifejezésre. (...) 

Nehéz tisztázni a sérelmeket, józanul beszélni az igazságról, a tovább- és együttélés lehetőségeiről akkor, amikor 

már nem egy álláspont igazsága dönti el a hovatartozást, hanem a hovatartozás dönti el, hogy melyik igazságot 

fogadja el valaki.” (English translation mine) See Losonczi Ágnes, Sorsba fordult történelem, (History Turned 

Destiny) (Budapest: Holnap, 2005), 78-79. 
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This passage is an example of the interpretative framework of pain but when unpacked, it yields 

additional insights. The quote speaks of memory in a specific conceptual sense. First, in 

Losonczi’s formulation, memory is not specifically individual but is always already collective at 

the same time. It is collective in the sense that it is mediated through stories circulating within 

the family and handed down to younger generations. In this sense, private memories are not tied 

to the individual but are very much shaped by the family unit. Second, memory, in this case 

traumatic memory, is not devoid of emotive component but it is very much defined by it. 

Although the experience belongs to the realm of the past, its emotional effect remains and 

informs the memory of the experience itself, which eventually become inseparable. Third, in the 

short excerpt above, memory figures as something that may ‘travel’ in time; it appears, however, 

as “hibernated” i.e. unchanged. It is described as something that the family, relegated to the 

realm of the private, keeps alive throughout decades by an act of repetitive narration. Such 

family stories/anecdotes thereby freeze into collective, censored legends; difference or variation 

may only occur among these family-edited versions. In the case of the Trianon narratives, the 

clause ‘where one belongs’ might suggest further divisions and belongings which may be ethnic, 

class-based, political, or a combination of these. When ample space for public enunciation opens 

up and when these accounts can be shared freely (Losonczi 2005), they may induce a range of 

long-repressed emotions as well as a proliferation of different competing and conflicting 

narratives, which make it difficult to construct any one true account of what actually happened. 

Truth becomes dispersed into several truths defined by these different belongings.  

My exploration into the theme of Trianon includes two issues: the weight of Trianon and 

the manner in which it is talked about in life narratives. I look at the frequency and the contexts 

in which Trianon crops up in the personal accounts. I find that in three out of four cases, women 

do not connect Trianon to the interwar period and their childhoods. Only one account (Mária, 

HU) employs it in an overall narrative frame of personal and collective pain to describe the 

whole era. Ignác Romsics writes that it is through the situation of the Hungarian minorities living 

in the neighboring countries that Trianon makes itself present in the contemporary public 

consciousness.
124

 Curious to see how women in Transylvania and Vojvodina address it, I find 

that no account from Vojvodina mentions Trianon directly. Out of the four accounts that do 

address it, three come from Transylvania, and the fourth one comes from a woman whose family 

migrated from Arad (RO) to Hungary in the early 1920s.  

 

                                                            
124 Romsics 1998. 
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Trianon as Silence 

 

I.A.: …and when the ’56 Revolution happened in Hungary, did you know anything about it? 

M.G.: Oh, no way… It was very chaotic here too, but the authorities got hold of the situation. 

There were also here, in Bézár, there was a casualty, and one died in prison, but it was 

forbidden to talk about it. They locked up a lot of priests. Well, you have heard… 

Mindszenthy… or whoever… all from Hungary, they were dragged away too, and... 

I.A.: I don’t know how much reaction it had here in Transylvania. 

M.G.: There was enough, only the authorities put pressure…pressure… to prevent it. But it 

should have erupted here too, and then it would have happened all at once. And then 

Transylvania would have gone back, no? I’m sure you have been to France. 

I.A.: Yes, I have. 

M.G.: The Trianon building… they weren’t even allowed to go there. Yes… have you ever 

been there? 

I.A.: I haven’t been to Versailles, only in Paris. 

M.G.: Yes... the Trianon building… They weren’t even allowed to go there, to Versailles. 

There’s a poem… Versailles… that’s a province, Versailles, there’s a poem about it. I can’t 

remember it now. Do you like poems? 

I.A.: Yes, I do.  (Margit RO, Appendix 3, 1.a/b.) 

 

 

In this first excerpt, Trianon is mentioned in connection to the 1956 Hungarian revolution 

–another landmark of twentieth-century Hungarian history— and the silence that was enforced 

by the Romanian authorities about it to repress the upsurge of nationalistic sentiments among the 

Hungarian minorities. Margit mentions only the name of the building where the peace treaty is 

supposed to have been signed.
125

 Literally-read, her uttering of the name refers only to the 

geographical name. However, mentioning it together with the 1956-events extrapolates 

repression and silence, making Trianon a political taboo associated with Hungarian rebellion and 

subversive activity. She connects 1956 and Trianon in the sentence, “They weren’t even allowed 

to go there, to Versailles” by which she explicitly connects Trianon-as-geographical (the literal 

denoted meaning) with Trianon-as-political (the implied connoted meaning). She did not 

explicitly define Trianon as the treaty, nor did she ask me during our conversation if I knew what 

it was. She assumed I knew. This indicates that I and my interviewee share a common 

understanding of the implications of that name. This is certainly true of the other three excerpts 

                                                            
125 There have been confusing reports as to the time and place where the treaty was signed. ”Little Trianon 

Palace” or “Grand Trianon Palace” are two legendary locations of the peace treaty. Ablonczy in his “Trianon 

Legends” discusses these locations that appear in later remembrances, scholarly publications and popular 

versions (newspaper reports) about the treaty alike. He sets the record straight: the peace treaty was signed in “a 

hall connecting Grand Trianon and the wing so-called “Trianon-sous-bois.” The hall is called the “Gallerie des 

Cotelle” where the treaty is commemorated by –in Ablonczy’s words- “a small sign and the apologetic 

explanation of some security guards.” Ablonczy 2005, 147-148. 
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as well, where none of the narrators engage in further explanation of what they understand by 

Trianon, i.e. its meaning is taken as arbitrary.  

In this sense, I and my interviewees share a mnemonic community: the “building in 

Versailles” at the same time indicates the peace treaty and the dis-annexation of territories and 

all its historical and personal consequences. In linking the Trianon-building to the 1956 

Hungarian Revolution, Margit makes the argument, or rather, expresses a hypothesis –which at 

that point becomes the main argument, the revisionist plea— that had there been no repression, 

“Transylvania would have gone back.” The tone which she uses is, however, perhaps the mildest 

of all four respondents: hers is a silent and very subtle anecdotic musing, which slides easily 

from one topic to the next. She makes mention of 1956, then repression by authorities, then 

Trianon in terms of geography, then a revisionist desire, and then she gives Trianon a political 

connotation. That is where she stops and chooses to make another slippage: she changes the 

topic to a poem. In doing this, she reproduces the silence-discourse herself, by receding back into 

silence about Trianon and its implications. She does not mention it again, not even when she 

starts telling me stories about her childhood. 

This account exemplifies what the following excerpts will confirm, namely that the 

relationship between Trianon and ethnic tensions are made vaguely by interviewees, and mostly 

not in relation to the Interwar era –or at least not always explicitly or directly. When the 

narrative does emphasize ethnic differences and laments past and present acts of ethnic 

discrimination, it is rarely connected to the Interwar Era as a period. Trianon is more likely to be 

associated to later life events or contemplations on later historical events or conditions. In effect, 

thus, it appears that the context in which Trianon is mentioned is almost more interesting than 

the actual utterance of the name, as it is the context that gives it meaning(s) to it, shapes its 

semantic function. I would argue that the actual utterance of Trianon in these excerpts can be 

seen as an index that points towards something else, implies something else by the act of 

utterance itself.
126

 In this way, exerting an illocutionary force, the implications and meanings of 

the expression Trianon are multi-layered and performative (many times, for example, intent is 

implied). In other words, the context defines and specifies, it narrows as well as widens, the 

space of interpretation – what Trianon means in a particular account and for what argumentative 

purpose it is employed. So, just by itself, Trianon would perhaps be a geographical name, or it 

may connote several other meanings at the same time. It may connote the political act of signing 

                                                            
126 I follow here J.L. Austin’s conceptualisation of “illocutionary force”, which he defines as the effect of an 

utterance that actually does something non-linguistic by virtue of being uttered. See J. L. Austin, How to Do 

Things With Words, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, c1975, 1978). 
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the treaty, or the consequent changes on the local and personal level, such as relocation, 

economic hardships, use of a particular language, and the performance of social and 

asymmetrical power-relations.  

 

Trianon as Fate 

 

Well, things happened, sad things, but… Thanks’ God, there is no war now, may there be 

none, may no one do or experience any more wars, I don’t wish [it for anyone]. It’s 

enough to struggle to make ends meet, let alone do such commotion, like the first 

and the second world war, which absolutely made no sense. Absolutely no sense, and 

that the Hungarians lost, the Trianon peace treaty sealed Hungary’s life once and 

for all. They can preach about identity and everything, nice things can be preached 

but unfortunately life dictated something else completely. Completely... Recently, 

when the “Népújság” [Hungarian daily paper] had its Petőfi Sándor [one of the canonized 

nineteenth-century national(ist) and revolutionary poets active in the 1848-49 Revolution 

and War of Independence] memorial celebration… because every year they have it at his 

statue at Fehéregyháza... there is also a Petőfi-museum there, I don’t know, have you ever 

been there? Pity. Go, because it’s worthwhile to go and see... that they asked writers 

before the celebration, the opinions of some of the local writers, journalists, civilians... it 

was very interesting, I could have photocopied it for you to see and take with you because 

it’s very interesting that one says… one begins by quoting the words of János Arany 

[another canonized Hungarian poet from the same period], he says “Oh Father of mercy, 

don’t forsake me!” Because this is all you can say here. When the Romanian president 

visited Kovászna county, they made such fuss about it, he was there… so what? I don’t 

know if you’ve read the newspaper… no? This president, that he went to Kovászna 

county and [he said] how beautiful Kovászna is, how pretty its surroundings are, so 

pretty, so pretty, well everybody knows how beautiful it is, who has been there, who 

cares, but when it came to how much they should improve the infrastructure, that the 

roads are bad…so… I’ll have a problem, this and that way, but when they asked, 

“Alright, so what’s with the Hungarian autonomy?”At that moment the speech was 

closed. So this is where all things start. Because if… it’s alright, give us autonomy, we 

will not separate from Romania anyways, the land of the Székelys is so much inland, it 

cannot be grabbed and put out like a piece of furniture, and taken I-don’t-know-how-

many-hundred kilometers away. The Romanians are good politicians… maybe in the 

parliament... because I don’t follow it, they argue amongst one another, that’s a different 

thing, each says this and that... they are also angry with one another, but as soon as it’s 

about doing something for the Hungarians, everybody withdraws. There’s no point in 

scolding B. M. for not doing anything...anyone should try themselves.. He who has not 

lived it all, like me for 83 years I have been among them.. I’m not even so much among 

them, still I feel its weight... so I mean, I see how things go... because one can say big 

words, and promise everything, one can do that. I can also promise half the world to 

anyone. (Ildikó RO, Appendix 3, 2.a/b.) 

 

In the second excerpt, Ildikó constructs Trianon as an inevitable force of history. Trianon, 

apart from the surrounding silence, indicates the moment that in Ildikó’s view defined Hungary’s 
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fate as a nation. In a sad and bitter tone she says that she is 83 years old and “still feel[s] its 

weight”. With this lament, she makes the transition from the collective experience to the 

personal: by having to be in the involuntary position of a minority, Ildikó’s own fate has been 

defined by Trianon. In her discourse, Trianon is not defined again. We have to rely on the 

context to infer its implications. Trianon mentioned as a specific place is completely missing. It 

becomes larger than the person, the nation or the community: it carries more abstract meanings. 

Connecting Trianon with the two world wars, Ildikó evaluates it as something that “made 

absolutely no sense”, which makes these historical events the indicator of irrationality and not, 

for example, direct injustice.  

Listening to or reading her discourse further on, we see that Trianon crops up as the 

precursor of ethnic discrimination in Transylvania. Discrimination gets realized in very concrete 

things (e.g. “bad infrastructure” in the Hungarian-inhabited county of Kovászna) as well as in 

more abstract ways. The name appears as a signifier of all the subsequent injustices that 

happened to the Hungarian ethnic minority in Transylvania, and all the failed promises with their 

accompanying frustration. She uses several repetitions of a similar phrase: “they can preach 

about identity and everything”, “nice things can be preached about”, “they can say big words”, 

“they can promise everything”, “I can promise half the world”. She juxtaposes this phrase with: 

“but life dictated something else.” In this excerpt, “they” can be politicians, Hungarians, 

Romanians, or all three. She mentions the Hungarian intellectuals and activists as well as the 

Romanian president, who equally appear to be passive and silent on what is most important for 

Ildikó, “the Hungarian autonomy” – regional autonomy within Romania. By extrapolating the 

rational impossibility and the absurdity of taking the land of the Székelys and “putting it out like 

a piece of furniture” (to attach it to Hungary again), she exposes the irrationality of the territorial 

changes brought about by Trianon after 1920, only in reverse. In her account, there is an 

irretrievable chasm between rhetoric and political action, promises and their realization. In 

Ildikó’s rendering, Trianon appears as something that is final and unchangeable, endowed with 

almost transcendental power: it is fate that one does not have control over. Her tone is bitter, 

quiet and contemplative. This sense of finality and definite unchangeability in Ildikó’s rendering 

is what the third excerpt by Mária (RO) lacks and consciously argues against.  
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Trianon as Truth 

 

I.A.: What I was going to ask was how much Szatmárnémeti has changed over this.. past 

80 years. 

M.B.: Well, I think… great that our Hungarian mayor now is very good. For one, because 

he still feels it’s important a little. Oppression, that exists. Nicely, not so openly, but it is 

going… going on. And he has done and does a lot for the city, I. Gy., I’m glad that it’s 

him, that he’s Hungarian, and I see that the city is developing more than in the time of the 

previous mayor… especially when that A. was there, that was a big nothing, there was 

nothing. Since then it’s been changing more, as he is everywhere, thanks God, we have 

Hungarian children in the schools… there is the Kölcsey and there’s the Hám János, too, 

and we are glad about it, because we also need a Catholic school, and I would like it very 

much if they were high-standard ones, although, frankly, I am not very pleased with a lot 

of these teachers. Many teachers now… well I know of some exceptions… in order to 

have some extra income, s/he doesn’t do quality work but makes the children take private 

lessons to get more money. Well, this is not a pedagogue to me, such should stay at home 

or „go to the last”[sic!] or whatever… if for him/her it’s not a matter of the heart, so that 

the Hungarian kid gets the best, be that Kölcsey or Hám János, so that we are happy that 

we have a Catholic school, and they should do the most high-quality work, so that it’s 

there… not like what I hear, so… I’m not satisfied… I’d like more…more…more… I 

can’t say enough that “Man! Beware of what you’re doing! Your future is in your hands! 

The future of Hungarians is in your hands, in the hands of pedagogues! Romanians know 

what to do. Romanian priests and Romanian pedagogues know, that’s why this whole 

thing exists… this is how in the past 80 years Transylvania has become… because they 

knew what to do. Ours’ had no such thing on their minds, that I give the best, the most to 

that kid, because it’s my race, because it’s mine, and I have to form a society and the 

work has to be carried on.. and the consciousness. But actually this is not only here but 

also in Hungary, unfortunately, unfortunately. I can see it, alas, I can’t say it enough. But 

thanks God among my relatives too there is work going on, that… whispering, you know, 

we do whispering propaganda. I say it everywhere, on the tram, on the bus, everywhere I 

tell them how they should live. He has three children now and he raises them very nicely, 

seriously, religiously and I am happy that they raise children like this. Recently, my 

nephew was here, my sister’s son and he brought Trianon. I go the whole family 

together, the whole circle of friends, ’come, see the truth!’ Oh, don’t record this! 

I.A.: Oh, of course, you were born shortly after Trianon.  

M.B.: In ’28. It had already been going on then.. My husband was born exactly then. 

I.A.: Really? 

M.B.: He was also lucky. He was a soldier, he served the Hungarians. Thinking back.. 

God has been leading me and I have such enormous trust in God that he takes care of 

things, and true is that he who trusts, won’t be let down. He takes care of life so 

beautifully. To be sure, I’m not saying… I’m not boasting that.. because there have been 

a lot of sorrow and hardships. But God gave strength to bear it. And now, looking back in 

the distance of so many years, those get forgotten and only the nice remains. This is also 

a special privilege of God that only the good remains. And these little hardships, oh but 

alas! How hard it has been! (Mária B. RO, Appendix 3, 3.a/b.) 
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The third excerpt is probably the most politically-informed or, rather, politically-inspired, among 

all of the accounts. Mária, also from Transylvania, frames Trianon as “truth”, which should be 

heard, taught, and whispered to counteract the prevailing silence about it. She, similarly to 

Margit and Ildikó, did not define or explain the treaty itself, nor did she ask me, if I knew what it 

was. The question that induced Mária’s account referred to local changes in the past circa 80 

years, which was in some sense a directed double-edged question because of the number of 

years. The question drew out the respondent’s life story thus far and also indicated the number of 

years that had passed since the signing of the Trianon treaty. 

Mária’s account of the “very good” Hungarian mayor contrasts Ildikó’s rendering of the 

unreliable Romanian politician. Put side by side, both narrators grasp the reason for the 

unsatisfactory situation of the Hungarian minorities in the lack of skills in Hungarians. For both 

of them, ‘Hungarian’ is one homogeneous category. Ildikó says, “Romanians are good 

politicians” and echoing this Mária says, “Romanians know what to do (...) that’s why this whole 

thing exists.” In both formulations, a very common narrative-discursive strategy emerges whose 

function is to link up Trianon and the existing situation of the minorities in Transylvania. They 

echo a common, though far from folkloristic, understanding of ill-fated historical events – one of 

self-blaming or scapegoating, an extremely general interpretative framework to explain and 

rationalize disadvantageous historical situations. In contrast to those of the Hungarians, Mária 

and Ildikó choose to emphasize the superior qualities of the clever, smart and skilled Romanian 

politicians as well as the priests and teachers who shaped the nation’s consciousness.  

Trianon, thus, in both accounts, becomes an indicator of how Hungarians have been 

failing, which finds its parallel in the scholarly investigations of the “where did we go wrong” 

discourse I have outlined above.
127

 The difference, however, lies in active vs. passive political 

stances that the two represent. Mária stresses the importance of speech (“whispering 

propaganda”) and education, which in her formulation are two crucial means to “carry on the 

work” and the shape “consciousness”. Her strong nationalist sentiments are linked up with 

religion, more specifically Catholicism. By emphasizing the importance of religious education 

and religious way of life she echoes a rhetoric of political Catholicism and educational activism 

                                                            
127 Ablonczy Balázs, “Trianon-Legendák” (Trianon Legends), in Romsics Ignác ed., Mítoszok, legendák, tévhitek 

a 20. századi magyar történelemről, (Myths, Legends, Misconceptions About Twentieth-Century Hungarian 

History) (Budapest: Osiris, 2002), 132-161. and Ifj Bertényi Iván, “Tisza István alakja Szekfű Gyula és Pethő 

Sándor történetírásában,” (“The Figure of István Tisza in the Historical Writings of Gyula Szekfű and Sándor 

Pethő”), in Bertényi 2005, 28-86. 
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that was so pervasive in Horthy’s Hungary in the Interwar Era.
128

 After the 1989 political 

changes, in the early 1990s, political Catholicism became highly widespread again across 

Hungary as well as among the Hungarian-inhabited regions in the surrounding countries. 

According to Mária’s discursive logic blame, gets displaced onto ill-equipped “Hungarian 

pedagogues” who cannot live up to their responsibilities of providing high-quality education to 

Hungarian students. Mária, however, takes a politically active role by her speech and by her act 

of showing the truth to people around her. Trianon, in her reflective nonnarrative discourse, is 

formulated as a powerful phenomenon that has community-building and collective-identity-

constructing functions; it stands, however, without the territorial connotation and without an 

explicit plea for revisionism – two elements which in the official rhetoric of Horthy’s Hungary 

were organically linked (i.e. constructing social cohesion through the revisionist claims). 

 

 

Trianon in a Story of Origin 

 

...and then this Trianon-thing came. That was something! So then, like now too, with 

one order, he who did not commit to the Romanians, was expelled. Thus the mob 

went… (Mária HU, Appendix 3, 4.a/b.) 

 

The fourth and final account was told by Mária (HU). She not only mentions Trianon in 

connection with something else, but also weaves it into the life narrative as a tale of origin. The 

quote above is taken out from a narrative context where this particular sentence – and especially 

the time marker “then”— signals the beginning of a new period and a new narrative unit. In a 

narrative organizing principle of before-and-after, preceding Trianon is the parents’ narrative and 

                                                            
128 ”In the Interwar Era the prayer that started the school day everyday irrespective of denominational affiliation 

was the prayer of ‘Hiszek egy’: “I believe in one God, I believe in one country, I believe in one eternal divine 

truth, I believe in Hungary’s resurrection.” (translation mine) Losonczi 2005, 63-64. The supporters as well as 

the critics of the regime called its intellectual atmosphere “the Christian Course” (keresztény kurzus). Some use 

the term “Christian-nationalist” (keresztény-nemzeti) and argue that such ideological stance to such degree was 

Hungary’s own in the period, it being much more pervasive and direct there than in any neighbouring countries. 

For more on Educational politics and the role of religion at that see Nagy Péter Tibor, “Vallásos nevelés 1949 

előtt” (“Religious Education before 1949”), in Magyar Pedagógia, vol. 99. no. 4, (1999), 389-412. For more on 

the role that was attributed to education in shaping a homogeneous social and national consciousness in post-

Trianon Hungary and the measures taken by cultural politics to achieve this cohesion in order to gain legitimacy 

for Horthy’s regime see also Pornói Imre, “A népiskola a két világháború közötti magyar kultúrpolitikában” 

(“The Public Elementary School in the Hungarian Cultural Politics of the Interwar Era”), in Radnainé Szendrei 

Julianna ed., Ezredforduló, műveltségkép, kisgyermekkori nevelés, (Milleneum, Knowledgeability, Youth 

Education) (Budapest: Trezor, 2001).  
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an almost static image of blissful childhood. The Trianon-story that puts an end to the old life 

defines and frames Mária’s life narrative. She was born two years after the treaty (1922) in Arad, 

a place that, according to the treaty, would subsequently fall under Romanian rule. The family 

decided to leave the small town and move within the new borders of Hungary where Mária’s 

grandparents lived. The borders were closed in 1924 and the family, according to her story, 

managed to cross in the last weeks when it was still possible. For Mária, “the Trianon-thing” 

appears as the master-plot that determined the course of her and her family’s life. It becomes a 

vital element in her life narrative whose elements re-occur throughout different points of her 

account. When Transylvania was annexed to Romania and her family migrated from Arad to 

Hungary, Mária was two years old. It is not likely that she remembers the event. Rather, her 

story relies on the family-canonized version that ties the event to a collective experience.
129

 She 

says, “Well everybody was going, everybody! Everyone was running and I was to, as time was 

running out to be able to come in.” Her formulation is that of a mass-movement of bodies that 

followed the movement of the border westwards, a movement that resembles an escape 

(“running”) rather than a peaceful movement.    

The protagonist in her primary Trianon-story is her mother, whom she describes as one 

who fought with the Romanian authorities for passports and who alone arranged that the family 

finally managed to take the train and cross the border with five children. She gives a detailed 

description of the journey, how they traveled from station to station, how they lost all their 

money and food, and how they had to change destinations because the father got a job with the 

state railways in some other village. As it caused the actual state-border to move and spurred 

their physical movement, the migration is attributed solely to this political reason.
130

 The story is 

that of a series of hardships and endurance in the face of those hardships championed by the 

figure of the mother. As Maria often wonders “Oh what could my mother live through? How 

come her soul didn’t get torn out!” There were relatives in Hungary, and the grandparents were 

waiting to provide shelter for them until they managed to set up their own house.  

In reference to the revived ethnic tensions having awakened from the signing of the 

armistice in November 1918 through to the early 1920s, Mária mentions the strong racist attitude 

of the Romanian officer towards her mother, and towards all Hungarians calling them “You dirty 

Hungarian!” The anecdote of how Mária’s mother managed to receive the passports through 

                                                            
129 Sarah Ahmed, “Home and Away: Narratives of Migration and Estrangement”, in International Journal of 

Cultural Studies, no. 2 (1999), 329-347, esp. 330.  
130 According to estimates between 1918 and 1924 426.000 people migrated to the ’new’ Hungary from 

disannexed territories. Losonczi 2005, 63.  
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bribing the officer and the humiliation she had to suffer at the Romanian authorities is clearly 

narrated from the point of view of the person in the position of an ethnic minority. She tells the 

anecdote in a tone of anger and bitterness, which conveys the memory of a collective trauma as 

well. Hungary’s turbulent relationship with the Romanians keeps coming up here and there as a 

point of reference to the period she talks about and is reinforced by the time marker “it was at 

that time when we didn’t get along with the Romanians very well”. The reference that she makes 

to the invasion of former Hungarian-inhabited territories by the Romanian armed forces is 

phrased as a violent act of “punishment” and the savagery of the invading soldiers is imagined in 

their being painted, which also evokes popular representations of uncivilized warriors:   

 

It was... not genocide, but punishment. Because speaking Hungarian was not allowed. 

And when the Romanians came in, they ran over everything. What they fancied, or those 

Romanians and French soldiers were painted, they say, even their earlobes were painted 

red - for some. And what they saw, they took. You couldn’t do anything as they 

immediately pointed the rifle at you. (Mária HU, Appendix 3, 5.a/b.)      

 

  

This description of the invasion of Hungarian-inhabited territories by the armed forces 

reproduces conventional images of violent invasions where the enemy’s soldiers are seen as a 

barbaric, ruthless, disembodied mass of hyper-masculine violence: faceless and anonymous. This 

ruthless and disembodied image of the Romanians is equally valid for Maria’s description of her 

mother’s interaction with the officer, which indirectly represents the (Romanian) state as a 

corrupt and unreasonably ill-willed.  

The family stories of these incidents that inform Maria’s own story of her family’s forced 

migration as a result of Trianon has a fundamental role not only in shaping Maria’s childhood 

story but her whole life narrative. Her mother is painted as independent, brave and heroic 

(‘mother’s narrative’); the long adventurous train ride from the hometown of Arad to new 

Southern Hungary are elements that come back later in her life story in her own narrative 

journey to motherhood, on the one hand, and in her nationalist nostalgia for pre-Trianon 

Hungary, on the other. In this sense, because it is turned into a story of her origin and the frame 

of her own life story, her account of Trianon is the most elaborate of all the accounts. It shows an 

intricate, inseparable narrative intertwining of larger historical forces (and their understanding) 

and the personal story. In order to show the theoretical implications of such an intertwining of 

the personal and the historical in formulations of migration – and imaginations of home and the 
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role of nostalgia in these formulations – I will return to this life narrative in Chapter 5, when I 

discuss ‘Home and Movement in the Narrative’. 

In conclusion, all four excerpts that make a mention of Trianon turn the treaty into a 

signifier to stand for something other than the treaty or their childhood. Trianon, formulated as 

silence, as fate and as truth, gets endowed with different meanings, all connected to a particular 

notion of the Hungarian nation. Narrators employ it to underline the credibility of broader 

arguments that shape their accounts of history. Trianon-as-silence speaks about state socialist 

attempts to erase it from history. Trianon-as-fate serves to narrate the twentieth century in the 

manner of forced paths and the nation as ill-fated. Trianon-as-truth speaks about the transmission 

of past hurts as a way to reproduce the nation. Coming from Transylvanian women, all three 

narratives are those of resistance against Romanian supremacy. In the fourth case, Trianon 

appears as a vital part of the life narrative, the point where the narrator’s calendar, and her 

version of the twentieth century, starts.
131

 All four accounts demonstrate the shifting meanings 

that individuals attach to the same historical event in retrospect. This illustrates the significance 

of oral histories in mapping out ways that the past can and cannot be narrated.  

We can see that through an expansion of the concept, Trianon has become elevated to the 

level of the abstract, and it has also become disconnected from the interwar period in women’s 

memories. It is only in the dominant public rhetoric of political irredentism of the 1920s and 

1930s that we can detect its presence in the narratives, without the time-bound historical context 

of those two decades. Only in Mária’s discourse did Trianon inform personal memories of 

childhood, due to the strong persistence of family legends pertaining to the family’s migration in 

1924. In all the other accounts, the images of childhood/interwar era have been stripped of the 

Trianon trauma and got integrated into the narrative of ethnicity and later events where that 

narrative became historically relevant (e.g. 1956). As to the early life phase/period, other 

elements have become memorable, from which childhood stories have come about.  

The scarcity of the Trianon-theme across the thirty accounts leads me to conclude that loss 

and pain, that publicized histories –such as the one by Losonczi— attach to the aftermath of 

Trianon, do not characterize all women’s memories of this generation. Probably partly because 

they were children in the 1920s and 1930s, they do not see the period in terms of pain and loss. 

They narrate it in terms of hardships and struggle, but without connecting those hardships to the 

political event of the Trianon treaty and the resulting territorial losses of Hungary. Interviewees, 

with the exception of Mária (HU) do not mark Trianon as an event of historical rupture; rather, 

                                                            
131 Due to its complexity and its structural implications I will return to this in Chapter 5.1.   
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through family and childhood anecdotes they establish their own genealogies and stress 

continuities in their lives up until their experiences of the Second World War. 

 

 

3.2. The Scene of Childhood: the Horthy Era and Old Yugo  

       (1920-1941/1944) 

 

 

I.A.: When were you born? 

A.B.: In ’27. The ‘20s were rather rocky. In terms of material means and because of 

different problems, the Great Depression, you know, businesses went bankrupt, father 

was also a shop assistant working in a big store. 

I.A.: Really? Which one? 

A.B.: Well… I don’t know the owner’s name but it was the biggest textile store in Makó, 

he was a shop assistant there. And as these depression years came, the store went bankrupt, 

you know as the territories were dis-annexed and then dad was left without a job. Well, 

fortunately he had had a good salary before that, as a chief shop assistant, and so he had 

put some money aside.. And my mom was a women’s tailor and then… 

I.A.: That was her profession? 

A.B.: Yes, her profession was “women’s tailor”. And then she applied for the business 

license [iparengedély] and then they started to produce these ready-made clothes. They 

were sewing. 

As I was growing up, of course, they also made me work in the sweatshop (laughing). I 

was 13 when I got my first sewing machine. And then I learned to sew and then of course 

one had to go to vocational school, because without that I would not have got a work 

permit because in those times it was not possible to work without a permit. So, for the 

time being I was working in the sweatshop, and then we grew up and registered for the 

dance course [tánciskola]. That was, let’s say, a significant period, when we have grown 

older and also the situation was different. (Anna HU, Appendix 3, 6.a/b.)  

 

In what follows, I will provide excerpts which formulate interpretations and evaluations of 

the Interwar era as a whole. The excerpt by Anna above is a fragment that gives a compact 

summary of the interwar period from the point of view of a woman in her early 80s in the south 

of Hungary. Anna’s account is an illustrative example of how an individual woman looking back 

on those years negotiates the meanings of the era by constantly shifting in-between personal and 

larger reference points in an urge to grasp and formulate a whole period in her narrative. Her 

account exemplifies the careful balancing act that interviewees engage in to paint the image of a 

period through mini-anecdotes, descriptions, personalized reflections, and time-segmentation. 

Her summary marks the period as different from any successive eras she has lived through; she 

refrains, however, from evaluating it with any simplified phrases. This is not always so, as other 

interviewees have a tendency to summarize as well as evaluate their childhood in the context of 
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the larger era. Their retrospective gaze may evaluate the decades which provide the scene of 

childhood as “good” (Paula HU, Mária B. RO); or “hard and not good” (Rozália HU); or with 

the somewhat more hesitant and reflexive “it was hard but we didn’t know any better” (Júlia 

HU); and a more balanced formula of “there was good and bad in it too.” (Jolán HU). The 

evaluations interlace childhood anecdotes to a point where it is impossible to say whether 

childhood ‘experiences’ determine the interviewee’s view of the period itself, or if childhood 

experiences are seen and told from a specific standpoint that is available to address the Interwar 

era as a controversial period.  

Women of advanced age often idealize their childhood as a life phase. Their nostalgia for 

the lost youth and beloved family members rarely gets carried over to the period itself in its 

entirety. No interviewee told me that their childhood was bad. Their descriptions of the phase 

were more varied in their anecdotes. Life phase and historical period do not always merge 

completely in these personal accounts. The two become disconnected where interviewees talk of 

the period in general. In those instances, they use schemes and panel phrases that they borrow 

from popular political discourses. In the context of the whole life narratives, women’s schematic 

evaluating statements of the interwar era are never incidental, but they form strategic political 

statements. Either “it was good” (and an ideal to wish for in the face of socialism), “it was hard” 

(and socialism was an improvement compared to the poverty of this period), “it was hard but we 

didn’t know any better” (no basis of comparison with other periods), and “it was hard but good” 

(more nuanced and nostalgic towards both the interwar and the socialist period).  

Childhood stories talk about parents, grandparents, ancestors (i.e. personal origin), siblings, 

cousins and childhood friends. It is they who fill the anecdotes with characters. On a collective 

level, this was the era when the official Hungarian political rhetoric aimed at re-crafting and 

incessantly promoting narratives of Hungarianness and the Carpathian basin –the territories of 

the historic Hungary — meant the geographical cradle of the nation, the territory itself signifying 

common origin. Often, however, families lived a reality far away from the official discourses. 

The themes that emerge when narrators address the period are poverty (the lack and/or loss of 

family-material means) and, related to that, social inequality, play and mischief, and labor. The 

period of the Interwar era differs in accounts coming from the three countries, since the 

beginning of the Second World War falls in different years in women’s memories of Hungary, 

Serbia and Romania. The different dates in the title refer to these different patterns of 

segmenting time as the Horthy era and Old Yugo/slavia in the accounts from present-day 
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Hungary and Serbia. Accounts from Transylvania do not have a specific name for the period; 

they refer to it either as “childhood”, “when I was a child” or “before the Hungarians came in”.  

The childhood-stories – whether through narratives of the family and school, or through 

propositional thoughts, i.e. discursive argumentative reflections — provide multiple images of 

the period. These complex images are interspersed with political narratives acquired in childhood 

– through education and socialization—and during later life phases in different political regimes. 

This double angle of remembering can be detected in changes in narratorial positions, and in the 

changing narrative and non-narrative elements often contradicting each other. Childhood stories, 

as we will see, are informative of how individual women grapple with negotiating once-lived 

experiences. Their interpretation, manifesting through a narrative segmentation of time 

(connecting and separating childhood and interwar) and through reproducing or countering larger 

public narratives, is an attempt to articulate their early, scattered, anecdotal memories. 

Interviewed women in all three countries talk about their childhood and the interwar era in socio-

economic terms, along the lines of these socio-economic relations and conditions. Some 

emphasize poverty and hardships their families endured. Many childhood stories revolve around 

poor living conditions, lack of food, clothing and parents’ efforts to secure somewhat stable and 

secure means for their children through acquiring or selling land or taking up several jobs. Some 

accounts, mainly those from Serbia, talk about relatively secure means and satisfactory living 

conditions. These do not solely depict the era as difficult because of poor living conditions but 

somewhat stable where, as a child the narrator felt safe. It is mainly the articulation of school 

experiences where space opens up for addressing socio-economic and ethnic difference, social 

hierarchy, and authority. Hungarian accounts are silent on ethnicity; the majority of women from 

Transylvania and Vojvodina, however, do employ the frame of ethnicity. Their narratives of 

ethnic ‘development’ largely define their view of history as well.  

 

The Horthy Era 

 

Literature on the period maintains that the interwar period is a highly complex one in the 

territories of the dissolved Austro-Hungarian Empire (Appendix 5/b; 5/c), and thus is under 

constant revision by social and political historians.
132

 Its political character, its foreign policy, 

                                                            
132 Just like the evaluation of Antonescu has divided the public in Romania, in Hungary the retrospective 

evaluation of Miklós Horthy and the whole era hallmarked by his name (1920-1945) has been the topic of much 

discussion in various public forums since his rehabilitation and reburial in 1993. These discussions took place in 

the daily press as much as in more sophisticated analyses. The division of the public representing these ideology-
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and its public consciousness are seen to have been determined by multiple factors including 

defeat in the first world war and the dissolution and overthrow of the Dual Monarchy (Austro-

Hungarian Empire) which resulted in internal tensions.
133

 In Hungary, economic and social 

structures that have been formed before the First World War (with the 1867 settlement between 

Hungary and The Habsburg Monarchy) were carried over to and consolidated in the Interwar 

period despite the political and territorial changes.
134

 The nobility, most Hungarian and 

international scholarship concedes, remained supreme (albeit lost much of its wealth and 

credibility) and proved an obstacle to the development of constructive relations with other 

national minorities and to economic progress.
135

 Because the Hungarian magnates and nobility 

retained more of their privileged than the landed aristocracy in Austria, they came to stand in the 

way of a redistribution of land and economic progress which would support the development and 

the growth of the middle class and urban strata of society. As Gyáni argues, however, the period 

was characterized by the loss of privileged positions of the landed nobility (traditional 

aristocracy), and the rise of a new urban political elite rising from the middle-classes.
136

 Apart 

from the economic upheaval in the 1920s, the issue of nationalities that had always been a source 

of tension in the empire only heightened and eventually lead to the dissolution further 

exacerbated tense ethnic relations in the region.
137

  

In Hungary the period from 1920 until 1944 correlates with the governorship of Miklós 

Horthy (1 March 1920 – 15 October 1944) and, therefore, it is often called the “Horthy years” or 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
based historical evaluations usually stretches between the political right (i.e. anti-communist) and the left (anti-

fascist, anti-nationalist) producing simplified ‘camps’ and simplified explanations-evaluations. See for example 

http://gyula.czegledy.hu/cgi-bin/czc/index.cgi?mod=3&id=648&rovat_id=11 (in Hungarian). Debates are 

ongoing publicly on many online blogs which more often than not sway between the two poles. See also another 

example at http://www.fw.hu/remekm/forum/index.php?f=2&t=5234&a=&q=&p=3  

In historical analyses the rehabilitation of the Horthy era as a legitimate historical period, and not just an “anti-

era” outside of the flow of history has formed (simultaneously placing the state socialist period outside that flow) 

the aim of much historical research (and their support and funding by the state) since the early ‘90s. See for 

example Esbenshade 1995, 72-96; Ormos 1998; Zeidler 2001 and 2002. 
133 Joseph Rotschild, East-Central Europe Between the Two World Wars,A History of East-Central Europe, Vol. 

IX. (Washington: The University of Washington Press, 1974), 137-200. 
134 Berend T. Iván, Decades of Crisis, Central and Eastern Europe Before World War II, (Berkeley, Los Angeles 

and London: The University of California Press, 1998). 
135 Romsics Ignác, Magyarország története a XX. században, (Budapest: Osiris, 2005).  
136 Gyáni Gábor and Kövér György, Magyarország társadalomtörténete a reformkortól a második 

világháborúig, (The Social History of Hungary from the Reform Age to the Second World War) (Budapest: 

Osiris, 1998), 167-356.  
137 Magyars made up of less than 50% of the Hungarian part of empire; Romanians, Serbs, Slovaks were the 

biggest ethnic groups; others included Jews, Ruthenians, ethnic Germans. See, for example, Romsics 2003, 

Romsics 2001, Romsics 1998, Losonczi 2005. On ethnic tensions, and nationalisms before the 1918 dissolution 

see Miroslav Michela, „Emlékezet, Politika, Trianon. A legújabbkori szlovák-magyar kapcsolatok „új 

kezdetének” kontextualizálása” (Memory, Politics, Trianon. Contextualizing the “new beginnings” of 

contemporary Slovak-Hungarian relations), Regio, Vol. 18, no. 4, (2007), available online at the Hungarian 

National Archives: http://epa.oszk.hu/00000/00036/00068/pdf/081-092.pdf   

http://gyula.czegledy.hu/cgi-bin/czc/index.cgi?mod=3&id=648&rovat_id=11
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“Horthy era”. It is also referred to as “the consolidation years” by Hungarian historians, 

especially the decade of Count István Bethlen’s (bethleni konszolidáció) administration. In the 

accounts from Hungary, the name of the Governor stands for the period. These years in most 

historical scholarly works appear as ones that have been characterized by ‘revisionism’: a 

political and ideological project of lobbying for the revision of the Trianon treaty and the new 

national borders it ratified.
138

 The loss of territories left many families torn apart, economical and 

trade routes and road and railways truncated. It left public and private networks broken, the 

reconstruction of some of which (the private) has not happened until today. The official and 

public ideology of all governments under the governorship of Horthy kept the Trianon trauma 

alive as a collective, national sentiment (Zeidler 2001, Gerner 2007).  

The reorganization of the economy was on the agenda in both the ’20s and the ’30s, which 

took shape, in some degree, through land distribution and small-scale industrialization. All three 

regions investigated still remained predominantly of agrarian character, however. With the 

exception of Transylvania, the dominance of large landholding estates remained and the problem 

of peasant landownership was not solved. Verdery argues that in Transylvania much of the 

economic power of local land-owners of larger estates translated itself into political as well as 

social influence on the local level.
139

 As the ethnographical literature on smaller regional 

communities, including that of Verdery’s work, argue that these local power relations often 

became ethnicized by locals as well. Accordingly, thus, the pre-war (First World War) sharp 

class divisions did not disappear, only further polarized.
140

 

The stories of childhood in the Horthy era provide an interesting variety of viewpoints on 

the interwar period, but they especially seem to reproduce the story of vertically steep 

                                                            
138 Here I can refer to the vast Trianon-literature that I have cited in the previous section. Romsics 2005, Zeidler 

2001 and 2002, Michela 2007 are only few of the many works emphasizing revisionism and political irredentism 

as two fundamental projects that pervaded Hungary’s historical consciousness and political directions in the 

1920s and 1930s.     
139 Katherine Verdery, Transylvanian Villagers: three centuries of political, economical and ethnic change, 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983). 
140 Hungarian society in between WWI and WWII comprised of the following strata (the interviewees of this 

work belong to those in bold): aristocracy: economical influence, owns 30% of all land 

upper bourgeoisie (a few hundred families): growing political influence in the hands of 50-60 magnate families 

(owners of big corporations); middle class (Christian families): in 1931 360.000 wage earners (9-10% of society) 

working in state administration, living in financial security. Become declassed as a consequence of the Great 

Depression and become the main basis for extreme right, melting pot of the gentry, the ‘nation’s backbone’); 

urban small middle bourgeoisie (6-7000 families): employing 10-100 workers, owners of apartment houses 

[urban small bourgeoisie (500.000 wage earners – 1.3million people): have 1-2 assistants, artisans, retailers, 

lower-rank clerks/officers, this position allows for upward mobility peasantry (4.5million): landless (20%), 

“törpegazdaságok” (1-2 hold), servants, maids, part-time workers (600.000)]; industrial sector (900.000 

workers but their numbers were growing). Social status/rights (under the ministership of József Vass) included 

an 8-hour work day, a minimum wage, paid vacation, mandatory sick leave, old-age and handicapped insurance, 

orphan subsidy, and OTI (predecessor of social security and healthcare).  
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hierarchical social and gender relations. The memories also highlight and take part in 

reproducing the contestations of politicized memory of the Horthy era: they employ the theme of 

social hierarchy, they emphasize unequal landed property relations, and they speak of a 

prevalence of large estates and the local influence of estate holders. In the women’s memories, 

social immobility and stagnation provides a basis to argue for or against the legitimacy of the 

regime of the period. That legitimacy, however, is always measured through a simultaneous 

evaluative glance on socialism. Consider the following two excerpts which evaluate the era 

along the same lines of social hierarchy and inequality, albeit from two opposing angles:  

 

Now I am talking about the times before the war and I can only say that who for example 

used to come to us, laundry-woman or ironing woman, it was not bad for them! They also 

had their nice little, decent, clean “studio-apartments,” [szoba-konyha] and these poorer 

folks like locomotive engineers, conductors, postmen, but they also had it good! I never 

heard anybody complain. Well, of course, the poorer people might have had less on the 

table, but everybody could get enough to eat. And everybody, also the poorer, had their, 

there were these apartments with one room and a kitchen, and they kept it clean and they 

lived there nicely. And those who worked in places like a factory, or post-office, or the 

railways, they did not have to save up because they got their retirement pension as soon as 

they got old. So they also could educate their children, they could provide the family with 

good food, they could dress nicely, for instance, before the war these working women also 

had straw hats and silk dresses. So it was not bad! He who says it was bad in the Horthy 

years, was either a drunk or lying. It was not bad! It was not bad! Provided he was 

working! Of course there was a strata of lowlifes, who never worked but were in the pubs. 

And he lived from one start-of-the-month to the other. Because when he got his wage, he 

was carrying the goose in his hands, and then he didn’t even have potatoes. But now I am 

talking about the drunks. He who lived an abstinent life did not have it bad! None of 

them! Then there were these maids working on the large estates. They also lived nicely! 

And they got their “studio apartments,” they got it in the manor, they called it 

“kommenció”, and if she was diligent and worked hard, they could even make money! 

This is all I can say, sweetheart, but I am telling you, mainly the times before the war I can 

only praise. People always talk of it badly, the Horthy era this and the Horthy era that, not 

true! If one worked and did not spend everything on drinks, one got along just fine. Also 

those who did not study, who had 6 grades of elementary, they had it good, they could 

work, well the ones who drank, they couldn’t. Neither the ones who always borrowed 

money and asked for loans. He could hardly pay it back. For the sober it was good! 

(Paula HU, Appendix 3, 7.a/b.) 

 

 

It was hard! Even so the Horthy regime... and then I was still young, a child. .. It was not 

that we eat this or eat that, no! And my father was not even a drunk! If there was bacon, I 

remember so well, if there was bacon, then we ate it in the morning and in the evening too. 

If there was no bacon, there was jam. But if you eat bread and jam, you are hungrier than 

before! Oh I remember it so well! (...) Now, I have to tell you this. Well, you know, we did 

not have our own corn. But my father and mother used to go to the landholder to hoe and 

harvest and the landowner went like, even though my parents picked it, he said, „you also 
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have to pick the stalk!” I was not even in the party. Never. But I was so angry! The 

landowner lied down and I was cutting the stalks. The cornstalks. And then I really had 

enough. Yes. This was in the Horthy regime, back then. But not only that.. the corn had to 

be put into its place! So what can I say? Like a big communist, even though I was so 

young, but very angry! Look, you have to do everything because he is rich, he was born 

into the right place. So it begins there! At birth/ That is the truth. Alas, my poor father and 

mother, they went elsewhere to get some corn for the pigs. See? The Creator did not give 

equally either! Because one is so good.. no, he says, “Give to the poor, too!”, Jesus also 

said that. But no, as much as they can squeeze out of the poor! So it was like that... they 

say it was good, Horthy, of course it was good to some who had it good. But for the 

poor, it was not good. (Rozália HU, Appendix 3, 8.a/b.) 

 

 

These two excerpts can be read as polar opposites, which is why I place them here together. Both 

accounts are from Hungary, and they exemplify two highly contradictory interpretations 

concerning the Horthy era (1920-1944). Both speak of the period in socio-economic terms and in 

terms of inequality. They both concentrate on people’s living standards (how much food they 

had, living situation, clothing, etc.) and working conditions. Food, here and in memories of later 

periods, figures as one possible linguistic micro-site, a metonymy, which allows interviewers to 

talk about poverty or affluence and through that, express and illustrate evaluations of entire 

historical periods. Drink, which is always to be read as alcohol, is a figurative device, a trope to 

express social immobility (stagnation) or descent. It is a trope to address poverty and blame it on 

individual subjects instead of seeing it as an indicator of structural problems under different 

political regimes.
141

 Clothing as well as the image of house (“studio apartments”) in Paula’s 

account also signifies socio-economic status. In her case, the excerpt is not anecdotal, as she 

does not employ the narrative form to illustrate her point; rather, she uses a somewhat polemical 

rhetoric. She describes interwar social conditions through employing the images of clothing, 

food, housing, and work. The adjectives describing these elements are “decent”, “nice”, “clean”, 

“abstinent”; all reflect middle-class values
142

 and stand for supporting arguments for the 

historical legitimacy of the Horthy era as not feudal, or semi-feudal, but a regime of Western 

modernity. In Paula’s account, hard work and drunkenness (=no work) are in opposition, where 

                                                            
141 Alcohol consumption carried such individual ’blame’ but actually, research has shown, has been indicative of 

social problems, and inability to adjust to social change in later periods as well. In the period of socialism, 

alcohol consumption was penalized in indirect ways as it stood for moral corruption as well. It was for example a 

major reason not to allow a wife of an alcoholic husband to take up public functions, e.g. join the local party 

organization. See Tóth Eszter Zsófia, “Puszi Kádár Jánosnak” Munkásnők élete a Kádár-korszakban 

mikrotörténeti megközelítésben, (“Kiss to János Kádár” Lives of Working Women in the Kádár era from a 

Microhistorical Perspective) (Budapest: Napvilág, 2007), 132-133.   
142 Clean money, clean sex etc. are seen as Western middle-class values constructed in the nineteenth century 

through images of work and consumption. Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in 

the Colonial Contest, (London: Routledge, 1995). 
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hard work (=abstinent life) is conceived of as the ideal way to maintain one’s social position or 

to move upward.  

Rozália’s account is anecdotal in that it narrates a mini-story from her childhood to support 

her argument against the Horthy era. In the form of an embedded narrative, she tells about her 

having to work in the field of a landowner who himself was watching her work and giving her 

orders. The subsequent associative-emotive response (“I was not even in the party. Never. But I 

was so angry”) and its repetition (“Like a big communist, even though I was so young, but very 

angry”) connects her experiences to communist ideology. The association suggests a 

retrospective continuity of personal history in the face of historical rupture and serves as a good 

example of looking at a chronologically earlier period through the frame of a subsequent one. 

The argument of the Horthy era being a stagnant period of social inequality are there in both 

accounts, but while for Paula it appears as a naturalized order of society, Rozália’s story 

questions the natural (unequality-by birth) character of an inequality that is frozen in land-

ownership.
143

 The two accounts are mirror-images of each other: they use the same language but 

to opposite ends. Moreover, reading the two opposing accounts together, one may even have the 

impression that they are aware of the opposite view: as if both accounts were reactions to their 

opposite, they yield two parts of a dialogue and debate. This is suggestive of the fact that the two 

evaluations are not solely individual but are more common, discursive ways to address the period 

available in the contemporary “memory field” activated by the narratives.
144

 While Rozália’s 

account is a scene from her very fragmented childhood narrative, Paula’s account is a description 

inserted in her adulthood narrative. Paula’s description is a narrative flashback, not a part of 

childhood. The quoted description is immediately followed by her summing-up statement (“so 

the people of Pécs experienced communism as a tragedy”), which suggests that her Horthy-

flashback is a forceful nostalgic response by her to the period of state socialism. 

The merging of individual memories of childhood experiences and the overall account of 

the historical era that provided the historical context for those experiences, thus, seem to not 

                                                            
143 This (and the domination of land-ownership structure by large-estates) was the aspect of the era that was often 

highlighted by contemporary social scientist circles and later Marxist and neo-Marxist scholars as “feudal” or 

“pseudo-feudal” which resulted in the problem posed by masses of landless population and stood in the way of 

increasing agricultural production which could have contributed to recovery and growth of post-Trianon 

Hungarian economy and its modernisation. The problem was a subject of intense debates even before the 

takeover by Horthy, before 1919. One remarkable public debate-series was taking place over the course of 1917 

and was reported in the issues of the first Social Scientific Journal, the Huszadik Század (Twentieth Century) 

edited by Oszkár Jászi and contributed by leading scholars of the time. See esp. Huszadik Század, no. 1-2. 

(1917). 
144 For an elaboration on the concept of “memory field” see Edna Lomsky-Feder, “Life-stories, War and 

Veterans: On the Social Distribution of Memories”, in Ethos, vol. 32, no. 1, 1-28. 
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always be in a one-to-one relationship when it comes to life narratives. The fact that Rozália 

talks about her childhood and the Horthy years together and the fact that Paula separates her 

childhood story from the historical period suggests two different narrative relationships of the 

individual (specific) to the historical (general/collective). Although in Rozália’s case, the 

sentence – “Like a big communist but I was so angry” – can hardly make the listener believe that 

these are unmediated childhood experiences. She integrates her narratorial/authorial voice and 

her narrative character quite successfully. In Paula’s more general account, she as a character is 

missing. She speaks in terms of the collective in a strong omniscient narratorial position, both 

when it comes to the Horthy era and the period of socialism. In her life narrative, life events and 

events of history run parallel, only occasionally meeting.
145

 These two different ways of 

narration both express a sense of powerlessness: Rozália’s account emphasizes anger while 

Paula leaves herself out as an actor. In both accounts, whether the authorial/narratorial voice and 

the character ‘I’ merges or not, the excerpts can be regarded as strong arguments. Even Rozália’s 

mini-story serves to support an argument and is not to be read as a coherent part of the life story 

in its own right. 

These two excerpts explicitly show two interpretations of the Horthy era that are common 

in the interviewees’ accounts, if not always explicitly. These interpretations have the common 

feature of grasping the era through the social-economic situation of people. The other possible 

frameworks (ethnic tensions, Hungarian minorities outside the border, the narrowing of 

civil/political rights) are not considered here by the two women. This suggests a very important 

conclusion: in the interviewed women’s memories, social and economic status is much more 

automatically and directly graspable as an interpretive frame when discussing the Horthy era 

than the angle of political or civil rights/status. The second important conclusion that the two 

excerpts speak to is the enduring binary of the Horthy era and the period of state socialism. 

Twentieth-century history of Hungary read as a binary of Horthy vs. socialism prevails in 

assessments of personal lives as well, which is a good example of a more general phenomenon of 

smoothing out the memory gaps and fabricating seamless narratives where change itself is 

rendered invisible by narrators. Since this is a finding that relates closely to the ways in which 

individual accounts deal with historical change, it adds to debates about historical transitions. In 

the narratives of Paula and Rozália, the transition periods are neglected, and subtle differences 

among the decades of the Horthy era as well as those of state socialism are patched up. By 

                                                            
145 To be exact, the macro and the micro meets on only one occasion when she tells the anecdote of her husband 

having been taken away by the Hungarian Secret Police (ÁVH) in 1950. For more on this see the analysis in 

Chapter 7.2. 
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treating the pre- and post-war periods as starkly different, they provide an image of a century that 

is ‘broken’ somewhere in the middle. The point of rupture in their accounts is not the war, but 

the beginning of socialism. Juxtaposing the pre-and post-war eras this way creates a static picture 

of the century where continuities and the process of change are ignored by the reminiscing 

women.           

 For a slightly different account, consider the next excerpt by Júlia. Her memory of the 

period touches on the official ideology of the era. She does not take sides like the two previous 

narrators. Instead she evades the politically sensitive issue of legitimating or de-legitimating the 

era. She, too however, grasps the period of childhood in terms of rigid social hierarchy and 

inequality, also employing the image of food for her narrative purpose. She, however, does that 

in a different way than Paula or Rozália, focusing more on the gendered aspects of social 

inequality. Her account reads as follows: 

 

My father was a policeman and my mother was only a housewife. Back then, the world 

was like this: the woman has to stay by the hearth. Back then everybody was like this, they 

only worked as maids. Mothers were for this… so that…that… how shall I put it? At that 

time the governor was a man of such big respect, we knew, we took him as a king, yes. We 

put it like “His Augustness, the Governor.” And it was nice like this. We didn’t think it 

could be any other way… yes… yes (contemplating)… And then his wish was that all 

mothers give birth to three children, one for the family, two… one for the family, well 

(confused) to substitute the father and the mother one each, and one for the state also, so 

that it grows. So that Hungary has its population of 10 million, its growth. 

I.A.: Did they support families to have three children? 

No, no, the husband had to provide for the whole family, so life was rather difficult for 

people. Children had to help. I was cooking from the age of 12, mother was rather sickly, it 

was not an easy life. Father, back then the policemen were placed far away, so that going 

home would take at least 2 hours and so that they would not go home during the day, and 

every third day was free. Mother always made food separately for him and we knew that 

that was how it was supposed to be. He had grilled meat, everything. We didn’t know 

that it shouldn’t be so, that we should also get some -that we didn’t know. For us, every 

Sunday mother would buy beef and cook it for soup and then fry it with paprika and there 

would always be yellow pea cream [sárgaborsó főzelék] on the side (laughing). We had 

this every Sunday but we were alright with it. When we lived on the Wekerle [telep], life 

was a little bit different, there the rent was lower and then, I don’t know why but there we 

lived better. (Júlia, HU, Appendix 9.a/b.) 

 

 

In this short excerpt Júlia explains her childhood through small bits of sharp observations and 

details. She tries to relate it through a child’s eye but evaluates through that of more experienced 

and by now aged agent of memory. Júlia remembers the Horthy era as a by-gone, distant “world” 

which belongs to her childhood, when she did not yet know how different things could have 
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been. She grasps the radical difference of that world through gender roles –where the father had 

a paying job and the mother was raising children to be good citizens and soldiers of the nation. 

The kinglike figure of the governor and the division of labor and food within the family make up 

the stable, immobile scene of childhood. She emphasizes twice the difficulty of life during those 

years, which she supports by the image of the sickly mother, the hardworking father and 

children, the scarcity of food, and the family members’ uneven share of it. In Júlia’s memory-

piece, although these details are told in personal terms, she manages to convey that these were 

more general attributes of the social order and the workings of the gender regime of the time. 

Curiously, however, her emphasis on the fact that such order went unquestioned back then points 

to an implication of criticism now, in old-age. Her reaction (“we didn’t know that it shouldn’t be 

so”) at first may sound defensive, but I read it here more as a very subtly-voiced criticism. Her 

account does not question or de-legitimize the historical and personal period but does question 

the principle of inherent inequality and hierarchical rigidity on which it was built. Such subtle 

criticism is a careful balancing act of productive, retrospective evaluation and is a strategy that I 

rarely found in other accounts – at least it was not expressed similarly. It allows Júlia to address 

fond memories of her childhood as well as to smile or giggle at memories of hardship. Her story 

shows the immense memory-work that individuals carry out through oral history accounts, in 

finding different ways of placing their own lives into larger contexts, always in a form that 

involves evaluation and creates continuity.   

 Jolán’s anecdote about her childhood mischief and the consequent drowning of chickens, 

and her concluding generalizing remark, is another example of such negotiations of the narrating 

self to balance the positive and the negative, the good and the bad. Also, finding a metonymic 

anecdote to argue for the ambivalence of childhood, its physical and mental world, is also further 

exemplified by the following short anecdote by Jolán. She says: 

 

I had a doll, I took her out [to the street to play with] and then of course it happened that.. 

that I didn’t do what I should have, because they [friends] said “oh later.. later.. Manci B. 

Szűcs [will do it].” Where there is that big pine tree, that tall one, well she too had her 

grandmother at home. “Incike” had her mother and father at home. She didn’t have any 

chores to do, but I had plenty! And they would say “come play, we will help you 

afterwards.” To hell with it, no one helped me, everybody would just slowly disappear and 

go home. And then I didn’t even know where to run [how to hurry]. Well, then, one time 

we were… at the corner [of the street] lived a watchmaker called Nürberg. Oh, I will never 

forget this! And he died. And then, we went to his funeral. Because what do I know.. as the 

funeral was on, in the meantime all those little chickens – because we had chickens too – 

were out in the street, and I was feeding the hens -it comes back jumbled you see 

(laughing)- and then a huge shower came and the chicks were hiding underneath the 
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waterspout together with their mom. In the meantime my mother and father came home 

because there was a heavy rainstorm in the fields, too. Well, and I was away at the funeral! 

I didn’t think that they would come home, the children were encouraging me, by saying 

“we will come back soon” – before that we had not seen a Jewish funeral how it looked 

like – well also then I was punished very much, very much, because all the little chicks had 

drowned! Well, s/he [mother] was right, because s/he was right! S/he says, “Haven’t I told 

you not to go anywhere?!” Well... there were also things like this… like this. There was 

good and bad in it, too. (Jolán, HU, Appendix 3, 10.a/b.) 

 

Jolán’s childhood anecdote moves from telling about the more general occurrence of her 

experience of having had to ‘choose’ between pleasure and work, play and duty to a concrete 

anecdote exemplifying such an ambiguous experience. In the story, she attends the funeral of a 

Jewish watchmaker meanwhile neglecting her household chore of watching the chickens. The 

incident has the unfortunate outcome of the chickens being drowned and her getting punished. 

She tells the story in order to describe the constant tension she faced as the only child of peasant 

parents, whose help at home was constantly required. She eventually would also be left alone 

with all the chores. The above story is one of several anecdotes illustrating the tension of 

childhood play turned into mischief and consequent parental punishment. In this way, Jolán’s 

childhood memories talk about their character as a lonely half-child and half-adult (“the children 

were encouraging me”) and the tension between them.  

The background of the story is the Hungary of the 1930s, the memory of which in 

women’s stories of Southern Hungary often includes Jewish characters appearing as neighbors, 

shopkeepers, or several artisans. Emphasizing that someone was Jewish seems unproblematic to 

the narrators, which points to the marked nature of the category. The period of the 1930s in 

Hungary has been characterized by earlier historical works as conservative, right-wing, anti-

democratic in governance
146

 and a time of rapidly growing anti-Semitism. Recent scholarship 

                                                            
146 The Hungarian electoral system –open elections— was unique in Europe at that time. Hubai László, 

“Parlamenti választások és a politikai rendszer a Horthy-korszakban” (“Parliamental elections and the political 

system in the Horthy era”) in Püski Levente and Valuch Tibor eds., Mérlegen a XX. századi magyar történelem - 

értelmezések és értékelések, (Twentieth-Century Hungarian History in the Focus – Interpretations and 

Evaluations) (Debrecen: 1956-os Intézet - Debreceni Egyetem Történelmi Intézet Új- és Legújabbkori Magyar 

Történelmi Tanszéke, 2002), 89-106. available online in Hungarian at 

http://www.vokscentrum.hu/tanulm/index.php?jny=hun&mszkod=300012&tankod=2&tanulmid=12. 

For an overview of the Hungarian legal system and voting rights, see also Bekény István, Dányi Dezső, Hernádi 

László Mihály, Illésfalvi Péter, Károly István and Tarsoly István (eds.), Magyarország a XX. században, 

(Hungary in the 20th Century) vol. 1. (Szekszárd: Babits kiadó, 1996-2000), esp. Ch. 3, 456-469. This chapter of 

the monumental multi-authored and multi-volume reference work –aiming to provide a ‘universalized’ account 

of 20th century national history from the points of view of political, military, legal, social, economic, intellectual 

and cultural history— discusses the political and legal system of the Horthy era in the framework of the 

modernization and democratization narrative. Available in Hungarian in electronic form at 

http://mek.niif.hu/02100/02185/html/93.html 

http://www.vokscentrum.hu/tanulm/index.php?jny=hun&mszkod=300012&tankod=2&tanulmid=12


Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 3 

120 

 

has a more balanced view of the era, and it is not seen as dictatorship but one that had 

democratic features; as regards the issue of franchise and the shrinking rights of the Jewish 

population, however, the later adjective is not used.
147

 The pervasive, anti-Semitism eventually 

took concrete shape in the anti-Jewish laws (zsidótörvények) of 1938-1942, and the tragic 

outcome of deportations starting in the spring of 1944 - which in interviewed women’s memories 

from Hungary marks the beginning of the war and the disappearance of Jewish characters from 

their story worlds. In the public discourse of the decade, anti-Semitism was a daily element of 

political propaganda and was intimately intertwined with currents of irredentism of the time 

shaping public culture (Zeidler 2001, Gerner 2007, pp. 86-88). At the same time, the legal 

measures constructing Jewishness as an ethnic category gradually but consistently reduced the 

political, civil, social, and economic rights of people of the “Israelite religion.”
148

 In personal 

memories of childhood, there is a very narrow discursive space to talk about the Jewish segment 

of Hungarian society. I would risk the assumption that a nationwide socialism-imposed silence 

over wartime deportations has a lot to do with the erasure of Jewish characters from personal 

stories too. These characters make brief, recurrent appearances in the women’s stories as skilled 

artisans and small-scale business-owners. Such frequent but static and distant characters as 

Jolán’s (dead) “Jewish watchmaker”, or Anna’s “Jewish grocer”, or Teréz’s “Jewish pharmacist” 

are organic parts of childhood memories and constant elements of the social background of these 

memory-scapes. After the childhood stories, these characters disappear from the narrative. The 

figure of the Jew returns to interviewees’ stories in the form of more negative but equally distant 

characters of “Jewish communists” in accounts of state socialism.  

 

Old Yugo 

 

My father… father was a shopkeeper, and they had a little ... pub next to the store, the 

grocery store, so we, as children, I can’t say that I felt anything of it having been, well, 

                                                            
147 Püski Levente, “Demokrácia és diktatúra között. A Horthy rendszer jellegéről” (“Between Democracy and 

Dictatorship: on the character of the Horthy era”), in Romsics 2002, 206-233. 
148 The little more than two decades of Horthy’s Hungary saw the shrinking of citizenship rights of its Jewish 

population ratified by several laws. The anti-Jewish laws were preceded by the Numerus Clausus of 1920, which 

restricted the number of students of the Israelite religion in higher education (the number had to reflect the 

accumulative ratio of the Jewish population in Hungary.) There were four “Jew Laws” which gradually but 

systematically limited citizenship rights of the Jewish population of Hungary. 1938/XVrestricted the percentage 

of employees of Israelite religion in commerce, trade and intellectual positions to 20%. 1939/IV restricted the 

number of employees to 12% in commerce and trade 6 in intellectual positions and to 0% in the civil/state sector. 

“Jewish” became an ethnic category. 1941/XV prohibited legal marriage - as well as any sexual encounter - 

between a Jew and a non-Jew. Finally, 1942/XV prohibited Jews to purchase any land and what was in their 

possession was to be sold. See online at http://www.enc.hu/1enciklopedia/fogalmi/torttud_magy/zsidotorv.htm 
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bad. For example, in Old Yugoslavia, until the Hungarians’, before the Hungarians 

came in ’41, well alright I was a child only, but we, as a shopkeeper, a trader, we had 

everything. We are only two siblings, I have one brother, so… I had a nice childhood. 

(Piroska SRB, Appendix 3, 11.a/b.)  

 

In the following paragraphs, I discuss three women’s childhood stories from present-day 

Serbia. All of these women were born and grew up in Yugoslavia, the successor state to the 

Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes from 1929 onwards. In their childhood accounts, they 

mark pre-socialist Yugoslavia as different from post-war Yugoslavia and call it Old Yugo. Post-

Serbian-war research on history and geopolitics of the former Yugoslavia, and on the state 

formation in post-1918 South-Slav territories formerly belonging under the Austro-Hungarian 

and the Ottoman Empires, emphasizes that after the First World War, state formation was guided 

by clashing forms of nationalisms across the region.
149

 Juhász, for example, claims that, in 

geopolitical terms “there was an ethnically-linguistically related and historically unifiable 

population – which however could be divided in many different ways according to their pasts, 

traditions, religions and dialects”.
150

 This historical situation induced two reactions from 

nationalist movements. On the one hand, there was the ideology of Panslavism/Yugoslavism, 

emphasizing the similarities of Southern Slavs; on the other hand, the phenomenon of 

nationalisms that ran counter to the goals of unification. Despite the fact that the latter (according 

to Serb supremacist and Croat supremacist ideologies) mostly rejected the unification of Slavic 

people in one state, the Serb supremacist ideology later on started to see the Yugoslav 

framework as possible in that it could finally realize the unification of Serbs (who lived in 

scattered diasporic settlement-structures all across the peninsula
151

) into one state. In this 

scenario, thus, the Yugoslav framework was in fact seen as the available means to achieve that 

goal.
152

 The Serb objective to dominate Yugoslavs took shape in The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats 

and Slovenes in 1918. The construction of that state “unified related but different nations without 

legitimating it democratically” and “the organizing principle of the state was not that of 

                                                            
149 Much of the contemporary scholarship –which includes feminist scholarship— on the history of the Balkan 

region coming from local scholars is politicized: it is a careful balancing act of writing the history of ethnicities 

in the region, emphasizing that the war in the 1990s was not an isolated, and ’Balkan-specific’ phenomenon but 

one with a history, but at the same time avoiding non-Balkanist (i.e. orientalism within Europe) explanatory 

frameworks for them. Because of the recent, still living memory of the war, it is a very sensitive research topic.     
150 Juhász József, Volt egyszer egy Jugoszlávia, (Once upon a time There was a Yugoslavia), (Budapest: Aula, 

1999), 16.  
151 Juhász József, “Defenzív nacionalizmus és pragmatizmus a posztmilosevicsi Szerbiában,” (“Defensive 

Nationalism and Pragmatism in post-Milosevic Serbia”) in Kiss J. László (ed.) Nemzeti identitás és külpolitika 

Közép- és Kelet-Európában, (National Identity and Foreign Affairs in Central and Eastern Europe) (Budapest: 

TLI, 2003), 241.  
152 Juhász 1999, 16. 
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federalism conforming to its ethnic makeup, but that of centralism serving Serb supremacist 

goals” (Vidovdan Constitution 1921).
153

 There was a Serb majority in politics, administration, 

and the military. The Serb definition of Yugoslav strengthened centralism until 1929 when 

finally it failed and they gave Croatia autonomy and, for the first time in history, the tendency 

toward federalism got stronger. 

Amidst such political dynamics, some authors emphasize the precarious situation the 

Hungarian populations found themselves in, as they were geographically scattered across the 

Northern part of the Kingdom and later, Yugoslavia. The administrative restructuring of state 

offices and property-relations of lands and estates started in the early-mid1920s, not much after 

the Treaty took effect, and massive population exchanges were conducted by the placement of 

colonists (“kolonisztok” or “kolonisták” as my interviewees call migrants who got land and 

house) from other parts of the new kingdom to the northern regions.
154

 Just like in Hungary, the 

estate structure in which large estates dominated remained relatively unchanged.
155

 The way 

personal memories in childhood stories touch upon the era (which in the three narratives below 

means the period of Yugoslavia
156

) rarely talk about the restructuring of administration and land, 

and only the latter gets mentioned in the form of scattered remarks on new colonists arriving and 

settling in the village. Land and administration, when they do occur in the anecdotes, are two 

elements utilized to express historical changes. The depth of those changes are found in altered 

property and ethnic relations. In these anecdotes, however, the personal phase of childhood and 

the larger context of the Old Yugo era are not woven together tightly, as usually a leap is made 

back and forth between them. It is in the stories of school and religious education that the larger 

issues of difference and power relations become poignant and become organic parts of personal 

narratives.    

I have singled out three out of nine accounts of childhood from Serbia, by Klára, Piroska 

and Eszter. All three reproduce the pattern of discussing their childhood in parallel with the 

historical period of the Old Yugo era. Piroska ends up solely discussing her family-environment 

while Klára and Eszter address the period as a whole unit, together with their personal childhood 

memories. In order to do that though, both Klára and Eszter step out of their own narrative and 

                                                            
153 Romsics Ignác, Nemzet, nemzetiség és az állam, (Nation, Ethnicity and the State) (Budapest: Napvilág, 2004), 

209.  
154 Kovács Attila, “Földreform és kolonizáció a Lendva-vidéken a két világháború között”, (“Land Reform and 

Colonisation in the Lendva-region Between the two World Wars), in Korall, no. 18 (2004), 5-29, esp. 5-6. 
155 Verdery 1983, Kovács 2004, 6. 
156 Among my interview subjects from Serbia, only Matild may have some memories of The Kingdom of Serbs, 

Croats and Slovenes, as she was born in 1921. She, however, does not mention that state formation in her 

childhood account. Her account I will discuss in Chapter 5 (“Home and Movement in the Narrative”). 
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give more general accounts of change and continuity in the context of the era where the act of 

their retrospective glance and memory work becomes visible. All of the three accounts, just like 

those of the Horthy era in the previous section, tell the story along the lines of living 

conditions/material means. Klára brings in the element of changed ethnic relations, which then 

Eszter further complicates by connecting land and poverty to ethnic disadvantage.   

Klára (SRB) is one of the few women who address the wider context of her childhood 

along the lines of the two changes in property relations and administrations. She tells an 

anecdote about her first memories of being in kindergarten, and the colonists having been settled 

in her hometown of Zenta. She, like every other interviewee who mentions them, is unable to 

define what their ethnicity was/were. It is, thus, always unclear in the accounts; the closest the 

women get is to vaguely describe them as ‘Serbs from elsewhere’. In Klára’s story they were 

segregated within the town. They built a new street close to where she had to walk to 

kindergarten each day. She remembers her aunt having walked her to school every morning so as 

to protect her from them. She describes the colonists as outsiders within the town, who often 

molested the children and the elderly. In her words, “they were pigs, in one word”. In her 

account, these newly settled people disappeared in 1941, with the reestablishment of the 

Hungarian administration, but returned to their houses after 1944 and the reestablishment of pre-

1941 (=Trianon) state borders. Referring to local instances of the severe ethnic violence over the 

appropriation of material and symbolic property in the immediate aftermath of post-war 

restructurings she adds, “those who were in their houses, God save them from these [colonists]”. 

She does not have a memory of encounter with the colonists besides the morning walks with her 

aunt.  As to the changes of administration she says: 

 

In the old Yugoslav times, as we usually call it, even if there were any Hungarians, they 

had to speak Serbian. They did the birth certificates in Serbian and imagine that there were 

these things, like my acquaintance wasn’t registered as Mihály but Михайло. So.. before 

he died, he had had to ask for a name change. Well, thank God, they did not do such things 

here, although in Zenta the registry is in Serbian, I did see my own birth registration, it was 

in Serbian, but my father’s name is written as “István” and my mother’s name is written as 

Terézia, so I haven’t had such problems. But for example who was born in Újvidék 

[Novi Sad] names may not be written like that. And in Sabadka [Subotica] the bunyevaces 

[colloqial local term for Croats in Serbia] are there, a József is Josip and so on. And so 

these things one always has to swallow. (Klára SRB, Appendix 3, 12.a/b.) 

 

 

The excerpt above is an example of how one’s sense of origin, and therefore one’s status is 

defined, and officialized by the state through naming. In this sense, even if she does not intend 
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to, Klára, with her story of the acquaintance that had changed his name before his death, draws 

the connection between the state and the formation of subjectivities, identifying citizens through 

naming and relegating them to certain categories – one of the many technologies of engineering 

sameness. In Klára’s accounts, similarly to other childhood accounts of the era, there is a chasm 

between personal narratives of childhood days and the general well-being of the family, on the 

one hand and the discursive descriptions of how the “world in the Old Yugo era” was, on the 

other hand. Klára mentions the colonists, and –invoking the registry and the language use — she 

also mentions the administrative systems that were reformed according to the priorities of the 

newly reconstructed state. However, she distances these from herself, as social phenomena that 

did not really affect her. She only generalizes in her last sentence, and thus elevates the two 

features to the level of the inevitable, that “these things one always has to swallow”.  

Piroska (SRB) in the excerpt in the beginning of this section, talks about her childhood 

only in terms of the personal, in the microcosm of the family. The years that she spent in Old 

Yugoslavia as a child were “nice”, as she put it. Picking out the socio-economic thread, she tells 

about her family having secured its self-sustenance through the pub and the shop her parents 

used to own. They lived well, amidst secure financial conditions. Similar is the angle from which 

Klára (SRB) approaches her own personal childhood days (her parents were involved in 

agriculture and they had some land and kept animals) and the way Eszter approaches her own 

childhood too. Eszter (SRB) says, “During the Old Yugo, despite that fact, I can say, I had a very 

good, nice childhood because my parents were doing well, living on average means”. She talks 

about her mother having been a seamstress and her father a worker in a beer warehouse and 

having bees on the side. She describes her childhood as a happy period with not too many 

hardships. But she makes a significant and sudden shift when she zooms out to give a description 

of the larger, more general issue of land and property relations of the period. She does not, 

however, make an explicit connection between these more general points and her own and her 

family’s situation. Her general image of the period reads as follows:     

 

And generally, it was like that in each village, it is so even today, that the Hungarians were 

poorer, they were the poorest among all the ethnicities. 

I.A.: Really? 

E.Sz.: Yes, yes, yes. Even the Germans were richer. So were the Serbs. Generally. Well, 

there were Serbs, who didn’t like to work, well that was very poor, he would go to steal 

and everything. But the Hungarians were poor in general. What’s the situation? That the 

lands, that the Hungarians owned were far weaker than those the Germans and the Serbs 

did. Because when in the First World War, when it ended, you know and the Monarchy 

lost, unfortunately the Hungarians paid the price most...then during the war the Serbs here, 
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who were in the Austro-Hungarian army, because back then it was one state, they deserted 

somewhere to Serbia, to the Serb army, they founded some troop, and they went against 

their former troops. And these were the so-called “dobrovojac”-s. Volunteers. And when 

the First World War ended, they got the territory, Yugoslavs got this territory and the big 

powers founded Yugoslavia, unfortunately those, who got land back then, still rule. 

These dobrovojaces got rights to settle and land. And they got the best lands. They got the 

best lands! Now, and, that you may know, better than I do that the Germans were also 

settled here earlier, already King Stephen brought them here with special... they got big 

privileges, craftsmen and such, they taught these nomad and pagan folks, us Hungarians. 

And they came from somewhere they settled in Hungary and they got privileges. Right? 

The Serbs too. And the Germans. We, poor Hungarians, had what we had. That was 

ours...The thinnest lands. Which they left for us... they didn’t push us out of those...as 

those who were well-to-do, they bought more. There were such big estates, such big Serb 

estate holders, if there were two-three Hungarian man who had up till 100 [hold].. but the 

Serbs had 4-500 [hold], and good land! (Eszter, SRB, Appendix 3, 13.a/b.) 

 

Eszter’s (SRB) account is informative in many ways as to how discourses and explanatory 

frameworks may be disconnected from personal experiences but still inform retrospective 

accounts in trying to understand history by creating a logical narrative. She gives an elaborate 

narrative of ethnicity, an attempt to historicize how difference has come about and to argue why 

Hungarians have become poor folks - poor in a financial as well as an abstract sense of self-pity. 

In Eszter’s ethnic-Darwinist evolutionary account, Hungarians are the only losers, among all 

other ethnicities in the region of Vojvodina. Her account, interpreting the interwar period in Old 

Yugoslavia along lines of ethnic difference, is not exceptional, as usually, interviewed women in 

Transylvania and Serbia either chose the frame of ethnicity to describe their origin or chose not 

to do so, whereas women in Hungary did not use the frame at all.
157

 However, in forming this 

elaborate narrative of continuity in ethnic difference, and turning it into history-as-ethnic 

disadvantage based on land property relations, Eszter’s is a unique among the accounts I have 

collected. She goes back to Hungary’s first king to explain why Germans in her childhood were 

wealthier than Hungarians and she finds the origin of Serbs’ wealth in Trianon (although she 

does not call it by name) and the post-war land distributions and re-settlements. Kovács argues 

that the land used to be an important marker of social standing amongst agricultural rural 

populations, which received an extraordinary blow in the early 1950s with the collectivisations 

(Kovács 2010). In this sense, the fact that Eszter connects the weak land to poverty and 

discrimination is not surprising: it belongs to a more common discourse and understanding of 

                                                            
157 The one notable exception is Magdolna’s narrative, a woman of Slovak and Romany origin living in 

Hungary. Her account will receive separate treatment later on in Chapter 4.3. (“Mothers and Daughters”) and 

Chapter 8.2. (“Clean as a Glass”). 
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wealth and value in rural agricultural regions where social hierarchies formed around the 

possession of lands.    

Eszter, though she grew up in such an environment, does not put her or her family’s 

situation into this context. She says that her family was not in agriculture and so, she does not 

draw the parallel between the macro-historical narrative, i.e. the land, and the personal story. She 

talks at length about how happy and carefree her childhood was in Old Yugo and the fact that her 

parents secured a good living for her and her brother, sharing a good, friendly rapport with the 

Serbs in their village. She emphasizes the friendships Serbs and Hungarians shared and the 

events that they enjoyed together.
158

 She stresses the respect her parents received in the village, 

i.e. Eszter and her friends were always welcome everywhere. In this sense, her theory about 

ethnic difference which was, in her memories, an inherent attribute of the interwar era in the 

larger international Yugoslavia bears much more resonance with elements of national 

characterology
159

 than with what she says about her own experience of childhood. Very 

probably, thus, in order to understand her childhood years and reconcile them with the 

subsequent events (her family was killed in the Zsablya massacre, and she and her brother were 

displaced and prohibited to return to the village after 1945, she spent some months in deportation 

camp), she borrows elements of interpretations from publications she has read since then, TV 

shows she has seen, and other people she has encountered and talked to in her later years. She 

mentions a few book titles to me that I should read as well as a journalist she knows who works 

on publicizing “all the injustices that the Hungarians suffered in Serbia”. He helped her to re-

connect with a person she used to know in the deportation camp. Her narrative of childhood is 

one that is remembered and narrated in the frame of ethnicity which, despite the age-old 

differences, showed a deteriorating tendency: from a blissful childhood of good relations to 

                                                            
158 Eszter mentions a much-loved inter-ethnic social practice that she as a young girl loved to do with her friends. 

i.e. “kóringyálás” which meant going over to other people’s houses bringing blessings, greetings on holy days to 

neighbors and acquaintances in the village. She mentions this as an illustration of things that Hungarians and 

Serbs did together: Hungarians went to Serb houses, visits which the Serbs then reciprocated.   
159 According to Kovács Gábor, the discourse of ’national characterology’, although it never really became a 

scientific discourse, was an internationally very widespread endeavor involving the project of finding qualities 

that are essentially characteristic of nations by combining pieces of interdisciplinary knowledge. The volume Mi 

a magyar? (What is Hungarian?) was a notable product of such scholarly endeavors in Hungary. See Szekfű 

Gyula (ed.) Mi a magyar? (Budapest, 1939). Kovács as well as others dismiss the much-echoed volume as 

pseudo-scientific, albeit a remarkable symptom of the collective historical and national consciousness (which 

was in flux) of the time from the political position of ‘reform-conservatism’. See also Cholnoky Győző, 

“Reformkonzervatív válasz nemzeti sorskérdésre 1939-ben” (“Reform-Conservative Answer to the Ethnic 

Question in 1939”) in Kisebbségkutatás, (Minority Studies and Reviews), no. 1 (1999), available online in 

Hungarian at http://www.hhrf.org/kisebbsegkutatas/kk_1999_01/cikk.php?id=53 The ’folk-writer movement’ 

(népi írók) in the interwar era, I have outlined in the Introduction, aimed at studying rural populations to this 

particular end: they were seen as the authentic carriers of national character, which the folk writers were to 

uncover and promote. 
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tensions and armed conflicts and, for her, an irresolvable condition of disadvantage. Her theory, 

perhaps because of this perceived decline, sits well with her memories and works well to create 

an imaginary of nation. It, underlined with a narrative of history, bears striking resemblances 

with narratives of the nation’s decline (in modes of self-pity and victimhood) and national 

characterology, which utilize history to define essential national-ethnic traits. By now national 

characterology and Szekfű’s volume has been largely discredited by leading contemporary 

historians, even those representing the more liberal-conservative end of the spectrum.
160

 Eszter’s 

account, thus, reflects a political stance of a now more radical nationalism, which deeply informs 

how she relates other life events and historical processes as well.   

In sum, stories of childhood are intricate mixtures of the changing narrative positions of 

perception and memory. In trying to weave together remembered life events, the experiencing 

vision of the narrator-as-child (inside the story world), and the remembering-interpreting urge of 

the narrator-as-a-woman-of-advanced-age (outside the story world) looking back, are shifting 

positions that the interviewed women take up. In this dynamic of shifting narrative subject 

positions, the image of the larger historical era is necessarily broken up into different attributes 

and characteristic scenes and experiences which reflect structuring codes that interviewees 

employ. As shown previously, experiences and attributes are narrated in frameworks that the 

narrators have acquired later in their lives. These frameworks determine how the period as a 

whole comes to be framed and evaluated, positively or negatively, using schematized phrases 

such as “good” or “bad”. In other words, the historical era, though it appears as a static setting or 

a still-life background to life events, comes to be effectively painted through processed, 

interpreted life events. The stories are about ways of narrating historical change by always 

“reading time backwards”
161

 and reevaluating the past. This is a feature of oral history narratives, 

which make them invaluable sources, on the one hand, as commentaries on change in general 

and as informative of the fact of how rural women incorporate larger discourses into accounts of 

their history. The narrators’ accounts can be approached along three dimensions: the way history 

and life events are understood in relation to one another, i.e. ways in which stories corroborate or 

counter the existing historical record; the way women narrators break up time; and, finally, 

through the oblique political dimension of their anecdotes.  

                                                            
160 For the 2005 remake of the old theme see the essays in Romsics Ignác and Szegedy Maszák Mihály (eds.) Mi 

a magyar? (Budapest: Habsburg Történeti Intézet–Rubicon, 2005). Shockingly, perhaps only with an exception 

of Mária Ormos’ essay (“Magyarok itthon, otthon, tegnap és ma” - “Hungarians at home here, at home there, 

yesterday and today”), the legitimacy of the nation-frame is not questioned by this volume. 
161 Paul Ricoeur, “Narrative Time”, in W. J. T. Mitchell ed. On Narrative, (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 

1981), p. 179. 
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As I have shown above, the perceptions of the Horthy era and that of Old Yugoslavia, and 

the respective memories of the personal life phase of childhood, are anecdotal and deeply 

interspersed with evaluations and jumps to non-narrative, discursive acts of generalization 

which, more often than not, are not illustrated or underlined by the personal stories. There are 

large chasms between the personal memories of childhood and the macro-views of the ‘period’ 

to which it belongs. In the depiction of the period and life phase the most immediate move is to 

steer the story –through the parents’ narratives and the family microcosm— along the frame of 

poverty and affluence and depict childhood in that frame. Most narratives do just that, and 

provide images of homes, houses, food, working parents and so on. In all these accounts, 

however, we can read social inequalities, which in some accounts from outside Hungary proper 

also get the dimension of ethnic inequalities, emerging as a connecting theme. Interviewees 

explicitly express such inequalities in stories of school experiences, where they address the issue 

of power relations and hierarchical social structures.   

 

 

3.3. Religious Education: Narrating the Political in Childhood Stories 

 

The topic of schooling and religion are important vehicles for the interviewees as they 

allow them to address the interwar period in terms of the political. The topic of school and 

education comes up in every single account as the second topic – immediately after that of the 

family and parents. The excerpts I discuss in this section are all thematically linked by education 

and religion as well as through the ways in which these topics are elaborated to code larger 

political issues. All the accounts I quote below talk about these themes differently, emphasizing 

different aspects that, for their narrator, were important features of the period. School and 

religion goes together in each account as women emphasize that they have received religious 

education besides religious upbringing at home.
162

 School stories exhibit patterns that involve 

possible ways to formulate and narrate issues of class and social hierarchy, ethnic and gender 

difference through childhood-anecdotes. The co-educated school, being children’s public sphere 

and socializational arena
163

 when talking about childhood, becomes the locus of ethnic or class-

                                                            
162 Nagy Péter Tibor, “Vallásos Nevelés 1949 előtt,” (“Religious Education Before 1949”) in Magyar 

Pedagógia, vol. 99, no. 4, (1999), 389-412. 
163 Here I would like to refer to the growing literature on ’political socialization’ much of which analyse school 

(besides family and youth clubs) in order to see how it affects children’s views on, knowledge of history, and 

what kind of social-political norms it conveys through education. For school as a major factor in political 

socialization in the era of state socialism see Szabó 1989, 78-85. 
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based discriminatory patterns. Here, it becomes possible for interviewed women to articulate 

power relations on a micro-level through the axis of language and authority. The former implies 

rules regarding language usage and religious practices, which are directly addressed in narratives 

from Transylvania (Romanian-Hungarian schools) and Vojvodina (Serb-Hungarian schools) and 

the latter implies the proto-mechanisms of dealing with authority, mostly embodied in the figure 

of the teacher, of nuns, or of priests. The characters in school stories, I would argue, say a lot 

about the retrospective glance and workings of memory: they encompass a whole era and thus 

represent history as a frozen still-life image. For the women that I interviewed, usually there is 

one memorable teacher-figure, or priest/nun figure, that stands out and thus comes to inform 

memories of school-experience. These figures, thus, carry these women’s early memories of 

institutions, relating to superiors, and ‘how society worked’ before the war. Respect for and/or 

mischief against these (usually strict) figures of authority and non-democratic institutional forms 

are often colored by nostalgia and related in an emotional manner –amidst laughter or crying, or 

both – which is where past and present get contrasted/connected in the form of moral judgments 

and criticism.  

Entwined with the themes of difference and respect for, or rebellion against, authority, the 

topic of economic hardships remains a constant element that shapes the school anecdotes in 

childhood. The young girls’ experience of poverty, and the expression of it, remains a significant 

discursive pattern in many of the small anecdotes. These expressions come in the form of 

emphasis on their simultaneous duty of work (household chores, or helping out parents in the 

fields or elsewhere) and study or, sometimes, the consequent quitting of school to work. 

 

School Stories 

 

…I was quite a good student, they even registered me to grammar school and then in the 

meantime my father was drafted into the army and I quit school. It was even in my, what’s-

its-name, in the book, I don’t know what book they had back then, but in it was written „J. 

G. quit.” But others quit too, why? I don’t know, but indeed I liked studying so much, I 

was in grade 3 when they [the parents] promised me if I would be straight As, I would get 

a bicycle. I don’t know where my grade book is, but I could show you that I was straight 

As! But you know, when grade 6-7-8 came, we were becoming teenagers and then they got 

worse, worse, my grades. And then… I don’t know. I then I had to stay here at home. 

There were all those… 2 cows, horses, pigs, I had to cook by the time my mother and 

father got home from the fields, I had to clean the house, feed the pigs, clean their place, 

and then in the meantime I was going to school, too. 

I. A.: And then, when was it possible to do homework? 

J.: Well, it was possible. (Jolán HU, Appendix 3, 14.a/b.) 
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I have fond memories of my childhood because for me it was nice. When we were going to 

school, there were the fisherman’s daughters, the notary’s daughters and we never ate 

oranges, we were okay with the fact that we were poor and we got the skin of the 

orange, for us it was also good. (…) We had a very bad teacher, who was a woman with a 

heartache, her name was Anna Majorosi, and she was so cruel to us that she could not stop 

hitting and beating us, she hit our palms with a wooden spoon. Now if the teacher dared to 

beat someone’s child… although it would serve them [children] right, especially that they 

do drugs and what not… so not all teachers were [good] back then either, this one was 

so… back then school was not something that parents demanded, that world was not like 

that, there was no “must”. No way.. Children became servants, also my husband, in the 

summer he went to serve. They were seven siblings. Do you know what “serving” means? 

They went to these large estate holders and they got some money in the summer break for 

clothes, books and the like… The world was like this, and still no one was so desperate 

as they are now. I don’t know why it is so bad for many now, for me nothing was bad, 

when it was like that, it wasn’t bad and this isn’t bad either. (Ilona HU, Appendix 3, 

15.a/b.) 

 

 

Attending school and describing it as a positive childhood experience is a recurrent pattern 

across all the narratives by the interviewed women. All thirty women I interviewed generally 

express the fact that they liked going to school, that they liked studying, and, depending on the 

later unfolding of their lives, they either lament the fact that they had to quit. In some instances 

they attribute their quitting to the lack of means and, in other instances, they express it as an 

effect of a gendered division of labor and education, i.e. the parents wanted the brother to study. 

If they received further education, they expand on that also. It seems, thus, that women see their 

education as an important element of their lives, and school is the single most dominant topic of 

childhood stories. 

The first narrator, Jolán, emphasizes the poverty of the family, her love for learning and 

good performance, and the household chores that she had to simultaneously perform to help out 

her parents working in the fields. She attributes her having to quit school after the 8
th

 grade to 

these extra duties she had. The way she narrates her falling out of school is by making it general; 

she says, “But others quit too. Why? I don’t know”. She does not speculate as to the reason, nor 

does she create her own explanatory framework of such a general phenomenon. In the literature 

on the conditions of Hungarian primary-level education in the interwar era, we can read that 

even though propositions were introduced to raise the age of compulsory schooling from 12 to 

14 in 1925, it did not happen. Also, though the educational reforms that were started in the early 

1920s continued, the general conditions did not show much development. According to Pornói, 

the problems surrounding children’s unreliable starting of school, and their irregular attendance, 
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still remained unsolved.
164

 The reasons he attributes to this in his study are twofold: poverty, and 

various social problems (which he does not specify). These factors, which prevented many 

children from getting a proper primary education in the first place, let alone to continue, he 

states, created insurmountable difficulties to pursue higher-level public schooling. Furthermore, 

he remarks that in the agrarian regions, even the organization of grades seven and eight suffered 

hardships, as parents often could not do without the help of their 13 and 14-year-olds for 

economic reasons.
165

  

When Jolán expresses quitting school as a general phenomenon and gives an account of 

her own reasons for doing so, she refers to a phenomenon that is often voiced not only by others 

but by analysts of social and educational history of the period. However, instead of theorizing on 

it, and closing down her “why” question with one answer, she refrains from understanding her 

situation as symptomatic, which I find remarkable. The fact that she emphasizes the household 

duties that made her student-life harder suggests that in her story, the frame of duty and sacrifice 

as gendered ways of conceptualizing life events. In the past, education was seen as secondary to 

work, according to the accounts. In this respect, they underline what historical accounts write on 

the under-regulated nature of the rural school-network, which made the requirements for 

minimum school age difficult to prescribe and secure.   

Ilona’s school-account is significant from another respect, as it appears as a space where 

larger social inequalities are addressed and speaks to the ways in which social hierarchy can be 

negotiated. Ilona sees inequality among school children, and the “cruel” authoritarian teacher-

figure who frequently resorted to physical punishment, to have been an organic attribute of her 

childhood. She says that “there were the fisherman’s daughters, the notary’s daughters and we 

never ate oranges, we were okay with the fact that we were poor and we got the skin of the 

orange, for us it was also good”. I see this as a compressed image of the young girl’s social 

environment, where the school ‘taught’ her early on to accept her position as inherently different 

from the notary’s daughters. In contrast to her memories of difference among schoolgirls, Júlia 

(HU) emphasizes the achievement of the schools of the period to conceal those differences. She 

says that “it was a very smart thing that schoolchildren had uniform gowns. Every school had a 

                                                            
164 Pornói Imre, “A népiskola a két világháború közötti magyar kultúrpolitikában” (“The Public School in the 

Hungarian Cultural Politics Between the Two World Wars”), in Radnainé Szendrei Julianna ed., Ezredforduló, 

műveltségkép, kisgyermekkori nevelés, (Budapest: Trezor, 2001), 6. 
165 ibid. On p. 5 we can read about the same phenomenon (irregular attendance and ’falling out’ of school 

because of parents’ need for children’s work) in a case study on the history of the Szecheny Istvan Primary 

School in Görbeháza, Hungary available in Hungarian at www.gorbehaza.hu/onki/iskola/iskola.doc (site visited 

17.06.2009). 

http://www.gorbehaza.hu/onki/iskola/iskola.doc
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different gown and this was the most just because every child was the same. Every school had it, 

ours was striped, the other had blue, the other light blue.” Both women, thus, address difference, 

and very probably we can expand it to refer to such social-economic differences seen as given in 

the larger social structures of the period. Both Ilona and Júlia find their positive identifications in 

either accepting it (“we were okay”) or celebrating its successful effacement (it was “most just”). 

Ilona (HU) also emphasizes the strictness of teachers/adults she grew up with. She sees her 

teacher’s practices of physical punishment as an “unfair” form of discipline. Countering the 

common nostalgic perception of her generation that teachers in the interwar period were all 

better than today
166

, she says “not all teachers were [good] back then either”. The heartbroken, 

“cruel” teacher appears as an irrational authoritarian educator figure, an image which serves to 

undo sentimentalized notions of interwar period education and society. It constructs the very 

common image of the mad female intellectual, a woman whose emotions take charge, preventing 

her from being a good professional teacher. Her story – further expanded by the parents’ 

narrative as struggling estate servants — paints the image of a strictly hierarchical society kept in 

place by a naturalization of inequality and firm authority of those on top of the hierarchical 

order.  

 

Stories of Religious Education 

 

The majority of women I interviewed in the region, as the following sample quotes 

demonstrate, talk directly about religious upbringing and education (vallásos nevelés). This term 

is a common colloquial form of indicating an education which was heavily integrated with 

religious practice (church-going, prayer before classes) and the learning of dogmas (religious 

lessons taught by priests or nuns). Sometimes it may mean the parents’ more organic way of 

handing down religious life-style and values informally and, in some cases, it means formal 

religious education, i.e. attending a convent school (zárda). Interviewees often point out the fact 

that, back then, religious upbringing and formal education was obvious or compulsory. By 

                                                            
166 Mária B. (RO), Gizella (RO), Piroska (SRB), Erzsébet (SRB) and Klára (SRB) all express this stance in one 

form or another, mainly to use it as a social critique of younger generations and, in Mária’ B’s case, it emerges 

as political critique where she blames young teachers for the failure of educating good, proper Hungarians. In 

most accounts the strictness of teachers, nuns, or priests is remarked, however, evaluated to have been just and 

legitimate contrasted with the ‘too liberal’ pedagogical methods of today. In retrospect, compared with today’s 

‘drug-using students’, Ilona (HU) would also find it justified.  
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stressing this fact, they place the interwar era in sharp contrast with the post-1945 secular (anti-

clerical) education, often seen as too liberal and of lesser value, morally-speaking.  

 Júlia’s childhood anecdote about her religious education cites a childhood game where 

she and her brother enacted the Catholic mass. It is a complex account that compresses many 

issues concerning class and gender, while coding the political inside the allegorical anecdote. It 

brings forward issues of political Catholicism, the gendered notion of the clerical profession and 

authority, and tensions between dominant ideologies and the way they may affect private lives. 

Here is my exchange with her on this subject: 

 

I.A.: How did your parents educate you? 

J.: We got a religious education (contemplating). 

I.A.: Who was the model at this who demanded it? 

J.: Mother. Father was just very strict. When we were children, there in Buda, we grew 

up in a place where there was a very big kitchen and there was an electric stove and also a 

bath tub in that kitchen and the tub had a cover you had to put on it, and we, Pista [elder 

brother] was already 5, when they sat us up there when mother went to shop, and we were 

not supposed to come down while she was away shopping. We were always obedient, we 

told each other stories. And Pista was very religious, he used to go to church always and 

then he was doing the litany [the Catholic mass], shall I tell you about that too? (laughing) 

I.A.: Please, do. 

J.: And we knew it by heart as we also used to go to church. He was the priest, we were 

alone at home, mother was away doing laundry, there was a common laundry room, and so 

he was the priest, he put on the bed cover, and we were administering, the little mortar 

turned upside-down was the bell, poor thing as he was turning with the bed cover on his 

shoulders, he knocked off all the mugs (laughing in tears). My God, we got such a scold, 

terrible scold. All of them, either the ears broke off, or they broke altogether. Oh, he was 

very religious, he wanted to become a priest but father would not let him (moved, teary) 

“the Szabó family will die out”, he’d always say, but it did die out anyways… (long 

silence, wipes her eyes) 

A.I.: So they were quite strict then.. 

J.: There was praying every night… 

A.I.:  Tell me more about your childhood. 

J.: March 15 was such a big holiday, at school, in the country, at school, that [we] always 

[had] white socks, then we got lacquered shoes and everybody went to school dressed up 

very nicely, there was such a big ceremony. May 1 was not so big, May 1 was a workers’ 

holiday, but then you couldn’t really celebrate because they were afraid of demonstrations. 

Because back then there already were communists (whispering) and there was alert, they 

called it alert, father was always ordered in. But we didn’t know if there was any problem, 

children didn’t know politics, there was no newspaper, everything was simple. August 

20 was also a big holiday, there were processions. (Júlia HU, Appendix 3, 16.a/b.)  

 

 

Júlia’s anecdote about the childhood game of litany describes an enactment of the world of 

clerical adults by an imitation of the practices of the sermon and the recital of the scripture by 
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her deeply religious brother. It is, however, a memory with a twist, as it does not describe the 

mock-mass as an act of conformity to the religious norms of the Hungarian majority and thus an 

illustration of a successful education, but rather as a transgressive act, for which the child 

‘actors’ got punished. It is described as transgressive by her because the children were not 

obedient to the rule of not leaving the tub while their mother was away, and because of careless 

mischief, the brother Pista broke all the mugs in the house. The anecdote is also proleptic in the 

sense that it anticipates how the brother’s hopes for a clerical career were later on in his life 

broken because the father did not allow him to embark on that road. This way the story creates 

an unbridgeable gap between the two public ideologies of the period and the way that chasm 

affected the private lives of Júlia’s family members. On the one side of this chasm stands the 

political influence of the Catholic Church in Interwar Hungary, its intricate intertwining with the 

state, and the common knowledge that joining the clergy by becoming priests was one possible 

way for young boys to rise on the social ladder. On the other side of the chasm stands the people-

as-power, pro-natalist state rhetoric of Horthy’s Hungary, the gender regime that was in service 

of the reproduction of the nation through the family unit. Júlia’s father, having been a state 

official (policeman), would not allow for the son to become a priest because “the Szabó family 

would die out”.   

Júlia’s story of her religious education, thus, is deeply informed by politics. It talks about 

politics through employing the allegorical anecdote of the litany-game and her brother’s failed 

career attempts. Subsequently, she again touches on politics in her childhood story. After being 

asked by me to say more about her childhood, she automatically brings up her memories of three 

school holidays, the three main holidays that have been subjects of controversy in different 

subsequent regimes: March 15 and August 20, the two national holidays celebrating Hungary as 

a nation-state, were muted and transformed in the state socialist period (1949-1989) she says, 

and the transnational holiday of May 1, which, though problematic pre-1945, gained emphasized 

importance in the state socialist era, which it yet again lost post-1989 when it was stripped of its 

19
th

-century roots and re-labeled (and thus delegitimated) in the public discourses as a 

communist holiday. In connection with May 1, she mentions the presence of underground 

communists and her memory of her father being on duty during those occasions. 

But quickly changing the narratorial position, she adds that “children didn’t know any 

politics…everything was simple”. Júlia, all across her childhood stories, attempts to focalize 

through the glance of herself as an unknowing child, and refrains from posing as an omniscient, 

all-knowing narrator with a backward glance. She, however, in my view, manages to expose the 
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impossibility of such an endeavor: she cannot go back and narrate her childhood outside of her 

present self: old, retired, and having seen a lot growing up and growing old. She has experienced 

her brother’s death and how with it, the Szabó family did eventually die out in the Second World 

War. She has seen how the underground communists were persecuted and how some of them 

then came back to become state-founders in the late ‘40s, promising the rural agrarian-proletariat 

future prosperity in the collectives while stripping them of their possessions. She also saw that 

the promised future prosperity never really came after 1989. “The saints” on her wall have yet 

again gained legitimacy and the litany could be enacted. She is still deeply religious but unable 

to attend “the litany” because of her severely deteriorated health. Besides, she emphasizes, back 

then she did not have an understanding of events. She recurrently says, “we didn’t know 

anything else back then”, “we didn’t know that it could be any different”. These lines convey to 

me that she is well aware of the more complex understanding she has gained throughout the past 

decades, which affect the way she narrates how her own story is embedded in large-scale macro-

historical events. 

 

 

Ethnicity in Stories of Religion and Education 

 

M.G.: Granpa has the high school certificate, I don’t. Why.. why should I lie if it’s not 

true? I don’t. I only have 8 grades. 

I.A.: And wasn’t it compulsory to take religious lessons? 

M.G.: Religious lessons yes… now too. It was compulsory. And we even got “palming”
167

 

if we did not go regularly. Religion, religion was taught in the first 4 years, like for 

example the Babel tower and the castle of Deva… and such. After four years they taught 

the “KT.”
168

 Have you heard about the “KT”? 150 points and that we had to memorize. 

And then we had the confirmation. For you? 

I.A.: For ‘us’ [Catholics] there’s the first communion. 

M.G.: That’s right, the first communion. For us it’s the confirmation… About that we 

had to… learn those theses and then… we had to do that. But it was good, too! And it was 

no problem because… at the confirmation.. at the confirmation, as the best student… and 

there were prayers, you know. The best student recited the first prayer. I recited that 

always. We were wearing a white dress, with shoes… except that back then we didn’t have 

shoes like now, when the little baby comes out of her mother, there’s already nylon shoes, 

for us when we confirmed, that was our first pair of shoes. So back then it wasn’t like 

nowadays. Now everyone wears shoes, but then there was St. George’s Day. Do you know 

about that? It’s in April, St. George’s Day is on April 24. Then we took off ours shoes and 

we walked bear-feet until St. Martin’s Day. St. Martin’s Day is on November 10. That’s 

                                                            
167 This refers to corporeal punishment, where the hands are beaten with a wooden stick or a ruler. 
168 She is referring to Luther’s 95 theses that children were/are supposed to memorize for the exam as a 

prerequisite for confirmation in Protestantism. 
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when we took out the shoes again. We went.. there were some bridges… because we 

generally, the village centers had these bridges… creeks, there are bridges… and we 

danced bear-feet like the wind, on the bridge on Sundays! But today it’s not like that. 

These days it’s totally different. And you are much more forward than us. We are 100 

years behind. Except that Hungary does not stop so that we can catch up with it. Romania 

doesn’t stop... or Romania never will catch up with Hungary! (Margit RO, Appendix 3, 

17.a/b.)  

 

 

I grew up in Péteréve, it’s 30kms from Zenta by the river Tisza, I grew up there. When I 

started attending school, we had a separate Hungarian kindergarten, in the village. It’s an 

interesting type of village. In its southern part...the southern part of the village lived the 

Serbs, in the northern part lived the Hungarians. But there was a good relationship, 

friendship then...well, we didn’t understand each other’s language, but even so there 

was friendship between the Hungarians and Serbs…it wasn’t like ‘who are you’, ‘what are 

you’ indeed. We had Hungarian schools, Hungarian kindergartens, two churches in the 

village, one Catholic, one Pravoslav for the Serbs, who really... as I saw it as a child that 

the Serb priest came to the Hungarian priest to talk and also the Hungarian priest went to.. 

or the Catholic priest went to the Pravoslav… that the priests kept good relations 

between each other, meant a lot in people’s eyes because if this does not hurt that, than it 

won’t hurt me either [confusing]. And indeed, we had a separate Hungarian school, we had 

Serb class three times a week, so they started teaching children words in first grade. And 

they had it in them that they were trying and everybody thought that was normal. And in 

those times there were no complications. A lot of Serbs had Hungarian friends, 

Hungarian had Serb friends. (Erzsébet SRB, Appendix 3, 18.a/b.)       

 

 

I had the first communion, the confirmation, I received a religious education (…) well, 

and then I got into elementary school, when there was still, in 1934, or… wait… I was 

born in ’24, and at 7 I got into -back then there was still- a Catholic school, in 

Nagymajtény. And then I spent 3 years in a Hungarian school in Nagymajtény. And then 

all of a sudden they closed it, the Catholic school, and there were only Romanian 

schools, or German school in Károly. Nagykároly is about 20 kms away from 

Nagymajtény. Now. Since my stepfather was a Székely man and hated the Schwabs 

[ethnic Germans in Transylvania] very much because we were Schwabs.. Germans 

originally, instead of sending me to Károly, where they would have taught children for 

free, he sent me to Nagymajtény, to the Romanian school. To Nagymajtény, where there 

was a teacher called Simonka Dimitru whose wife was actually Hungarian, maybe out of 

necessity, or I don’t know, he had to take the teaching of Romanian language seriously, we 

were forbidden to speak Hungarian, so the Hungarian also…99% of the school in 

Majtény spoke only Hungarian. So for us in the school, when I went to 4th grade –so I 

spent 3 years in a Hungarian school where we didn’t speak one word in Romanian, and 

then I had to switch and start 4th grade in a Romanian school where not one word of 

Hungarian wasn’t allowed to be spoken, not even in the breaks. But thanks to this I 

learned… so four years… the 4th and 5th grade I spent there in the Romanian primary 

school but I did learn Romanian, so-so. Then, I registered, I took an entrance exam here 

to the convent, but in the meantime, there came such a financial deterioration, so to say, all 

the family became so impoverished that no matter that I got in the convent, to the “civil 
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school” [“polgári”
169

] they had to take me out because we could not afford to pay the 

tuition. Even though there would have been a place for me to stay, as I had my aunt and 

my grandmother here, we would have had to pay a lot of tuition. So, to cut the long story 

short, so as not to let me hang around and do nothing, there was a sweet lady there, who 

said „don’t worry, Marika, I will teach you to sew, and at least you will know as much.. to 

sew a little. And so I went to aunt Róza Czunden and she was teaching me, you know? She 

taught me tailoring and sewing, of which I later on took great advantage. (Irén RO, 

Appendix 3, 19.a/b.) 

 

School is a site where women from Transylvania and Serbia articulate issues of ethnicity. In their 

stories, the kind of school they used to attend is usually marked by ethnicity: the use Romanian, 

Hungarian or Serb as adjectives to point to the kind of school they went to. The extent to which 

the usage of minority languages were prohibited or allowed and how the institutions tackled the 

question of language lessons form the basis of pre-1945 narratives of ethnic difference. 

Interviewees from Transylvania and Serbia, in their school stories, frequently mention changing 

schools because of restructurings, i.e. the closing down or opening up of schools, or going from a 

minority to a mainstream school and dealing with hardships posed by having to master the 

second language (e.g. Irén above), the language of the majority. School stories thus make it easy 

for interviewees to compress an otherwise vague and abstract state of mind and experience, that 

of an ethnic minority, and they make their memories intelligible through these concrete 

anecdotes.  

Language, often coupled with religious practice, for the three interviewees becomes a 

measuring stick to evaluate school experiences and, consequently, globally determine the 

framing of childhood experiences. Memories of how liberal or non-liberal schools used to be, 

indirectly address state authority. Women phrase this as what was “allowed” and what was not. 

Ethnicity in these accounts of school comes to be formed based mainly along the line of 

language, associated in a straight line with religion, and usually breaks up into two primary 

narratives. One narrative is that which tells the story of deteriorating ethnic relations in the 

region. In such a story, during the pre-1945 period everything is remembered to have been 

friendly. Stories stress that people got along well. Although the narrators project their difference 

back into an indefinite past, ethnic groups, according to them, turned against each other only 

during the Second World War, or under state socialism, or even later, after 1989. The other 

narrative tells the story of timeless ethnic tensions arguing tensions had already been in place 

before the Second World War. For these narrators, tendencies of ethnic difference have ever 

                                                            
169 A distinctive school-type in the interwar period provided intermediary education, somewhere in between 

elementary and secondary, for those who could not afford to go to grammar school. 
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since been stagnating, at times dormant, and at times culminating in smaller or bigger conflicts. 

Eszter’s narrative above belongs to the former, Irén’s to the latter. Through these two types of 

narratives, women in Serbia and Romania formulate the political and social status of Hungarian 

minorities in their childhood anecdotes.  

Eszter’s school story defines ethnic markers similarly to all my other informants in 

Vojvodina, which makes her account very characteristic. She, just like other interviewed women 

in Serbia, conceptualizes Serbs as Orthodox (pravoslav). Besides the Serbian language – no 

dialect of the Serbian language is singled out in the memories— their being Orthodox is the 

single main axis of difference between them and the Hungarians.
170

 In this sense, interviewees 

like Eszter understand religion as the indicator of ethnic difference. Such difference in her 

childhood story is personified by the Hungarian Catholic priest and the Serb Orthodox priest. 

She also emphasizes a territorial segregation of the two ethnicities in her village: “in the southern 

part lived the Serbs, in the northern part lived the Hungarians”. Her frames of difference echo the 

triad of language, religion and territoriality that Serb and Croat ethno-nationalist discourses used 

to employ to define difference, before the construction of the Kingdom after 1921 and its 

restructuring into Yugoslavia in 1929. Those discourses were attempting to use these three axes 

to define what Croat and Serb identity were, i.e. who could be considered Serb or a Croat.
171

 In 

Eszter’s story, language, religion, and where the two groups were located in the village are 

important markers of difference. These differences, in her memories, did not prove to be 

insurmountable dividing lines. The two priests appear as figures of authority, whose friendly 

visits and communication with each other stood as a model that the people of the village 

imitated. The two priest-figures, thus, function similarly to the figure of teachers in other 

women’s childhood stories: they personify a frozen image of local ethnic relations. Here, in 

Eszter’s account, they are personifications of status quo between Hungarian and Serb villagers.  

                                                            
170 Historical scholarship emphasizes Orthodoxy as having been a major factor in the formation of Serb national 

consciousness and identity, which served to emphasize difference from or sameness with other South Slavic 

ethnic groups (e.g. denial of the legitimacy of a separate Macedonian identity). See Romsics 2004, 97. 
171 As regards the first, it was Karadžić who found language as the main building bloc and regarded speakers of 

the dialects of “štokav” as true Serbs. As to the second, Orthodox Christianity was seen as the strongest basis of 

national identity (which mainly included people speaking štokav). On the basis of this definition, both the 

Catholic and the Muslim population were excluded from the concept. As far as the territorial approach is 

concerned, Serbia’s borders were to realign themselves with those of the once great Dusan’s empire, as that 

region itself, ‘the cradle’ of the nation is the rightful possession of his descendants. This fed into the Serb 

supremacist ideologies, I have mentioned in the previous section, which informed the formation of the Kingdom. 

Since these Serb desires confronted with the interests of other nations in the region, federalist 

Panslavism/Yugoslavism received bigger internal and external support and led to the construction of federalist 

Yugoslavia. See more on the development of Serb ethnonationalism in Juhász 1999. 
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Having said this, turning the topic of schooling into a channel to communicate ethnicity is 

not universal, not even among women of ethnic minority in Transylvania or Serbia. Margit’s 

account I selected from among the narratives and placed here in order to show that ethnicity is 

not always seen as an essential or necessarily inherent theme of childhood and school stories by 

women of Transylvania or Serbia. Margit, in her account highlights the experience of poverty 

and the topos of modernity (“Romania will never catch up with Hungary”) and makes them serve 

as entry points to express difference. It is, however, a difference between nation-states as 

political structures rather than communities that carry any timeless, essential features of religion, 

language, and land.  

 

Conclusion to Chapter 3 

 

 In this chapter I have analyzed narratives of childhood/interwar period in parallel, in 

order to see the interviewed women’s ways of combining their personal memories with 

collective histories in their accounts. Interviewees’ oscillation back and forth between the macro 

and micro zooming positions have yielded complex and nuanced representations of the same 

interwar period in their narratives. In my analysis, my aim was not to straightjacket them into 

one master-narrative but to see how individual life narratives and memories of a specific period 

are narrated side by side by women from Romania, Serbia and Hungary. I looked at where 

individual stories merge with public historical narratives and where they diverge. Accordingly, I 

have drawn out tensions and convergences between women’s oral accounts and social, political, 

and agrarian histories of the interwar era. Besides concentrating on intersections of personal 

memories and public histories, I have looked at points where interviewees, in an urge to fit 

stories of this life phase/period into their larger life narrative, establish ruptures and create 

continuities.   

The interwar period in the memories of this cohort of women (born in the 1920s and early 

1930s) across all three nation states gets formulated as their scene of childhood. The anecdotes 

speak about the period as years of childhood, thematically circling around experiences with and 

of parents, relatives, in school and doing work at home or out in the fields. Childhood memories 

of everyday family life often get disconnected from women’s references to public historical 

narratives of the period. I have shown this in connection to the scanty, abstract Trianon 

references, in connection to the overall evaluations of the era and also in stories of school-life. In 

the three sections, I have discussed the narratives from three particular angles: I have analyzed 
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Trianon as a linguistic lieu de memoire and looked at its narrative representational forms in the 

individual accounts. I wanted to see how much individual memories follow the common 

publicized explanatory framework of the Trianon trauma through which to describe the period 

and their childhood years. The framework treats the famous peace treaty of 1920 as a major point 

of rupture in twentieth-century national history and writes the interwar era into that history as 

period that was directly impacted by the territorial losses and the urge to revise the treaty. The 

framework also reproduces the understanding of Hungarian history as a series of unjust 

occurrences which were unavoidable: Hungary as a nation was on a forced path, a victim of 

imperial power relations, without a proper space of action to shape events.  

In the interviews, the absence of exact references to Trianon was striking, just by the very 

fact that many interview participants were born just two to four years after the treaty, and their 

parents’ lives presumably had been directly affected by the drastic territorial and political 

changes of the early 1920s. Among the interviewees, regardless of which country they live in, 

there is reluctance to talk about Trianon. This may be attributed to decades of forced silence and 

institutionalized forgetting during state socialism as well as to personal reasons. When Trianon is 

mentioned, its meaning is taken to be arbitrary, with no explanations and with no definitions 

given by the narrators. This testifies to the fact that Trianon – talked about as silenced history, as 

fate and as truth— is part of a trans-generational cultural repertoire in which it has grown to 

become a negative phenomenon. The women I interviewed, with one exception, do not represent 

Trianon as a point of historical rupture that overshadowed and defined the interwar period and 

their childhood. Bitterness, sadness, hurt and disappointment are certainly emotional overtones 

that characterize some memories. But the bitterness and disappointment in their stories is not 

related explicitly to Trianon. The Trianon-stories show how the concrete historical event has 

gotten divorced from women’s memories of the interwar era and their childhood stories. 

Interviewees’ narratives create these disconnections and by doing this, they get outside the 

Trianon-trauma frame, which does not allow for interpretations of their lives and the phase of 

childhood, outside of forced paths. In lieu of seeing the era through the lens of Trianon-induced 

national tragedy, twenty-nine out of thirty narrators find alternative ways to tell the story of their 

childhood.    

 In the second section, I examined articulations of poverty, economic hardships and 

struggles. Trianon does not offer them a narrative but the macro poverty-narrative referring to 

the 1930s that resonates in the stories. Social-historical narratives of poverty and social 

inequality in interwar era provide women with a narrative to which they can connect their 
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personal memories. I argued that the economic situation of the family and the young girls’ 

situation build the explanatory framework of the period itself as poverty-stricken and full of 

struggle. The narrative strategy of employing family anecdotes and embedding other people’s 

stories is very common to illustrate living conditions in general that, for the interviewees, 

characterize those years. In Hungarian historiography the period 1920-1945 is referred to as the 

Horthy years. As it comprises the years that led to Hungary’s wartime defeat, its assessment is 

controversial, and is subject to politicized evaluations. I noticed two contrasting evaluations that 

are reflective of the simplified and polarized stances of post-1989 Hungarian public discourse on 

the era. Interviewed women’s evaluations of the period in terms of either good or hard/bad are 

often tied to these schematic polarized images that carry more than the memory of the years of 

1920-1944: they imply attitudes towards the Second World War, the four decades of socialism 

and the post-1989 period. Therefore, evaluating the interwar era in Hungary is never a politically 

neutral act but always already a political statement and, simultaneously, the expression of a 

stance that individuals, including historians, take towards socialism and post-socialist regimes. 

This might have implications as to the appropriation of oral accounts for history writing as it 

shows how the history of this controversial period gets produced as well as how accounts of 

poverty or happiness are not to be taken at face value.  

It is not only the anecdotes but the interjection of those with non-narrative elements that 

is informative as to how interviewed women try to make sense of the interwar era as the scene of 

their childhood. Accounts of childhood have different narrative and non-narrative-discursive 

elements which narrators separate. We have seen this separation in Paula and Rozalia’s account 

of the Horthy years in Hungary. We have seen a similar separation in Klára, Eszter and Teréz in 

their stories of Old Yugo, i.e. the First Yugoslavia, which marks a separate period for women 

living in Serbia. In these stories, economic conditions serve as the main topic. Social 

inequalities, which are narrated in terms of class background, in stories of Old Yugo, get the 

dimension of ethnic inequalities. Stories of childhood and evaluations of the period often diverge 

in these accounts pointing to places where public narratives uneasily merge with personal 

narratives.  

In most interviews land is a crucial marker of social and ethnic differences, signaling a 

significant narrative that is specific to agrarian, rural communities and their perception of 

history. For interviewed women, the phase of childhood – and its scene, the interwar era – makes 

more sense in terms of economic well-being. The stories of families and their struggle for day-

to-day making ends meet tells the story of the period and its relationship to the earlier, imperial 
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era in terms of continuity, as a continuance of poverty and hardships. In these stories, Trianon 

does not figure as a point of historical rupture that defined the following two decades. The 

narrators move away from the Trianon trauma. This is an aspect which shows the relevance of 

these narratives in merging agrarian history and the anthropology of rural communities as they 

yield different information as to how rural populations perceive their histories, sometimes in 

different frameworks than what political histories use.  

 In the third section on the narratives of childhood, I analyzed small anecdotes about 

religion and education, two themes that get linked up in interviewees’ memories as “religious 

education”. I argued that through these anecdotes of school-learning, religious lessons and 

extracurricular labor, narrators create a narrative space to represent issues of difference (class, 

gender, ethnic) and power relations (authority). Women speak to wider social-political issues 

through the lens of children’s stories yet they do so with the interpretative vision of one in the 

final stage of life. It is in these stories that women from Romania and Serbia largely differ from 

narrators from Hungary. While in the accounts of the former, ethnicity becomes the major 

grounding for stories of difference, in the memories of the latter, it is mostly invisible. Women in 

Romania and Serbia depict difference via language, i.e. what languages they could use at school 

or in everyday life, social relations, i.e. what ethnicity their friends were, and religion where the 

divide between Catholic and Orthodox or Protestant and Orthodox and Jewish prevail. In 

accounts from Hungary, references to ethnic differences are almost absent; they are limited to 

differentiating between Jewish and non-Jewish. Stories of childhood and socialization show 

divergences between majoritarian and minority histories, and the ways in which these histories 

convey the formation of women’s different national identifications in their multicultural 

contexts. For women in Hungary, because ethnicity is not marked, it cannot serve them as a 

vehicle to forge historical continuities. For some of the women I quoted from Romania and 

Serbia, ethnicity is the vehicle which serves to arrange life events and historical processes along 

a continuous line of recurring patterns. Placing their childhood within that flow, it helps Eszter 

and Klára in Serbia to narrate history, as a continuous process of ethnic discrimination within 

their multicultural society.   

 

 

*** 
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Chapter 4 

 

Dance Lessons, Balls and Bullets:  

Memories of Adolescence and the Second World War 

 

 

Introduction: The Happiest and Most Terrible Period 

 

In this chapter I discuss stories of adolescence and the years of young adulthood which 

coincide with the years of the Second World War. These extensively presented stories describe a 

period that is simultaneously one of the happiest and most terrible times for the women I 

interviewed. For most of my informants the 1940s, especially the years of 1944 and 1945, were 

times of becoming adults in an era of constant transformation: wartime crisis, economic 

hardships, and a constant threat of losing their sexual innocence and their life. The accounts are 

lengthy, and interviewees devoted a long time to telling me these stories. Accounts speak of 

fathers being taken away, either to serve in the military forces or deported, and speak of mothers 

staying at home and providing for the whole family in extreme circumstances. In the stories, 

families become declassed and/or broken, households divided.
172

 The parental house, its 

deterioration, loss, or its occupation by different soldiers is a recurring theme that contributes to 

the production of condensed images of a time in flux. Different occupancies in the houses signify 

changing regimes and shifting frontiers, moving frontlines. Interviewees do not talk directly 

about imperial power relations and the multiple geopolitical reorganization of Central Europe.
173

 

Instead, they refer to these larger issues through the changes in their own situations and those of 

their immediate surroundings. The anecdotes spell out these changes as a series of ruptures on 

the level of everyday life: dropping out of school, moving away, escaping, their mothers losing 

or changing their jobs. In most accounts, the figure of the narrator’s mother appears as a heroine 

                                                            
172 Losonczi 2005, 31-33. 
173 With respect to the Soviet Union, the term ’imperial’ is used interchangeably with ’colonial’ because the 

specific nature of power relations that existed between the Soviet Union and the states it dominated. See for 

example David Chioni Moore, “Is the Post- in Postcolonial the Post- in Post-Soviet? Toward a Global 

Postcolonial Critique”, in PMLA, vol. 116, no. 1, Special Topic: Globalizing Literary Studies (Jan. 2001), 111-

128. 
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whose often miraculous efforts helped the children through the hardships of those years. Male 

family members exit the interviewees’ narrative world. Simultaneously, Jewish and Romany 

neighbors disappear from the narratives. The stories convey these rapid changes in the way the 

narrators tell them: they are all fast-paced, lively anecdotes which vibrate from sudden shifts of 

tenses, dialogues, and the hyper-oscillation of narrating voice.  

These are but a few ways women formulate larger political shifts. For the narrators, these 

were also the decades that coincided with the transition from childhood to adulthood.
174

 Most of 

my interviewees were between the ages of 14 and 18 at the time of the war. This age involved a 

physical as well as psychological transformation, as the girls grew into sexually mature women, 

eligible for marriage. This was the time when beauty and fashionable dresses started to matter 

and when menstruation was a monthly issue. Interviewees also tell me the story of their first 

love.  

Memories of these years oscillate between emotions of nostalgia for a sort of untainted 

happiness that pervaded the young girls’ state of mind and, at the same time, lament over 

economic hardships and constant fear. This duality has become part of the mnemonic landscape 

of the era in the thirty women’s memories and it makes all the stories vibrate with action and 

constant change. The theme of love and the theme of war are intricately intertwined in the 

stories, thus writing ambivalent accounts of sexuality, war, and violence. The theme of love 

emerges in the image of dance lessons and the object of love is frequently, though not 

exclusively, personified by the future husband. The theme of war is expressed with the image of 

the moving frontline and women articulate it through their frightened escapes from the soldiers 

of the Red Army. The escapes, despite the tragic seriousness of the topic by the narrators, are 

often related in the fashion of comic adventure tales, the element of fear and the emotional edge 

of a possible tragic outcome is softened, reworked and elevated into the sphere of the fantastic 

and the incredible while also often turned into laughter. The phrase “now we laugh but back then 

I was terrified” (Irén, RO) is one that is recurrent in the anecdotes of the Second World War.  

                                                            
174 These developmental stages that I call ‘childhood’, ‘adolescence’ and, ‘adulthood’ are not perceived as stages 

of psychological development here. The way psychology today defines these periods in one’s psychic journey 

and draws divisions between certain developmental ’stages’ (although I am aware there age differences among 

different schools there too as well as there are certain changes that have been occurring in defining these stages) 

I would not maintain here as I am doubtful they apply in my present context. In using these categories I am 

relying on the way my informants label these phases. Childhood usually refers to years spent in the parental 

home, going to school and perhaps helping out the parents in their daily responsibilities and duties. Adolescence, 

or better put ‘big girlhood’, refers to the period of getting the first full-time jobs and income but still being based 

in the parental house (when there was one) and forming the first love-relationship(s). Marriage for most of my 

informants marks the beginning of adulthood.   
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 The chapter consists of three sections. In the first section, I analyze how the narratives 

coming from the three countries divide up time differently according to events of rupture. The 

interviewees are aware of changes over time. They show a time-perspective and use a 

chronology, only differently than public accounts of the Second World War. The phrase “when 

the Russians came in” marks the beginning of the war for speakers in Hungary, while the phrase 

“when the Hungarians came in” marks the beginning of the war for speakers from Serbia and 

Romania. In the accounts of the later the phrase “when the Russians came in” appears as a 

second periodical marker signaling the end of Hungarian rule and the beginning of a new, rather 

chaotic, period. These phrases represent well the temporal and spatial shifts that happened with 

the changing geopolitical situations and power relations in Central Europe. There are differences 

between the presentation of some wartime stories by Hungarians living in Romania and Serbia 

and those in Hungary, primarily that stories from Romania and Serbia take a strong ethnicity 

angle. In the stories of women from Serbia and Romania, the Russian Red Army and the ethnic 

majority in their respective countries merge. In one account from Romania, Russian soldiers turn 

out to be Romanians in Russian clothes and, in other accounts from Serbia, Tito’s troops merge 

with the invading Red army. Ethnic atrocities in the immediate aftermath of the war form 

organic parts of these women’s wartime stories.  

In the second section I analyze images of the Russian soldier and the German soldier that 

form patterns across the thirty accounts. Through the opposing qualities that narrators endow 

these images with, I will read them as binaries that stand for more than just individual soldiers or 

their respective armies. Interviewed women address their wartime experiences through stories of 

romance and the fear of rape, often encapsulated in escape stories and figurations of the two 

soldiers. They emerge as images that carry political meanings and serve as expressions of 

political identifications for narrators: communist and anti-communist (nationalist) stances which 

extrapolate limited options for women to narrate versions of the war. Through the construction of 

these politicized images, the women establish continuities between the war and the subsequent 

state socialist regimes and Soviet imperialism. 

In the third section I discuss the figure of the mother in wartime stories. I argue that 

narrators establish genealogies and ideals of femininity through the character of the mother as 

savvy, nurturing, smart and fiercely loyal. I single out one particular narrative, Magdolna’s 

(HU), which is representative of this trend across the thirty narratives. I argue that relying on her 

mother’s story, Magdolna can articulate a continuity of gendered experience, and through that 

she can find a way to narrate historical events less as a series of ruptures and more as a range of 
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embodied knowledge that carried her through hardships and breaking points. The figure of the 

mother is an alternative language that this generation of women creates to narrate their 

experiences, for which public histories familiar to them do not provide any clues. 

Below I provide three representative excerpts that reflect this duality of the happiest and 

most terrible times, the first by Jolán (HU), the second by Ilona (HU) and the third by Irén (RO). 

All three women speak of sources of wartime threats and they recall the feeling of fear while also 

elaborating on their happy memories of their first balls, dance school days and their first 

romances. I quote them here and will refer to them repeatedly in the analysis. 

 

     J: ... I met my husband at the dance course.  

I.A.: And how? 

J.: Well, we were taking the dance course together. And then we, how shall I put it, like 

this… we girls were standing like this, and the boys behind my back like that and then we 

were learning how to dance. Well, I don’t know, you see, I don’t know any more how we 

got together, but… how shall I put it, he was my first suitor. Seriously! And then 

sometimes, they calculated who would match whom and then he jumped ahead two, so that 

he would get to dance with me and then when Balla Sári [the instructor] noticed it, “Now, 

everybody back, once again this is not good! No good, everybody back!” (laughing) Well 

it was nice, nice, we had a lot of fun (...) it was ’44, it was in ’44 when the Russians 

came in. Then I was in my teens and I know that here the house next-door was a 

teeny-tiny house and from that young woman they took so much furniture! So they 

were carrying the stuff and in the evening they were banging on our front door. My 

father opened it and they came in and I was hiding behind the wardrobe. Then, they 

said “Barishnia, barishnia, pretty barishnia.” My poor mother said, “Oh my God, if 

they come back for you at night what shall we do?” And here in the yard there was a 

shed and my father dug a hole underneath and at nights we always went down there 

to sleep. And we went in there, there were corn-cobs thrown over it, and so that was 

that. Well, it was difficult back then also. Very difficult. I am telling you, and the year 

after the Russians came in, in ’45, ’46, I was taking dance lessons. (...) 

I.A.: What was the happiest time of your life? 

J.: Oh, when I was a big girl. When we were taking the dance lessons. The balls. Those 

were the most beautiful. That was what we enjoyed most. We went to the balls, we danced, 

we had fun, we were young, we were in love, we thought one man, one God (laughing). 

We were just like you youngsters now. This, how shall I put it, sort of comes with life. 

This is a part of life. I dressed up nicely, then lacquer shoes were fashionable and socks 

and pleated skirts and white blouses... our feet almost froze in the winter snow but we 

weren’t cold. Then there was the “nagypróba” [evening gown for debut] it was a nice, long 

dress when we were dancing the English waltz and the tango, and… it was nice. You know 

back then, one had no worries. What worries did I have then? That I worked here at home 

and then to the dance lesson, have fun and that’s it. (Jolán HU, Appendix 3, 20.a/b.) 
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I.: I was 16 when the Russians came in. Can I say it like that? Liberators.
175

 Then I was 16 

years old and then well we were hiding from them because we were very much afraid. In 

cellars, in shelters, then we were hiding here together with the girls who were the same age 

as me when the front was moving across here. The Russians, the soldiers were here 10 

meters from us, there is a [sömlyék] or how should one put it, and then they harvested their 

wheat there in the summer, there were threshers, and the Russian soldiers settled here and 

came into the village in the evenings, we were so afraid but there was one soldier, a 

Russian soldier, his name was Miklós and he got so used to it that he kept coming into our 

house because he got food and it was good that he came because then we were not so 

afraid of the others. He was a Caucasian boy, even grandmother would always ask, “Now, 

is the young “muszka” [Russian] not coming?” We had leftovers for him. He looked at it 

wondering what it was. We said “jelly dumpling”. He said that „grandmother also used to 

make it at home”, he said. Well, that’s alright, they were here, marched so nicely, did their 

legs like this, because the soldiers were lining up like this. I liked it very much when they 

were exercising. But my mother always said, “I am very worried that those machine guns 

are aiming at the village. They will shoot the village for sure”, she said. Then we did not 

dare to sleep by ourselves alone, I mean at home, but families gathered together and we 

slept there. One time, just imagine, I was sleeping over there with grandmother and two 

[soldiers] came in – they were not how-do-you-call-them, partisans, well they were 

Russians but Kosacs or how they call them, I don’t know, and then they came in and asked 

for water. (...) And then they were asking for water, my Godmother lived there and we 

were sleeping there, my mom and father on one bed and I was in another room with 

grandmother. And then, guess what, we had to taste the water to make sure that we don’t 

poison them, and first my Godmother had to drink and then they came into the room too 

and I hid down, I was a 16-year-old girl, just think of it! I went down to her feet. And 

then they threw up the cover, or the duvet I don’t know, well it was winter, October, 

they came in around October 14, something like that, October 14. And they left next 

year, or 2 years later, that I don’t remember any more. And they said, “old mama, 

old woman” and I was at her feet, if they had seen me there, I think it would have 

been woe for the girl! (laughing) well, thank God, He saved me, because we heard a 

lot of things like this. My in-law for example tells me that her father, they were 4-5 

years old, and because they didn’t give them their horse, the Russians shot her father 

to death. Sanyi’s… Ági’s father. My cousin lived near here, she also came here, because 

we had the kitchen here, the Russian’s kitchen and there was this Vladimir, and he was in 

love with Bözsi, he loved her so much and she was afraid of him and many times she spent 

the night here. Then I was about 17 and the Russians were still here. And then, just like 

young people, we also wanted these, “balls”, as they called them. Not disco but ball. And it 

started in the afternoon and ended around 10, or sometimes there was a movie shown, the 

afternoon show, no loafing about for young girls, that they would not have allowed us... 

and my cousin, after the Russians had left, got married to the brother of my husband, the 

older brother, and then my husband fell so deeply in love with me but I just didn’t want 

him because Heaven knows, here in the street there was a guy with better speech and I 

would have liked him, he was better at flattery, but my mother and father they asked me 

not to, they wouldn’t have let me, well anyway.. My husband was a very handsome man, 

and good, immaculate, a lot of girls would have liked him, and then we used to gather at 

                                                            
175 The uncertainty in naming reflects the shift in post-1989 public discourse in which the Red Army sweeping 

through the Eastern European territories in 1944-45 thus far having been termed ’liberators’ should from then on 

be termed as ’invadors’. This shift was part of a larger political project after 1989, when the new regime strove 

to discredit and erase the previous four decades and all its heritage. See Esbenshade 1995.  



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 4 

148 

 

my cousin’s place for pig-killings and this or that, they were already husband and wife, 

they got married in January, and we got married on 29 October, same year. And they 

talked to my head until... my mother also got to like him, and also Bözsike, my cousin, told 

me that this is even much better than hers because hers liked to drink, the brother of my 

“Matyika.” Well, then this is how it turned out, this became a marriage, too. (Ilona HU, 

Appendix 3, 21.a/b.)  

 

  

So and then in the meanwhile, I was given 2-3 weeks off, it was oh so nice, and I went –

how do you call it – to Budapest, because I had relatives there, and to Bábolnapuszta and 

to Baracka to see my uncle, and then I went, I traveled all by myself. My cousin used to 

live at 82 Király st. in Budapest and so I spent a few days there in Budapest, and we went 

to see everything that was nice, all the museums and churches so… I went to 

Bábolnapuszta [Western HU] and there was my aunt and there... Bábolnapuszta was a 

place where at that time there were a lot of horses and it was full of soldiers, officers and 

what not, all these noble men and the like lived there, there were also peasants but as there 

was a big stud there, there were a lot of officers, descendants of a bunch of noble 

families who had their lands there and what not, so I was there, and it was the highlight 

of my youth, that my aunt gave a dinner for me, which involved popping champagne and 

everybody important was invited (...) so and then it was very.. my aunt had 2 children, 2 

sons, Zsolt and the.. Őrs and Zsolt, and my aunt’s husband was László Bárczi Bárcziházi, 

noble by descent, but you know in these times these were counts and members or 

descendants of such families and what not, and you know, I was there in such a company, 

and it was so good, and so nice, and I also fell in love with a young.. well we went, they 

organized a ball, and.. though it was wartime already, then you know in these social 

circles such events were still alive, a lot of them had been enlisted but there were still some 

reserve officers and what not, I know that once, not once but on more occasions we went, 

not alone, but the whole family – at that time it was not allowed for a 16-17-year-old-girl 

to go to the ball - and there was a boy, a lieutenant, his name was Lacika Rimeli, he was 

my first love but it only lasted for a few weeks. But it was so nice, and so good and we 

danced to those Katalin Karády and other songs, “One little cigarette...” and “Adieu, adieu 

my dear, dear lieutenant” and “Outside the Barrack, out by the Gate”, these beautiful, 

catchy [hits], well at that time it was a wonderful thing! And it was such that it could never 

be forgotten! Well, but this passed also, I had to go home ... back to Farkasasszó [RO]. 

And I said to my mother, how I hate this lime-bed [hárságy] and everything. And then she 

says to me, “Why were you not born to be a countess?” my mother says to me. ”I am so 

tired of this!” [said I.] My mother said, “Then start all over.” That is how my mother was: 

she had not the slightest pity for me. And so then I cried for a good few weeks to my aunt, 

as in the meantime Lacika Rimeli was taken away somewhere and I did not hear anything 

about him anymore, and he had not even kissed me! Not once! Oh, God! And it was so 

nice and so good when we were walking together, of course the Bárczi children were there, 

4-5-year-old kids, because then one was not allowed to walk alone, I walked with two 

children - but Lacika Rimeli was there. It was nice. I never fell in love again. This was 

the first and the last. I did give birth to 3 children though. (Irén RO, Appendix 3, 

22.a/b.) 
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4.1. Periodization Through Two Turning Points 

 

Interviewed women all throughout their accounts negotiate historical changes and the way 

those have impacted their lives. Periodization is one such strategy they employ to merge personal 

shifts with larger-scale transformations. Their practices of moving temporal dividing lines back 

and forth on their time-scales, I argue, yield information on what they consider change, what are 

the important turning points for them for their stories. Their accounts are informative of the 

extent to which periodization, and, thus, the grasp of change is a deeply situated practice. 

Studying these patterns has taught me about the diversity patterns of remembering and re-

evaluating the past take, existing as they do side-by-side with versions that my own generation 

studied at school in political history. The above three excerpts all refer to the years of the war; 

the first two talk about the same year (1944) and the third one discusses personal memories of 

1943. All of them are ambivalent narratives in the sense that the theme of war and fear is 

connected to the theme of adolescence, love, and joy. From a historian’s point of view it does 

make an enormous difference whether the story concerns one year or the other, especially since 

1944 was the year when events accelerated in Central Europe and within a period of a few 

months, the German (March 19 1944) and Soviet invasion (September 12 1944) took place, 

initiating a process that determined the political landscape of the region for decades afterwards. 

Between the years of 1941 and 1944, all my interviewees lived within the borders of the same 

country, as the formerly dis-annexed territories of Northern Transylvania ad Vojvodina were re-

annexed in 1940 and 1941 respectively (Appendix 5/g). But 1944 was the year of constant 

balancing acts and negotiations of the Hungarian administration with the Allied powers, 

primarily with England and the Soviet Union, and at the same time with Germany. These 

negotiations were accompanied by changes in internal affairs: Horthy’s proclamation and the 

change of governments that culminated in the Szálasi puppet-administration’s seizing of power. 

The latter meant shifts in measures leveled against the Jewish population as well. Deportations 

were stopped by Horthy on July 6 and then restarted again after the Arrow-cross takeover on 

October 15. These were the months when many Jewish neighbors were collected and taken away 

and their houses left vacant or given over to others in my interviewees’ villages and hometowns. 

In Magdolna’s (HU) account, after her own father was deported with the other Romani, her 

mother got hold of a vacant house that had formerly belonged to a Jewish family and she moved 

in with the six children.   
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For my interviewees, the year 1944 seems to be a mental landmark as well and, in many 

cases, to such an extent that it comes to mark the beginning of the war itself – when the front 

indeed materialized and was within reach (Appendiy 5/h). But when they mention 1944, they do 

not mean the events that happened before the fall of that year, the ones I mentioned above. For 

them the Soviet invasion (Sept-Oct 1944) marks the beginning of war, when they say ’44, that is 

what they are referring to. Magdolna (Hungary) says, “I was 11, I was born in ’34 and the war 

was in ’45… ’44.” Júlia remembers the moment in her village in the south of Hungary as 

follows: 

 

I.A.:  How do you remember the war? 

J. Sz.: The first battle was on September 23, ’44. Then Hungarian soldiers were in the 

village and we went outside to peel some potatoes and then in the tower there was a 

Hungarian soldier, he fired a round and it meant that he saw someone. Then they sent us 

home and there was a little fighting, and three [people] died in the village. But on October 

6 there was such a big battle, the village was battered, 50-60 of us were in the cellar at the 

Bohais’. It was a terrible battle, even the church wall and the roofs of many houses were 

shot, and then they said that it was the Germans but no one could decide who it was. 

And then the reinforcements arrived in the village, most of them generals and they were 

having fun one night, they were rounded upon and all died, they are the ones buried in the 

cemetery. (Júlia HU, Appendix 3, 23.a/b.) 

 

The physical presence of marching soldiers, tanks and machine guns in the streets comprises the 

images that demarcate the war period in the stories. Historical writings based on statistical 

documents state that the population did not really “feel” the threat of the war in the first three 

years (1939-1942) and, if so, only indirectly through economic hardships, growing inflation, and 

the shortage of goods (chiefly food) in shops (Romsics 2005). The wartime economic growth in 

1940 to 1942, enhanced by the increasing demands for military industrial output (mining, 

chemical industry, heavy industry), even though the shortage of raw material was constant, 

resulted in an increase of demand for workers and rising salaries in the industrial sector (Romsics 

2005). Agricultural production was not disrupted either, even though the market for exporting 

agricultural products was gradually waning and becoming limited to Germany. Most 

importantly, physical violence and the arm’s length presence of death was not yet a part of 

people’s everyday reality. Thus the fact that in individual accounts the topic of war does not 

usually follow the official chronology (1939-45) but rather regard 1944 as the beginning of the 

war should not come as a surprise. The stories underline historical accounts about the war not 

being “felt” up to that point. This, however, is true only in the case of memories coming from 

Hungary. The narratives from Vojvodina (Serbia) and Transylvania (Romania) show a 
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considerable difference in periodization, marking the beginning of war with the clause “when the 

Hungarians came in”. 

 

“When the Hungarians came in” 

Accounts from Transylvania and Vojvodina repeatedly –almost rhythmically- use the 

clause “when the Hungarians came in” (referring to the years 1940 and 1941) as a time marker 

that, in all cases, functions to mark the beginning of a new period by indicating an important turn 

(Appendix 5/g). Sometimes it is even used as a mnemonic measuring stick against which one’s 

age or some personal life events are related. Thus, the event marked by this clause appears to be 

a significant reference point which enhances and recalls personal memories. This is exemplified 

by Mária’s case, who relates her age to this macro-historical event: “16 years old… the 

Hungarians came in September, well then I was already 17 in the spring because we were at 

home that winter, in September the Hungarians came in, and in ’41 I had already entered my 

17th year”. In the memories coming from Transylvania and Vojvodina, although narrators mark 

the beginning of the war and stress their constant hardships, the Hungarian takeover generally 

appears as a joyful moment. Interviewees often narrate the event using images of the people of 

the village joyfully greeting the arriving soldiers with flowers and flags and tricolor ribbons – an 

image that often appears on photographs, newsreels and in documentaries.  

These accounts counter the prevailing public discourse in their respective countries. 

Northern Transylvania was re-annexed to Hungary, according to the second Vienna Dictate,
176

 

and Vojvodina was occupied without any previous pacts
177

 - acts which officially get labeled as 

occupations in the Serb and Romanian cultural memory. In Serbia, the events of June 6, 1941 are 

written as invasion and as four years of occupation that abounded with war crimes committed by 

the Axis forces, resulting in the deaths of Serbs, Jewish, and Roma populations.
178

 Also the raid 

by the Hungarian troops in January 1942 is written as a deliberate act of genocide aimed at the 

Serbian and Jewish ethnic community in the Southern Bačka.
179

 This latter event my 

interviewees do not mention at all. For the Hungarian minorities inhabiting these regions, the 

                                                            
176 August 16-24, 1940. The size of the territory of North Transylvania that was re-annexed was 43.492 km2. 
177 Hungarian and German troops occupied the territories of the Mura-region, the Barany triangle, Bačka and 

Banat – the later two forming two parts of Vojvodina. Bačka (the Western part) belonged under Hungarian 

supervision, Banat belonged under German supervision. The politics of the Belgrade government headed by 

Milan Nedić was basically to serve German interests exclusively. See more on these territorial changes in 

Romsics 2005, esp. Chapter 3 “Horthy Korszak”. 
178 Dimitrije Boarov, Politička istorija Vojvodine, (Novi Sad, 2001), 183. 
179 Zvonimir Golubović, Racija u Južnoj Bačkoj 1942. godine, (Novi Sad, 1991), 146-147. 
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memory of these two events is thoroughly characterized by joy, non-violence, and peace. The 

following four years are characterized as stable. Teréz (RO) remembers the event as a single, 

joyous march of soldiers into the village, greeted by girls waiving michaelmas daisies: 

 

When the Hungarians came in... that’s what I started to say, what a big welcome they 

were given. At the edge of the village, from where they came, where the Romanian 

soldiers came, then we had to give them fruits, or what the last inhabitant, the person who 

lived there [in the “last” house at the edge of the village”] asked if there were any more... 

any more Romanians? Well, eventually there remained none, the Hungarians were coming. 

And then, this I won’t forget, because we had a big flower garden in front of the house and 

it was full of michaelmas daisies and then the girls, my sister and her friends plucked 

plenty of daisies and took them and greeted the Hungarian soldiers with them, with 

great flower-showers, but only the Hungarian soldiers. The Hungarian world lasted for 

four years, and then they left and the Romanians came back. (Teréz RO, Appendix 3, 

24.a/b.) 

 

In the memories the event was one that resulted in a short-lived economic growth, i.e. jobs 

opened up and a regular income became available. As Mária from Transylvania puts it, “in 1940, 

that was when the Hungarians came in, or there was the Vienna dictate, and then a big turn in 

everyone’s life, because my mother, too, immediately got a job, as she had qualifications”. 

Mária, thus, understands the Hungarian occupation as a turning point that affected everyone’s 

life for the better even though the tension of war was already tangible. Mária’s story – granting 

narrative agency to her mother — illustrates the betterment by pointing out how her mother got a 

job at the notary’s office (jegyzői hivatal) in a village in Northern Transylvania where her 

responsibility was to take care of “secret military affairs” and where “she felt great”. Klára from 

Serbia remembers the turn in equally general terms. She says, “when the Hungarians came in, 

what was then... then we started school, well, then people had it relatively better, in the sense 

that.. although it was wartime, despite that, everything went well”. She illustrates this period as 

smooth and even speaks of how the agricultural production improved and how it enhanced their 

mood (“we could feel Hungarian”.) 

Hungarian political history on these years, although still scarce, maintains that an almost 

immediate restructuring followed in the re-annexed territories in 1940 and 1941: of the 

administrative bodies of local governance, of the bodies of self-representation (and 

accompanying personal changes), of the organization of production, of the press, and of 
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education.
180

 This scholarship, however, stresses the initial enthusiasm and the successive 

failures and the conflicts and (inter- as well as intra-ethnic) tensions that these measures have 

induced among the local populations. For these tensions, one of the main reasons mentioned is 

that the Hungarian state did not consider local specificities and social dynamics but tried rather 

to reproduce those conservative and rigid social and administrative structures in the re-annexed 

territories that had been in place in Horthy’s Hungary.
181

 Officers and bureaucrats were often 

sent over from the mother-country to these fringe territories instead of keeping locals in their 

positions, or new officers were hired based on informal support networks, which only 

exacerbated already existent distrust towards the Hungarian authorities and sowed the seeds of 

discord between the state and local communities.
182

 Mária does mention that her mother had 

been “put out” of her previous position because “someone else had to be placed in her place”. 

With the help of informal support networks, she managed to get hold of a civil servant position 

in the small, “god-forsaken, Romanian-inhabited” village of Farkasasszó in Northern 

Transylvania. So her mother left her three children behind and moved to Farkasasszó to occupy 

the position. Mária, however, does not make the connection between this event and the 

Hungarian take-over. These details concerning economic hardships do not change the overall 

message and tone of memories where the years between 1940/41-1944 appear as blissful, 

economically stable, and also peaceful periods in the personal memories of Transylvanian and 

Vojvodinan women. In Eszter’s (SRB) words, “there was not one -how should I put it?- not one 

rifle-shot, not one casualty, they came in nicely and we got along fine until the summer of ’41. 

Equality, fraternity etcetera (…) and then it started, ‘41.” The fact that the war was already 

happening is acknowledged and, in some women’s accounts, the semantic connection is made 

between the war and the Hungarian take-over. Yet, in the women’s detailed anecdotes, their 

personal memories of war are mostly connected to the experience of the direct threat of physical 

violence. Eszter (SRB) talks about scattered guerrilla acts that often involved murder and torture 

from 1941 on in Bačka (Vojvodina) which she at all times attributes to Tito’s partisans. Those 

acts, however, are told to have always happened to someone else, always to some acquaintance. 

The subsequent events of the withdrawing of “German”/”Hungarian” troops and the advance of 

                                                            
180 For details on acts of restucturing and the tensions and conflicts of such proecesses see (for Northern 

Transylvania) for example Hámori Péter, „Magyar társadalomszervezési kíséretek Észak-Erdélyben (1938-

1944)” (Hungarian Attempts at Social Organisation in Northern Transylvania (1938-1940)), in Korall, no. 18, 

65-97; Oláh Sándor, “Gyakorlati gondolkodásmód és a megmerevedett etatizmus” (“Practical Thinking and 

Rigid Etatism”) in Korall, no. 18, 98-112. 
181 ibid. esp. Hámori, 80. 
182 ibid. 
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“Russian”/”Romanian”/”Partisan” troops represent the tangible, subjective beginning of the 

Second World War, which women usually express in terms of exact dates and announce with the 

clause “when the Russians came in”.     

    

“When the Russians came in” 

 

When women characterize the years immediately preceding 1944 as joyful, of relative 

financial security, filled with the excitement of dance lessons, traveling, and the possible 

appearance of love, the autumn of 1944 appears in all accounts as an explicit turning point for 

the worse. It signifies – on the personal level - the appearance of the soldiers of the Red Army, 

the “Stalin-candles”,
183

 “katyusas”,
184

 and escapes from one village or house to the next, hiding 

in ad hoc shelters with close relatives and distant acquaintances. These are told in extremely 

animated and lively anecdotes and, compared to the whole of the life narratives, take up 

considerable narrative space. Jolán (HU) recounts the event with the same ambivalence that I 

have indicated above. She emphasizes her being a “teenager”, fear of molestation and violence 

by soldiers, the protecting shelter, and the dance school. See excerpt 1, lines in bold:   

 

The Russian came in here on 23 September ’44. It was a Sunday afternoon, because 

immediately they went up by the post office and cut the wire. Only then, at first we didn’t 

know, what it was, who they were. But afterwards they came to the houses and at once 

took away watches and whatever they could. They went into the big houses. (Júlia HU, 

Appendix 3, 25.a/b.) 

 

It was ’44, in ’44 when the Russians came in, well I was a teenager then already and I 

know that here the first house was a teeny-tiny house and for that housewife they brought 

here so much furniture! They were carrying them and in the evening they were banging on 

the door here and my father opened the door for them, they came in and I was, lying snug 

by the side of the wardrobe. And then, they kept saying „barishnia, barishnia, pretty 

barishnia [young woman] pretty.” My poor mother said, „Oh, my God, what if they come 

back for you at night, what are we going to do?” And here in the yard there was a shed and 

my dad dug [a hole] underneath and every night we went down there to sleep. We went in 

there, corn-cobs and what not were thrown over it, so that that. Well, also then it was very 

hard. Very hard. As the Russians came in, next year, in ’45... ’46? I went to the dance 

school. (Jolán HU, Appendix 3, 26.a/b.) 

 

It is a constantly changing narrative where the terrible, the fearful and the joyful, and the exciting 

are simultaneously present. Thus, the anecdotes, addressing the Russian entry, talk about fear 

                                                            
183 A lighting strip: the army used rockets in night-time raids to light up their target area. 
184 A rocket-launcher. 
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and violence without always taking up the tone of fear. They often narrate in a relieved tone and 

even. At times, they narrate with the caricature of the backward glance of the survivor, showing 

that retrospective narration generally allows for the separation and mingling of different ways of 

expression, with their distinctive affective modalities.
185

 Accordingly, the narrators’ position 

often changes as well: narrators oscillate between taking up the position of the ‘experiencing I’ 

and the ‘narrating I’. Narration, as Jolán’s account above demonstrates, keeps changing back and 

forth between the description of events in the past tense and vivid reproduction of dialogues in 

the present tense, dialogues for which narrators never use reported speech. This constant 

oscillation creates a shifting effect of distance and immediacy. Furthermore, the anecdotes 

relating to the months between the Fall of 1944 and the Spring of 1945 are perhaps the most 

blatant examples of a dual narratorial behavior: when the narrator, at the same time, acts as a 

homodiegetic narrator (being a character in the story) while pretending to be a diegetic narrator 

that assumes omniscience. In other words, she presents what was happening in other locations 

while, at the same time, looking at herself as involved in the events from outside of the story 

world. This outside narratorial position is not a spatial but a temporal one created by the distance 

of the events; therefore, it may be regarded as a major feature of retrospective narration. It is a 

common device used in autobiographies as well. 

The tone of narration also keeps changing, or, rather, oscillating accordingly: between a 

serious emotional involvement (recited in the genre of tragedy accompanied by sadness, crying) 

and displaced involvement (turning the story into comedy accompanied by laughter) to 

emotional detachment (explanatory sentences). In a condensed form, this shifting narratorial 

position is exemplified by a few lines from Ilona’s (HU) account in excerpt 2 quoted above in 

bold. Her narrative moves from recounting a single event of the Russian soldiers’ entry into their 

house, with an insertion emphasizing her age and gender (“I was a 16-year-old-girl, just think of 

it!”), which is an indexical clause that indicates her fear of being molested and, thus, making the 

reader/listener take her story seriously. Then, she returns to recounting the event (“and then they 

                                                            
185 Here I refer to Hubert Hermans, who, in his valuation theory argues that there is a differentiation made 

between the emotions felt at the time of a life event and at its retrospective recounting. Affect in his theory is not 

considered a direct result of cognitive processing but an inherent part of valuation of life events. He argues that 

emotions are “not simply part of the content of one's self-narrative, an (emotional) event among other (non-

emotional) events.” Together with other psychologists he maintains that “references to an emotional state in a 

narrative are not referential in the same way as are references to what happened. Rather, they frame episodes and 

function as qualifications of the events they span. Emotional states organize a story in such a way that the story 

has a point and is worth telling and listening to (e.g., :'Something terrible has happened, let me tell you ... "). In 

other words, people select as parts of their self-narratives those valuations that are relevant from an affective 

point of view” –which for Hermans as well as other theorists of life narratives, is always an ‘affective point of 

view’ of the present. See Hermans 1997, 245. 
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threw up the cover”). She then inserts another time marker (“around October 14”) followed by a 

flash-forward (“and they left next year, or 2 years later”), which adopts a quasi-objective view 

and helps her to establish emotional detachment. Next she slides back into the story and quotes 

the soldier’s words (“old mama, old woman”) and takes the story further with the clause “I was 

at her feet.” This is immediately followed by an evaluative statement (“if they had seen me there, 

I think it would have been woe for the girl!”) and accompanied by laughter and a summary 

statement conveying relief, “Thank God, He saved me”. To situate her story, she refers to 

general occurrences (“because we heard a lot of things like this”) and closes her narrative by 

pointing to a concrete example from her circle of acquaintances of someone having been shot in 

an encounter with a Russian soldier.  

What we see in Ilona’s war-story is the highly common pattern of oscillation when 

narrating events of the war, especially regarding escapes from rape. It happens on three levels. 

First, Ilona goes back and forth between the immediate and the retrospective perspective, by 

changing tenses and inserting dialogues. Secondly, she zooms in and out of recounting personal 

experience and general phenomena by shifting homodiegetic and diegetic narratorial positions. 

Third, she changes the degrees of involvement and detachment – emotional involvement, 

displaced emotional involvement and emotional detachment — in a matter of seconds. Although 

I have only singled out this short excerpt for easier demonstration, any excerpt relating to war-

time anecdotes yields a similar hyper-oscillating pattern which creates a vibrating effect. It is 

very entertaining for the listener but it is difficult to follow. And because these are often rape-

stories, this manner of narration is very discomforting as the audience does not know how to 

react: to laugh or to show empathy. I am calling this type of presentation hyper-oscillating 

because oscillation among modes of narrating is generally characteristic of life narratives as a 

whole. However, I have found that stories of war heighten, or, rather, accelerate these shifts. The 

hyper-oscillation of narrative voice, i.e. the constant shifting of homodiegetic and diegetic 

narratorial positions creates a nonlinear way of story-telling, on the one hand, and a narrative 

vibrating with action, on the other. Tense shifts, embedded anecdotes, family legends, and a host 

of inserted dialogues (direct speech) make for articulating alternating positions of the 

‘experiencing I’ and the ‘narrating I’. This narratively constructed division between the two first 

person singular positions, I think, is tightly connected to the fact that the narrator told me her 

story orally. Such a division of the two ‘I’ positions in a personal memory of the past is a 

performative act, an act that is directed to and for me, the audience. Its function is to create the 

effect of immediacy and distance/detachment and displaying an ability to performatively switch 
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between a first-person narratorial position and a false omniscient narratorial position at will. 

Such strategies work to efface that fact that narration is always first-person narration,
186

 always 

located in the narrator. Regardless of homodiegetic and diegetic positions, knowledge conveyed 

by the oral narrative is always partial and that the product of forming a story in the present. 

Whatever reminiscing women present as perception is in fact the stuff of memory. This enables 

the change of tones as well, between emotional involvement, displaced emotional involvement, 

or detachment.  The vibration created by these patterns of oscillation on all these levels expose 

the specificity of oral history accounts, which are situated in the act of the interview situation. 

The narrator needs her audience to transmit information and information itself is more than just 

the content of her story: it resides in the performance. When such a performance creates lively 

accounts of terrible past events accompanied by bursts of laughter, as in Ilona’s case, it tells 

about a strong sense of ambiguity that is part of these women’s history. I am a vital part of the 

process as a person, as a listener, and as an oral historian.
187

  

War-time accounts often revolve around the theme of escape, which makes the plot of 

these stories vibrate with people’s moving bodies between places. It draws an imaginary map, 

criss-crossed by lines and multi-directional arrows indicating these movements.
188

 This counters 

a common presumption that those who did not go to fight on the war-front but stayed at home 

passively endured the events of a war happening above their heads. Women would fall under this 

category. The anecdotes testify to the fact that dynamism and movement are much more 

characteristic of the memories of this era than static passivity. This accelerated sequencing of 

movements makes the accounts difficult to follow for the listener. Regardless of the tone, stories 

are abundant in action, sometimes even bordering on the fantastic, on the fictional.
189

 One such 

anecdote about the advancement of the frontline, where the narrator is herself the heroine of her 

                                                            
186 Mieke Bal, Narratology, Introduction to the Theory of the Narrative, (second edition), (Toronto, Buffalo and 

London: The University of Toronto Press, 1997), 21-31. 
187 I will devote a more detailed discussion to laughter as a mode of memory and narration in Chapter 10.2. and 

10.3. 
188 For further elaboration see Chapter 5 “Home and movement int he Narrative”. 
189 Autobiography is usually situated in a generic borderline, in an intersection between “historical” and 

“fictional” narratives. It has got a vast array of scholarly literature which I would not like to exhaustively list 

here as it is not my point here. What I would like to emphasize is much simpler point, namely that in case of 

some stories of oral history material, listeners/readers would perhaps locate them more in the realm of the 

fictional than that of the strictly “historical”. There is, thus, certainly a generic ambivalence that oral history 

material represents, in which it comes close to its written, more edited, more ’censored’ and rehearsed a s well as 

more officially narrativized form, autobiography. See more on the oral and written forms of self-representation 

and their generic similarities and differences for example in J. D. Popkin, “Narrative Theory, History, 

Autobiography”, in Popkin ed., History, Histories and Autobiography, (Chicago, Chicago University Press, 

2005), 33-56.      
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own story and where the excerpt itself is full of action, is a narrative of escape by Matild (SRB). 

Her account also exhibits the common feature of hyper-oscillation:       

 

I was at home for a month and then the Russians came in. That was the real looking out 

for squalls. It was terrible. I got injured then… as I say, I was in the big village, it was 

where my father’s house was, and there was a big pasture there, right across the street. And 

then there was another German village, mostly Germans were in it, but there were also.. 

Hungarians and Serbs, but it was a German village, Bocsár, that was about 1.5 kms away 

from where we were herded out to. In the morning the drummer was hitting his drum, 

because long time ago there were these drummers, the drum was strapped on them and on 

the back of a horse they were announcing that the Russians had come in, the Russians had 

come in, the Germans are in Bocsár, everybody should leave their homes, and out to the 

meadow. Everybody, everybody, they were herding us like animals, the partisan women, 

so that no one would die... Yes, that’s fine but the Germans were shooting through us, 

as our group was moving! There was a very deep water in the village, the artesian water 

of the village, you know, merged in there. And it was about 2-3ms deep. And they herded 

us across that, like cows (...) [when we came out] as we were walking on the grass, the 

Germans were at our side and firing because the Russians were accompanying us as 

they were trying to protect us. And as we were walking, well it was very cold, 

November, it was raining, it was cold, there was no time to get dressed, in one dress, bear-

feet, with bear-head, no garments, the goal was to go as quickly as possible, because the 

Germans were coming and about to set the village on fire. So they [the 

Russians/partisans?] were trying to get us, the people out of there. One moment I feel that -

my leg was already frozen, in that cold water- I feel that something has burned me. It was 

so strange, as if it was doing like this, it was burning. “Ah, alright, now, it must be a 

leech... some water-something.” Okay, I scratched it, “let’s move on.” We were moving 

on, and suddenly the partisan woman comes on a horseback saying, “You, comrade, stop!” 

I go, “Who did you talk to?” She says, “Yes, you, you.” I stopped. I said, “I must be 

getting arrested.” “I’m not going to hurt you,” she says, “just stop, because you’ve got 

injured.” “Me?” She says, “You!” And when I look down, indeed the blood is flowing 

from my leg so much that my whole leg is covered in blood (...) Then [when all passed] we 

went back to my apartment, I didn’t find anything at all in my apartment! They stole 

everything, everything. (Matild SRB, Appendix 3, 27.a/b.) 

 

 

The above anecdote is only one of many describing how terrible things have turned with the 

arrival of the frontline (Appendix 5/h). The story also complicates the category of bystander, by 

describing the movement of people as well as their interaction. Matild’s account here echoes the 

historical scholarship that states that the Second World War was “disastrous” in the Yugoslav 

region (approx. 900,000 casualties most of whom died in an internal civil war). According to the 

literature, however, by the time the Red Army invaded the region, it had already been divided 

and stricken with civil-war. All across Yugoslavia, before the arrival of the Red Army, 
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ustashas,
190

 chetniks
191

 and the partisans
192

 killed hundreds of thousands of people. The Belgrade 

government headed by Milan Nedić was serving German interests exclusively. Voijodina’s two 

regions were also divided: Bačka was under Hungarian supervision and Banat was under 

German supervision. In 1941, the independent Croat state led by Ante Pavelić, ustasha leader, 

was established. Meanwhile, due to the bloody activities of chetnicks, ustashas and partisans, 

there were two-directional movements of peoples: 120,000 Serbs fled Croatia and 70,000 Croats 

fled Serbia during these events.
193

 The partisans eventually defeated the other resistance 

movements. They received some support from the West and the Red Army but, as the literature 

puts it, the support was minimal, and they “liberated” the region from German and Hungarian 

occupation mostly on their own.
194

  

The story of Eszter (SRB) counters the liberation-discourse.
195

 Adding her personal side 

to this official narrative, she specifically extrapolates the cruelties of the partisans. She argues 

that cruelties had already started in 1941 when “they [Serb guerillas] set the thresher on fire to 

sabotage” Hungarian rule. According to her, they killed Hungarian officials in planned and 

organized acts: 

 

In the meanwhile, there were murders (…) also against the provosts, the provost was 

walking somewhere on a farm, they went, and what not, there were these small farms and 

reed towards the Tisza [river] like this, and he disappeared. „Szappanyos” provost, as he 

                                                            
190 The ustasha movement was a separatist movement based on Croat supremacist ideological principles (to 

divide the country into two: Serb and Croat nation-states). The new state would have served their purposes well 

as it would have also encompassed Bosnia-Herzegovine and thereby its territory would have become twice of 

that of Serbia. “Pavelić in the spirit of Croat supremacist nationalism waned to solve „the Serb question” through 

uprooting, deportation and Catholicisation –stating that Serbs are in reality converted Croats.” They killed 

approx. 325000 Serbs during World War II. See Juhász 1999, 83.  
191Chetniks were one strand of resistance movement against the German/Hungarian occupation led by Dragoljub 

Mihajlović. The movement was thinking in a ‘Yugoslav-framework’ their ideology primarily consisted of the 

Serb supremacist interpretation of Yugoslavism. According to them the Serb people are entitled to have a 

superior leading role among others in the region and a homogenic Serbia must be created within a Yugoslav state 

dominated solely by the Serbs. The movement consisted mostly of Serbian Serbs the movement was 

characterized by a pronounced anti-Croat and anti-Muslim attitude, which however resulted in the fact that it 

could not become the main axis of anti-fascist resistance. See Stevan K. Pavlowitch, Hitler’s New Disorder: The 

Second World War in Yugoslavia, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 49-72, 91-104 and Jozo 

Tomasevich, War and Revolution in Yugoslavia, 1941-1945: The Chetniks, (San Francisco: Stanford University 

Press, 1975), 169-172. 
192 The communist partisans were led by Tito, Yugoslavia’s successive leader. They wanted to get support from 

all ethnic groups and political parties. Their main supporters were first the mountain peasantry of Crna Gora and 

later Serbs living in rural areas of Croatia. In 1943, “Tito defined yugoslavism on the basis of federalism as the 

historic partnership of five nations”. See Juhász 1999, 83.  
193 Csanády 2002, 83.  
194 ibid.  
195 After 1945, the Russian invasion got into the official political rhetoric of socialist regimes as ’liberation’. 

After the 1989-transitions, the new regimes theatrically changed this as the 1945 “Russian invasion” and it 

entered the newly written history textbooks this way. 
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was called, he disappeared. Then also in Csurog we heard that the judge was taking some... 

note, tax note to the Serb… farmers, and never returned. Now, when they came in, when 

Tito won, if he won, or whoever won, the imperial powers gave it to him, then it turned 

out that the manure… that he was hanged, or smoked in some open chimney, and thrown 

onto a heap of manure and he is buried there. Yes. And this is only a very small bit of 

murders and tortures. (Eszter SRB, Appendix 3, 28.a/b.) 

 

 

She bitterly relates how she was deported to the labor camp and the partisans forced her to clean 

toilets by hand when she was only 16, for which she has never been able to “forgive”. From here 

onwards in her story, she formulates a strong anti-Tito discourse. As a part of this, she takes 

away his status as a war-time hero and attributes his victory to imperial politics, that the 

“imperial powers gave it [Yugoslavia] to him”. In Matild’s story above, we read the opposite: the 

partisan woman appears as a helpful character and partisans, in general, appear as protectors of 

people. Her account, although illustrative of how bloody events turned in the region, does not 

talk about other atrocities. There is silence about the atrocities of the 1941 Hungarian occupation 

of the Northern Serb territories, and there is silence about atrocities between other resistance 

troops and the bloodshed that happened in the Bačka, Banat and Baranya regions by the partisans 

against the German/Hungarian/Croat population in 1944 and 1945. Only the Russian invasion 

gets detailed treatment in her narrative. Her account represents the frontline itself as a mass of 

human bodies moving in between two armed forces which she calls “Germans” and “Russians”. 

Generally, stories focus only on the advancing Red Army as an occupying unit. The German 

army as a unit does not appear in any of the women’s memories, Germans only crop up as 

individual soldiers who were accommodated in people’s houses and who had already left the 

area (and the narrative scene) by the time the invading Red Army, phrased as “the Russians”, 

arrived. Matild’s story is unique in talking of an embodied living frontline/borderline movement 

from East to West. This movement was composed of people, trapped in-between two armies, 

running and bleeding, and not of inanimate lines drawn on a map. This particular story by 

Matild, which talks about ordinary people as trapped between two armed forces, can be 

juxtaposed with another story which argues the opposite, i.e. that people did take active part in 

the war through collaboration with the armed forces. In the anecdote, Matild is almost shot again 

by her neighbor, a woman who was a partisan collaborator because she wanted to take revenge 

on Matild for having had a German husband.  
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4.2. Russian Soldier, German Soldier 

 

In the following section I will discuss a major thematic element, which is characteristic of 

most of the narratives: the contrasting narrative topos of the German soldier and its binary, the 

Russian soldier. The stories’ treatment of these two figures, I propose, reveals more than simple 

anecdotes or neutral descriptions of them: they are indicators of personal judgments on the 

family’s history in the era of state socialism as well as after socialism. In this sense, these two 

topoi function as prolepses on the narrative level – which allow the audience to make predictions 

on what happens later in the story.  Furthermore, they convey political stances, anti- or pro-

socialist views. They are necessary building blocks of crafting politically-informed narratives. 

The “Hungarian soldier” is a missing topos in the thirty accounts, which is very similar to the 

overarching silence about the theme of the Holocaust. Both of these topoi form ellipses in the 

women’s memories. I see both of these ellipses as symptoms of a large-scale historical amnesia 

of Hungary’s presence and active political and military role in the Second World War.
196

 First, 

consider the following short excerpts: 

 

The German soldiers were coming back and those who, say in 1943 went this way, because 

then there were also… but… they came into the yard, there was a big yard there, generally 

there were big yards in Majtény, they came in nicely, parked, first thing was to wash up 

and they played the harmonica, hurt no one, they were there for 1-2 days and moved on. 

That was when they were going towards the Russians. When they were coming back, so 

from The Ukraine, coming back here, even then they accommodated some officer in each 

house and the soldiers in tents outside, or in the yard, or whoever took them in, but then 

they were very sad people by then… and even then I remember, their first thing was to 

wash and shave, to clean themselves, so they remained like that, even when they were 

withdrawing they remained pedantic, clean, nice men, but then very much… you could 

tell that everything was over, and then in the other room, I was in the small room, there 

was a glass door, and into the other room they accommodated a doctor. A German doctor. 

And he had to pass through the hall and my kitchen (…) He was such a gentleman, he 

knew I was there alone, he never… only said ‘Grüß Gott!’ said Hello, came and went. He 

never even said a word, you know! Let alone being arrogant or something, nooo! (Irén 

RO, Appendix 3, 29.a/b.) 

   

M.C.: We were standing on the porch one afternoon and then we were staring… away 

from the porch, and suddenly we saw that from the hill, down the hill, like. like devils, you 

know, Russian soldier in terrifying quantities appeared, I don’t know how many there 

were but pointing forwards with this… how do you say it…? 

I.A.: Bayonets? 

                                                            
196 I will come back to this claim in relation to some of the socialism-anecdotes and the way they address 

ethnicity, in Chapter 8.2. 
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M.C.: Not bayonets… that... Katjusha… that…with which Russian soldiers… machine 

guns! They were coming down like this. The peasants were so smart that in a blink of an 

eye…. there was a forest nearby, they disappeared all. The peasantry of the village 

disappeared in the forest neatly. We on the other hand thought that here was the shelter. 

We were safe. But enough to say that they were coming down nicely with those big 

what’s-its-name things, not loudly, not shouting, but you could see that they were such 

aggressive, up-for-anything people. (Irén RO, Appendix 3, 30.a/b.)  

 

I wasn’t too often at the ball, 4 times, 5 times, well, the Russians were here, we didn’t dare 

to go. Aaah, we only had courage to go to the one during the daytime, so that we get home 

by the time the Russians were coming in [this time it means ‘into the centre of the village 

to go out’]. As you know, they walked by here, there was this field… and then they also 

went out because, one time Nikolai [the Russian soldier that used to go to their house for 

lunch] tells my father, that “Uncle Paul!” – but he could not pronounce it this way, only as 

“Uncle,” to give him civilian clothes so that the girls would not be afraid of him 

because he’s Russian, but he will also want to talk a little to the girls, because they 

don’t dare to talk to him, if he wears Ruski-clothes (laughing). And then next day we 

said, “So? What’s going on?” He says, “They are afraid, the Hungarian girls are very much 

afraid.” Well, I bet you they were afraid like hell! One time it did happen that… they got 

angry with someone and then they shot him/her to death. There was a young 

housewife who was crying at our place that he had one daughter and they shot her to 

death. And then, you could not even buy coffins, she was buried in a wooden bin. (Ilona 

HU, Appendix 3, 31.a/b.) 

 

When the Russians came in, we became mangy. They brought manginess, lice, you 

know?(…) They came into our yard, some hauler Jew had lived there before, we had a big 

yard, there was a very long riffle and water was flowing in it. A pipe was drilled there and 

water was flowing by itself. The Russians saw it, and they all were taking their clothes off 

and bathed. The Russian women also, with their big boobs, they didn’t care, who saw 

them. They stood in it and washed themselves. And they scattered the manginess and the 

lice. They were full of lice. (Magdolna HU, Appendix 3, 22.a/b.) 

 

 

The figure of the German and the Russian soldier are central in the anecdotes of the Second 

World War. They crop up voluntarily and very frequently, embodying the two imperial powers 

fighting against each other; in other words, they appear as a synecdoche for the armies of Nazi 

Germany and the Soviet Empire (The Red Army). The short fragments above are selected on the 

basis of what is characteristic and not what is the exception. According to these stories and 

descriptions, a very easily circumscribable and surprisingly clear-cut image of both figurations 

emerges. They are figurations that enable narrators to talk about gender and national identity in 

two collapsed images. The German soldier appears as a clean-shaven and nice gentleman. 

Although he has inconveniently intruded on civilian’s private spheres (occupying a room in the 

house or tents in the yard), he is an almost invisible character. Although he remains impersonal, 

he is almost never represented as part of a much bigger military force or as part of a gang of 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 4 

163 

 

soldiers that take part in violent activities. The German soldier of women’s accounts is an 

individual officer, who may even be seen as a civilian. He has a profession (e.g. doctor) but he 

does not really have a face. As the first excerpt shows, he “never said a word”, indicating that he 

was silent and invisible, almost as if he was not there. This suggests to the listener/reader that the 

presence of the German soldier was not something that threatened the lives of civilians but that 

he remained almost invisible for the local non-Jewish population.  

Matild’s (SRB) account of her war experiences provides a particular example of the 

German soldier – both conforming to and resisting the pattern. She tells of her first marriage to a 

“half-Serb, half-German” soldier who had been accommodated in their house under the German 

supervision in the Banat (Eastern part of Voivodina) and that, even though she was scared of him 

at first, she agreed to marry him according to her father’s will. Legal marriage, however, was not 

allowed for officers in the Wehrmacht and marriage licenses were only granted in special 

circumstances of consensual liaisons.
197

 In Matild’s interpretation, “the German did not allow its 

officers to marry, because many did not return and so as not to have to give the... death benefit to 

the family. So sleek was Hitler!” But, as she puts it, one day she “suddenly realized” that she was 

pregnant (“egyszer csak azt veszem észre, hogy teherbe estem”). So they lived together for 3 

months but before she gave birth to their daughter, he had been commanded to the Russian 

frontline. He died shortly after as his airplane was shot “at Sevastopol” in 1943. She tells how 

sorry she was when she got the news because her daughter never got to see her father and, on the 

other hand, she personally felt sad to lose “a young man of such good nature and intelligence”. It 

is, thus, very interesting how the decent and gentlemanly German soldier also in Matild’s story 

remains faceless and nameless, even though the anecdote tells about a full-fledged war-time 

relationship. In the story, the relationship started out against Matild’s will but later on, the 

narrative changes. Matild mentions her resulting pregnancy as an accidental, unforeseen, almost 

surprising outcome, without mentioning the intimate encounter(s). We never know whether it 

was actually a rape that she later wraps in this culturally acceptable story. But she relates the 

anecdote to me with a sad nostalgia, in a deeply-felt act of remembrance of a relationship that 

although is painted colorless, lies somewhere between love and coercion, intimacy and formality. 

It is an act of remembrance of a German officer, whose persona, beyond niceness and of good 

nature, remains in the shadows of inarticulation. It is the only anecdote telling about an almost-

                                                            
197 Especially in Estonia and Latvia. See Regina Müllhäuser, Conquests: German Soldiers’ Involvement in 

Sexual Violence and Intimate Relationsin the Soviet Union, 1941-1945, (Eroberungen: Sexuelle Gewalttaten und 

intime Beziehungen deutscher Soldaten in der Sowjetunion, 1941-1945) (Hamburg: Hamburger Institut für 

Sozialvorschung, 2010).  
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marriage established between a young local girl and an occupying German officer. They never 

got married in the story and the soldier died in the war and with his death, he stepped out of 

Matild’s story-world. The narration reproduces the generic image of him being a distant, bland, 

generally decent and clean, asexual but gendered individual soldier. Gender, sexuality and 

national belonging merge in stories such as this one, and Matild’s is perhaps only one example of 

a very specific account of wartime relationships that women of her generation formulate.  

With the second excerpt, we get a completely different, antithetical image in the form of 

the Russian soldier. This image, I would contend, is also only an image, just like that of the 

German soldier. It is equally generic and schematic which, by being generic and schematic, 

makes up a whole discourse of formulating the complete other, the enemy. The figure of the 

enemy, embodied in the image of the “Russian soldier”, is never phrased as belonging to the Red 

Army. The term “Russian soldier” usually represents not one singular soldier-figure but indicates 

but that of a collective mass of people, a gang of armed savages called collectively as Russians. 

Since the first encounter of the local population with the Red Army in the autumn of 1944 was 

not sporadic and scattered, but within the framework of the overarching offence to push back the 

German/Hungarian armed forces, this image may not be surprising. The gang of soldiers is 

represented as terrifying (“like devils”) whose appearance and machine guns convey their 

aggressiveness and the impression that they are capable of anything. Moreover, reading the third 

excerpt, we get a sense of the fear with which the native population had received the invading 

army: the fact that they were not received as civilians but had been framed as dangerous, 

sexually aggressive, uncivilized, and unreasonable (“they got angry with someone and shot her 

to death”); they were often described as drunk barbarians whose appearance induced panic and 

frantic escapes. In these accounts, displacement as a narrative strategy may certainly be at work 

because ultimate catastrophes (rape, torture and murder) are always represented as things that 

happened to someone else,
198

 usually an acquaintance or a neighbor. The women narrators 

embed such anecdotes in order to underline and illustrate the argument that the “Russians” were 

“up-for-anything” and the fear underlying escapes were well-founded and legitimate. The fact 

that so many accounts speak of people, especially women, being terrified of the soldiers of the 

Red Army before their arrival may also suggest the fact that the mainstream (i.e. German-

                                                            
198 Official historical narrative, throughout the 4 decades of state socialism, had been silent about the atrocities of 

the “liberating” Red Army on the inhabitants of the region. It was only after 1989 that the historical taboo could 

be studied more closely and also oral histories of victims of such atrocities could be collected –even then amidst 

much silence. For the case of Hungary see more on this in Pető Andrea, “Átvonuló hadsereg, maradandó trauma. 

Az 1945-ös budapesti nemi erőszak esetek emlékezete” (Transiting Army, Lasting Trauma. Memories of Rape 

Cases in Budapest in 1945), in Történelmi Szemle, (Historical Review), no. 1-2, (1999), 85-108.  
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leaning) media of the time had already done much to induce the anxiety of the population about 

the savage nature of the advancing Soviet soldiers.
199

 Wartime press and propaganda, historical 

research argues, was extensive and propaganda that was used to create specific images of the 

enemy and infuse the public with those images had its roots in First-World-War media.
200

 The 

narrators say they had access to newspapers and that they had some knowledge about what was 

happening on the larger political scene. It is thus possible that, to some extent, wartime media 

also shaped people’s consciousness about their enemy and who was on their side. For instance, 

Maria (RO) recalls that on one occasion she felt especially in danger when two Russian soldiers 

paid a visit in their ad hoc lodge and her mother’s newspapers about Horthy and Hitler were 

lying around in the room. Mária’s mini story reads as follows:  

 

There were as bunch of newspapers about Miklós Horthy and all the Hungarians, the.. 

there was the Tolnai Világlapja and a host of newspapers that at that time was 

fashionable and my mother was reading those, she would always order them and they 

were there. Well, to cut the long story short, the two Russian officers come in. 

„Zdrastvuitye, zdrastvuitye, barishnya, zdrastvuitye!” We are sitting there with Totyi [best 

friend] like two little dummies, what’s going to become of these zdrastvuityes… well, they 

looked around and took these newspapers. And, he says, „aaaah, Miklós Horthy! 

Hitler!” Well they were… also in them, among other things. And then they looked at us in 

such a way… checking us out for a long time, but they didn’t hurt us. Then they just left. 

(Mária RO, Appendix 3, 33.a/b.) 

 

She here talks about the encounter of two enemies, which probably could have ended in a more 

violent way than it did. And although nothing happens in this narrative, Mária manages to 

convey the fear and suspicion. There are many such mini-anecdotes. These stories are abundant 

in expressions of fearful encounters with soldiers of the Red Army. After formulating the climax 

of the encounter, they always have a happy ending informed by a denouement of survival and 

brought about by a retrospective narrating angle. 

 The first and the fourth excerpt read alongside one another provide an additional angle 

which composes the images of the ones that are with us and the ones that are not. A binary of 

“manginess” (lice and filth) versus cleanliness plays an immensely significant figurative device 

to construct a polarity between the civilized whiteness, on the one hand, and the uncivilized and 

dirty savagery which contaminates the population, on the other. Cleanliness and filth, thus, are, 

                                                            
199 James Mark, “Remembering Rape: Divided Social Memory and the Red Army in Hungary 1944-1945”, in 

Past and Present, vol. 188, no. 1. (August 2005), 133-161; Donald Filtzer, “Red Warriors”, in History Workshop 

Journal, no. 63, (Spring 2007), 343-353.  
200 Sipos Balázs, “Az első világháború mádiahatásai” (“Media effects of WWI”), in Médiakutató, (Spring 2010), 

http://www.mediakutato.hu/cikk/2010_01_tavasz/10_elso_vilaghaboru_mediahatasai/ 
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again more than just adjectives describing the physical bodies of soldiers. Rather, they may be 

read as two denominators of proper whiteness and pre-modern savagery, the former being 

characteristic of our soldiers and the latter being the common trait of the other, the enemy that is 

against us.
201

 Although the relevance of cleanliness and dirt to whiteness and modernity has been 

shown in other imperial contexts, I would argue that similar analogies can be found in our 

present context as well. Both cleanliness and dirt are powerful contrasting images of imperial 

and colonial discourses aimed at constructing proper modernity and differentiating it from the 

pre-modern (and further simplifying the pre-modern so that it comes to indicate savage).
202

 

In sum, the Russian soldier and the German soldier appear in individual memories of the 

Second World War as figurations. The two expressions designate more than two actual soldiers 

having physical bodies. A synecdoche on the narrative level, they stand for the armies and the 

imperial powers behind them, the Soviet and the Nazi-German empires, carrying implications of 

the modern, i.e. civilized, and the pre-modern, i.e. uncivilized, savage. Additionally, they form 

sites through which women can address two issues. First, they are easily accessible forms that 

narrators can encompass their gender-specific stories, by wrapping the topic of rape into silence 

while confirming their national identifications. Second, the figure of the Russian soldier and that 

of the German soldier are narrative figurations that stand for the larger, politically-informed 

position of taking sides. “Well we were pro-German, because, well… I don’t know why, they 

didn’t even give a damn. But I… for one, even today I feel sorry for the Germans. They made 

many faults, but not all of them,” says Mária (RO). These two options – pro-German or pro-

Russian — are thought of and represented as binary opposites, which leads me to think that this 

binary may be the only available genre that enables women’s narration of the events of their war 

experiences. This also applies, as I have already argued previously in relation to the Trianon-

phenomenon, to what follows later on in women’s life(story).  

The characterization of the “Romanians” and the “Partisans”, in accounts from 

Transylvania and Vojvodina, emerges as two denominators that mark out the enemy, which, in 

the accounts are recurrent: 

                                                            
201 On some of the strategies of constructing ’us’ and ’them’ in military conflicts see Nira-Yuval Davis and Floya 

Anthias, Racialized Boundaries: Race, Nation, Gender, Colour and Class and the Anti-Racist Struggle, (New 

York and London: Routledge, 1994). The struggle to step out of the centuries-old perception/label of the 

‘uncivilized’, ‘Asian’ (not-quite European) and ‘premodern’ has a specific relevance in relation to the Russian 

and later the Soviet Empire, as, according to Boym, this struggle against such imagery and perception has been 

present in the Russian collective (national/imperial) consciousness for centuries. See Svetlana Boym, “From the 

Russian Soul to Postcommunist Nostalgia”, Representations, no. 49, Special Issue: Identifying Histories: Eastern 

Europe Before and After 1989, (winter 1995), 133-166. 
202 See Anne McClintock, “Soft-Soaping Empire: Imperial Racism and Commodity Advertising”, in Nicholas 

Mirzoeff ed., The Visual Culture Reader, (London: Routledge, 1998), 304-316. 
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D.E.A.: And one time they broke into our house, they said that these were not Russian 

soldiers, first they thought they were Russian soldiers, but they weren’t, they were 

Romanians. 

I.A.: Really? 

D.E.A.: They were Romanian soldiers. And.. they were, of course drunk, and were.. after 

the women…my mother fled, she got saved, it didn’t matter that they were dressed in 

black, all of them, in black and with headscarves to disguise themselves as old…but they 

[soldiers]did notice that they [women] weren’t (laughing). (Amadil RO, Appendix 3, 

34.a/b.)  

 

And then when my father came home, some days, weeks went by and the partisans came 

in. The partisans came in. One night, at 10 in the evening, it was not windy... before that 

was Sunday. It was Sunday and I was at my girlfriend’s… and she tells me to rush home, 

don’t stay long. The day before all the provosts, the priest left. He who wanted to leave, all 

had left. And there remained the simple, poor, abandoned Hungarian folk. And when I 

went home, in the evening, it was all desolate that day. It was terrible. Terrible (…) and 

one after the other they took everyone, and what’s more, there were brutal tortures. They 

didn’t know what to do with their anger. (Eszter SRB, Appendix 3, 35.a/b.)  

 

 

In these stories – and in this they differ from the accounts from Hungary — “the Romanians” 

and “the Partisans” also conform to the imagery of the savage other taking up the characteristics 

of the Russian soldier. These images, however, are pregnant with the added dimension of long-

standing ethnic conflicts before the war era and the post-war decades. This complicates and 

diversifies memories of Hungarian women and makes their accounts comparable, but also 

region-specific. They show that women’s memories from outside present-day Hungary provide 

alternative versions of history – in this case those of the Second World War years, which does 

not only crystallize in their segmentation of time and periods. These accounts show that there 

persist specific localized perceptions of ethnic difference which inform accounts of past events, 

in this case, that of the Second World War. Similar to the childhood stories, ethnicity remains 

poignant in these stories of the Second World War as well. Such instances, where the memories 

are comparable but also diverge, with a strong presence of the ethnicity subtext in minority 

accounts and its absence in majority accounts, make the significance of discussing these 

memories from the three nation-states together all the more visible. 

Curiously, no pattern-like figuration such as the Hungarian soldier – which would stand for 

the Hungarian army— is formulated in any of the thirty women’s accounts. The question why 

the Hungarian soldier is missing as a topos may arise. It is beyond my capacity to answer this 

question solely based on the interviews. They are not adequate sources to speculate on reasons of 

why, as their internal logic remains invisible for me. But I can risk three assumptions based 
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partly on the material and partly on the available historical literature. First, on an experiential 

basis, it may have to do with the actual, physical absence of male characters (fathers, brothers, 

uncles, cousins): they were away “on the front”, from where they either returned or did not 

return. When they did, they usually get mentioned in stories of state socialism. Second, it may 

have to do with the fact that Hungarian in the accounts of Hungarian women is unmarked, as it 

stands for “us”.
203

 In this sense, soldiers do appear but only as handsome boys, eligible young 

man that the young girls fall in love with, as Mária’s story of summer romance with Rimeli 

Lacika shows. Third, the large-scale silence may have to do with the politics of Hungarian 

collective memory, which forms a site of historical amnesia. From the pattern-like silence on the 

subject and the complete absence of the fighting Hungarian soldiers in the accounts, I would like 

to propose a claim that the Hungarian presence in the Second World War as an active political 

agent has not become a part of communicative memory across the region. It is thus not narratable 

as it is absent from public history due to the dominance of antifascist discourse across post-War 

Central-Eastern Europe. Hungary’s presence in the Second World War is still the object of many 

scholarly debates, which often employ the trope of forced paths that I have outlined in the first of 

six theoretical frameworks of this dissertation. This trope forms an essential part of a whole 

tradition of nation-centered history writing, where a perception of the nation as a passive sufferer 

of historical forces and shifting imperial power relations prevails.  

The usage of the forced paths trope of Hungarian historiography has only recently started 

to be reevaluated, in the last decade or so. Political historians, for instance, have experimented 

with a modification of framing. They use the expressions “space of action and/on the forced 

path” to attempt a more balanced analyses in Horthy’s complicity-collaboration with Germany, 

for example.
204

 Other more corrective accounts also exist now. For instance, important are the 

accounts that relegate Hungarian victimhood into the space of fiction that rests on myths
205

, and 

specifically on myths surrounding the “humanity” of the Hungarian army compared to the 

German Wehrmacht
206

, and other myths concerning Hungary’s dependence on German foreign 

                                                            
203 Nira Yuval-Davis, Gender and Nation, (London: Sage, 1997), esp. 39-53.  
204 See for example Pritz Pál, “Mozgástér és kényszerpálya – a magyar külpolitika a század első felében”, in 

Püski Levente and Vlauch Tibor eds., Mérlegen a XX. századi magyar történelem – értelmezések és értékelések, 

(Debrecen: 1956-os Intézet - Debreceni Egyetem Történelmi Intézet Új- és Legújabbkori Magyar Történelmi 

Tanszéke, 2002); Zeidler Miklós, “Mozgástér a kényszerpályán. A magyar külpolitika ’választásai’ a két háború 

között” in Romsics 2002, 162-205.  
205 Szakály Sándor, Volt-e alternatíva? Magyarország a második világháborúban, (Was there an alternative? 

Hungary in the Second World War) (Budapest: Ister, 1999). 
206 See Ungváry Krisztián, A magyar honvédség a második világháborúban, (The Hungarian Army int he Second 

World War) (Budapest: Argumentum, 2005). 
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affairs.
207

 The balance between victimhood and agency, however, is locked in the realm of very 

recent scholarship. The various successor political regimes have been either silent or self-

victimizing about Hungary’s war-time presence: the communist regime and its new political elite 

after 1949 legitimated its hegemony through the repression of different (i.e. not state-authorized) 

memories and, through silence over the Hungarian extreme right movement, the political elite 

and its actions under the war, the acts of the army, the deportations, and the de-nazification in the 

aftermath of the war. The subsequent post-1989 conservative-liberal regime in the 1990s further 

strengthened silence over Hungarian involvement in the war and specifically in the Holocaust.
208

 

There has so far been no real public acknowledgement of Hungary’s involvement in the war and 

the responsibilities it entailed.
209

 Unfortunately, instead of a scholarly interest in mapping out 

configurations of – and the gaps between — collective memory and history writing, and the 

factors that have shaped them, at the moment, Hungarian historical research is taking the 

direction of the correction of myths and misconceptions that ordinary people have. But the 

credibility of history as a discipline is difficult to restore after the 1989-paradigm shift when 

history, and concretely history books, were re-written. The attempts at restoring history in light 

of other authoritative discourses, and teaching society that its knowledge of history is yet again 

wrong, has resulted in a continually widening gap between scholarly and publicly available 

discourses. It is enough to consult the recent literature that I have cited above and compare them 

with online forums of ideologically-motivated popular history to see that the disconnection 

between the two is extremely large. It reduces the possibility of a more democratic, inclusive, 

dynamic and dialogical construction of pasts.  

In the memory of interviewed women, it is quite clear that the fact that Hungary fought 

with the German soldiers is either forgotten (“were pro-German, because, well... I don’t know 

why” Irén (RO)) or transformed into a preferred, positive, value-laden position. The deportation 

and mass-murder of Jewish Hungarians is consequently under a veil of silence as well. Such a 

transformation in narration was able to come about because of the defeat and the consequent 

self-victimizing logic – of Hungary’s forced-path — that followed the perception of the 

mechanism of imperial politics and the country’s perceived passive role in accepting it, i.e. the 

entente powers deciding over the country’s fate, the re-establishment of the Trianon-borders 

                                                            
207 See Ungváry Krisztián “A második világháború mítoszai,” (“Myths of the Second World War”) in Egyezzünk 

ki a múlttal, (Budapest: Történelemtanárok Egylete, 2010), 190-197.     
208 Here I rely on Pető Andrea’s in-depth research on the Hungarian collective memory of the Second World War 

and its gendered nature. See Pető forthcoming.  
209 See various essays by political scientist Tamás Gáspár Miklós. In his publications he recurrently makes this 

point. 
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(1947), and the supervision of the region by the Soviet Union. This is observable in very intricate 

and sublimated forms in quite a few life narratives, and seems to correlate well with the 

evaluation of the socialist regime and lingering anti-Semitism. The quote by Erzsébet (RO) 

phrases vehement anti-Semitic views that are contingent upon her negative experience of 

socialism and her perceived victimized position. In her story, this produces a complete amnesia 

of Hungarian complicity with Germany and in the deportations of the Jewish population. The 

only account that addresses the deportations head-on is Magdolna’s, whose Roma father was 

“taken away with the Jews” (Magdolna HU) and her mother manages to find accommodation for 

the family in an empty house formerly owned by a local Jewish family. Erzsébet, who had no 

such personal experience, explicitly claims that the deportation of the Jews is a lie and it did not 

happen in reality. Her subsequent comment, which expands her anti-Semitism to the level of the 

universal, reads as follows: 

 

We are globally subjected to the Jews so much, that I can’t even tell you. Jews don’t work 

only have fun, they are the bosses, the superiors also in Hungary, poor Hungarians, whose 

sweat they take advantage of… because they have world domination, they cannot be put 

away. (Erzsébet RO, Appendix 3, 36.a/b.) 

 

This short excerpt, in the context of Erzsébet’s position as an ethnic Hungarian woman in 

Transylvania (with failed aspirations to become a nun under socialism)
210

 demonstrates an overt 

bitterness towards the abstracted category of “the Jews,” coupled with a strong tone of self-

victimization (“poor Hungarians”) and the placing of blame on the former for the misfortunes of 

the latter. Such projections that work backwards to modify and select legitimate and useful 

memories for the narrator (such as silences over some of elements of the Second World War), 

work in other accounts as well. Such a practice of backward and politically motivated editing of 

memories results in the formulation of such generic, schematic, simplified and dichotomous 

images as those of the Russian and the German soldier, and of the Jew. Thus, the poor and 

innocent (“it was not their fault, they were commanded”) German soldier and the drunk, 

dangerous, aggressive, “up-for-anything” Russian, while dependent on one’s identification and 

appropriation of the contemporary propaganda, is also determined by the subsequent turns and 

shifts in the lifelines of the families and individuals induced by the communist takeover. I will 

take up the detailed discussion of these memories in chapters 6, 7, and 8 but it is worth noting 

                                                            
210 For a fuller understanding of Ezsébet’s narrative as a whole, and the way her argumentation moves, I will 

return to her account and analyse it in greater detail in Chapters 7 and 8. 
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here that memories of experiences of succeeding political injuries in various forms – being 

declared as a kulak, deported or tortured, children not being allowed in universities
211

- has 

influenced women’s war-time memories and led them to rewrite them in a streamlined manner in 

the oral accounts. This streamlining by most interviewees relies heavily on the simplified but 

articulable binary of the Russian and the German soldier, the absence of Hungarian armed 

forces, and silence over Hungarian military aggression, including the its role in the elimination 

of the local Jewish population.  

 

 

4.3. Mothers and Daughters  

 

Gianna Pomata writes that “[w]ith its higher claim to generality, gender history can be the 

bridge that connects the particulars discovered by women’s history with wider social contexts 

and, therefore, with the space occupied by general history.”
212

 In this vein, in the previous two 

sections, I have attempted to connect women’s narrations with general histories of the Second 

World War. In this section, I would like to dwell on the moments where interviewees’ stories 

evade existing cultural or national frameworks of narrating wartime experience. The narratives 

follow a personal track and touch on larger frameworks already discussed (historical amnesia, 

learned stereotypes, etc.). They reproduce staples of mainstream historical discourse, and they 

also zoom in from the universal to their own personal stories which utilize distinctive storylines 

to formulate ideal visions of themselves, to make political arguments, and to reflect on larger 

events. This section will address the theme of the mother. In the stories, the figure of the mother 

occupies a highly prominent space. Women’s narration of their mother’s actions, struggles, 

heroic/or anti-heroic deeds as well as her characterization have a lot to say about their own 

relationship to their sense of past through the lens of the mother’s story. It is an important angle 

of the stories from the point of view of gender history as through them, interviewed women get a 

chance to build their genealogies and formulate ideals that describe them as gendered subjects. 

As such, these stories also gender the history of war, the Second World War in particular, 

disturbing masculine ideals of heroism, an important basis of national histories of war in Central 

                                                            
211 Losonczi 2005, 145-147. 
212 Gianna Pomata, “Close-ups and Long Shots: Combining Particular and General in Writing the Histories of 

Women and Men”, in Hans Medick and Anne-Charlotte Trepp, Geschlectergeschichte und Allgemeine 
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Eastern Europe.
213

 These stories also demonstrate how much the formulation of history – what 

the writer leaves out, what she includes — is a gendered practice, which leaves only marginal 

space for some of the narrators’ specific perspectives on past experiences. I argue that the 

mother’s story and the daughter’s story often times can be read as mirror-images. An interesting 

finding in recent research on female and feminist genealogies has been that the cohort of women 

that is coming of age in the present time (born in the 1970s), or even perhaps the generation 

before this, when asked to point to a role-model or figure of identification, often posit the figure 

of the grandmother as an exemplary and influential role-model. For this generation, instead of 

some fictional or public character or a famous personality, it is often the figure of the 

grandmother that emerges as the figure in relation to whom one constructs a sort of personal 

genealogy.
214

 Curiously, according to the oral accounts collected in the framework of the present 

project, among the oldest cohort of women alive in the twenty-first century, i.e. the generation of 

the grandmothers of this younger cohort of women born in the 1970s, a different pattern 

emerges. In their personal stories, the figure of the mother has a remarkably fore-grounded 

position.
215

 However, this is the case in such a way as to provide for self-reflection and a 

narrative reconstruction of the mother-daughter relationship.  

The figure of the mother is prominent already in the stories of childhood years and she 

gains the status of main character in the anecdotes of the war. Given the relevance of the 

historical commonplace that, in times of war, with the fathers away (either fighting, deported, or 

killed), the duty of providing for the family (securing material means such as food, shelter, and 

fuel) and providing safety for the children (hiding places, mobilizing personal connections in 

organizing escape routes), falls on the mother, who is narrated as a heroine. The stories refashion 

the binary of the fighting front, and masculine ideals of heroism, and the home front – staples of 

national historiographies of war.
216

 Even so, apart from constructing the mother as such a 

powerful agent of personal histories, there is always a relationship – heroine/mother-

narrator/daughter — that is worth mentioning as retrospectively reconstructed. Several narrative 

strategies are employed to weave the mother into the narrative. On the one hand, the mother’s 

story is set as a pattern for the daughter’s but because it is related through the daughter, the story 

                                                            
213 Nancy Meriwether Wingfield and Maria Bucur, Gender and War in Twentieth-Century Eastern Europe, 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006), 1-2. 
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itself is fashioned after the daughter’s. It is, I would argue, a curious manifestation of how the 

double angle of vision operates, one that has the function of – consciously or subconsciously — 

attempting to establish a female genealogy that binds together generations. The narration of the 

life stories of mothers and daughters are, thus, intertwined and the story of the daughter (my 

informant) mirrors that of the idolized mother.  

In this context, the issues I wanted to explore concern the different types of mother-figure 

that emerges in the narratives and the relationship that the narrator forges with the memory of 

her mother. The mother’s character is often drawn not in direct descriptions but with the help of 

small embedded stories and dialogues. Often times, we may find the narrator engaging in 

dialogues with her heroine. Sometimes, character traits are uttered in the form of brief 

evaluations or compact sum-up statements closing up such an anecdote. Another characterization 

technique includes comparison: when talking about personal qualities of the mother, a 

comparison is drawn between the character of the mother and that of the narrator’s. The 

adjectives a narrator uses to describe her mother can be words such as “strong”, “brave”, 

“cowardly”, “funny”, “practical”, “smart”, “(not) nurturing,” and so on. The ways the narrators 

create to communicate (with) their mother include engaging in dialogues or quoting her. I argue 

that through the mother-daughter relationship, the interviewees find an alternative, gendered way 

of narrating history and their own role in it. It provides them a channel to distance themselves 

from public narratives and forge historical continuities through the figure of their mother and 

their ideals of femininity. For a more focused account, I will illustrate my point through an 

analysis of one life narrative by Magdolna (HU).  

Magdolna’s life-story centers on her strong mother, who serves as a role-model for her. It 

is an illuminating example of how the daughter writes the mother’s narrative in retrospect but 

how, at the same time, the mother’s story is set as a pattern for the daughter’s. The two stories, 

thus, inform and shape each other. The male characters (her father and her two husbands) figure 

as passive characters to whom events just happened: they endured or they suffered. Her father, 

being a Roma, was taken away during the Second World War, which he survived. Magdolna 

attributes that to his luck being a musician. She does not craft her father as a heroic survivor-

figure. In fact, she talks about his frailty and mentions that after the war, he even lost his job. 

Magdolna’s first husband appears as the victim of throat cancer and he never speaks in the story. 

Magdolna’s second husband, with whom she had a long marriage, also figures as a passive 

character who “never cared about anything” and who used to always tell Magdolna that “you 

know, my child, whatever you do, it is all right”. Even the financial matters were Magdolna’s 
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responsibility. In contrast to the male characters, Magdolna’s mother appears as a tough woman 

who stayed at home with six children when her husband was taken away, and who always found 

her way, even in the hardest times. A full anecdote is devoted to how she fought with the 

authorities for a place to live, as a result of which they got a big house in the center of town. 

Another lengthy anecdote deals with her mother’s black-marketing (buying and selling illegal or 

stolen goods) when she was traveling long distances to swap food and items of necessity during 

the years of 1943-44. “If it had not been for mom, we would have starved to death,” she says. 

Magdolna talks about her with full admiration using a characteristic strategy of comparison:   

 

Well, she was such a strong young woman! She could throw a sack of corn over her 

shoulder! She was a beautiful woman, not like me, as tall as my Magdi [daughter]. She was 

strong and chubby... [at her funeral] the whole village was there, everybody loved mom. 

Hungarian, Gypsy: all came. (Magdolna HU, Appendix 3, 37.a/b.) 

 

The narrative of her mother serves another purpose, as she appears as a kind of link between the 

“Hungarians” and the “Gypsies” in Magdolna’s story. Although her mother was of Slovak (tót) 

origin, after she had married a Roma man, the family followed the Roma customs and traditions. 

The narrative of her mother’s cleanness and witty toughness seems to be carried onto and 

constantly informs Magdolna’s own narrative: just like her mother, she too has been “loved by 

everybody.” As much as she stresses the amount of work her mother pursued, she does not fail to 

continue her narrative by remarking the great amount of work she herself did. She refers to her 

mom as well (as to herself) as a witty heroine of their lives. In one anecdote, she relates the story 

where under the Rákosi era (1949-1953), her mom cheated on the amount of fat they had to give 

in to the state authorities, and how they killed the pig in silence. This anecdote stands as a 

parallel to another story in which Magdolna was traveling on the train with her husband and 

children, and found a 100 Forint bill without having anybody realize that it was not hers. In 

another anecdote, she demonstrates her wit by emphasizing the way she sneaked into the 

hospital, in a theater costume and cross-dressed as a doctor to visit her dying first husband 

outside of visiting hours. Based on her mother’s example, she taught her children, “You are 

strong, tough and smart, that’s the most important!” Her mother’s whiteness and cleanness, her 

smart and powerful character that contributed to her being popular among Roma people as well 

as among the “Hungarians”, continued in her daughter’s narrative, and will probably continue in 

that of her daughter’s. In emphasizing her mother’s cleanness, she employs that as a figurative 
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device through which to construct an ideal of whiteness, an analogy for the white Hungarian. In 

Magdolna’s life narrative, cleanness becomes a narrative device of assimilation.
217

   

The fact that Magdolna’s mother was of Slovak origin and Magdolna was of mixed ethnic 

background results in an interesting racial hybridity in Magdolna’s identity as well, and turns out 

to frame the whole life narrative itself. I will analyze her account with respect to ethnicity in 

chapter 8. Certainly, the respect for cleanliness that her mother transmitted to Magdolna has a 

great impact with respect to what terms she uses in her narrative when referring to racial issues 

and ethnic identity. Her mother’s being “clean as a glass” is a distinctive frame, in which 

Magdolna can address her own identity and it provides a vocabulary and a framework in which 

she can narratively construct her own sense of self. Anne McClintock refers to imperial soap as 

not just a symbol of racist imperial progress and power but as an “agent of history” that did 

civilizing work for the empire. In the particular context of Magdolna’s life, her mother’s and 

eventually Magdolna’s narrative become intertwined along the axis of whiteness as well, and 

besides being re-constructed as creative, witty, and strong agents of their own life-histories, they 

become “whiter than white” (McClintock) as well. 

As I have said above, remarkable is the fact that in most life narratives, the figure of the 

young, energetic, self-sacrificing but tough mother is emphasized by my narrators as a heroine 

when talking about the poverty-stricken years during and immediately after the Second World 

War. In relating the events of socialist adulthood, the figure of the mother starts to fade and wane 

to that of an aging woman needing help and withdrawing to the sphere of the profane: from an 

incredible, almost fantastic woman-force, she is transformed back into her aging body. Similar is 

the course of events that happen to Magdolna’s mother as well, after the illegal-pig-killing 

anecdote. In that anecdote, her mother conducts an illegal act of killing a pig to provide food for 

the children and cheating the authorities of the amount of fat they were supposed to turn in. This 

anecdote, which tells about maneuvering during the early communist regimes of the early 1950s, 

marks the end of her mother’s story. Due to a brain-fever, she gradually loses her strength and 

wit and, accordingly, slowly fades away from the narrative, as her active role is taken over by 

her daughter. This frail mother-figure of the socialism stories provides a venue for women to 

address the topic of care, and their perspective on it as a personalized, gendered social role rather 

than a realm that was properly socialized under socialism. It then provides them a continuity 

through which they get a chance to talk about their own old-age, the care that they receive from 

their children and grandchildren and, at times, from the state. This way, the mother-daughter 
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story has implications for their perceptions of historical continuities established along the lines of 

gendered notions of care, spoken of in tropes of sacrifice and love. In stories of socialism, they 

speak of different ways they took care of their mothers, sometimes even in the form of sending 

them pensions on behalf of the state (Ilona HU). Such stories extrapolate the fact that, even in 

socialism, care for the elderly is part of women’s social roles and not the responsibility of the 

state. Regarding the post-socialist era, the story of care continues in the form of supporting their 

grandchildren and securing their own old-age care.
218

 This theme makes for a significant 

storyline where the interviewees’ accounts enrich political and social histories by placing points 

of rupture and lines of continuity at the intersection of private and public realms. 

 

Conclusion to Chapter 4 

 

 In this chapter, I have discussed women’s accounts of the Second World War. The war 

occupies a prominent place in the life narratives of this particular cohort of women regardless of 

which of the three nation-states they live in. It is the topic that is narrated extensively in mixed 

tones, which indicates that those experiences left a rather prominent mark in interviewees’ 

memory across the region. It also indicates that these stories are possible to narrate extensively, 

i.e. there are available discursive ways to narrate them. Within the whole of personal life 

narratives there is an abundance of war-time anecdotes, which are presented in a lively and 

detailed manner. They are not scattered like childhood anecdotes but often form one block in 

real-time narration. There are certain common features that these stories exhibit. For, instance, 

there are several narrative strategies that shape these stories on the thematic as well as on the 

structural level. On the thematic level, the expression of ambivalence, the tension created by the 

clash of the personal and the macro-historical context, characterizes these accounts. The war-

time stories are informed by the simultaneous presence of excitement, hardships, love and fear, 

the emotional turmoil of adolescence, sexual excitement, and the threat of war. The themes of 

hiding in shelters, escapes, deportations and the cruelties of military forces are mingled with 

more fond memories of dance lessons and the first romance. These recurrent themes reflect ways 

in which reminiscing old women can talk about their young selves as gendered subjects which 

intersect with formulations of national identities. Talking about the war in terms of romance and 

fear of the sexual aggressiveness of the enemy reflect specific ways in which this generation of 

women narrates this part of their pasts. It is a period of great transformation and rupture in their 

                                                            
218 For socialism see chapter 6 and for the transitions see chapter 9. 
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personal lives as well as in the lives of their surrounding communities that interviewees detail in 

a string of small anecdotes. 

The women’s discursive, politically informed backward glance is situated in the body. The 

war-time stories are stories of adolescence. They are significant records of rural women’s 

perspectives of the war and the interpretative and narrative frameworks they use to tell their 

versions of the war. The stories coming from the three countries stretch conventional ways of 

periodization, narrating tones, and narratorial positions. Interviewees establish periodization with 

the time markers “when the Hungarians came in” (SRB, RO) and “when the Russians came in” 

(SR, RO, HU). In this sense the points of rupture for women living in Serbia are 1941 and 1944 

and for women living in Romania, they are 1940 and 1944. In women’s war stories from 

Hungary, the point of rupture can only be located in 1944. This way of segmenting life events in 

personal accounts produces different patterns of locating the war period in history from the 

conventional periodization of public histories. The narrating tone ranges from emotional 

involvement to detachment, and women’s narratorial positions constantly shift back and forth 

between heterodiegetic and homodiegetic forms.   

Even more poignantly than childhood stories, these anecdotes of the Second World War 

testify to the extent to which knowledge about the past is situated in located and embodied 

realities as well as public narratives. The stories I have analyzed above tell the war through the 

bodies of teenage girls, who are just about to become sexualized subjects, besides ethnicized 

ones. Anecdotes are preoccupied with budding romances, rapes and escapes, and different forms 

of encounter with the barbarity of the other. In this sense, they are age and gender-specific 

accounts of the war, where variations occur along the axis of ethnicity. All these accounts, thus, 

are gendered, ethnicized, age-bound (generation-bound) and local-regional stories of the Second 

World War. These are diverse yet streamlined representations that create ambiguity, discomfort 

and expose the situatedness of their own production as oral acts that need an audience. 

Especially anecdotes regarding wartime escapes from threat of rape, presented in a lively tone 

and often accompanied by laughter, exemplify this. These are all merits of oral history sources in 

general and these women’s war-time stories, in particular, which make their critical 

incorporation into larger-scale historical accounts necessary while modifying their analytical 

practices.    

On the level of structuring the war-period, interviewed women establish two time markers 

– the entry of the Hungarian forces (1940 in Romania and 1941 in Serbia) and that of the Soviet 

armed forces (October 1944 in Hungary, Romania, Serbia). These narrative periodization 
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practices of the Second World War make the chasm between official historical narratives and 

personal experience-based accounts highly visible. No matter how vibrant and lively wartime 

stories are, truth claims, general evaluations, and schematic typologies are to be perceived within 

the context of the whole life narrative, as they are informed by later life events and discourses 

circulating in the aftermath of events, and in successive political regimes. Women could not 

separate their wartime memories from events that happened later in their lives, or vice versa; 

they had to create coherence between those disparate events.  

The dichotomy of “us” and “them” embodied in the construction of the topoi of German 

soldier and the Russian soldier in women’s narratives establish continuities of gendered 

experiences and national belongings. The figure of the German soldier was constructed by the 

narrators as decent, clean, proper and morally superior to the dirty, uncivilized, and sexually 

aggressive Russian soldier. The German soldier in the family house carries alliance and refers to 

Hungary’s alliance with Germany. The Russian soldier in the house carries a threat as the other 

within and refers to the narrative of the Soviet Union and its army as an invading, and not as a 

liberating, force. Interviewed women, as we have seen, commonly address their wartime 

experiences through romance with boys that belong to “us” contrasting with the fear of rape from 

“others”. These are encapsulated in escape stories and the figurations of the two soldiers. The 

Hungarian soldier only has space in these stories as young eligible boys without uniforms. Rape 

only makes it into these women’s accounts of war as silence. In the two well-rounded and 

articulate topoi, the historian can also recognize political identifications: communist and anti-

communist, i.e. nationalist, stances which extrapolate limited options for women to narrate 

versions of the war when resorting to public narratives. 

The last conclusion that I would like to make here has to do with the close connection that 

exists between women’s wartime anecdotes and their construction of ideal femininity. The 

manner in which the mother’s and daughter’s stories become intertwined, as we have seen in 

Magdolna’s wartime stories, serve to formulate genealogies for the narrators and to express their 

ideals of femininity, and the qualities she endows those ideals with (strong, savvy, soft, moral, 

smart). Through common reference points, which otherwise for them are missing from history, 

interviewees get a chance to relate their own lives through their mother’s story. This dimension 

creates a venue which makes possible their articulation of historical continuities through 

feminine roles, such as the notion of care and nurturance. The emphasis that negotiations of 

femininity and female roles get in these stories draws attention to the gender of memories, which 

produce interviewees’ accounts of the war in parallel with and in connection with their gender-
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specific experiences of adolescence. These stories, thus, extrapolate how gendered memories 

feed into the production of situated historical narratives, which simultaneously talk about the 

particular and the larger, macro frameworks.  
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Chapter 5 

And the Story Moves on... 

 Home and Movement in Women’s Narratives 

 

 

 

Introduction 

   

 

Chapter 5 connects the theme of movement and home in personal accounts in order to 

show how women use them as alternative ways of telling history. My interviewees went to great 

length to talk about their living environments and how they were spending their everyday life in 

those environments. The home that I interviewed them in quickly turned out to have been only 

one of many places where these women had lived in up until then. It was only Jolán (HU) who 

was still living in the very house she grew up in. All the others had moved around a lot, migrated 

from one country to another, one region to another, or from farm/village to the town. In their old-

age, the house they had grown up in was out of reach, non-existent, or inhabited by someone 

else. In the narratives over the years the house may have been replaced by a room, a shelter, a 

small one-bedroom studio, then by another apartment, and then another house. To my great 

surprise, twenty-nine of the thirty interviewees have changed locations several times and those 

movements, migrations, and trips and journeys became structuring elements of their life 

narratives. Dislocation has been especially characteristic of stories of childhood and adolescence 

and young adulthood, making them resemble picaresque adventure stories – often without a 

sense of internal development of the main character. These picaresque-like stories talk about 

history in terms of spatial and temporal change where each move, each trip, and each journey 

indicates a point of rupture. Movement emerges as a theme in many accounts, a theme that, like 

a thread, strings together many small embedded anecdotes. It has the function for each narrator 

to provide a means through which to address the passing of time along with personal and larger-

scale historical ruptures in terms of a series of spatial changes.  

Talking about movement in different forms goes hand-in-hand with establishing a sense of 

home. Narrators formulate this either as a concrete place – a house, a piece of land – or an 

imaginary inner home whose existence is always tied to, or located in, a moment in time. For 

most women I interviewed, home is to be searched for somewhere other than their present living 

space. The garden with the flowers, the chickens in the henhouse, and the ornaments and framed 

pictures in the rooms carry memories, memories of something past, something bygone that 
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cannot be retrieved. Many narratives, just like the three I singled out for a closer look below, are 

engaged in formulating a sense of home, driven by nostalgia, criticism and political sentiments. 

A home is not just a topic in any life narrative. It is a storytelling device. Marking out a home in 

the series of movements is also a narrative strategy that helps the interviewees to formulate 

continuities and to locate stability in a state of constant change.  

Movement is not a conventional strategy that historians use to write history. It is one point 

where history can borrow from anthropology where movements of people and of goods serve as 

indicators of historical processes and knowledge production.
219

 Urvashi Butalia’s work is a piece 

of oral history of silence and traumatic remembering. Her well-known account on the stories of 

the partition of India is perhaps closest to my own goal here: writing a piece of history of 

dislocation and political violence through oral accounts.
220

 She, in her book, writes about the 

memory of one massive forced displacement of civilians from India to Pakistan and vice versa in 

1947 that resulted in a million deaths and thousands of women being raped. Butalia’s account is 

moving and shockingly personal. Her aim is to cease the silence about the violent event by 

writing a missing piece of history trough the memories of those on the margins, women and 

untouchables. She also acknowledges that partitions happen everywhere, and stories of those 

who live through such events are all important. Central Europe has had its own history of 

shifting borders, forced displacements, deportations and violent population exchanges. The 

women I interviewed have been living in such contested borderlands (Anzaldúa) of the former 

Austro-Hungarian Empire, lands that were multi-ethnic, mixed, and always terrains of tension 

and transformation.
221

 Women in these territories are even more marginal because of their 

precarious position. But because of the instability of these regions, there is a lot of potential to 

creatively induce social change, to see potential for a multiplicity of belongings, and to create or 

discover alternative ways of looking at experiences. Svetlana Slapšack refers to women in the 

former Yugoslavia and close to its borders (Yugoslavia also had its partition) as “liminal”, 

implying contested existence, hybrid subjectivities, and marginalized positions in history.
222

  

                                                            
219 For histories written by movement see for example Barbara Bender and Margot Winer, Contested 

Landscapes. Movement, Exile and Place, (Oxford: Oxford International Publishers, 2001). For movement and 

knowledge see Tim Ingold, Being Alive: Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Description, (New York: 

Routledge, 2011). For bringing movement in connection with home see the wonderful volume Peter Wynn Krby 

ed., Boundless Worlds, An Anthropological Approach to Movement, (Berghahn Books, 2009). 
220 Urvashi Butalia, The Other Side of Silence. Voices from the Partition of India, (Duke University Press, 2000). 
221 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands, La Frontera, The New Mestiza, (Aunt Lute Books, 1987). 
222 Svetlana Slapšak, “Identities under Threat on the Eastern Borders”, in Gabriela Griffin and Rosi Braidotti 

eds., Thinking Differently, A Reader in European Women’s Studies, (London: Zed Books, 2002), 145-150. 
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My interviewees employ the themes of home and movement and this way to illustrate 

alternative ways to produce historical narratives. By doing so, their accounts also counter 

some gendered stereotypes according to which women of this generation were tied to the home 

and were not mobile, especially before the Second World War and under the socialist regimes.
223

 

In this chapter, I discuss stories of mainly childhood and adolescence with a special attention to 

the theme of movement and home. I show ways in which narrators connect space and time to 

construct meaningful narratives. The analysis focuses closely on the memories of three women 

who were born immediately after the Trianon treaty and have lived in three distinct post-imperial 

nation-states. Mária (HU) was born in 1922, in Arad, Romania and moved with the family to 

Southern Hungary in 1924. I interviewed her in her home in Makó, Hungary where she lived the 

last fifty years. She never returned to Arad. Matild (SRB) was born in 1921, in the northern part 

of The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, which became Yugoslavia in 1929. She lives in 

her daughter’s house in Ada, which now belongs to Serbia. Irén (RO) was born in 1924 in 

Northern Transylvania, which was then and is now a part of Romania. Through these three 

accounts, I will show the tight interconnectedness of spatial and temporal migration. I argue that 

the structure and specific tropes of each life-narrative present a distinctive perspective of home 

and movement for their narrators. The formulation of movement(s) in a life story has close 

connections to imaginations of home – what it is, where it is and when it is. With the constant 

restructuring of borders following Trianon, and the various ideologies which accompanied these 

restructurings (Interwar Era, WWII, State socialism, the Transitions), the accounts, uttered in the 

present, reflect that space as a marker of continuity and change is complemented by a movement 

in time, to offer narrators coherence in thinking about their life’s journey. All three women tell 

stories of movement and migration and they all talk about the different political regimes under 

which they have lived. 

These women belong to the oldest cohort of Hungarian, Romanian and Serbian society but 

have similar national/ethnic identifications as Hungarians, and they speak Hungarian. They have 

experienced territorial reorganizations, a multiple shift of national borders, and different 

anachronistic political regimes succeeding one another. In such historical circumstances, they 

experienced being constantly re-categorized and labeled for belonging to a certain category, or 

formerly having belonged to a certain other category. What was advantage in one power regime 

was a disadvantage in another. Their formal citizenship status also changed a few times over the 

decades – as the borders were shifting east to west or north to south. Therefore, similarly to Lisa 

                                                            
223 Losonczi made this argument in Losonczi 2005. 
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Rofel, I often think of these women as migrants not only across space but across time (Rofel 

1999). Their narratives are informative of how a whole generation of people may perceive their 

lives as a series of temporal migrations: having to always adapt to new circumstances and make 

their way, maneuver amongst the ever-changing, often nationally constructed, social and 

political categories and geopolitical realities. In what follows, I investigate how these three 

women establish different meanings of home (domestic space or the more abstract configuration 

of inner home) as they emerge from telling stories of movement and dislocation.  

The three life stories I discuss below all focus on incessant movement and dislocation in 

their narrations of childhood and adolescent years. They do this in three different ways. While 

Mária’s story is circumscribed by her memory of her family’s migration from post-Trianon 

Romania to Hungary, the one great journey as its masterplot, Matild’s and Irén’s stories are those 

of a series of journeys taken either voluntarily or out of necessity. These two tell detailed stories 

about war-time escapes. Mária tells her story in a mode of nostalgia for the lost, irretrievable 

‘home’ and her journey as a story of passion. Phrased as a concrete town, Arad on the map, her 

yearning is directed towards the imagined construction of pre-Trianon Hungary and towards the 

era preceding the 1920 Trianon treaty. The other two stories, conforming to the generic traditions 

of folk tales, are related by their narrators as adventures, often accompanied by grim laughter and 

constant trials that were to be overcome and survived. Matild tells her whole life story from her 

early childhood onwards as a series of journeys and moves from one place to another, all within 

the territory of The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes and Yugoslavia. She pinpoints her 

natal village, as well as other communities she has been part of, as her spaces of belonging. She 

connects up these spaces with Tito’s Yugoslav federation and expresses it in a type of socialist 

nostalgia. Irén’s anecdote is all about movement: the anecdotes of journeys and escapes ensure 

the cohesion of her narrative and her sense of continuity. The three stories come from all three 

countries and they are all different. Each serves to demonstrate how life narratives forge 

accounts of the past through formulating different national identifications in their respective 

contexts. They prove that the women’s gendered memories stretch the straightjacket of the 

nation-frame by providing different versions of belonging and telling history: using movement 

and home to describe change and continuity in their own lives as well as in that of their larger 

communities. 
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5.1. Home as “Greater Hungary”: Nostalgia for the Lost Land 

 

 

I interviewed Mária in her home in Makó (HU). She has lived in that town for much of her 

life but she was born in Arad (RO). Her house, where I sat with her, was an old townhouse, 

part of which she rented out for a small business. Her garden was big and luscious with 

plants, bushes and fruit trees. She had lived there for about fifty years. It was the house 

where she and her husband moved in the early 1950s. Her husband was no longer alive 

when I interviewed her in May 2005 but the interior of the house was probably still the 

same as when he was still around: it looked big and untouched. Mária used only one room 

and the kitchen. She told me she was attached to her old objects, even her old pots and 

pans. She talked little about the house though: it seemed more like a museum than her 

home. (Iza Agárdi) 

 

 

The first narrative by Mária speaks of dislocation directly connected to Trianon and its 

subsequent effects. Her journey is one foundational move: the family’s migration from Arad (a 

town that became part of Romania) to what became Southern Hungary after 1920. This one 

primary movement is told as her story of origin (see 3.1.). It discursively circumscribes Maria’s 

vision of home as well. Her image of home is tied to what is for her the imaginary town the 

family left in 1924 when she was two years old, a home she never saw again. The town of Arad 

appears as a place of birth that is sentimentalized by a nostalgic reference to pre-Trianon 

Hungary, often called as historic or greater Hungary in nationalist discourses. Mária in her story 

uses the latter, greater Hungary. In the story, Arad is a virtual, imagined place of bliss that 

connects to natal identification, a place that has a name though there are no living memories 

attached to it. Yet it is more significant or real for her than any other place. In the story, through 

repetitions and sentimentalized images, it becomes the metonymy of greater Hungary: a home 

tied to a larger geographical space – resonant with a particular form of nationalist ethos that 

characterized the interwar era where the notion of geography is extended to coincide with the 

cultural (linguistic) and religious.
224

 By an expansion of the image of a geographical location 

into a symbolic, imaginary place, her ideal home coincides with a nationalist fantasy of pre-

Trianon Hungary (Appendix 5/b). The imaginary home town comes to stand in for a larger 

understanding of home.  

                                                            
224 Based on a reading of Zeidler’s book (A revíziós gondolat – The Revisionist Thought) Gerner observes the 

formation of a new form of nationalism that emerged in Interwar Hungary. It meant that revisionists and 

irredentists did not only see pre-Trianon Hungary as the “property” of new Hungary but they also presented their 

revisionist aims in ethnic terms. For Gerner this made Hungarian irredentism go hand-in-hand with anti-

Semitism. See Kristian Gerner, “Open Wounds? Trianon, the Holocaust and the Hungarian Trauma” in Conny 

Mithander, John Sundholm and Maria Holmgren Troy eds., Collective Traumas, Memories of War and Conflict 

in 20th-Century Europe, (Brussels: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 2007), 79-109, esp. 91. 
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In Mária’s story, the family moved within the newly established borders of Hungary so as 

not to be torn away from the grandparents and other relatives living there.
225

 She refers to this 

event by saying that “there was a mulberry tree by the fence, when we had to go out of the new 

house”. Her common usage of dialogues, the highly detailed narration, and the use of present 

tense all create an effect of immediacy, effacing the purely mediated nature of her memories, or 

rather, the lack of personal memories of these events of dislocation. The way I read her story is 

that her memories of losing “the new house” in such violent circumstances articulate a micro-

level trauma, a defining moment of loss. The memory of the incident at the same time parallels 

the loss of Transylvania, which occupies a prominent place in Hungarian collective memory. 

Even though Mária talks about her own family’s loss, she refers to the broader historical context 

of post-Trianon border changes and illustrates those as chaotic. The sense of home in Mária’s 

narrative is territorialized, tied to a certain geographical location, and defined in terms of 

ethnicity: she says that her parents decided to leave their place because “they wanted to remain 

Hungarians,” and what had thus far been regarded by them as their home no longer allowed for 

that. 

Mária’s story of migration is the first anecdote in her whole life narrative. It is linked to an 

embedded story of another migration positioned as a successful alternative to that other story and 

its tragic outcome: the ill-fated migration of another family from Arad to Brazil. Relying on 

family stories and a letter, Mária recalls that the parents of that family lost both of their 

daughters on the way to Brazil and the mother lost her sanity because of grief. She remembers 

this tragic story in connection with her own family’s migration story and in reference to her own 

father’s original intention to migrate to Brazil instead of Hungary. The story reads: 

 

Well, then, not much later the letter arrived. And it said, “if there’s land under your feet, 

don’t leave, it’s horrible what I’ve been through”. The ship, the cargo ship, like the ones 

we also see in films, and then an epidemic broke out and one of their daughters, the 

younger died. They sewed her in a sack and threw her into the sea. Then the mother was 

raging of course. Then when they arrived in Brazil, they got off, there were trees and 

forests, they gave them a rifle or two, I couldn’t tell, but they gave them rifles and an axe, 

“Cut! And this is against wild animals” Or if someone wanted someone else’s things, 

because there were all kinds of people there. And just imagine that their other daughter was 

bitten by a snake, and amidst big pain she died. He said that his wife went mad, “now I am 

                                                            
225 For the Trianon-story line in Mária’s life narrative see again Chapter 3.1. “And then this Trianon-thing 

came…” 
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alone, why did we set foot?” Well… so… no, they were not well-informed
226

 about what 

was awaiting them. (Mária HU, Appendix 3, 38.a/b.)  

 

In the sequencing of the narrative, the narration of the above letter precedes the family’s own 

migration-story, which suggests a sharp juxtaposition of the savage other place (unfamiliar and 

dangerous) to the already familiar other ‘home’ (the safe place of origin) where the rest of the 

family is located. The story resembles the traditional filmic representations of colonization 

employing the stereotypical image of clearing forests and civilizing wilderness. The unfamiliar 

far-away wilderness eventually brings death and despair and triggers madness for the characters.   

 The territorial losses that Hungary, as one of the successor nation-states of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire, underwent in the early 1920s greatly determined the direction of Hungarian 

foreign politics for the following two decades in terms of revisionist aspirations. Although the 

treaty of 1920 prevented any Hungarian attempts for revanchism, the political aims of getting 

back the lost territories (mainly Slovakia and Transylvania) were openly expressed in the 

dominant public discourse of the interwar years. In this discourse, Hungary usually appears as 

the victim of unjust imperial moves. In the interwar period’s mainstream, i.e. nationalist-

conservative, public imagery, the country itself is envisaged as a suffering body that got 

truncated, its different limbs torn off (Appendix 5/e). The most important imperative task, 

according to this view, was to heal the “suffering” and “sick body”, the wounded and mutilated 

territory (Losonczi 2005, 78; Pető 1997 and 2008). In the public rhetoric, this “reparation” and 

“healing” process was formulated as a highly gendered phenomenon. It was held to be women’s 

responsibility to “mourn” and “repair”. According to Yuval-Davis, women’s roles in ethnic and 

national construction can be defined as biological reproduction of the members of ethnic 

communities, as reproducers of ethnic and national groups, as actors on the ideological 

reproduction of the community and transmitters of its culture, as signifiers of ethnic and national 

groups, and as participants in national, ethnic, political and military struggles (Yuval-Davis, 

1989, 7). The most “natural” way to participate in the nation is through “biological reproduction 

of the nation”, which corresponds to the formation of the Volksnation, which the Hungarian 

political elite and its ideologues emphasized in the period in addition to the formation of an 

imagined common “blood and belonging” (Yuval-Davis 1997, 66). While in public life, 

especially under the Gömbös administration (1932-1936), the missionary project of creating 

                                                            
226 Not being “well-informed” and being misinformed was one of the causes that Historians attribute to the 

surprise that followed Austria-Hungary’s defeat in the First World War (1914-1918) and even more surprise 

followed the decision in Trianon. See Pražmowska 2000, 160. 
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national unity and promoting racial hygiene provided a discursive space for women’s role as 

workers for the nation (e.g. female doctors in Pető 2008). The conservative patriarchal definition 

of women’s role as reproducers of the nation was time and again reinforced, appropriating the 

nationalist “people as power” discourse.
227

 Júlia (HU) phrases this as follows: 

 

Then the world was like this. The woman should stay by the hearth. Mothers were for 

this, so that, how should I put it? In that time the Regent was this man of great respect 

and authority, we knew, like a king, that’s how we took it. And it was nice like this. We 

didn’t think there could be otherwise. And he wished that each mother have three 

children, one for the family, two, one for the family, one for substituting for the father 

and one for the mother and one for the state, so that it grows. So that Hungary has its 10 

million people, and it grows. (Júlia HU, Appendix 3, 39.a/b.) 

  

Júlia frames the Horthy years in terms of the family, gendered political citizenship and its 

importance for Hungarian interwar politics. In her words, the dominant nationalist rhetoric of the 

period resonates, and she signals the dominance of that discourse by saying “we didn’t think 

there could be otherwise”.  

It is against such a background of gendered nationalism and irredentism that the other main 

theme of Maria’s life narrative becomes important from a historical point of view – the ways in 

which it relates to the migration-story: her symbolic journey to motherhood and the concrete 

journey to the hospital to give birth both of which she narrates in great detail. In Mária’s life 

story, the family’s migration to Hungary in the aftermath of the Trianon treaty, and later, her 

journey to motherhood can be read in parallel as indicators of normal femininity. As with her 

first literal movement, she follows a similar sequencing of events in describing her second 

journey to motherhood. Motherhood has traditionally been associated with women’s proper role 

and the sphere of the home (the private sphere). In Maria’s narrative, motherhood and the fertile 

female body does not carry the sole dimension of traditional gender roles. Its additional angle 

relates more closely to public history, in that the issue of repairing her anomalous body by 

overcoming infertility and continuing the genealogy turns into the reparation of the sick body of 

greater Hungary.  It is a means to get back the imagined home that, although desired by her, 

never materialized. Mária’s journey to motherhood is told in a fashion similar to her migration 

story: as a series of struggles of getting pregnant and losing the babies one by one.  

The life narrative, not following a chronological order, starts out with a lengthy and 

elaborate account of Maria’s abnormal menstrual cycle, caused by a hormone deficiency, the 

                                                            
227 Yuval-Davis 1997, 29-31. 
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lack of progesterone
228

, and a specific kind of hormone in the female body responsible for the 

twenty-eight-day cycle. At the very beginning she frames her life as a continuous struggle and 

shame caused by constant bleeding. Before talking about anything in her life, Mária pinpoints 

her anomalous female body that was bleeding for twenty to twenty-two days each month as the 

site of non-identification, i.e. not being able to identify, with her ideals of proper womanhood. 

From the time of her adolescence, she had learnt that she was different from other girls, different 

in an unfortunate and shameful way:     

 

And it is a monthly recurring thing, not as if it was a topic each day. So there was a big-big 

fuss. And when I went…, oh what I wanted to get at was that I went to, Szűcs was his 

name, a doctor on the other side of the park, and you can imagine the shame, when he said 

that he couldn’t examine me, because he examines anally and I should go home and take a 

laxative and then come back again. At a young… young age, for a young girl I had such a 

big trouble and shame. One can never get used to it. (Mária HU, Appendix 3, 40.a/b.)  

 

Elisabeth Grosz writes that menstruation, even if it is held to be normal, is something that is 

associated “with blood, with injury and the wound”.
229

 Menstruation, as the uncontrollable 

flowing body fluid is itself seen as the female disorder, “dirt produced by the body itself staining 

the subject.”
230

 In Mária’s case, there is an excess of this leaking wound, something that does not 

even stop when it is supposed to in a healthy case. Thus, on the one hand, Maria conceptualizes 

herself as a sort of beast who is threatening to herself as well as to her surroundings. On the other 

hand, she expresses her feeling of shame caused by her difference, which she tries to hide, but 

which she still cannot keep entirely in secret. This double-edged attitude to her anomalous self 

resulted in the end to her seven-year relationship. Due to the feeling of shame, she decided to 

disguise her shameful femininity by turning down the marriage proposal of her suitor, who had 

been courting her for seven years. She searched for all kinds of excuses so that her illness would 

not come to light in marriage.   

In her narrative, this anomalous bleeding body has a religious connotation, too. Although 

she does not tell the narrative in a religious frame, she makes religious references. She even uses 

a biblical metaphor to refer to herself saying, “I felt like I was like that bleeding woman in the 

Bible, who was healed by Jesus”. In a religious context, Maria’s case is relegated to the world of 

taboo. But the way the story of the healing process is told by her, the religious reference cannot 

                                                            
228 In basic medical terms, the hormone itself is responsible for the breaking of the follicle and for preparing the 

mucous membrane of the womb for receiving the ovum, after the ovulation. Its deficiency may cause abnormal 

bleeding and infertility. 
229 Grosz 1994, 205. 
230 ibid. 
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but bear significance. She refers to the “blessed” professor who, by exercising divine power, 

gave her a special hormone treatment that turned out to be successful.  The trials Mária went 

through before she got the treatment can also be read as a story of suffering, that of passio. In 

structuring the whole life narrative, she starts out by relating a shortened version of her illness 

and her consequent infertility, which she defeated and finally gave birth to a son, just as if it was 

the outline of her life. Then in the next part, reverting back to the beginning, she relates the long 

story of the journey from Arad (RO) to the South of Hungary. In the third part of her narration, 

she goes back to the topic of disease and tells about two stomach surgeries (both in connection 

with her reproductive organs) that she painfully endured. Following that, in the next narrative 

unit, she tells about her hormone treatment in detail again, and then her trials when trying to get 

pregnant, which ended in her losing her babies one by one. The painful journey to motherhood is 

concretized by the journey to the hospital by train from station to station, and finalized by the 

detailed monologue of the painful delivery itself. The way she relates these events as a journey 

that had several stations indeed resembles a road that involved mourning as well as reparation. 

In this long story of suffering, it is repairing of the grotesque female body that plays the 

central role. Maria tells her story of endless illnesses in a detailed manner: how she got her 

experimental hormone treatment under her skin, which they “folded up in a triangular shape”, 

what her stomach surgery was about, how one of her intestines was grown into her womb and 

had to be separated, and one shocking detail about how after her miscarriage, “the dead fetus 

dropped into” her hand “while taking a shower.” All of these details convey Mária’s perception 

of her body as not normal, as a grotesque piece of matter, a pile of parts which do not let the 

whole be effective; it is a fragmented, unstable, and leaking body in which nothing works as it is 

supposed to, but keeps trying to reproduce and eventually always loses the fetus. At this point, 

the style of narration is as fragmentary but still detailed, just like her concept of her own body.  

Mikhail Bakhtin categorizes the grotesque body as that which is “open, protruding, 

extended”, a body of “becoming, process, and change.” He opposes the grotesque body to the 

“classical body, which is monumental, static, closed and sleek… [that is] connected to the rest of 

the world… [The grotesque body] combines the decaying, and deformed flesh with the flesh of a 

new life.”
231

 Based on Bakhtin’s ungendered concept of the grotesque body, Mary Russo, 

drawing on Kristeva’s concept of the abject, proposes the metaphor of the “female grotesque”. 

She argues that what Bakhtin’s description of the grotesque entails is culturally gendered as 

                                                            
231 Mary Russo, “Female Grotesques. Carnival and Theory,” in Katie Conboy, Nadia Medina and Sarah Stanbury 

eds., Writing on the Body. Female Embodiment and Feminist Theory, (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1997), 325. 
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feminine.
232

 In Mária’s body, life and death seem to live together in a dynamic of constant 

change and becoming. 

Mária’s narrative on dysfunctional female organs and their treatment elaborately constructs 

the portrait of a woman who resembles the metaphor of the “female grotesque.” The most 

illustrative scene in her story is when the dead fetus drops out of her living body in the shower 

during one of her miscarriages. It is the cohabitation of life and death, the future, and what is 

already past. Symbolically, another scene that parallels this is when Maria talks about the 

beginning of delivery: the amniotic fluid started to flow down to the carpet and her first reaction 

was to scratch the carpet and try to prevent it from being dirty: her ultimate scene of horror. 

Kristeva describes childbirth like this: as “the height of bloodshed and life, a scorching moment 

of hesitation (between inside and outside, ego and other, life and death), horror and beauty, 

sexuality and the blunt negation of the sexual”.
233

 In “Mária’s’ life story, childbirth is the 

absolute climactic point. The importance she attributes to her menstrual cycle becomes the 

importance of the cycle of life. Her subjectivity as the securer of continuity, by overcoming the 

weaknesses of her body, helps us to see her in a different light. Her sense of self, so far defined 

by her disorderly body and her anomalous reproductive organs, has overcome its physical 

limitations. 

 In Maria’s narrative, thus, one may see a complex intertwining of an embodied 

subjectivity and a strong nationalist identity that is consistent with the feminine mode of securing 

the continuity of life, family, and traditions. This is nothing new or subversive in itself: in 

patriarchal societies, the reproductive function of women has been apparent as has been the 

handing down of culture, regarded as women’s symbolic role. What makes Maria’s narrative 

distinct, however, is that, in her oral text, she talks of herself – just like her mother — as very 

strong despite being physically frail. She started out as a sort of abnormal woman: on account of 

her infertile body, endangered and, at the same time, dangerous. She has fought and overcome 

the limited possibilities her body could offer. She claims herself to be “one of the survivors”. In 

this process, the change of countries, her religious belief (she used to practice religion, though 

she is not a devout Catholic), and the sick body have been the factors that her whole life 

narrative revolves around. 

In a thematic sense, Mária’s narrative is a telling example of contextualizing personal 

actions and events in the frame of one’s own sickness. By not connecting her life events to dates 

                                                            
232 ibid., 326. 
233 Julia Kristeva, The Powers of Horror. An Essay on Abjection, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 

155-156. 
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and historical events, she resists the national master-narratives on Hungarian history. She only 

draws parallels with two important events: the 1920 Trianon treaty (and the consequent 

dislocation) and the 1956 Revolution. Even these two events are related by her through some 

personal catastrophe: Trianon because it spurred the parents to undertake the move from Arad 

(RO) to Hungary in 1924, which determined the life of the whole family, and the 1956 

Revolution because her husband was in hospital and she went to visit him amidst a revolutionary 

upheaval. In this way, apart from the “Trianon-thing”, she rarely relates her own life to the larger 

frame of national history, rather, she relies on her own body as a point of reference. The journey 

to post-Trianon Hungary in her life story connects with the journey to motherhood, which makes 

her life narrative a gendered account of history. In her story, Trianon becomes more than a 

historical event; it expands into a narrative frame.  

The female body, motherhood, and the historical or greater Hungary
234

 symbolically get 

connected in the story, a connection which becomes explicit only at the very end of our 

interview, when she recites a poem by Gyulai Pál (Özvegy Pókainé, 1859) that she had 

memorized early in her youth. She recited the entire poem to me as a closing element of her life 

story. She remembered it very well. The poem is based on a historical event when after the battle 

of Keresztelőszentpál in 1575 István Báthory, Prince of Transylvania, executed all Hungarian-

Székely lords who had participated in an uprising against him. One infamous execution was that 

of János Pókai, elder son of a widow, whose two sons Báthory was going to execute. The 

desperate begging of the mother led him to decide that she could choose one son to keep and one 

to sacrifice. Since she could not decide which son to keep, history has it that relatives decided for 

her to keep the younger son, Peter.
235

 The poem focuses on the desperate, insanely crying 

woman, whose heart breaks eventually because of not being able to decide. In the very act of 

reciting this particular poem, I argue, lies the formulation of Mária’s ambivalent relation to 

motherhood and the nation: the sacrifice of one for the other. She herself does not connect the 

two, but she evokes the poem, a fictionalized account of history, to help her forge that 

connection and give it an emotionally-charged mode of presentation. She tears up multiple times 

while reciting the poem. 

In Mária’s story, the initially anomalous body is repaired and she manages to give birth to 

a son. The anomalous body of the country, however, could not be healed. For her, the imagined 

unified homeland concretized and was named Arad (Southern Transylvania), a place of no return 

                                                            
234 Nationalist discourses use this term to refer to Hungary before the Trianon treaty. 
235 Kőszeghy Péter, “Balassi Bálint Báthory István udvarában,” (“Bálint Balassi in the Court of István Báthory”) 

in Forrás, vol. 40, no. 1, (2008), see online at http://www.forrasfolyoirat.hu/0801/koszeghy.pdf 
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and of constant yearning. In her words, “how many sighs for Arad were voiced, separate prayers 

for Arad to get back to us…” (Arad is indicated on the map in Appendix 5/d). For Mária, thus, 

one son is kept but her other dream, national unity, had to be given up. The strategy that she uses 

to compensate is writing down in a notebook all the poems and songs that she used to memorize 

about the national past, about the Romanian invasion, and about the Trianon that she learned in 

her youth. It is her way of putting back the torn pieces together and going on to imagine a home. 

Fueled by nostalgia for pre-Trianon territorial oneness of imperial Hungary, and the desire for its 

reconstruction, hers is a type of memory that is directed as much towards the future as towards 

the past. 

 

 

5.2. Home as Community: Nostalgia for the Federation  

 

I interviewed Matild in Ada, Serbia where she currently lives. She was born in a nearby 

village and lived in Ada in her childhood, but came back there again only in her old age. 

She lives in a big house that belongs to her youngest daughter and her husband. She has 

her own room upstairs with her own small things: books, old newspapers, small ornaments 

and pieces of fabric. She had moved there when her third husband died, about a year before 

our interview. She was helping out her daughter a lot who was taking care of her severely 

handicapped husband. She did not consider the house her home, “she just lives there”. (Iza 

Agárdi) 

   

 

Matild’s life narrative, the second story I will discuss, tells about history through a series 

of small journeys, trips, escapes, and moves. She does this by stringing together life events along 

the lines of different types of movements, presented either as forced or as voluntary. The 

narrative structure of this story builds one component of this series of movements onto another – 

reflecting the narrative movements of the folktale genre. These include elements such as 

surmounting obstacles, moving place to place, getting companionship along the way, and so on. 

In Matild’s tale, there is always a plan, a destination to reach and once reached, it is a point of a 

potential place for living, a potential home. Consequently, her idea of home is not singular but 

consists of a string of micro-communities. Home is not tied to any one specific imaginary 

geographical location, but a series of places, or, rather, social milieus and environments that the 

narrator has lived in.  Each of them connects to different sites within the larger diverse, multi-

lingual and multi-ethnic federalist configuration of post-1929 Yugoslavia, which becomes the 

ideal spatial and temporal home for Matild. Her federalist nostalgia is thus the affective-
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cognitive move of adjustment. Similarly to Mária’s story, Matild’s also resonates with public 

discourses in history but it frames the life events differently. Matild abandons Mária’s nostalgia 

for the nation and opts for nostalgia for the Yugoslav federation to guide her in the construction 

of her narrative.  

Matild’s story draws a different picture of movements and home(s) where I find no trace of 

Maria’s nationalist sentiments or discourses of revisionist fantasies. Hers is a different version of 

history. The narrative is compiled from a series journeys and movements that Matild has made 

over the course of her life. She has changed places for different reasons which are implicated in 

the wider context of the construction of the post-imperial nation-state. She was born in The 

Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (1918) soon to become Yugoslavia (1929). Dislocations 

in Matild’s childhood story sheds light on a complex intertwining of gendered mobility, mixed-

ethnic identities and their circularity as well as class mobility in the interwar years as well as in 

the second world war and in the post-war Yugoslav context. Her journeys of the interwar period 

are told in the frame of economic necessity, enhanced by her class background as the daughter of 

a carpenter craftsman, who she describes as a job-hopper. Because of that, she describes her 

childhood as insecure and homeless. She tells a long story about her childhood when her family 

was always on the move as her father could never settle down with the family. So they kept 

moving from place to place. She says, “this was the point in the craftsman’s life. None of them 

stayed. My father didn’t even buy a house until he started to get old because he couldn’t stay in 

one place.”  

She attributes this series of movements that continued well into Matild’s adolescent and 

young adult life to economic and, sometimes, political reasons. Although these movements 

happened within Yugoslavia, Matild’s story refers to the border changes and the subsequent 

change of the ethnic landscape of wartime and post-war Central Europe. In her mode of 

speaking, she differentiates between Bačka, Banat (parts of Vojvodina) and Serbia as well as 

among the other states of the Yugoslav federation. She gives a lengthy account of her escapes 

and journeys undertaken during “the German war” (as she refers to the Second World War): she 

relates how she, with “thousands of others”, were escaping from “the Russians” and was shot 

when swimming across a river with her baby daughter on her back, her mother on one side and 

her younger sister on the other (see relevant quote below). For her, as for so many other 

Hungarian women of her generation, the dangerous “others” are the “Russians”. She thus 

describes the Russian invasion as “terrible”. She maintains this despite the fact that in the 

hospital she worked as a nurse; she had a Russian boss, a doctor, whom she got along well with 
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“because she was fair”. Illustrating strong ethnic tensions in the immediate aftermath of the 

Second World War, Matild mentions that she was almost shot again by the next-door neighbor 

because she had had a German husband during war. In the story, this incident of ethnic hatred 

and anti-fascist sentiments spurred Matild’s next move to another village where her sister was 

living at the time. Her short anecdote talks about the larger issue of the fluidity of categories 

such as ‘German’, ‘ethnic German’ or ‘Schwab’, ‘fascist’ and ‘communist’, and how loosely 

these were used in the region in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. She also 

shows how dangerous such biased labeling practices could become when acted upon:  

  

My sister says, “Why, you Matild how come you’re here in this terrible world?”I say, 

“What terrible world? It’s freedom, there’s nothing horrible here.” -but it was like that. “I 

want to rent a house here for the time being, I want to live here.” “Oh that will be so nice, 

so nice! Of course it will be nice, but why did you leave?” “Well it happened just so that I 

had to leave.” (no please cut this part of what I say) I had to leave because there across the 

street there was this partisan woman and she was angry with my husband because he was 

German, but in the meantime he brought them guns. 

I: I see. 

M:  But she was angry with me because although he helped the communists, he was 

German and that she could not bear. And she tried to shoot me. That woman. The bullet 

got stuck in the wall 10 cms from my back. And that’s why I moved away. (Matild SRB, 

Appendix 3, 41.a/b.) 

 

 

She phrases the motivation for her move in terms of survival and ethnic hatred. In this particular 

anecdote, she talks about survival in the concrete sense of staying alive. Later on survival will 

also mean securing her economic status – to find a job and earn money — or  the keeping up of 

informal (kinship) ties such as her going to her sister’s village or going to Croatia for her second 

husband’s funeral. Survival in Matild’s narrative is ensured by other individuals that personify 

destinations or accompanying sidekicks. Such characters weave an intricate net of interpersonal 

relations linked to specific locations. The narrator moves along the line of these relationship-

vectors. She, amidst all her movements between places, and temporary stays in different towns 

and villages, constructs home differently from Mária (HU), less tied to an imaginary of nation 

but more tied to the region. Home does not mean present-day Hungary nor does it mean greater 

Hungary. This way of formulating belonging is not unique amongst Hungarians living outside of 

Hungary. In relation to other Vojvodinan Hungarians’ yearning to go back to Hungary, she says: 

 

Why should one go to Hungary? It has enough of its own people, too. All kinds of armies 

crowd in there so to speak, don’t they? They have enough there too, and then.. ‘because the 

Vojvodinan Hungarian!’ That Hungarian was also born here, the parents of his parents 
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were born here too, then he should be satisfied. He lives on this land, his bread is here, he 

should take care of it here. That’s all I can say. My ancestors were also born here. They 

grew old here and they also died here. Then.. why should one leave? No one has died of 

hunger yet.   (Matild SRB, Appendix 3, 42.a/b.) 

 

Matild does not yearn to belong to Hungary. She distinguishes between “Hungarians” and the 

“Vojvodinan Hungarians” based on the very fact of their location. This suggests that instead of 

linguistic, religious, or ethnic affiliation, she takes the land as a basis for belonging. Two 

discourses are mingled within her concise reasoning. On the one hand, she takes a highly 

pragmatic standpoint, an age-old discourse of what matters is “whose bread one is eating.” Such 

a formulation criticizes the view that natives of a certain territory see others as parasites, e.g. in 

the form of newcomers taking away jobs and financial resources from the natives.
236

 The other is 

a justificatory move claiming right to the territory (land) on the basis of blood and lineage, i.e. by 

the very fact of the ancestors’ presence, a highly common form of reasoning among 

communitarian and nationalist movements. Matild’s lack of nationalist and revisionist 

sentiments, therefore, make this connection all the more interesting: she, calling herself a 

“Vojvodinan Hungarian” does not express any desire to belong in post-Trianon Hungary based 

on her ethnicity. She formulates this very explicitly in the following words: 

 

Hungary. That’s a Hungarian land. There the Hungarians rule because it is their territory. 

There everyone eats Hungarian bread. Right? This is Serbia. The land of the Serbs. Here 

we eat Serbian bread. Not that we don’t work for it, we do. But this land here is not ours, 

we just live here. Then why can’t people understand this? That’s why there’s war, there’s 

violence, there’s hatred… because we hate each other. But why?  (Matild SRB, Appendix 

3, 43.a/b.) 

  

She illustrates her views on ethnicity by actually talking about race. First, she just remains on the 

level of difference as abstract. She formulates racial and ethnic difference through color, as 

“black skin/white skin”. Expressing her disapproval for such differentiations she states that “it is 

not the color you should see but the person”.  In this sentence, the egalitarian discourse, popular 

under Tito, resonates. She brings this down to the level of the actual, tangible everyday 

occurrences of discrimination against Roma populations near her. As she tells me the story of 

how in a nearby village someone put a village inhabited by “Gypsies” on fire without any reason, 

she expresses anger over such practices of discrimination. She connects the issue of existing 

                                                            
236 Such discourses have been highly popular in connection to the EU expansion, where the presence of newly 

joined countries have been feared to bring parasitic behaviours by the people of these newly joined countries on 

those of the older and wealthier (and Western) member-states. 
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racism against the Roma population to the issue of territoriality – as they often represent the non-

white, non-fixed (nomadic) and, therefore, parasitic people for the inhabitants of the region. She 

vehemently argues against such discriminatory practices and viewpoints and for the assimilation 

of them into society. “They are people too, and they need to be given a chance” she says. The 

only inferior and frightening people in her discourse are the Albanians. Appropriating an element 

of Serb nationalist discourse, she calls them by the derogatory term “siptárok” and tells me that 

she did not allow her daughter to go to Sarajevo to college because there were too many 

Albanians there.  

Home/land has, thus, a different connotation for her than for Mária above, a notion that is 

focused, nuanced and localized. Home for Matild seems to be more connected to the region 

which she loosely puts as “here”. “Here” may mean her village as much as other micro-

communities she finds herself in and gets accustomed to in the course of her life story. This is 

well-exemplified by her account of her marriages. She has had 3 husbands and she always 

emphasizes their ethnic background: a German-Serb (because of whom she had to leave, having 

been almost shot), a Slovenian (who died on the island of Brioni; Matild went to the funeral and 

then stayed in Croatia for a year) and the last one a Hungarian (who called himself John, as he 

grew up in the US; his death spurred another move from the village-home to her daughter’s back 

to Ada). Matild has, thus, made a full circle – with all her marriages, relatives, and the people she 

got to know along her moves. She makes sure that every life event and historical event fits into 

her curvy path of movements, personal adjustments and changes. After all these journeys, she 

ended up in the very place she had started from as a child (where I interviewed her), the place 

which she calls home but without much emotional overtone. Unlike Mária, Matild does not 

expand a localized affection to mean the larger territory of one nation. The claim she makes in 

the first quote above illustrates her pragmatic stance that, “this land is not ours, we just live 

here.” Conversely, her daughter’s house in Ada is not her home, as she just lives there. Linking 

ethnicity to the issue of political citizenship
237

, Matild does not support the notion of dual 

citizenship for Hungarians living outside the borders of post-war Hungary based on a particular 

logic of home:  

 

                                                            
237 The issue of dual citizenship for people of Hungarian origin living outside of Hungary had been the subject of 

many political debates since 1989 up until 2010. The political right supported the granting of Hungarian 

citizenship to these minorities, while the left did not and the heated issue divided Hungarian society internally as 

well.    
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They say ’dual citizenship’. How can that be given? Now you are at home here, you want 

to be at home there, too. But you weren’t born there, how can you be at home? Am I not 

right? Everyone has their own place of birth. I can go to Hungary, to Germany, I thought.. I 

am not at home there. I am not at home there because it is not my home. It is not my place 

of birth. (Matild SRB, Appendix 3, 44.a/b.)  

 

 

This conceptualization home/land seems entirely at odds with the rest of the narrative, however. 

Matild describes herself as someone who has always been adaptive and wherever she went, she 

could create her own living environment and managed to fit in, adapt to her social surroundings. 

When, however, it comes to the larger framework of political citizenship, she defines it on the 

basis of geographical location (jus soli or “law of the soil”, one is the rightful citizen of where 

one is born) and not on the basis of ethnicity (jus sanguinis or “right of blood”, based on which 

Hungarian citizenship is defined). In this sense, then, she does not stand too far from Maria’s 

nostalgic sentiments to the birthplace as a specific location; the difference is, however, that in 

Matild’s account it is that one-to-one association between soil and blood that gets disconnected. 

We can of course speculate that it may be because Matild never migrated involuntarily from her 

birthplace to Hungary proper whereas Maria’s account is framed by that one-time dislocation 

informed by a never-ceasing nostalgia for a place she cannot even remember. But that still does 

not explain why others in Vojvodina do connect blood to soil. Klára for example, in a tone of 

disillusionment, says that “that December 5 we will not forget”.
238

 Another explanation may be 

Matild’s enduring nostalgia – even though she effectively represents herself as a practical-

minded, not emotionally-ridden person — for Tito’s Yugoslavia, as one organic territorial entity, 

where many ethnicities managed to live together. Her movements are not told as struggles but 

more like adventures or trials of the poor little son of Hungarian folk tales who, however, has 

wits and a down-to-earth, pragmatic attitude to circumstances. She is one who can get through 

everything and move upward on the social ladder. One of her many anecdotes exemplifies this. 

She tells an anecdote about her success at the roadwork company where she worked as a cook 

                                                            
238 December 5 2004 was the date of the dual citizenship referendum, when the citizens of Hungary voted for or 

against granting dual citizenship to ethnic Hungarians living outside the borders, and the referendum was not 

successful, it provided no results because of the low attendance. Dual citizenship was granted to all Hungarian 

minorities living outside the country borders in 2010. As of January 2011 Hungarians living outside the borders 

can apply for dual citizenship. According to the new bill, ‘Hungarian’ is everybody whose ancestors were 

Hungarian citizens before the 1920 Trianon treaty as well as during the “first half of the 1940s” at the time of the 

revision of the borders. Also, those who assume they may have had such ancestors and they themselves speak 

Hungarian, can apply. The legal justification is the bill 1921/XXXIII, which regulated that every individual has 

to assume the citizenship of the successor state under whose supervision he or she lives. See “Kettős 

állampolgárság villámsebességgel”, in Népszabadság, Aug 6 2010. 
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and for which she received a state award. Her idea to give hot milk to the road-workers at night 

to sooth their hunger but not to make their stomachs heavy (and thus make them sleepy) was met 

with great enthusiasm. She started the company milk-program, figured out where to get cheap 

milk from, and she herself boiled the milk every night. This earned her a state award, a good 

reputation, some money (and an ulcer). At one point, emphasizing the importance of reason and 

pragmatic thinking, she says, “it is not money we need, but planning” (“nem péz köll ide, hanem 

tervezés”). 

Her self-representation is, I would argue, common amongst Hungarians living in 

Vojvodina and positions the ethnicized female subject in two ways. First, by emphasizing her 

constant displacements within the multi-ethnic Yugoslavia, hers is an exemplary account of 

intra-national mobility – she does not talk about having gone abroad — and the ways in which 

mobility reconfigures gendered spaces and blurs the boundaries between public and private. Her 

account of her career and the state award she got at the state highway company exemplifies this 

well. Second, her self-representation is that of a person who can adapt to all different 

surroundings, and who has (had) the ability to negotiate successfully the costs, limits and 

possibilities of the social contexts she has encountered and functioned in: 

 

But I always found my way around (…) I spoke Croatian, I spoke Slovenian, I spoke 

Serbian, I found my way around everywhere. I spoke Russian. Now I don’t speak anything 

but Serbian and Hungarian. How did it pass so quickly? That is how my life has been, Iza. 

(Matild SRB, Appendix 3, 45.a/b.) 

 

Matild’s story exhibits several, often contradicting, discourses that make her life story a multi-

voiced, rich account. Her apparent ‘Yugostalgia’ draws attention to the fact that movement 

occurs along time as well as place and territory. Nostalgic longings for the imagined home(s) are 

tightly wound up in temporality: Matild, as well as Maria previously, do not only remember 

places as isolated locations in space. All of their narrative scenes exist in their story-world, as 

temporally bound worlds. Movement, thus, happens along these changing worlds, which in 

themselves may be seen by the narrators either as changing entities to which being able to adapt, 

i.e. change with it, is a merit or as fixed mental memory-scapes. Matild’s story is an example of 

the former and Mária’s Arad exemplifies the latter. Matild’s movement from place to place, 

destination to destination, is also temporally bound to the lifespan of federalist Yugoslavia, 

which she openly argues for. This nostalgic sentiment for an abstract spatial and temporal entity 

stands as a sharp criticism of the post-1989 Yugoslav war and its accompanying ethno-
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nationalist discourses. The personal and the political are in tight interconnection. She reaches 

back to federalism and Tito’s figure to argue for the validity of a multiethnic social-political 

arrangement. In that arrangement, home was where one was born and where one’s ancestors 

were born, but movements and migration were possibilities to detach from the fiction of origin 

and locate new places of belongings, new attachments and the formation of open, adaptive 

subjectivities. For Matild these are necessary for survival.  

 

 

5.3. Home as Movement 

 

Irén lived alone in a one-bedroom apartment in a concrete block of flats in Szatmárnémeti 

(RO). I interviewed her there in the summer of 2007. The building was one among many 

similar-looking socialist projects that were erected in the 1960s. It was one of many places 

Irén had lived in up until our interview. The apartment was worn-down; the front door and 

the paint on the walls had seen better days. Irén was shy about her “modest” home. Her 

warm, welcoming personality and her belongings did make the tiny place feel friendly. (Iza 

Agárdi)  

 

The third narrative, by Irén in Transylvania, reflects continuous movements in the form of 

small anecdotal memories. These movements circumscribe the frame she uses to talk about her 

childhood and young adulthood. If one were to use Tim Ingold’s schemata of movement as 

movement-focused ‘wayfaring’ versus movement as destination-focused ‘transport’, one could 

posit that while Matild’s account is that of a transport-type movement where she goes from point 

A to point B with a purpose and destination, Irén’s account is that of a true wayfarer’s: 

movement for movement’s sake.
239

  Movement, and so the image of home, is not tied to any one 

particular place or destination but resides in movement itself. Interestingly, Irén’s story comes to 

demonstrate how the self-understanding of one’s life can be expressed through articulations of 

movement: traveling in trains or on the top of trains, walking in fields, running to hide in a 

shelter and so on.  In her narrative there is an awareness of nation-state borders (Romania-

Hungary) but also an awareness of their porous nature, the fact that they can/could be crossed. 

 This account, just like the previous two, reflects how home is not in space somewhere but 

tightly connected to temporality, i.e. an awareness of not only where but when a narrator feels at 

                                                            
239 Ingold 2009. 
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home. Home and movement in Irén’s account appears as wayfaring until the beginning of 

socialism. The coming of this closure is noted in the account. The events of childhood, 

adolescence and young adulthood, take up most of the narrative space in her life narrative. In 

interview-time, she spent approximately three hours narrating her childhood and adolescence – 

the Interwar era and the war — and she condensed her adulthood and the period of socialism into 

ten minutes of prosaic narration.  Such a disproportionate narration – the extensive narration of 

what happened before the state socialist era and the final border closure in 1947 and the 

summary of everything that came after — is indicative of a form of amnesia directed at a whole 

historical era.
240

  

Irén talks about her adolescent years up until the end of the Second World War as a 

constant flow of movement, being always on the go with a nostalgic musing. She describes it in 

the following way: 

 

I remember, well, many times it was bad weather, I only remember the good weather, the 

nice sunshiny sunrise and then I went across the alfalfa fields, across everything and the 

sun was coming up and I was just singing, Hungarian songs, holy songs, everything, and I 

was walking. (Irén RO, Appendix 3, 46.a/b.) 

 

The stories of traveling and being always on the road, or on the run, in Irén’s case, also serve as 

narrative strategies that ensure the narrative flow and cohesion. Movement – and not specific 

dots on the map as destinations — is in itself something that connects life events, but also 

something that many times stand in for life events. In other words the event often is being on the 

move itself either alone, or in the company of relatives, to and from relatives’ and family 

acquaintances’ houses. This is what creates continuity in the face of constant change and this is 

Irén’s organizing logic for rendering those events into a string of anecdotes, embedded into the 

main storyline on multiple levels. For instance, memories of the interwar period involve having 

to leave the family home in order to keep it (as the family became declassed), having jobs that 

required constant commuting on foot, on carts, on bicycles and crossing fields as well as visiting 

relatives taking long train rides. She says, “whenever it rained, whenever it was windy, I had to 

go to Kismajtény, and many times I got the shivers, because there were mornings when it was 

thunder and lightning, I was so scared but I went. I went”. 

If the childhood years are abundant in movements of different kind (travels and 

commuting), memories of adolescence and the Second World War are especially so. The 

                                                            
240 I return to amnesia more in depth in Chapter 10. 
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narrative vibrates with movements, journeys, and dangerous escapes. These movements always 

happen along the lines of kinship ties. These ties define the scope of movements and journeys, 

both when it is about economic sustainability and when it is about survival. In other words, there 

is always a relative or an acquaintance to go to, to visit, there is always a destination embodied 

by a person. Movements are never presented as random, not even the wartime escapes. She, says, 

“8-10 kms. from Farkasasszó there was Barnafalu, where I had a cousin, she got married to a 

mill owner, my mother’s first cousin, and I always went there on Sundays, to Barnafalu (...) and I 

went to the church there and then in the evening I went back.”  

Irén’s narrative also relates her story to other women’s in the way she draws the periods. 

According to the dictate signed in Vienna on August 30, 1940, the formerly dis-annexed 

territories of Northern Transylvania and the “Land of the Székelys” became re-annexed to 

Hungary. 43 000 m2 land and 2.5 million people (among them 1 million Romanian) became 

Hungarian citizens again.
241

 The recurrent theme of “when the Hungarians came in”, referring to 

the border changes in 1940 when the border moved once again, appears in Irén’s narrative too. It 

indicates both the shifting of borders and the very concrete movements of people, and of 

physical bodies, which the former shift spurred. The powerful lieu de memoire is counter-posited 

by the other event, the counter-movement of the advancement of the Red Army (“when the 

Russians came in”). Both events, 1940 and 1944, are narrative turns at the same time, the first 

one marking a joyous movement, as shown in the quote above, and the second one marking the 

beginning of escape accounts. Irén mentions another journey preceding the advancement of the 

Red Army. She had a concrete destination, a relative to visit: “In ’44 I even went to Budapest, 

when the school ended, I passed my exams, and went to Budapest, to my aunt, and of course 

there was… already war was in the air, airplanes were cruising and everything, and trains 

stopped, we had to get off the trains and hide and whatnot”. The journey serves to bridge the 

interwar and the war period.  

Irén relates a series of escapes in a funny way – accompanied by bursts of laughter where 

she draws the common sharply dichotomous image of the civilized, decent German soldier –

desexualized and allowed in the private sphere of the home— versus the savage Russian soldier 

who is threatening with invasion into the home and is sexually aggressive. In talking about the 

war in these terms, through these gendered images, she also conforms to the pattern the other 

accounts construct. This sharp differentiation informs her interwoven set of anecdotes about 

these wartime escapes, her own formulation on the theme of wartime rape lurking behind the 

                                                            
241 See more on this in Romsics 2003, 245-252.  



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 5 

202 

 

lines. The employment of the two topoi demonstrates ‘taking sides’ for her too: she connects her 

definition of herself as an ethnic German (Schwab)-Hungarian to saying that her family was on 

the German side, although she quickly adds “but I don’t know why, they [Germans] didn’t give a 

damn about us”. The escapes are perhaps the most elaborated anecdotes in the life narrative and 

the most emotionally-charged as well. She emphasizes informal ties of friends and acquaintances 

that guided these moves. She recounts her escape to the village of Medisa in Northern 

Transylvania as follows: 

 

...and then with some stuff we sat on a carriage and waddled all the way to Medisa, may 

the dog have eaten Medisa! (...) it was October, beautiful sunny weather, there was no mud 

then. It was harvest. And there were a lot of grapes. And we arrived there in Medisa, to the 

notary’s, so there was from Szakasz the notary’s... the mother of the notary’s wife, aunt 

Mariska, Palika Fischer, our kin priest, and there were the children, and then we were there 

too. They invited us. Gergely Zimán, said to my mother, he said “Listen, --he was so 

boorish—listen, if the Germans come, you know German, if the Romanians, I know 

Romanian, if the Russians come, here’s plenty of wine and liqueur, he said, we will take 

care of it. (Irén RO, Appendix 3, 47.a/b.) 

 

She recounts that she and her mother and friend were hiding down in the shelter in the notary’s 

garden with people that were either distant relatives or vague acquaintances. All were waiting 

down there for the Russians to leave. Even the time spent in the shelter Irén describes as 

eventful: she relates how they took turns of going up to the house to check on the soldiers and to 

make potato soup while being more hungry than scared, and trying to avoid the encounter with 

the Russian soldiers. Having left the shelter she weaves a narrative string on the thread of 

movement: she recounts going on foot from Medisa through the fields and “Romanian villages” 

to Szakasz, to Daróc and eventually to Nagymajtény, villages in the heart of Northern 

Transylvania. In recounting this period, there seem to be no stopping, there are stations of 

course, but those are temporary ones. Irén’s movements weave a web of interpersonal relations 

and social connections, a circle of trust which encompasses people regardless of their ethnicity. 

Irén conceptualizes these individuals, Romanian, Schwab and Hungarian alike, as ‘us’, or 

belonging to ‘us’. The above quote also suggests that Irén’s escape-routes are defined by the 

workings of these relationships. So these informal networks of alliance are strategic. In the story 

strategic bonds of necessity and informal support networks are formed where one speaks 

German, the other speaks Romanian. It is such a bond that helps Irén through escaping from the 

house of a family acquaintance (Róza néni) to the neighboring old couple (Srádi bácsi and Srádi 

néni) during one night when a Russian soldier wanted to break onto the people hiding in an 
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attempt to molest her. And yet again, it is such a bond that saves her from being deported to a 

labor camp in early 1945 when a wave of deportations started in the region: 

 

And then the crowd... the line, we walked like school kids, nicely, because the Russians 

were walking next to us with those things [guns] and we got to the end of the village. And 

as the line stopped at the end of the village, there was one more calling-over, which was 

my luck. And, as we were standing on ... the road, there were a few houses, and there was 

the doctor’s office, and the doctor’s wife Mrs. Seman, whose husband was one of the first 

ones to die in the war, “Pirike” she was standing by the window, by the closed window. 

And as the line is standing here... was standing here, by then the notary was not there 

anymore, only the captain and uncle Tóni (“Tóni bácsi”), the interpreter. And behind him 

was the house, where Mrs. Seman was watching the marching crowd. And when they had 

called out all the names, uncle Tóni says, he, of course...immediately noticed the situation 

and says, “Is there someone whose name has not been called?” “Mine was not called,” I 

said. I said. And he whispered something to the officer and the officer said, calling me 

forward, I go there, stand by the officer, and I understood that he said to me, “pashli, pashli 

pashli” go, go, go. And I, like some dumb, you know, I didn’t know what to do, and then 

Mrs. Seman is rapping at the window and shouts, “Go back, go back!” you know, through 

the window. Oh my God, what shall I do? (...) The doctor’s wife says, “pashli, pashli.” 

Uncle Tóni as well, “go back!” “But,” I say, “where shall I go?” He says, “back to the 

school” [where they were collected]... The man, whose carriage my stuff was on, came 

down, the road was snowy, slushy, and then I took the blanket and my little stuff, I kept on 

looking back, and I was pulling it behind me as I was walking back to the village on the 

cobbled road, and I kept on looking back to see what was going to happen next. No one 

was coming after me, and my mother had very desperately rushed into the church – you 

know when she saw that I was being taken away, this I heard afterwards – but aunt Éva 

[Éva néni] at the post office, whose house it was, they were still standing by the window 

watching the events and the aunt Erzsi [Erzsi néni] says, “Aunt Rózsika, she is coming 

back! (Irén RO, Appendix 3, 48.a/b.) 

   

This informal network of relatives and acquaintances seem to be not only concentrated to the 

local microcosm of the village, but throughout the Northern Transylvanian region and extending 

further to the Western part of Hungary, if I was to draw them on a map. Depending on how far 

she had to go, she took the journey on foot, bicycles, ox-carts, horse-carts and trains. Much 

narrative space is devoted to a long anecdote of a difficult and adventurous journey to the 

Western part of Hungary (Győr) where Irén went to visit her young half-sister and take her to 

Transylvania for a visit. She stopped in Budapest and Bábolnapuszta where she had family to 

visit. She describes this trip in great detail, where the climactic point of adventure is when she 

was riding on the top of the train. Her lengthy account of this journey is, interestingly, the last 

one in the life narrative: she went down with a severe flu and could not take her sister back to 

Western Hungary. If she had not fallen ill and had been able to leave, she probably would not 

have been able to return to Transylvania. By that time it was Romania again (Appendix 5/i). 
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Indicating the closing down of the border between Hungary and Romania and the re-establishing 

of the Trianon-borders after the Paris Peace treaty signed on February 10, 1947 (1947/XVIII.), 

probably confusing the year, she says:  

 

I.: then we had to escape somehow cross the border, we couldn’t just simply go over. And 

the Romanians caught us. They caught us. 

I. A.: Is this the same year or already ’46? 

I.: This is already ’46. And then they took us to Zilah, took us to Zilah and there the... 

police or the provosts or whatever, they asked for our identifications and we had to prove 

to whom and why [we were going]. And I ... had a letter that my aunt had written. And ... 

then the blackmarketing had already started, you know? It is taking stuff from there to here 

and they were trading and whatnot... I had no idea, I just was going to take something to 

my aunt’s and stay there. And then I told them, I showed them the letter, saying, “look, 

here’s a letter, my aunt is inviting me, she has a small child, and I promised her I would go 

back and would work at the post office, and I ... I had no what’s-it’s-called, stuff, nothing 

to declare, nothing, only my own stuff and a little food that I was taking. And we were 

there for two days and then they let us go. And then I stayed, I didn’t dare to risk fleeing 

again, and so I stayed here [in Romania]. And then I stayed and I got married in ‘49 and 

had three children. (Irén RO, Appendix 3, 49.a/b.)   

 

 

From this point on the narrative sequence of journeys, escapes and travels ends, and with it the 

liveliness and the vibrant eventfulness of the narrative, instantly and completely disappears. As 

far as the plot is concerned, the life story becomes flat, almost dull and with an ellipsis, whole 

decades of socialism disappear and remain blank.
242

 It seems, therefore, that for Irén, the decades 

between the 1920s and 1946/7 form the bulk of the life narrative exactly because her own life 

sphere was not yet narrowed down. Her memories of constant movement and change has 

allowed for the narrative to come about and keep its cohesion.  

This narrative sequencing with the underlying logic of constant dislocation has 

consequences for interpreting what home might mean in Irén’s life narrative. It is perhaps the 

most radical among the three narratives, as there is no sense of belonging that Irén would 

concretely tie to any graspable location but more closely to being on the move itself. She does 

not define home at all unlike the previous two women. She does not connect it to either her natal 

village, or the family home, or to some imaginary unified land. Home seems to be located in-

between places, constantly deferred until it eventually dissolves into dislocation. What remains is 

the memory of the action of riding on trains and carts and walking in fields at sunrise. Her 

constant movements among close or distant family members draw a web of kinship ties which 

                                                            
242 I will expand more on this in Chapter 10 “Narrative Modes of Memory: Nostalgia, Amnesia and Laughter”. 
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make up the map of Irén’s moves and her dispersed homes. These lines of movements are 

rhizomatic circles instead of vectors pointing in single directions. More importantly, they do not 

coincide with any arbitrary geopolitical units that define home and away.    

 

Conclusion to Chapter 5 

 

Stories of constant displacement and movement are common constituents of women’s 

narratives in all three countries. In this chapter, I analyzed three narratives, each of which 

reflected a particular framing of the twentieth century through movement and home. Mária (HU) 

constructed a narrative in which she talked about her life in direct relation to the historical event 

of the 1920 Trianon treaty. Her story turns the journey of migration into a theme as well, as a 

frame through which she is able to tell her life story, her experience with motherhood and family 

as well as give a version of historical narration grounded in nostalgia for the pre-Trianon nation. 

Her account tells the story of one major rupture (Trianon) and the resulting yearning to repair it, 

which ensures continuity for the following decades. In Matild’s (SRB) narrative she grew up 

where she was born, her family did not migrate to Hungary. Her movements all happened on the 

territory of The Kingdom of Serbs Croats and Slovenes (1921-1929) and Yugoslavia (1929-

1990). When she crafts her life narrative through movements, it openly counters nationalist 

nostalgia and constructs ruptures and continuities in history in a wider frame provided by her 

ideals of a multiethnic federation and her multiple identifications. She locates it in Tito’s 

Yugoslavia. In her narrative, the smaller ruptures of dislocation get resolved in the continuity of 

practical planning and active adjustment to different circumstances and living conditions and to 

people of various ethnic backgrounds. Irén’s (RO) narrative, strung together as an intricate fabric 

of movements, small trips, journeys and escapes tells a history of ruptures without any 

reconciliation of stability. The point where her narrative would reach a sense of fixity (after the 

second Paris treaty of 1947) it almost ends. In this sense Irén’s account of her life and history is 

fragmentary and her definitive point of rupture is 1947, the border closure between Romania and 

Hungary, when her life sphere narrowed. As the border closed she was not able to move around 

and resorted to a much more confined space of existence in state socialist Romania. The 

subsequent summary of life events shows an urge on her part to erase much of what happened 

during the decades of state socialism and after.    
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The three life stories, told to me only recently (2005-2007), encompass memories of lived 

experience, family stories, legends and works of fiction. By building their narratives from these 

elements the narrators construct genealogies and micro-legends. The three interviewees 

formulate accounts of historical narration that are representative of the generation of women 

living in rural areas that used to form the fringes of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire. These 

locations are “borderlands” (Anzaldúa), far away from administrative centers of both the former 

empire as well as the successor nation states. For these women narrators, these are not fringes, 

peripheries or remote areas; they would only appear remote if I was to take the nation as the 

frame of their life-space. For them, in their own lives, these places are in the center, they form a 

center full of dynamism, change and movement. The stories I have analyzed are not linear and 

such histories can only be integrated in a larger story of change and continuities when we 

recognize their complexity and abandon the frame of national oneness. The three women’s 

accounts of their lives and their narrations of history above are products of power struggles over 

land, and are defined by geographical location –relating to nationality and ethnicity— and by the 

power struggles that  influenced the formation of communities. The power struggles also 

impacted gender roles and class patterns. In the stories, displacements very often occur in the 

context of shifts in gender, class, ethnic, and national identifications. Matild’s story of her three 

husbands, and her ascendance on the social ladder due to the state award, Mária’s nationalist 

poem, or Irén’s anecdotes of her wartime escapes from rape all speak about larger issues of 

gender, class and ethnicity.  

These anecdotes reflect different ways of defining belonging that women are engaged in 

while weaving their narratives. Looking back on these shifts and movements the three narrators 

have grasped them in temporal terms as points of rupture. Certain locations have marked certain 

time periods and thus produced complex mnemonic worlds exemplified by Arad in Mária (pre-

1920), Tito’s Yugoslavia in Matild (1945-1980), and wartime Transylvanian villages in Irén 

(1940-45). They all formulate these mnemonic worlds in the narratives as ideals through 

extensive, detailed narration. In these individual histories historical periods always appear in 

relation to one another measured against the idealized world, i.e. time period. The narrators 

relate everything else to these ideal worlds, thus, producing practices of affective periodization.  

We have seen in the analysis that all three accounts exhibit conventions of story telling, 

which include making use of different narrative genres (poetry, folk tale, legends, the picaresque, 

the New Testament), figurative language as well as the sequencing of life events. The way 

Mária, Matild and Irén have constructed their stories movement does not only appear as a theme, 
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but it emerges as a story-telling device. It has served each of the three narrators to provide a 

thread, onto which they could string all the disparate memories of their life events. In their 

stories, thus, parallel to the protagonists’ vectored or circular movements, the story has ‘moved 

on’ as well. Stops and movements, formulating ruptures and continuities, have ensured the 

narratives’ flow, rhythm and coherence. 

The “borderlands” or border regions where my informants speak are margins or peripheries 

of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire, which are considered and represented as sites of 

uncontainable instability by Western as well as Hungarian historical scholarship.
243

 For these 

women, informal ties with friends, family members, loved ones and acquaintances often defined 

the scope of movement among hardships in peace-time, and in the life-threatening times of war 

and conflict. These informal ties appear as an important element in all three accounts. The stories 

blur the boundaries between the notion of center and periphery in their emphasis of informal ties 

and intricate web of support networks that link subjects. These ties and networks are often 

circumscribed beyond the usually pinpointed categories of difference in the region such as 

nationality, or ethnicity or religious affiliation. Women’s narratives actually speak to the 

arbitrariness and fluidity of categories of differentiating us and them and the strategic momentary 

alliances (e.g. Irén’s multiethnic crowd in the shelter, Matild’s husbands). These links cut across 

various geographical regions, and the movements among them give a more nuanced map of these 

localities and the consequences it has on the sense of home and away: home itself inherently 

containing away. The three stories all talk about such networks and ties, especially the stories of 

Matild and Irén. They stress the strategic sense of creating these links and forming these 

informal alliances that have helped them to survive.  

Mária’s, Matild’s and Irén’s stories of movement and their formulation of a variety of 

belongings illustrate how diverse individuals’ identifications are and how those produce different 

stories of the past. In these versions, neither the nation nor the state are structuring elements of 

the narratives: the interviewees use their bodies, their skills and work experience to rely on when 

telling their stories. Mária has relied on her body and series of health problems to help her 

construct a meaningful narrative. Matild, although in her discourse argued for Tito’s state 

socialism and the Yugoslav Federation, her life anecdotes do not take that state formation as 

their point of reference. Irén moves in a transnational terrain and the restriction of borders end 

                                                            
243 See for example the volume Clemens Ruthner, Diana Reynolds, Ursula Reber and Raymond Detrez et.al. The 

Political, Social and Cultural Impact of the Austro-Hungarian Occupation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, 1878-1918, 

(New York: Peter Lang, 2008); see also Bruce McClelland, Slayers and Their Vampires. A Cultural History of 

Killing the Dead, (Univesity of Michigan Press, 2006), 1-91. 
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her narrative altogether. The way the three narrators talk about ethnicity and difference is 

through informal, interpersonal ties and networks of people. They articulate the movement of 

characters which focuses on the relational aspects of the past, not the confinement of the nation 

or any state-formation they have lived in. The three different versions of narrating the past 

analyzed above stand to show nation as an unstable entity, one frame of many that seems 

insufficient to provide a fixed frame for the oral accounts I have analyzed above.  
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Chapter 6 

 

 

Narratives of Socialism I: Collectivizations and Progress 

 

 

Introduction 

 

There are differences in the way narrators told me their memories of their lives during 

socialism. Among the collected interviews, I came across three distinct ways in which narrators 

inserted the four-decade-long era, and the memories related to it, into the flow of their life 

stories. One type constructed a narrative where socialism was a period of constant progress and a 

time and space for individual betterment. Another type constructed a narrative where socialism 

was a period of stagnation, an ahistorical and timeless point of historical rupture. The third type 

is where socialism gets told in terms of unchanging ethnic tensions and thus inserts the period 

into a history of continuous ethnic tension and discrimination. Regardless of how different these 

narratives of socalism are, all of them talk about the early phase of socialism and the 

collectivizations in scematic ways, employing images of the party state and interactions with 

forces of authority. Since state socialism is the period all narrators spent much of their adult 

working lives in, memories of socialism are very important in the way these women interpret and 

narrativize continuities and rupture points in their own lives. It is important in the sense that 

looking back on it in the 2000s, crafting these stories is a key device to make this life phase, and 

the context in which it was lived, valid and meaningful for themselves. The following three 

chapters – Chapters 6, 7 and 8— will discuss these three distinct narrative types of socialism 

separately. I discuss them separately because they do not co-exist within the same life story.  

In this chapter, I discuss memories of socialism in two separate subsections. In the first 

half of the chapter (6.1.), I will discuss the rather schematic collectivization narratives that put 

the late 1940s and early 1950s into storied forms. All thirty interviews craft similar narratives 

and, in this section, I quote from all thirty. These stories narrate early socialism through the 

employment of different images of the party state and their interaction with local people through 

policing and disciplining and through the cultural images of the kulak and the informer. In the 

second half of the chapter (6.2.), I will analyze stories of gradual improvement in the later phases 

of state socialism (1960s until the late 1980s). While all thirty narratives talk about the 
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collectivizations in terms of hardships, only thirteen out of thirty life narratives craft stories of 

socialism in terms of betterment: one from Romania, five from Serbia and seven from Hungary. 

What connects the thirteen stories is that interviewed women talk about their strength, endurance 

and hard work in surviving all their changing circumstances and making improvements to their 

families’ lives. I look at the ways in which narrators put together their anecdotes, employ 

characters and figurative language, and make use of cultural images in order to form coherent 

progress stories of socialism. These stories carry the argument that although socialism started out 

as a flawed, unjust politico-economic system, it was a mixture of good and bad and it got better 

as years went by. It is through crafting these retrospective stories from specific building blocks 

that narrating women form political arguments and exercise political agency. The narrators make 

all their memories part of the assessment of communism as something that gradually improved 

over the four decades. The two main questions I investigate are (1.) how do women fuse public 

narratives and private histories; where do they make use of public cultural tropes; and where do 

they divert from it in constructing the collectivization narratives and narratives of progress? (2.) 

How is continuity and change constructed by the narrators?  

In this chapter, I will discuss accounts that relate stories of surviving hardships and 

making a living to provide for the family unit. In these stories, reminiscing women, while talking 

about their different encounters, construct multiple images of the state and society and how the 

two relate. In these anecdotes, narrators construct the state in different ways (concrete and vague, 

personal and impersonal, about money and about police) and that diversity can best be 

understood with a concept that sees state-society relationships as something that results from 

multiple encounters of different kinds. The socialist party state here appears as an effect, an 

aggregate of forces, an “effect of practices” (Mitchell 1991). Citizenship will, thus, figure as an 

effect of many different encounters that can be used to describe the way women remember their 

relationship to the party state and not as a metaphor that is exclusively applicable for Western 

democracies. 

 

6.1. Collectivization Narratives 

 

This section deals with images of the state, images of the collective, and women's group 

experiences within these collectives. Within this section, I deal with four different formulations 

of the early communist state including the figure of the informer; the category of the kulak as a 
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symbolic community; and the women's memories of work collectives.  All of these constitute the 

vital elements of the collectivization period of early socialism and women express them in 

narrative forms that are schematic and that draw from culturally available imagery. Accounts 

that I call collectivization narratives mark the beginning of the socialism-narratives. Structurally, 

socialism, just like the previous two periods, is not a coherent life-chapter in any narrative. 

Similar to the interwar-era or second-world-war narratives, accounts of socialism are also more 

like trains of thought that often come to be expressed in a “cyclical” manner.244 All thirty 

interviewees talk about it, and I read them as transition narratives. The collectivization narratives 

usually address the period of early socialism, otherwise termed as Stalinism or classical 

socialism in historical accounts. Interviewed women term it as either “under the communists”, 

“the kulak years”, or “under the collective”. The last designation is mostly used in accounts from 

Transylvania and Vojvodina and point to the fact that there the interviewees tend to think of 

these years through the loss of family property. Through the usage of the second designation, the 

figure of the kulak stands for the whole period of collectivizations. Being its most memorable or 

emblematic attribute, it is a designation which introduces a different logic for marking out 

socialist time and is used in rural areas of all three countries:  

…and then these kulak years came, well, those were very sad times –now to start 

communism— back then, I remember that better because my grandfather was a teacher and 

they had some land, they had worked and were keen to buy land, and they were made to be 

kulaks in ’53, I think around that time, because that was when these “nice” times, “nice” 

[she utters it in a pejorative sense] days were here, I think in ’53 poor things were made 

kulaks. (Amadil RO, Appendix 3, 50.a/b.) 

 

Abrupt economic and political changes marked the transition period of 1945 to 1949 in all three 

nation states, to which individual memories testify. Life in urban as well as rural areas saw large-

scale alterations, including reconfigurations of social and economic relations after the 1944 

deportations and again as a consequence of the 1947 Paris peace treaty. The national borders 

                                                            
244 The alternation of episodes from earlier and later times, pre-socialist-socialist and post-socialist eras, besides 

creating a vibrating movement in the narrative “draws attention to the vital interaction of past and present and 

allows a circling back over material that enables repetition with revision”. The difference between these earlier 

and later episodes provides a “measure of change, of a present transformed by remembering.” Gayle Greene, 

“Feminist Fiction and the Uses of Memory”, in Signs, vol. 16, no. 2 (winter 1991), 290-321, 307. The basic idea 

of how the cyclical narrative exposes the dynamics of how past and present interacts comes form Paul Ricoeur 

who talks about the fact that such narratives have an impact on the reading practice: "By reading the end into the 

beginning and the beginning into the end, we learn to read time backward (...) In this way, the plot does not 

merely establish human action 'in' time, it also establishes it in memory. And memory in turn repeats-re-collects-

the course of events." See Paul Ricoeur, “Narrative Time,” in W. J. T. Mitchell ed., On Narrative, (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1981), 165-186, esp. 179. 
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were redrawn and, thus, the ethnic composition of the region was also reshaped once again. Post-

war reconstructions in all three countries were conducted in the atmosphere of retributions of 

Nazi collaborators, Soviet supervision, the presence of the troops, interethnic conflicts amidst 

extreme poverty, the shortage of goods, the mourning of lost friends and family members, and 

growing political agitation. Changes of landownership, a heavy industrialization process of 

formerly agricultural regions, and migrations of rural populations into urbanizing centers 

resulted in changing structures and social stratification patterns as well as massive shifts of 

power relations on local as well as national levels. All these developments implied a radical shift 

in the relation between subjects and the state of a thus far unprecedented kind.245 The excerpt by 

Júlia (HU) exemplifies well the stories of this period which capture historical rupture in terms of 

loss, poverty, coercion and violence: 

J.Sz.: Well, in 1947 the first child came and then it was difficult. The requisitions and 

poverty came. 3-4 people came from Budapest to organise us [into the collective], they 

came in, sat down where we usually sit, it was a corner-bench, and above it pictures of 

saints, and those who came were communists and said, “What do you need those saints 

for?” But my mother-in-law easily defended herself, “Because none of them ask for 

bread!” That’s how it was. They promised that everyone who joins, would get 1 “hold” 

[1 katasztrális hold = 1600 négyszögöl 0,5760 ha=5760 m
2 

] of croft [land for own use]. 

And then I told them “they are holding out a carrot with us”. S/he said, “I promise you 

that by ’70 it will not be like this, by then we’ll have experimented where to grow what. 

For example, you are lucky because you get to grow a cultivated plant, that you live in an 

onion cropping area but then it will be that people will commute 30 kms to work because 

there will be regions growing only wheat, other regions growing only corm and because of 

this we were lucky to be able to stay in the village”. But then who believed that the plan 

that they make this happen by ’70, that the state decides,  would just not work out, well, 

perhaps in the EU now, it will be like this anyways. 

I.A.: Did you join in the end after the agitation? 

J.Sz.: We didn’t have a choice, we gave the carts, the tools, the land. At mom’s there 

remained an old horse, called “Remény” [Hope], no one could start him [laughing] he 

would only scrape, scrape the ground. But in those first years we used to go out to with our 

own horse to harrow and everything, even the women. I don’t know if they paid us [she 

whisks with her hand], they took everything in, and then we enrolled, there came the pile 

of onions, we had to do two lengths of onions. They paid after each work-unit. (Júlia HU, 

Appendix 3, 51.a/b.) 

 

The collectivization narratives establish the abrupt changes as rupture, especially when they talk 

about personal experiences of how their family suffered by losing their land and possessions. 

                                                            
245 For a more detailed analysis see for example Mark Pittaway, Eastern Europe 1939-2000, (London: Arnold, 

2004) or my work on the politicized relationship of the regime and society by looking at the very specific case of 

Stalinist rhetoric of work in general and ideals of socialist citizenship. See Izabella Agárdi, “Socialist Work on 

Exhibit. Visualizing the Political at the 1948 Budapest International Fair,” in Yannis Yannitsiotis, Dimitra 

Lambropoulou and Carla Salvaterra eds., Rhetorics of Work, (Pisa: The University of Pisa Press, 2008), 1-28. 
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Narrators describe their world – their living and working environment – as starkly different from 

what their parents had experienced before the Second World War. 

 

 

6.1.1. Images of the State  

 

In all thirty life stories I have collected, it is a commonly recurring theme in the narratives 

to link the hardships suffered by collectivizations to violence and deaths – of family members 

and acquaintances. Remarking on the death or suicide of relatives or acquaintances, who had 

fallen victim to political violence or were psychologically unable to handle new conditions 

imposed by a new regime, is a recurrent theme in collectivization narratives.
246

 Deaths serve to 

illustrate an unjust or irrational political system. They are the ultimate markers of historical 

rupture in these narratives. Suicide, for example, crops up in Jolán’s narrative where she says her 

father took his own life “because he could not endure” the loss of his small patch of land he had 

worked on for years. The early communist state in such accounts takes the form of a coercive 

agent who is unfairly greedy. Against a society that suffers a continuous shortage of goods, 

starvation, ration system and poor living conditions, the state appears as unfair – not only in 

taking away the property of the rich (something that the party rhetoric so loudly propagated) but 

also of the poor, who were thus made even poorer.  Narrators frequently emphasize how much 

their families had worked for the little that was then taken away. The state under Stalinism, 

consequently, often appears as punisher and one that only takes and does not provide. Such an 

image stands in stark contrast to images of the state of later decades where, in some accounts, the 

state becomes formulated as a provider. 

The state of early socialism appears also as a hypocrite state, which, by keeping up false 

pretences, exercises coercion in disguise. “It”/”They” make(s) the confiscation of land and 

belongings (tools, livestock) seem consented to. Strategies that interviewees mention to have 

been used by the early communist states to convince people to join the agricultural collectives 

include bribery (threatening the child of losing their job if the parent does not join) which caused 

intergenerational conflict. Other strategies remarked on seem to have been more outright, though 

equally secretive, and included institutionally sanctioned torture, corporeal punishment and 

                                                            
246 Similar phenomenon is shown for the collectivization period in the Soviet Union in Kenneth Martin Pinnow, 

Lost to the Collective: Suicide and the Promise of Soviet Socialism, 1921-1929, (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 2010). 
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murder, as well as the systematic economical disabling of landowners. Narratives provide 

personifications of the state (more concrete than “they”), with phrases like “cadres” (understood 

as party secretary), and the People’s Council (Néptanács) serving as the local institution 

sanctifying and overseeing the coercion of people into agricultural collectives and taking away 

their belongings.   

 

A.D.E.: But these who… who were moved… evicted, I mean, these were landholders of 

bigger estates, greater men, they had bigger lands. Well, there were villages also where 

with 10 hectares of land, they were evicted. It depended on what were the managing 

authorities like. 

I.A.: Is that so? 

A.D.E.: Because there were places, where they were understanding, and well, he was 

from my village, so they took care of him, didn’t evict him. But it happened that they 

did evict, just like that. And I know form one village that in Szentháromság, there was 

this, I don’t know how much land he may have had, he had a mansion, quite a big mansion 

there in Szentháromság, and it’s for sure they took him out and shot him somewhere in the 

fields. So there were things like this. Our neighbor also.. Now this I remember again, 

unfortunately we (laughing), how much my poor mother and father feared, the curtains 

were drawn, they darkened even those little windows with the curtain, because in the 

villages there weren’t these big windows, only much smaller, and we were peeking out at 

night when we heard – because in the villages where would cars go? There were hardly 

any cars – only the Securitate’s car could be coming. Now, and at night it was 

murmuring along because they would always come at night in the village, and then in the 

morning we learned who they evicted. Well, it also happened next door to us, I don’t even 

know, I think they didn’t have more than 10 hectars of land, but, well, they had a big 

garden, quite a big house and they wanted to form the agricultural collective because 

somewhere they had to have the offices. And, just imagine, one evening they arrived and 

just as they were in the bed, get up and go. When they wanted to take something along 

with themselves, some food or something... they didn’t allow anything. They put them into 

the car and took them away. And then they got back sometime later. 

I.A.: And so... who were the people who became party secretaries and party-people 

who did these things? [who are ‘they?] People from the village, villagers too? 

D.E.A.: Well, in the village those were village-people, poor who had nothing. In most 

places they were without any possessions. Or, there were these so-called turncoats, 

traitors, who could change sides quickly, they had some land, let’s say, and he shifted 

sides , and then they were pressuring, dividing the richer people as much as they 

could so that they would get higher. For a while. Then a lot of these were uncovered 

and then they put them down. So, this changed a lot. Just like in Russia. Stalin also 

did the same: even his best friends... he put away even his best friends eventually.  

(Amadil RO, Appendix 3, 52.a/b.) 

  

 

Although Amadil does not use the exact word ‘state’, it is exactly what she talks about. This 

excerpt conveys a certain differentiation in the extent to which the state exercised its coercive 

power over members of local communities. The treatment of the villagers, Amadil says, differed 
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among places and largely depended on the local leadership. Although it is true (in her view) that 

it was a vertical, one-dimensional, top-down exercise of power, which could only be resisted by 

the locals through becoming double-dealers, “turncoats”, and “traitors,” we can find no 

monolithic view of the state in her description. This testifies to the assumption that centralized 

decisions could be overturned and acts of carrying out those decisions were not consistent and 

universal but configured according to local specificities.247 But the issue of who had the power to 

overturn centralized decisions, and who was locally responsible, is evaded by Amadil: in her 

imagery, it is almost as if a systematic overarching, centralized, and controlling structure is 

missing. Consequently, her narrative attributes the different experiences people ended up having 

to mostly unseen forces such as chance, luck, connections, or the benevolence or ruthlessness of 

local government officials (cadres). This perceived unpredictability and inconsistency created 

feelings of enormous insecurity, anxiety and fear, and the state was thus constructed as 

unreliable, inconsistent in its dealings, and irrational in its uses and abuses of power. The only 

reliable or predictable element that gets voiced in the story – and in many such stories by other 

interviewees as well248— is the time of day and the black car which signaled the presence of state 

officials, the objects of locals’ fear. The image of the black car has, by now, become a vital 

element of cultural representations of the collectivizations, an iconic image that stands for the 

omnipresence of state terror. Such phrases in the memories, their recurrent pattern shows, are 

culturally available ways, metaphors that help to express memories of the period and fear and 

terror as accompanying emotions.249 

Amadil’s anecdote, just like so many other such stories, ultimately addresses power and 

how difficult it is for reminiscing women to grasp its distribution among actors. My questions 

about who “they” were, if “they” means villagers as well, remained largely unanswered. The 

party secretaries are, in Amadil’s and many other accounts, un-nameable, which may have a lot 

to do with a reluctance to point to any particular person that was, or still is, well-known in the 

close community where a particular interviewee is from. It may also be a taboo topic that reflects 

a form of “post-socialist guilt”.250 Or it may reflect the elusiveness of the category itself, i.e. of 

party-affiliates. It is difficult to say, but all of these are plausible explanations. Amadil captures 

                                                            
247 I rely on Gail Hershatter’s formulation of “local socialisms” here, which implies the versatility and 

unevenness of practices of centralized state power and the local specificities of implementing policies across the 

former bloc. See Hershatter 2004. 
248 See next section by Margit (RO). 
249 See more on this in 6.1.2. 
250 I am borrowing the concept of ‘guilt’ from Homi Bhabha who used it to refer to postcolonial guilt in a very 

similar sense: meaning the sense of guilt about the colonized having collaborated with the imperial regimes. See 

Bhabha 1992. 
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the difference between agents of the regime, and those upon which power is exercised upon, by 

drawing a distinction between “the villagers” (“poor people” who “had nothing”) and party 

secretaries. Her account indicates that villagers, i.e. people she knew, had nothing to do with the 

regime and its cruelties. So the question, about who the party secretaries were, receives no 

answer at this level but only establishes a binary between trustworthy locals and others from 

elsewhere. The image of “turncoats”, the opportunists who could change sides (“who had some 

land and wanted to climb the social ladder by putting down the rich”), is a very prominent trope 

to address complicity and is part of a larger transnational discourse on collaboration and 

complicity with the ruling elite of socialism.
251

 Amadil emphasizes the role of these turncoats, 

who compromised with the regime for financial gains. This was, however, in her view, 

sometimes only temporary; if unveiled, he too “was put down”.  She draws a parallel between 

these opportunist party people and Stalin, who “put even his best friends away” – which is a 

direct reference to her awareness of the imperialism of the Soviet Union and its Stalinist 

totalitarianism. Her conclusion, that the exercise of power changed a lot during those years, is 

equally vague and does not settle on a fixed, generalizable image of state/society interactions as 

atrocities of one kind. Overall, her memories of these early “kulak years” are, thus, rather hazy 

and her story makes use of available conventional linguistic tools to talk about these experiences 

– some of them are her own, some of them are those of her micro-community, some of them are 

even more general. The dividing lines among these different levels of experiences – the personal, 

the communal, and the general — are also difficult to pinpoint because of the mingling of stories 

and linguistic/narrative tools of expression at her disposal.   

 The second anecdote is by Margit (RO) who evokes the image of a coercive state force 

and the brutality of political violence by using schematic phrases such as “the cellar”, “party 

secretary”, “black car”, the generic pronoun “they” and a local legendary tale of a man who was 

magically murdered twice. 

A.I.: And the Party here? Wasn’t it so...? 

G.M.: Oh, the Party... the forced us what to sow in the fields. And me.. I don’t know how 

much garlic... and once they called me in with my father-in-law, they called us in and put 

us in the cellar, so, one had to say as they said... because if not, then we went elsewhere 

too, so we went to the cellar. And one time the party secretary tells me, “You,” he begins, 

                                                            
251This often took the form of “social schizophrenia”, “doubling” or “duplicity”, i.e. overt complicity but inner 

resistance. See Iván Szelényi, Urban Inequalities under State Socialism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1983); Horváth Ágnes and Szakolczai Árpád, The Dissolution of Communist Power: The Case of Hungary, 

(New York: Routledge, 1992); Katherine Verdery, “What was Socialism and What Comes Next? (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1996); Klingman, The Politics of Duplicity: Controlling Reproduction in 

Ceausescu’s Romania, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998). 
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“You with father-in-law!” And I say, “who should we milk, my father-in-law or me?” 

Well, I was joking too and he then got angry because I was joking with him. He says, 

“Both!” (laughing) And then when my husband came home [from the labour camp] then he 

went to the cellar for a whole year. We worked during the day and in the evening he went 

to the cellar. Until he was to sign the paper. Because not only my husband, those who 

didn’t sign the paper after the first notice (...) My husband signed it very late. He didn’t 

want to give up the land. But there was no other way. And then I told him, “why don’t 

you,” I say, “you sacrifice your night,” I say, “the end will be the same anyway, there’s no 

way out”. Because with the Russians it went according to plan, but with us, they had 

already had experience, with us it went faster. I mean, in Romania, as the Russians came 

in, it went faster. In Russia they had already proved what they could achieve. But then, 

they didn’t torment the kulaks that much. But, for example, in our village they hanged an 

old man at night, he had a horse cart and he asked, “Shall I hitch the horses, where are we 

going? And they said it would not be necessary. As soon as they went out the door, they 

knocked his teeth out. They took him through the village and outside the village they cut 

off his genitals and there they beat him to death. And there they buried him into the creek. 

Because no one was supposed to know. Here in Kál there was no such thing. That they 

took one to the “Danube-delta” [mouth of Danube] some were from here too -more 

families, or heads of families- at the “Danube-delta” but no they took no lives in Kál. But 

there was Udvarfal, Nyárádszereda.. In Kerék, they “took care of” more, at home, like 

that”.  

I.A.:  And who were these? The.. Securitate? 

M.G.: Secu.. the ones with the black car. That is how they said it back then... I’m sure 

you heard about them. It was a black car. When the black car came everybody was alert 

because trouble was there. There were people for that. (Margit RO, Appendix 3, 53.a/b.) 

      

 

In Margit’s account, the cellar is the place in the basement of the building of the Council where 

the interrogations happened, where local representatives of the new state authorities persistently 

called in propertied individuals from the village to make them join the agricultural collective by 

giving up their lands and tools. She, similarly to most other accounts, uses vague references to 

refer to state authorities, which do not provide the audience/reader with a sense of who the actual 

subjects of threat, i.e. the interrogators, were. Narrators use expressions such as “the party” or 

“party secretary” figure as umbrella-categories to speak of agents of collaboration. However, 

similar to most other accounts, the pronoun “they” is used as a linguistic device of constructing 

the ones “we” were against. “They” in this very same account, however, could refer to multiple 

groups of people: the local branch of the party or the people who were present in “the cellar” 

every evening conducting the actual persuasive measures, neither of which are elaborated upon. 

Further on, the account changes the subject to “he”, referring to one particular party secretary, 

who is mentioned to exemplify the seriousness of the situation, and the fact that the narrator 

mentions her joking tone which, being received with anger, testifies to the formality of those 

measures and the perceived coercive authority of those in power. “He” thus also stands for the 
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larger phenomenon of state power. Further on, the narrator, Margit, widens the scope and the 

next “they” refers to yet again something else, a larger power structure.  

She talks about how the collectivization process had already been tried in “Russia” and 

by the time the project started in Romania, it had already become routinized. There it went more 

smoothly and faster, because “they had already shown what they were capable of achieving”. 

This “they” is thus even more general and also has an international connotation of not solely 

referring to the translocal (nation)state but to the imperialism of Soviet-type socialist 

organization. Changing yet again the focus back onto the local community, she tells the story of 

the old man and uses “they” to again refer to the local executors of state power. To the question 

of who these party people were, if they were officers of the Securitate or not, she evokes the 

metaphorical image of the black car to illustrate the phenomenon, using a well-known image that 

I (her audience) may be familiar with. The image of the black car as an odd, out-of-place intruder 

in the village community comes to stand for the whole regime of terror and its abuses of power. 

Displacement from actual people, to the more general pronoun of “they” and the inanimate 

“car”, testifies to the vagueness and inarticulatability of the state. The formulation, “there were 

people for that” does not make the narration any more concrete either. The car, just like the 

cellar, is an image of spaces through which the unknown, the unspeakable (creating a sense that 

no one actually knew what happened) is spoken of by interviewees in all three countries. 

Through these images, however, it is not the events per se that are told but it is more the effect of 

fear and grim darkness that they induce. These images have become the ways to talk about those 

experiences that people – from every spectrum of society — may have had either first-hand or 

had heard about from others. They are also the modes through which many post-socialist 

memoirs, films, documentaries and fictional accounts grasp collectivizations of the early 

1950s.252  

In her story Margit saw it inevitable that the agreement between her and her husband to 

give up the family land would be signed. She says that she saw and accepted it, as something that 

James Scott might call “a natural given”.253 Referring to the mechanism of Soviet-type imperial 

                                                            
252 Let me mention just one, which the interviewees are certainly familiar with. The most popular filmic 

representation of early communism that has been aired on Hungarian cable TV, which my interviewees in 

Romania and Serbia watch regularly, several times since the transitions is the film satire The Witness, (a.k.a. 

Without a Trace) made in 1969 by Bacsó Péter. The movie, although initially was allowed by the authorities, 

was banned from release for about ten years. After its release, it became a cult film overnight. Although there 

has been a sequel to it Megint Tanú (Witness Again), made in 1994, it has never acquired such popularity as the 

first one.   
253 James Scott, Weapons of the Weak, Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance, (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 1985). 
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hegemony, Margit thinks that “there was no way out” because, in Romania, just like elsewhere 

in the bloc, the Soviet pattern was to be followed. Her reasoning is that since “they had already 

proved what they could achieve” in the Soviet Union – collectivization was already tried there — 

in Romania everything went more quickly and kulaks were not tortured that much. This claim 

she immediately counters with a story of a brutal treatment of an old man who, in the narrative 

tradition of anecdotes found in magical realist novels, was killed twice: first by hanging and 

secondly by being beaten to death after his teeth had been knocked out and his penis had been 

stuck into his mouth. But because no one was supposed to know that he was murdered, he was 

buried into a creek. This is an anecdote that creates the effect of a competition to list the most 

brutal cruelties that, in contemporary collective imagination, were ‘communist crimes’. And the 

fact that it is dialogized (whereas it was supposed to be a secret, which “no one was supposed to 

know about”) exposes only further its narrative nature, and the fact that it is closer to a legend of 

a man who died twice than an account of what truly happened.  

The account emphasizes that the number and the manner of coercion was locally specific; 

it differed village by village (the above incident happened in Vadad), but Margit does not know 

about any incidents to have happened in “Kál” (Székelykál), the village she lives in. She recalls 

that other villages such as Udvarfal, Nyárádszereda and Kerék saw quite a few murders of such a 

nature committed in the private sphere of people’s own homes. In those places, I presume, the 

state is remembered by people as a coercive authority that intruded into people’s private life-

spaces to speed up radical transformations. We can see an oscillation between the macro and the 

localized perspective that inform Margit’s memories whereby she sees the abuses of power by 

“them” to have been a general phenomenon that happened to us. Nevertheless, she does express 

an inclination to account for local differences – village by village— in the way the relationship 

between “us and them” was acted out. In much the same vein, in her memories, the state’s 

transforming of the social sphere was done through an attempt to annihilate the concept of the 

private so that all spheres of existence were pervaded by the public.  This mechanism worked 

similarly on the national level (through Sovietization) as an effect of imperialism, and on the 

micro-level of people’s homes. Her narrative oscillates between these two levels, the private 

experience and the general, while forging the vague image of an omnipresent state. In order to 

transmit this image to me, she uses well-known images and a genre that mobilizes not only 

realism but a pinch of magic – as if expression of such memories were beyond what realism can 

offer. 
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In the third account by Erzsébet (RO), the state figures in a personified and ethnicized 

form. The narrator renders two instances that are slightly contradictory. In two anecdotal 

instances, she attributes state power to two people. Both characters have names which, by 

personifying authority, create an effect of an immediate, individual form of oppression born out 

of personal greed. Put in this form, state-power appears dispersed among individuals, and not as 

something all-encompassing, systemic and monolithic in its control of the masses, as in the 

previously mentioned accounts. First, Erzsébet tells the story of a profiteering nun who turned 

the collective property of the orphanage Erzsébet (who herself had been a novice) used to work 

in, into her own private property thus taking advantage of collectivizations. The profiteering nun 

became Erzsébet’s superior and the head of the orphanage after the “mother superior” had been 

taken away by the secret service. The new head-nurse however, in Erzsébet’s account, 

confiscated and privatized what in Erzsébet’s view belonged to the orphans. By emphasizing that 

the state did not take everything, only the real estate i.e. “the land and the house,” and the whole 

set of collective property of the orphanage was confiscated by this odd villain-in-disguise. 

Erzsébet makes a counterargument to all other accounts that talk about the state as whole entity 

being coercive, unfair, greedy and hypocritical.  

In this story, it is she, the greedy nun, that is the villain not the state or “the communists” 

because she is seen to have profited from the collectivizations by taking the silverware, the 

furniture and the orphan’s possessions and clothes. The narrator regrets not having intervened 

and puts it down to her young age, assumed incompetence, and naiveté: “as if I was dis-

educated… to be silent, to endure for Jesus (…) I told her officially, and I tell you she told me 

what did I know, the organization will be re-established and those things will be needed”. One 

could speculate that the narrative may cover a feeling of guilt for collaborating with the sinful 

woman by being silent and, through her, the regime. That is, however, not what I found most 

intriguing. More striking is that the account shows that the complicity of the clergy is now a 

possible story to tell, after nearly two decades since the 1989 transitions.254 The fact that in 

Erzsébet’s story, the early Stalinist state is not represented as an all-encompassing evil force but 

that such a quality is attributed to one concrete person (instead of a vague “they” or a whole state 

                                                            
254 Immediately after the 1989 transitions, the all-pervasiveness of ’clerical resistance’ emerged as the dominant 

discourse when addressing the relationship of the Church and the early socialist party state. See for example 

Saád 2004 and Bögre 2006. The discourse was one element that contributed to the project of re-instating the 

political and socio-economical status of Catholicism and its institutions and became a possible premise of ethnic 

identity-struggles as well (e.g reclaiming the freedom of religious practice and former Church-estates – these in 

many of my Transylvanian informants’ views were sites where Hungarian (=Catholic) identity politics were 

fought.  
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apparatus) is also striking. In her other story about what happened to the “mother superior” who 

had been taken away, the cruelty of the state gets further emphasized and framed in a personified 

form: 

 

They took them to a cellar, there was hey, nothing else, for example there was a bourgeois 

girl (úrilány) whose nightgown had already been torn off, and mother superior gave her 

that upper shawl, to wrap around herself so as not to be naked. And then, just imagine, they 

didn’t get anything for menstruation, nothing for defecation, nothing for urination, nothing, 

everything in that cellar, in that stench... she said it would not have been, if they had 

beaten them, or starved them or something, but this, this was such a tragedy, that it is 

despicable. That you in your own dirt, menstruation.. no stuff for menstruation, I tell you, 

in their own defecation, and urine and everything they had to stay. She said it was such a 

catastrophe, it’s not good to talk about it because one even looses one’s faith (...) I don’t 

know why Svájci Laci [the local chief of securitate] did all this, that he had mother 

superior taken away, I think to get her torn this way. Because it was a big problem what we 

should be... orthodox, or to stay Roman [Catholics]  or what shall be, as to the Church 

also.. but.. of course Svájci Laci wasn’t orthodox, he was Jewish and then he knew with 

whom to keep, where to lean.. It happened that they called me in, 12 of them were sitting at 

one table, and they asked me everything back and forth inside out and of course I knew 

everything. (Erzsébet RO? Appendix 3, 54.a/b.) 

  

 

Similar to other accounts from Transylvania (e.g. Margit, Amadil), the cellar comes up in 

Erzsébet’s account as well, as a space of abuse described as “despicable”. The means of coercion 

here is keeping women in their own dirt and naked, depriving them of their gender-specific 

needs (menstruation “stuff”) and also their human dignity. Here, after the two “theys”, Erzsébet 

mentions the name of the chief officer of the local branch of the Romanian secret service 

(Securitate) and she refers to him as someone well-known in that specific local context (Laci is 

his nickname). Laci was responsible for cruel treatments of nuns and girls in their prison. Calling 

him by his nickname suggests that Erzsébet must have known him and perhaps regarded him 

inferior, despite the powerful position he was in. The state has a personification, and a name, a 

nickname, and she attaches her anti-Semitic sentiments to this character.  

Through the figure of a local person, the state does not appear as an abstract entity of 

control but a more concrete, embodied figure of authority. Due to this concrete embodied-ness, 

the irrationality of the state that is rather tangible in other accounts also changes into a kind of 

opportunistic rationality, even if it is condemnable. Individual agents of the state thus are held to 

be much more like rational actors or rational political subjects than the abstract, invisible 

political entity understood as state, whose coercive acts and aims are perceived irrational and, 

therefore, vague and even more threatening (as expressed above in Amadil’s account). Erzsébet, 
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however, does not repeat Paula’s discourse above, where rationality equals not being subjected 

to the ideological enslavement of communism but more generally conveys a sense of rationality 

underlying political agency irrespective of what one’s ideological stance is. For Erzsébet, the 

state may be made up of people that are equally rational and seek personal advancement. Having 

said that, what Erzsébet’s memories convey towards Svájci Laci and his cruelty towards the 

women is, however, a certain moral as well as intellectual superiority, i.e. that she knew better 

than to collaborate with people like the local branch of the Securitate.   

The rationale that Erzsébet attributes to this specific incident of locking up the elderly 

mother superior from the Roman Catholic convent has direct links to specific politics of religion. 

She says that “it was a big problem what we should be... orthodox, or to stay Roman [Catholics] 

or what shall be, as to the Church also”. This quotation bears witness to the fact that religion, to a 

great extent, marks ethnicity, i.e. religion was and remains one significant site where ethnicity 

could be recognized. Today, it is one of the most important sites of marking ethnic difference in 

the region. Although religion, the practice of religion, was not supported in state socialist 

countries, to which the anecdotes also testify, still in Romania, Orthodoxy was to become the 

religious affiliation of the majority. Roman and Greek Catholic churches and monasteries were 

collectivized and returned to the Orthodox Church after 1989, causing dissatisfaction among 

members of those religious denominations. Interviewed women in Transylvania often refer to 

religious persecution as one form of expression of Romanian supremacy and nationalism during 

and after socialism. “But Svájci Laci wasn’t orthodox, he was Jewish, and so, he knew with 

whom to keep where to lean”, continues Erzsébet, herself following an explanation of a different 

kind. The discourse that she uses I call the “ethnicization” of socialism, of the socialist state.255 

By the term, I mean the discourse of washing together “Jewish” and the powerful and brutal 

communist party secretary who got his position by successfully maneuvering in the political 

sphere, by keeping good (i.e. useful) connections. Such a discursive equation of communist and 

Jewish is a recurrent element in narratives that are silent about the deportation of the Jews in 

1944. Svájci Laci’s character in Erzsébet’s account is the personification of the melting together 

of certain members of the local community and the state. This example clearly talks about the 

dual nature and dual mechanism of state power being centralized and, at the same time, 

localized. The account also stands as a good example of how the enactment of that power is 

remembered by some women to have been informed by dynamics other than solely communist 

ideals. Erzsébet’s story ventures into interpretations that go beyond individual opportunism for 

                                                            
255 This topic will receive further treatment in Chapter 8.1. (”The Legacy of Nazism...”). 
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economic and social advancement and argue that social differences under the early phase of 

communism have deep roots in ethnicity. Ethnicity, and the subtle ways in which it intertwined 

with religion and politics, figures as a major marker that grasps the dividing line between power 

and powerlessness. The discourse writes a narrative of early communism, where ethnicity was a 

major force behind the logic of the distribution of power. The image of the ethnicized state draws 

attention to the persistence of such logic in understanding historical processes in the region and 

their representation in an ahistorical disguise. 

The micro-sites of representing early Stalinization, thus, take shape in these 

collectivization narratives, which are complex but at the same time also show a tendency to be 

schematic and vague. Their building blocks include: poverty and loss; a changed attitude to 

property; death and fear, as a result of a perceived direct and indirect threat by the state to 

establish hegemonic status of the ruling elite (“the party”) and its dominant ideology. The 

collectivization narratives, through these different mnemonic images of the state, complicate the 

representation of state-society dynamics in early communist times. The image of the state of 

early socialism comes into existence by these very similar building blocs that employ similar 

narrative devices (“black car”, “cellar”, “they”, “party secretary”, legendary elements) to account 

for memories. Through these narrative devices, seen in Amadil, Margit and Erzsébet, a very 

specific dual image of an effect of a socialist party state comes to be formed.  It is, on the one 

hand, monolithic and a grand regime of terror, possessing a centrally located party-organ; the 

cradle of its power, however, is indefinable, and not singular, not universal, while its structure, 

which only comes about through its versatile practices, is vague. In women’s stories, what “they” 

means and who the dependents are, i.e. a society of socialist subjects/citizens/corporate groups, 

do not appear as clear-cut divisions. 

The interviewees I conducted do not dismiss but also reinforce the sense of a controlling 

and coercive socialist state. Also, in narratives describing the later phases of socialism, the sense 

of a “paternalistic” (Verdery) state standing above all occasionally surfaces. Those imaginations 

circumscribe a distinctive feature of state socialist regimes by constructing a state versus society 

dichotomy. Women’s accounts exhibit elements of this paradigm of thought, but not solely. The 

accounts oscillate constantly and the narrators, whose accounts I reviewed in this chapter, do not 

settle on one specific way to place themselves into or under one oppressive coherent macro-

structure with a clear-cut center. The stories, in this sense, exemplify what Akhil Gupta argues: 
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At the local level it becomes difficult to experience the state as an ontologically coherent 

entity: what one confronts instead is much more discrete and fragmentary – land record 

officials, village development workers, the Electricity Board, headmen, the police, and the 

Block Development Office. Yet (and it is this seemingly contradictory fact that we must 

always keep in mind) it is precisely through the practices of such local institutions that a 

translocal institution such as the state comes to be imagined.256  

  

 

Looking at re-organization of property and society, networks of surveillance in distant rural 

areas, and certain incidents with superiors and state authorities, such as those of collectivisation 

narratives, we might start thinking about the state as it is formulated and made itself felt and 

perceived (and now remembered) by the rural population as more like an effect that is “diffuse 

and ambiguously defined at its edges” (Mitchell 1991: 76). 

 

 

6.1.2. The Kulak and the Informer 

 

Narratives articulate the forging of a social-symbolic socialist community through 

figurations of two positions: the kulak and the informer. Both figurations become markers of 

relating to early socialist state power. Similar to the workings of the topoi of “German soldier” 

and “Russian soldier” in tales of the Second World War, the kulak and informer rubrics 

illuminate how oral history accounts aimed at expressing memories of early communism create 

patterns and construct a mnemonic community based on collective subject positions: “us kulaks” 

and “those informers”. They show how, in this context, the two are condensed images of relating 

to – and making statements on — experiences of socialism and its world by borrowing from the 

era’s rhetorical repertoire. They help to form politically legitimate stories of socialism, which 

then construct the narrator-characters as subjects who history proved right. In this sense, these 

two figurations are symptomatic of the nature of knowledge oral history produces about the 

present through the past and vice versa.257 Consequently, they bear tight connections to the 

politics of memory and how that informs the formation of streamlined historical narratives on 

socialism and post-socialism in the region.  

As memories are always individual as well as collective, these stories are individual 

accounts intertwined with strands of collective imaginations, i.e. they are individualized 

                                                            
256 Akhil Gupta, “Blurred Boundaries: The Discourse of Corruption, the Culture of Politics, and the Imagined 

State,” in American Ethnologist, vol. 22, no, 2, (May 1995), 375-402, 384.  
257 This argument also serves as a rationale why I regard oral history accounts as transparent renderings of past 

events problematic and locate this analysis outside of such histories.   



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 6 

225 

 

incarnations of public discourses. These discourses and available narrative genres, however, 

make them shared accounts reflecting and reinforcing this sense of a collective experience. The 

figurations of kulak and informer are two such crystallized forms that reflect aspects of 

collective experience and discourse about socialism by having become organic parts of 

anecdotes. There is, nonetheless, a particular sense of individual agency that runs through the 

stories while addressing the arranged communal aspects of socialist life; it needs to be 

recognized amidst narrative strategies used to make sense of and narrate collective experiences. 

One arena where interviewees formulate individual agency is in their distinct acts of resistance – 

such as resistance to sign the consent form to join the agricultural collective — and the 

expressions of one’s own rationale behind these acts. The narrative figurations of the kulak and 

the informer are elements of how the early phase of communism is remembered and schematized 

by the interviewed rural women in their collectivization narratives. Both recall categories that 

were constructed in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Their meanings changed a lot during the 

years of state socialism. They became labels and remained powerful subject positions after the 

1989 political transitions, which enabled individuals to position their experiences of early 

socialism and the collectivizations, however narrowed that space of relation was. Having once 

been a kulak in the early 1990s stood for those who had not compromised their moral values to 

integrate into the state socialist community, but rather those who had undertaken hardships to 

remain enemies of the party-state. This provided the basis for their publicly legitimated historical 

role after the 1989 transitions. An informer was labeled the opposite, as one who had sided with 

the regime during the decades of socialism. When I speak of a narrow space within which 

individuals positioned themselves, I mean this polarized discursive field that formed after 1989, 

in which there were only these two figurations available, and only one of which (the kulak) a 

politically legitimate subject position to openly occupy. 

These two are, thus, figurations in women’s accounts that signify relationships to the 

state as well as to the state socialist past. Both are condensed images, and through their patterned 

usage, tropes that serve as immediate tools for the interviewed subjects to talk about early-

socialist regimes in all three countries. Kulak is a concept that perhaps stood for its original 

meaning (middle-class landholders) only at the very beginning of the Stalinist era; by 1952, the 

official rhetoric stretched it from an economic designation to a political one (enemy of the state). 

In women’s accounts, it is a subject position which many narrators identify with. Almost all my 

interviewees fell under this category on account of their having had a piece of property or a patch 
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of land, as their parents had previously been peasants. Notably, they do not refer to it as a 

gendered category:  

 

And then came communism. We were kulaks. Do you know what is a kulak?... Well, we 

were kulaks, many times we didn’t even have anything to eat. We only had that one room, 

that front room, that’s what we had only. Nothing more. This whole thing we got with our 

hands’ work, everything. 

I.A.: And did you have to join the collective? 

M.G.: Yes. 

I.A.: Did you have to hand in the lands? 

M.G.: Everything! The collective took the lands, we had a horse, a coach, all the 

equipment, they took away everything. Well, they didn’t take it away, we gave them 

voluntarily... we had to give it. We had to sign the paper that we gave it. We were so poor. 

(Margit RO, Appendix 3, 55.a/b.) 

 

 

Stories formulate the phenomenon of de-kulakization, which meant both discrimination against 

citizens on the basis of wealth (land and possessions) accumulated in earlier periods and the 

particular acts of depriving those citizens of those possessions. In the collectivization narratives, 

collectivization, i.e. the relocation of private property into the hands of the state, lives on as a 

phenomenon that equals de-kulakization, a double move by the new political elite: constructing a 

category of scapegoat and doing away with it, at the same time. It stands for a category that went 

through an extreme stretch of meaning to refer to ‘state enemy’ that stands against the ideal of 

the socialist collective, of molding society into one homogeneous whole. Consequently, it is a 

category that in the stories connotes and includes everyone standing in the way of realizing the 

socialist idea(l)s of progress. By the time of the interviews (2005-2008), the concept has almost 

completely lost its economic content, and it only designated a political position, the enemy of the 

state, for the narrators. 

In the narratives, de-kulakization is a collective experience. Interviewees that touch upon the 

topic of collectivizations, often phrasing it as the coming of the collective, talk about how their 

own families or how other families were labeled as kulak. Note here the similarities with the 

periodization of the Second World War in Chapter 4 (“the Hungarians came” the “Russians 

came”); here “the collective came” is another periodical marker. The common usage of the 

expression itself reflects how the official political discourse of the Stalinist era, and its Soviet 

imperialist ideology, became implanted in the collective memory of former socialist 

communities. Before the 1950s, the word kulak had not been used in Hungarian. It was a 

loanword from Russian, which survived in common everyday discourse while other 
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denominators for landholding peasants simply disappeared from colloquial language usage 

altogether.258 Even though in the early 1950s it was a disgraceful position, well after the 

transitions, women I interviewed talk about it openly without any reservations. This reminds one 

of the issues of restitutions in the 1990s, which involved the possibility for individuals as well as 

institutions (e.g. the Churches) to reclaim land/property that they once owned, or any other land 

of the same size. Victims and widows of victims of persecutions by the socialist regime could 

also ask for indemnity (“kárpótlási jegyek”), as reparation for their sufferings. As a result, there 

was a wave of restitution requests; however, many of my interviewees report to have been either 

left out of such restitution or to have been discouraged by the fact that the land was not of direct 

practical value any more. By the 1990s – forty years later — the cultivation of land has become 

highly expensive and formerly dispossessed landholders, and their children, either lacked the 

means, strength, or the skills and knowledge necessary for cultivation. The kulak that used to be 

a shameful (“bourgeois”) label, signifying the collaborators of the previous, pre-war regimes 

became, with the open opposition to socialism possible after 1989, a potential subject position 

expressing distance from the previous regime. 

Kulakness appears in the narratives as a category that was constructed as enemies and 

outcasts of the newly established politico-economic system, which the state (and the social 

community as well) punished through generations. The label was inherited by the younger 

generations as well, impairing their chance of education, employment, and social advancement. 

As Amadil puts it, “For one year I dropped out of school because of the kulakness. Now it’s not 

important, of course, because then they didn’t take one, the kulak-child they didn’t take 

anywhere –the child of priests and kulaks— here in Transylvania (…) they went to become 

workers somewhere”.  So kulak-children, washed together with other ideological enemies like 

the clergy, she says, could not get into schools because of the political label the parents got. The 

persecution of these two groups prohibited them from enjoying privileges in the preceding 

regime, and the narrative accounts reproduce these very same categories as points of references 

and identifications (“we were kulaks”). However, it is claimed to have been only temporary, and 

the label could be “taken off” of someone through good “connections”. Margit (RO), when 

pointing out that her children were not taken into the secondary school, points out her role in 

creating these connections by going to places and getting to know people, saying that “then we 

were taking care of connections. I went back and forth, my husband was so quiet and everything, 

                                                            
258 Words such as “basaparaszt”, “nagygazda”, “polgárparaszt”, “zsírosgazda” or “kupecparaszt” I have not 

encountered in the women’s vocabulary when talking about the phenomenon.  
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it was me going here and there until we got acquaintances, everything, so somehow after that 

they got into secondary school. But it was difficult”.  

The term kulak, thus, signifies a very vague category, despite the fact that in the party 

rhetoric of the era it referred to large estate-holders. Interviews point out how elusive the 

meaning attached to the word became and eventually how it came to mean the labeling of private 

property itself and, consequently, of those who had any private estate regardless of its size. The 

kulak, for Saád, is also a universal category of political enemy that has changed from 1948 to 

1953, as the number of “the real kulaks” (holding land of the size enough for producing 

merchandise and wage work) had decreased drastically. In 1953, less than four/fifth of people, 

whose names were on the kulak-lists, exceeded the original definition.259 The definition, 

Losonczi argues, was “arbitrary” (önkényes) and the boundaries of the category were easily 

“slippable”.260  Formulating it in such a way, the interviews testify to the fact that the kulak in the 

post-1989 collective imagination is one and the same with ‘state enemy’ and it is now more of a 

metaphorical image that, in the post-socialist era and its reconstruction of the sanctity of private 

property, provides subjects a possible way to communicate hardships suffered under early 

socialism, to define themselves as one category of that regime’s disadvantaged subjects. It is 

informative of how, through this position, subjects see their relationship to the state. The fact that 

the label kulak was imposed on someone by the state forms reaches consensus in Saád, as well as 

in other historical narratives. Based on the interviews, however, this seems somewhat debatable, 

or at least only one side of the coin, as it was just as much local agricultural communities that 

shaped the category by their interpretation and implementation of state policies. In different 

places, being a kulak had different meanings and consequences and the possibilities to get rid of 

the highly unprivileged status, according to the stories, also differed.  

Furthermore, the way it is formulated in the narratives, the figure of the kulak articulates a 

social position that was common in the agrarian community. Almost all of my interviewees 

report that their parents had some kind of land that they were cultivating to make ends meet. So 

the image also comes to stand for the entirety of agricultural restructuring that was a more all-

encompassing process, socio-economic phenomenon and experience in all three countries. The 

formation of agricultural collectives, thus, also disadvantaged families with small patches of land 

and, as many of them argue, “we became even poorer” (Amadil (RO), Margit (RO), Magdolna 

(HU), Júlia (HU)). The reorganization of property into collective property is something that 

                                                            
259 Saád 2004.  
260 Lonsonczi 2005, 187. 
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eventually is evaluated as “it was everyone’s and no one’s”, signifying also peoples’ changed 

position to the land itself and to the work they were doing on it. The accounts convey that as 

agricultural production got reformed, and land and tools collectivized, the concept of agricultural 

work changed immensely: it lost its earlier prestige that it had had in agricultural regions, and it 

lost its merit as an honorable way of earning one’s living. As a consequence of this the 

competence of land cultivation became devalued and the value of centralized industrial work 

(hence the category of ‘industrial kulaks’) and production rose, as the “wheel of progress” tilted 

towards modernization.261 In party rhetoric, it was because of the kulaks that poverty and 

starvation existed and that the urban industrial workers suffered severe food shortages. Just as 

socialist time became compartmentalized into plans and programs, work in the fields became 

unitized, and agricultural workers became compartmentalized into work brigades where, 

regardless of the proportion of men and women, workers worked on the basis of numbers, i.e. 

how many rows of onions they were assigned to thin or weed everyday (Júlia, HU).  The 

decision of what kind of crops to grow was also taken out of the hands of agricultural workers 

and was centrally coordinated. Such purely rational and pseudo-scientific methods of doing 

agriculture without the concept of private property had thus far been unprecedented in these 

regions.262  

Speaking about one having been a kulak fifty years ago in the post-socialist era, by all 

means, suggests a form of positioning which grasps all these immense historical changes and the 

way they affected people’s lives in villages and small agricultural towns. It certainly suggests a 

collective experience and thus a collective subject position that one could, or rather, was forced 

to occupy in the agricultural working arena, and to repeat and narrate in the present as a by-now 

organic part of collective memory and local narratives. Although I will discuss the EU-discourse 

of women referring to contemporary economic processes in chapter 9, I would like to mention 

here that it is in relation to this very topic that skepticism towards the early socialist utopian 

rhetoric is expressed (see Júlia’s formulation above that “they are holding out a carrot with us”). 

This suggests a parallel between long-term goals in socialist rhetoric, phrased as “promises” in 

the interviews, and the expectations towards economic betterment in the EU community. Júlia as 

well as Amadil speculate and express a similar utopian logic that “perhaps in the EU now”, the 

                                                            
261 Agárdi 2008. 
262 Through the parallel processes of forced collectivisations and large-scale industrialization, it was not only the 

concept of ‘agricultural work’ that changed but that of ‘work’ in general. The altered ways the social classes of 

workers and peasants were interpreted culturally, firstly, in relation to the work they were doing and secondly, in 

relation to each other as social classes with their supposed, culturally constructed ’attributes.’ See Pittaway 2004 

and Agárdi 2008.     
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once failed project will be realized – in the indefinite future. Thus, the perceived parallel 

between economic restructuring in early socialism and the early phase of an existing or 

prospective EU membership263 allows for a space to formulate hope and skepticism for a 

historical correction in the women’s discourses.   

The kulak position is, thus, more than just a collective of disadvantaged people and is 

endowed with further layers of meaning in Amadil’s memories. Her account reads as follows: 

 

Many times I really am sorry that I am a Hungarian too and I was brought up that way 

and even, already in my childhood my father gave me books, in secret, to read, what [was 

written] about the Hungarians, he was a Hungarian-at-heart and that is how they educated 

me, because not everyone was educated the same way here in Transylvania either. But I 

was educated like that really, and I did see these problems. My grandfather, who 

works, has a salary, and they make him a kulak! Because he was not a landholder, his 

whole land was pasture, forest, plough-land and whatnot, if you add up, 10 hectars in total. 

What is that? Not 300, 500, 1000 hectars, not like that. And he did work for it really. He 

had put aside his salary and though small it was a rich village, his wife was well-to-do and 

they worked, and there was a little, not much, but, it was like when they put the label on 

the Jews. And of course everybody was afraid of them [kulaks], everybody, they didn’t 

dare to talk to them, help them, yes. They were labelled, I am telling you, their children 

could not study. How many committed suicide because he could not go on to study 

anywhere. Yes. This was a big thing. Such a dark age. Very dark, I always say this, and 

this is what I believe, that it was a terribly dark era. Not that of light, but of darkness.. not 

the golden age. (Amadil RO, Appendix 3, 56.a/b.) 

  

 

Kulakness, in Amadil’s memories, spills over to become a racialized category that does not only 

mean class anymore but one to which she attaches a certain concept of race as well. It is 

constructed as part of a process that gives way to expressing the historical continuity of 

racial/ethnic labeling. The label kulak becomes biologized and naturalized, the traits of which are 

even passed on from generation to next.  It then gets fixed as a category of birth or lineage that is 

biologized as a natural given. The borders between class and racial distinction become blurred 

and such discrimination becomes used, and remembered by Amadil, as a technique of historical 

extinction. Amadil’s narrative reflects this construction of “(de)kulakization” into a metaphor 

that stands for the shameful mechanism of discrimination itself which is, as her discourse 

conveys, deeply engrained in the Transylvanian past. Being a kulak in Amadil, however, with an 

almost unnoticeably subtle slippage, comes to stand for “Hungarian” and the label itself gets 

further paralleled with that of “the Jew”.  

                                                            
263 Hungary received EU membership on May 1 2004, Romania on 1 January 2007. Serbia is not yet a member 

state. 
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For Amadil, the labelling of Hungarians this way parallels that of the Jews during the 

Second World War. The terminal outcome of both acts of labelling also becomes relevant, when 

she mentions suicides that many committed.264 (De-)kulakization as a shameful act of labelling, 

thus, created an ethnically and socially disadvantaged “collective” subject position that has 

become the hallmark of a whole era, related by all interviewed women as dark, difficult, and full 

of struggle. It stood to serve an even more painful erasure: that of the collective guilt of the 

deportation of the Jewish and Romany population in the region, which was overwrought with a 

sense of shame to be forgotten (or covered over by the forced migration of the local German 

ethnic population and the double persecution of “Schwab kulaks”265) as much on a local as on the 

larger national level. Early state socialism, thus, among all thirty women I interviewed, is the 

only era that is painted with a single color and univocally evaluated negatively, regardless of 

what happened to them or the family in the later stages of socialism, or after 1989.266 The 

narratives, as they recount stories of collectivizations, resemble narratives of forced paths: in the 

stories, the collectivizations appear as inevitable personal catastrophes that were brought upon by 

outside forces.  

The Informer is another figuration in women’s discourse from all three countries. It 

signifies collaboration with the early Stalinist regimes. It is thus the other pole of the kulak-

informer binary. It is a trope that helps narrators to address the topic of politics but in a distanced 

manner. They create the figure of the informer which in the narratives stands for a non-gendered 

person whose existence was meant to defend the socialist community. Being an organic part of 

the local society but collaborating with the authorities, the informer appears in women’s 

accounts as a trope to serve the deconstruction of the idea of the socialist collective. 

 

So that’s what the poor’s life was like. We were very poor. Not only us, Hungarians too! 

After the war the Russians didn’t even let you breathe, only later, when Kádár came. When 

                                                            
264 Suicide and alcoholism soared among the village populations in the early years of socialism. See Losonczi 

2005, 191 and esp. Juhász Pál’s case study among the villagers in Csengersima. See “A neurózis morbiditásának 

alakulása egy magyar faluban, a lakók gazdasági megerősödése és az urbanizáció kezdetének fázisában, 1960-

1971,” (“Changes in the Morbidity of Neurosis in a Hungarian village, in the Early Phase of the Resident’s 

Economical Strengthening and Urbanisation, 1960-1971”) in Ideggyógyászati Szemle, no. 26 (1973). 
265 On the forced evacuation of Hungarian ethnic Germans based on the logic of collective guilt and on the 

famous Hungarian politician’s (then managing the Legislative Dept. Of the Ministry of Interior) views that it 

reflected the deeper discrimination and more general hatred against all ethnicities see more in Litván György and 

S. Varga Katalin, Bibó István, 1911-1971. Életút dokumentumokban, (Bibó István, 1911-1971. Life in 

Documents) (Budapest: 1956-os Intézet, 1995), 313. 
266 Losonczi, in her large-scale research on transgenerational social mobility among Hungarian families, though 

herself terms the period as that of the age of ”social compression”, does bring an interesting counterexample, a 

quote referring to a successful marriage after the social differences between the lovers were ”erased” through 

(de-)kulakization. It reads, “I was happy that they took the land from us, at least there remained no differences 

between us.” In my sample no such positive remark was made. See Losonczi 2005, 193.    
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Rákosi was there? There were such muckinesses [sic!] such betrayals. You didn’t dare to 

speak in the streets, everyone was an informer, you know? S/he reported on his/her own 

neighbour! Imagine: we killed the pig -in the village we had pigs, mom bought pigs and we 

killed one- we had to turn in 8 kilos of lard! After one pig! But we were such rascals, that 

we took the intestinal fat, we washed it nice white, we washed it three times, and either we 

put potatoes in it, whole potatoes -you now, as it was frying- or mother put something else 

in it, I don’t know what it was. And then you could not smell that it was intestinal fat. And 

so we put it together with 2-3 kilos of normal lard and they did not notice that it was 

intestinal fat, you see? That’s how we took it in the pot. They were bastards! And then the 

other pig we killed -because we were plenty- that my mom put a sack on its head, we 

jumped on it, covered its mouth and my mom cut its throat. And then we boiled water in 

that big washing pot on the stove, we took it [the pig] into the kitchen, and we put it into 

the wooden tub and skinned it! We didn’t parch it because if we get reported, it’s over! It 

doesn’t matter that there were this many children, under the Rákosi regime, no way, it 

didn’t matter! They were bastards! He even swept the last bits if wheat from the attic from 

the kulaks! He took the furniture. They were sleeping on the floor. Just imagine! 

(Magdolna HU, Appendix 3, 57.a/b.)   

 

 

There were informers... there were, what’s more, even among the Hungarians there were 

informers, not just a few. Because they were doing it so awkward that s/he could not even 

do that [properly]. Because who could be persuaded [to do it]? Those, who, I think.. for 

example one of my acquaintances, lives here next door, when my husband was at college, 

down in Belgrade where they lived, there a bunch of them were roommates, and across the 

hall there lived another bunch of Hungarians.. I assume from Voivodina, and then, when he 

got there, then he went to live there with a boy from Torda [a village in Voivodina] but he 

actually didn’t live there, but in a dorm (...) but he often showed up there because the 

friends were there and one Hungarian boy tells him, “You, beware of this Mihály because 

he is an informer!” (…) Then, of course we here in Zenta also knew who was the informer 

because, not only that, they were there, in every collective there were informers, so for 

example… we already knew to whom we could say what. Because… but my acquaintance 

here also did it so awkward, that he just started inquiring about something and then, but he 

did it so stupid that one could see through his very first sentence what he was after.. this 

couldn’t.. these were like that afterwards… he didn’t even finish university because he was 

at the agriculture, he didn’t finish university, but worked as an agricultural engineer all the 

same, despite not having the qualifications. And this was so ridiculous in the whole thing 

and a year ago he died -and the family suffers from a bit of megalomania- what to write on 

his tomb… that they should write “agrarian engineer”. But they didn’t have the courage to 

put it there because everybody in Zenta knew that he wasn’t one. And we always find this 

funny. So, nothing is written on his tomb. But they didn’t even write “rest in peace” or 

anything like that, not even that, and that because they were, well, communists. And so 

they weren’t what’s-it’s-called… [religious] Well, then, his sibling is religious and then 

s/he went to Father Oscar, until he buried him. (Klára SRB, Appendix 3, 58.a/b.) 

 

 

In contrast to the position of the kulak, the narrative figuration of the informer is always 

displaced: at all times, it indicates someone else that the interviewee used to know. In almost all 

contexts, when people who reported on others are mentioned, informers appear as characters that 
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belonged to the interviewees’ intimate circle of acquaintances, in their work or living 

environments.267 In many accounts, they appear either as opportunists, or, as in Klára’s account 

above, they are seen as “dumb” people, and “bad neighbors” that everybody knew were 

collaborating with the state. Their “dumbness” consisted in not being able to disguise themselves 

adequately. In both accounts quoted here, the narrators say “everyone was an informer,” a 

formulation which makes the informer a general phenomenon, the evil within that is 

characteristic, even emblematic, of the way women talk about the early phase of state socialism.  

After the 1989 transitions, the personal identity of former informers became a taboo topic 

and led to a tense controversy in Hungary in 2006/7, concerning whether or not the names of 

one-time agents should be revealed and made public on the internet to thereby make them 

accountable. The controversy not only aimed at public and political figures but everyday citizens 

as well. The issue became a political as well as a moral one: is it an obligation or is it unfair to 

publish the identities of agents twenty years after the transitions? Are they responsible for what 

they did 50-60 years ago? Who can infer whether or not they acted upon pressure or whether 

they exercised their own agency by reporting, or whether they were simply “dumb”? Did they 

truly believe that they were doing the right thing or were they only after personal gains? The 

issue exemplifies the burning question that I am dealing with in this chapter, namely how are the 

fine lines and relations between the state and the society imagined and what do memories convey 

about the ways in which socialist imperial power structures worked? Can we talk about 

‘individual’ and ‘collective’ in the commonsensical meaning of these terms? These are sensitive, 

albeit relevant issues in post-socialist nation-states, as some of these actors are still alive and 

looking for scapegoats. Blaming and polarized political stances inform these political cultures 

and the social and personal relations of these communities.  

The relation to these bigger questions lies in such seemingly simple micro-sites of 

remembering as the narrative grasp of social actors who used to report on others, the informers 

who, by collaborating with a monstrous regime, contributed to its growth. The figure of the 

informer just like that of the common enemy, the kulak, is not necessarily gendered; it could be 

imagined to be a man or a woman. Indicating the mechanisms of cadre politics, the ‘informer’ is 

another figure that suggests the tangibility of an otherwise invisible centralized state concept, the 

close presence and effect of state power pervading the social sphere and circumscribing people’s 

everyday interactions. The phrase “everyone was an informer” twenty years after the political 

                                                            
267 The figure of the “the bad neighbor” also appears in the book about urban communities. See Tóth 2007, 57-

58. 
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transitions sounds like a false generalization, an exaggeration if understood literally. It is 

doubtful that everyone was an informer except to the people narrating. Narrators distance 

themselves and their families from such activities and point to others. One such instance was 

when, during my interview with Klára (SRB), a friend appeared. After she had left, Klára 

scornfully remarked that the woman’s husband used to be an informer as well. The pattern of this 

figuration, just like that of the kulak, is indicative of larger mechanisms in relation to the politics 

of memory. The informer indicates relating to the early communist regime itself through 

ridiculing it and its cadres. Even if the strategy of surveillance itself is reported to have been 

handled with respect and caution, i.e. people report to have learned how to maneuver in their 

interactions, as socialist states disciplined subjects in more respects than was openly 

acknowledged. The once fearful life situations that may have been lived and experienced now 

get trivialized and played down. The state once perceived as an overwhelming totality gets 

drawn as an abstract effect that was in actual fact kept together by individuals who were 

incompetent themselves. As Margit puts it directly, “communism consisted of uneducated 

people”. This way, the dominant discourse of the era, which voiced the necessity to break the 

“intellectual monopoly” (Losonczi) of the upper and middle-classes (nobility and bourgeoisie) 

by limiting the educational opportunities of their descendants,268 grimly gets reversed and turned 

against the regime as one of its biggest flaws: giving over political power to intellectually 

handicapped cadres.  

Magdolna told me a story of an illegal pigkilling that her mother and siblings carried out 

in the early 1950s. It is very probably her own remembered experience, but the fact that she 

picked the pigkilling-theme and describes how it happened in secret, forms a highly conventional 

and well-known narrative of the omnipresent state surveillance and ordinary citizens’ survival 

strategies in the early ‘50s.269 She says “they were bastards” and “we were rascals”. Many of my 

                                                            
268 Long before Bourdieu identifies the phenomenon, communist “cadre politics” linked knowledge to capital 

and considered “cultural capital” an important component of economic capital. Losonczi 2005, 146. 
269 The popular Hungarian film-satire “The Witness” (1969, dir. Bacsó Péter, banned for 10 years from release) 

about the ’50s depicts a secret pig-killing event when the only one pig of the household (“Dezső”) had to be 

killed for food in a single-parent family of many children. In order to avoid persecution, the children were 

singing loudly to outcry the pig. The film traces the manoeuvres of a most ordinary rural dam-watchman, the 

father of the children: how he keeps getting involved in matters of high politics without his wilful intentions and 

thus is constantly searched and taken away by the secret police for interrogation in the emblematic „black car.” 

The representation of his character, even though highly satirized (once made a communist executive of and 

institution, once imprisoned), conveys a certain vagueness and elusiveness (also arbitrariness!) of individual’s 

relationship to the state and its institutions, even to certain political leaders! The representation of “agency” is 

itself made fluid and ambiguous that one cannot “have” or “not have” but it is manifested in multiple ways 

through one’s performance of acts that may influence particular situations to one’s own advantage. Even though, 

in the movie, that “advantage” is rather limited and it mostly implies “avoiding persecution”.    



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 6 

235 

 

interviewees position themselves as intellectually superior to the socialist ruling elite, either by 

pointing to incidents when they outsmarted the authorities or the individual cadres or by simply 

emphasizing the lack of education of high-ranking officials – such as the agrarian engineer in 

Klára’s account. This reinforces the commonly perceived irrational regime vs. rational subject 

dichotomy, which is summed up pointedly in Paula’s discourse on the two ‘strata’ of socialist 

society: 

 

P.H.: So the people of Pécs experienced communism as a tragedy. At least the group that I 

was around, the ones I knew. They experienced it as a tragedy! Well, such people as 

miners, and workers, those were elevated, factory workers, they got these prefab flats for 

dimes, then they were paying the loan, but it also looked like that they could not appreciate 

it because they got hold of it for cheap. They were happy that the so-called, in their words, 

bourgeois world (úrivilág) was over. They were happy, but I am telling you, it was that 

stratum, factory worker, miner and such. For these… it got better. At least they 

experienced it as better.  

I.A.: Were social differences visible during communism? 

P.H.: No, no, no, no. Nicely, clean, neatly.. oh now the previous… you mean in the Horthy 

times? 

I.A.: No, under communism. 

P.H.: Well, under communism these had it better than in the time of Horthy. I am telling 

you, they got these apartments, yes.. Although I don’t know, this is also not obvious what I 

just said  because when there were the biggest religious persecutions in the ’50s, it was the 

miners, who on St. Borbála’s day, because that was their patron saint St. Borbála, these had 

their church processions. Yes. I could not even say that it was obvious that they fell for 

communism. What’s more, many miners sent their children to religious lessons, the 

children had their confirmation and first communion, and then the communists denied even 

the stars from the sky. So, there were two strata, angel, that who immersed himself into 

communism and that who didn’t, who it passed over because he didn’t care about it. 

But then there were also those, these communist executives, with 6 grades or 8 grades of 

elementary school, they were made directors of schools, offices, and then these could get a 

”small-maturity” certificate... they must have done the university also at a very low level, I 

think, because they screened who they took, of course. There was a certain quota, and they 

said that because of a shortage of spots we reject you. But it wasn’t the shortage, but God 

knows, the father was a Horthyist lieutenant. (Paula HU, Appendix 3, 59.a/b.) 

    

 

The evaluations thus echo one another: that of a Romany woman from Hungary, who did not get 

a job “because we were Gypsies” and Klára, a kulak’s daughter in Serbia, both ring similar to 

what is said by Paula, the relatively well-to-do daughter of a middle-class clerk living at that 

time in another part of Southern Hungary. Several other accounts from Transylvania, too, report 

similar stories where “one had to be careful” (Maria B.). This suggests a discursive link among 

all these localized regions of distant territories, separated by national borders. The figures of 

such elements that had to be “watched out for” reflect an interaction between macro- and micro-
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contexts of, on the one hand, state power, and, on the other hand, imperial power mechanisms, 

which were always contested and re-constructed in certain continuous dynamics by “cadres” as 

well as individuals trying to evade them.  

Socialism that started out as a transnational movement and offered – to use Cooper’s 

expression — “de-territorialized forms of affinity”270 the interviews testify, became frozen in 

official institutionalized and bureaucratized practices and necessarily became territorialized 

(units such as Socialist bloc, Yugoslavia etc.) with similar but slightly different incarnations 

everywhere, taking upon a “socialist form and national content”.271 The interviewees in Romania 

stress surveillance on long-distance phone conversations, a limitation of movement to other 

countries of the bloc, or simply having to use teaching aids from Hungary secretly in Romanian 

schools so as not to get reported. Such incidents are mostly absent in accounts coming from 

Serbia. There narratives of traveling are more common (Piroska SRB even went to Egypt and 

Western Europe) although Klára, Eszter and Teréz (SRB) all point out strong state surveillance 

at their workplace. They all point out the fact that informers where everywhere and had to be 

watched out for.  

Based on the accounts, I can infer that state socialisms circumscribed certain de-

territorialized forms of belongings closely tied to religiosity (Christian), language (Hungarian) 

and political stance (pro- vs. anti-communist) - building blocs of identity that feed into the self-

representations of this cohort of women.272 During the 1989 post-socialist transitions, these 

building blocs strengthened through the new nationalist and liberal political discourses of each 

post-socialist nation state. The figuration of the kulak and the informer are two elements of 

women’s collectivization narratives that help to position narrators in relation to this very 

controversial era of early communism: the vast changes it brought and individual’s involvement 

in those changes. They are two elements that provide a linguistic form to express “de-

territorialized forms of affinity” and forge connections and continuities between early and later 

phases of socialism and the decades of post-socialism (Ch. 9) in women’s life narratives.  

I would like to stress the significance of informal/personal ties in the way it influences the 

way interviewees frame the state and the political elite as well as their subordination to that elite. 

                                                            
270 ibid., 11. 
271 Party statement on how the 1948 Budapest International Exhibition should convey the new ideological 

direction that “the brotherhood of nations” were to appropriate, which is correctly “socialist in form and national 

in content”. See more on this in Svetlana Boym, "From the Russian Soul to Post-Communist Nostalgia", in 

Representations, vol. 49, (winter 1995), 133-66; Agárdi 2008. For the case of Romania Katherine Verdery 

argues for a strong socialist nationalism. See Verdery, National Ideology Under Socialism. Identity and Cultural 

Politics in Ceausescu’s Romania, (Berkeley: The University of California Press, 1995). 
272 See further elaboration in Chapter 8 and 10. 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 6 

237 

 

It defines the range and nature of survival strategies. In the stories, the space for agency is 

always circumscribed by these personalized manifestations of power relations. The implication 

of this is far-reaching. Subjective agency is usually defined as having, or lacking, political capital 

ensured by being inside vs. outside the party.273 In the stories, interviewees formulate agency 

differently. For them, it is not something whose limits and possibilities one can fully grasp along 

one single axis in the socialist context. In the memories, it is almost an amoeba-like dynamism 

that is always in transformation and reconfigures itself incessantly. Interviewees, regardless of 

whether or not they craft progress, stagnation, or ethnic narratives of socialism from these 

collectivization narratives, phrase vague contours of agency by emphasizing personal 

connections, outsmarting local representatives of power, or even having luck. It is a common 

narrative aspect in all thirty accounts. Apart from the crucial role of the all-pervasive public 

party-rhetoric, in women’s stories, the effect of the socialist state is framed in incidents of 

encounters. In these stories, power relations that are at work on the micro-level very often 

determine the perception of the state at large, or rather, they stand for the larger. The iconic 

figures of the kulak, the local party secretary, or the informer/reporting neighbor are characters 

in the stories that reappear time and again in the personal accounts. They refer to others’ 

collaboration with the system: collaboration is always displaced onto other characters in the 

stories, the story teller herself is never self-represented in such light – even party membership, or 

sympathy with party politics are nowadays regarded as taboo topics of discussion. Akhil Gupta 

argues that these figures give concrete shape to what is otherwise something abstract and 

difficult to pinpoint, i.e. the state, and it is these everyday encounters and interactions through 

which the state comes to be discursively constructed.274 Images of the state and the figures of the 

kulak and the informer help this construction. In women’s stories, they appear as cultural topoi 

that represent the “arms of the state”, the presence of the abstract in a concrete, personified form 

while marking out space for subjective agency. 

 

 

6.1.3. Work Collectives 

 

Still remaining at collectivization narratives referring to early state socialism of the late 

1940s and early 1950s, I will look at narrations of working in the collective. Socialist regimes 

                                                            
273 Fodor 2003, 20. 
274 Gupta 1995, 378.  
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did attempt to organize life into different kinds of clear-cut, organized collectives and groups that 

cut across the public as well as the private life-spheres of individuals, such as the agricultural 

collective, different kinds of co-ops, within which individuals were members of several working 

collectives such as workgroups, teams and “brigades” and so on (gmk, csoport, brigád, from the 

early ‘80s vgmk). Such collectives existed in the industrial as well as the agricultural sector 

where the workers were also organized into state-controlled trade unions (Tóth 2007). Parental 

work collectives – somewhere in a semi-public realm – were organized in schools to enhance the 

construction of “parents” as a group who take care of “children” as a group, in a manner of 

collective responsibility. In Romania, Yugoslavia, and Hungary, different forms of organized 

social work (társadalmi munka) for worker-parents were also highly encouraged, and individual 

deviations were not appreciated. The two acknowledged separate groups had their own 

representative organizations: youth (Nékosz275) and women (MNDSZ in Hungary276). Besides 

these organized forms of work and life, the party had its own bodies organizing workers – or at 

least constantly attempting to organize workers – into local political communities, and thereby 

educate them to be proper political subjects. Individual deviations from such organized ways of 

life were frowned upon.277 Eszter Tóth Zsófia in Hungary, for example, researched one particular 

socialist brigade, a group of male and female workers who worked in a stocking factory in 

Budapest, and her concern was whether or not that collective working experience in the brigade 

was transformative enough to have an identity-forming effect on its members.278 Among the 

agricultural population, Ildikó Asztalos Morell’s research on agricultural cooperatives and Teréz 

Kovács’s research both point in this direction, i.e. questioning if socialism was indeed a 

formative experience that left its imprint on people’s identities (Morell 1999, Kovács 2010). 

Their answer is a definite yes.  

Agricultural collectivizations, going hand in hand with similar processes in the industrial, 

commercial, and service sector were all ways to enhance social uniformity in distinction to social 

                                                            
275 Papp 2005. 
276 Pető 1997. 
277 There are documents reporting on different incidents of workers’ resistance in factories against changing 

work conditions, the raise of „norms” (norma) which often times resulted in lower wages. For Hungary see for 

example “Normaellenes hangulat a Danuvia Gyár munkásai körében, Hangulatjelentés az MDP Budapesti 

Bizottsága számára,” (“Anti-norm Sentiments Among the Workers of the Danuvia Factory, Report on the 

Atmosphere for the Budapest Committee of HWP”) in Belényi Gyula ed., Munkások Magyarországon, 1948-

1956, (Budapest: Napvilág, 2000), 77-78; see also analyses of workers’ clashes with factory superiors in Tóth 

Eszter Zsófia, “Puszi Kádár Jánosnak”: Munkásnők élete a Kádár-korszakban mkrotörténeti megközelítésben, 

(“Kiss to János Kádár”: Lives of Women Workers in the Kadar Era from a Microhistorical Persepctive), 

Politikatörténeti füzetek, XXIV. (Budapest: Napvilág, 2007), esp. 62-91, 110-128; For an account of work being 

a site of politicized resistance see the incidence of ‘Kecse Nagy Sándor’ in Agárdi 2008.   
278 Tóth 2007. 
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equality. According to political statements of the party, this was to be achieved through the 

large-scale economic and societal restructuring necessary to form a homogeneous socialist 

community. The statement that the state socialist regimes promoted equity and sameness instead 

of equality was not new. The issue of individuality and the collective in socialist regimes are 

highly debated, also in feminist scholarship, but most accounts dismiss individuality as an 

adequate concept to describe subjectivity and, thus, citizenship.279 In the party propaganda, the 

efforts of the party state to create a society of perfect socialist workers were often openly 

emphasized. The education of good socialist workers was something that the ruling elite of each 

socialist nation state laid much emphasis on. Starting from the delegates of politicians sent to 

Moscow in 1949 to study the Soviet model of party-structure, later, different courses were held 

by already educated, enlightened party members to create “politically reliable” cadres.280 The 

education of children through the pioneer-movement and socialist youth organizations, 

conducted in much the same vein as educational courses that were offered for workers, was an 

important premise of the political socialization of subjects of different ages. The formation of the 

proper socialist person based on the prototype of homo sovieticus, the historical literature 

suggests, was always in process through the education of the working masses, and it was never 

finished until, perhaps, the onset of retirement. The collective socialist identity based on a 

sincere loyalty to the socialist project was aimed by the party ideologues to be all-encompassing, 

being manifested in, and defining all, spheres of life. It was defined based on two important 

grounds: one’s participation in paid labor – by being an active and constant member of the 

workforce – and one’s political reliability. In the official discourse of the socialist period, the 

workplace means a collective for the people which “with the helpful support of the party and the 

trade union”, Tóth argues, enables that they as members of socialist collectives organized on the 

basis of politics become “real socialist people”.281 The socialist project was aiming at building a 

totality also when it came to “dependents”, and citizens having been socialized to become proper 

socialist people were supposed to perform arbitrary norms created by the socialist community. 

All of these discourses deny any presence of individuality in the Western sense of the term. 

Collectivization narratives – alongside the accounts of experiences and encounters during 

the economical restructuring — address collective ways of social life, mostly when talking about 

how work and how leisure were organized. Júlia’s account, for instance, reads as follows: 

                                                            
279 The literature on women and citizenship is vast. See for example Verdery and Klingman 1992. 
280 Krausz Tamás, “A ‘sztálini szocializmus’” (“The ‘Stalinist Socialism’”), in Múltunk, vol. 46, no. 2-3, (2001), 

178-204, esp. 183. 
281 Tóth 2007, 63. 
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They created brigades, 10 people made one brigade and we [women] ploughed just like 

men. 

I.A.: Were they mixed brigades? 

J. Sz.: Yes, Miska Búvár was the leader of the brigade, but men-women were mixed. I was 

with Mrs. Csikota and Irén Tari, they were friends, that’s how we were. Rózsika was also 

our neighbour, that’s how friendship was formed. And her “komaasszony” [the 

Godmother of her child] was Irén, they had a TV and we used to go over to the Taris. 

(Júlia HU, Appendix 3, 60.a/b.) 

 

In Júlia’s story, after people have handed in their possessions (land, tools, livestock) and joined 

in the agricultural collective, it is exactly the collective aspect of work that gets emphasized, the 

fact that people were divided into brigades, in which men and women worked together. The 

brigade was a micro-scale community that was smaller than that of the village agricultural 

community, but certainly larger than a family-based self-sustenance farming scheme where work 

was not seen as gender-specific. She emphasizes the socializing force of this collective 

“brigading”, namely that it became a social space where through daily interactions, more 

informal ties were formed and what is generally understood as the public realm of work, was 

transformed. They went regularly to one of their co-workers’ house to watch television. Collegial 

relations thus are remembered by Júlia to have been blended in with friendship and even family-

ties, even if those were held to have been artificial because there were not blood ties. The 

boundaries among such categories became blurred and difficult – as well as pointless — to 

separate. Ibolya, besides placing a similar emphasis on the collective aspect of work, also 

stresses the individual element: 

 

We undertook some land… first it was teamwork, we had to work in teams, everything 

was set, that there were 10-12 in a team and it was set that everybody had one cubic… 

onion, and everything, they planted that and everything. It was very good, that collective-

system, it was great, better than now! That was very good. And then everybody was 

doing that and it was very good! Everybody had work! And then one could do it 

individually also.  Sometimes we also undertook it individually, we separated from the 

team, not together. We went out when we wanted, we were responsible for it, for the 

delivery (…) Those collectives were very good. (Ibolya HU, Appendix 3, 61.a/b.)  

 

 

Ibolya’s account of the collectivized form of agricultural work is presented in a positive, 

celebratory tone, as something that she remembers fondly. However, she does emphasize that 

“later on” – she does not get any more concrete than that — it was possible to undertake 

sharecrops individually, as a family-unit or household. She stresses the advantage of flexible 
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working hours (i.e. they went when they wanted) and the weight of responsibility that was also 

an advantageous feature of working in such a framework. At a later point, she also mentions the 

socializing effect of this working arrangement and the fact that the lines dividing formal work 

and informal ties became washed away. The fact that agricultural collectives, co-ops as well as 

factories tried to enhance the formation of a collective brigade-identity, and the success of such 

endeavors are reflected in the rituals that are remembered fondly by the one-time members of 

such collectives, such as the May 1
st
 celebrations or, in Romania, the August 23

rd
 celebrations or 

other festivals at harvest-time or, interestingly, certain religious days such as the day of the 

patron saint of a certain profession. Social work done for certain causes like the collection of 

clothes, toys and food for Third-world countries, or voluntary cleaning and painting for certain 

institutions are mentioned as activities that drew brigade-members closer. Jolán, for example, 

mentions the excursion that the brigade went on from the money they got for doing additional 

work for the co-op, and she remembers fondly that group of people she worked with. She even 

rejected an offer to change companies because “the collective was very good. We didn’t fight, 

we understood each other”. She, countering the “equal work for equal pay” discourse of 

socialism, says that since they were paid by the number of brooms produced by each, some of 

them “did better” and some of them did more poorly, which reflected in the amount of money 

earned. She, however, evaluates this as a positive feature of her job for its fairness: “there were 

people who did better and some who did worse than me. It’s alright, what can we do? We cannot 

be equally good, each of us, right?” 

The socialist work collectives are, thus, remembered fondly as social spheres that had 

advantages other than simply economic gains – in that equality (be that gender or other) is seen 

as non-existent. Although Jolán does not acknowledge the differences of status as having been 

results of political involvement (party membership), many other interviewees remark on how 

payment within their own respective working collective was largely dependent on one’s 

expressed political engagement, or the lack thereof. The “political logic of redistribution” 

(Szelenyi 1978: 75, 78) that for many formed the basis of socialist economy, defining life 

chances and social stratification patterns (Zhou 2004: 16) are sometimes echoed, for example, in 

Eszter (SRB) and sometimes “forgotten”, as in Jolán’s case. I will discuss further those accounts 

that touch upon these dynamics, in chapter 7. In what follows, I will look at how women 

formulate narratives of socialist progress out of the hardships described in the collectivization 

narratives. These will be anecdotes about struggles to earn money, strategies and adjustments 
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undertaken by those with parenting responsibilities, whose struggles eventually brought a better 

life during the later decades of socialism (the 1960s and 1970s.  

 

 

6.2. Narrating Progress 

 

Accounts of the state socialist era coming from this specific cohort of women are 

narratives of working-life and negotiations and are often related to the sphere of work. The 

topics that most often figure in women’s accounts are related to economic survival strategies, i.e. 

ways of making money for food and clothing, getting around to find a job, getting hold of or 

changing a place for living, and the fine-tuning of all of these with child-rearing. Advancement is 

often expressed in material accumulation, a phenomenon that has been termed by numerous 

scholars as “socialist consumption”.282 Sometimes, it is expressed in terms of intellectual 

betterment. Both show visible results in the lives of their children’s generation. Several authors 

have also pointed to the gendered nature of work and consumption under socialist regimes; the 

interviewed women, having experienced such phenomena first-hand, narrate them along similar 

lines, albeit with slight differences in emphasis or framing.283  

Life narratives that tell the story of socialism on the level of economic processes and 

encounters create narratives of socialist progress. As we will see in Chapter 7, accounts that tell 

the story of socialism on the level of the political, through political encounters, formulate 

narratives of socialist stagnation and decline. The two narratives distinguish narrators, since they 

do not co-exist in the same life narrative. A particular narrator either emphasizes her economic 

situation and its improvement, focuses on a continuous process of betterment and thus fits 

socialism into that teleological narrative, or highlights her political encounters. In the case of the 

latter, it will be a narrative concentrating on pointed, formative events, and less on processes. 

Narratives that concentrate on the political have the tendency to craft an event-based narrative of 

socialism as a period of stagnation, as that of an ahistorical and timeless rupture.  

In this section, I will only focus on the former: narratives of progress. The interviews that 

belong to this category and follow the frame of a linear progress and constant betterment in 

narrating life situations around these topics speak to the evolutionary pattern of the socialist 

                                                            
282 See works such as Susan E. Reid 2002, Simonovics and Vlauch 2009; Vlauch 2001; Betts 2000. According to 

Patterson and his “social contract” theory, “socialist consumerism” was the ruling elite’s bargain with society: 

higher living standards in exchange for diminished political rights and silence. See Patterson 2008. 
283 ibid. 
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project as a whole. Following generic stories of the cruelty and state-induced violence during the 

collectivizations (late 1940s and early 1950s) these interviewees talk about work and their 

struggles to make ends meet, about the lack of state support for motherhood, and about the 

gradual betterment of narrators’ life circumstances as a result of their efforts. Consider the 

following emblematic quote: 

 

Amidst big hardships they managed to get hold of a 7.5 “köböl” [1 Wienna cubulus = 216 

cubic feet = 6,821 m
3
] piece of land and when the collective came they took it away and 

my father could not wrap his head around it and he hanged himself up on a fruit tree. 

He was 50 years old! 50! And then they came to inform us that uncle Gera was out there, 

my mother was 58 when she died, she was very sick, she had arthritis all over and doctor 

Somló used to come to give her injections but she always asked him to give her not 

something that cures her but something that kills her because she could not take the pain 

any longer... and in the meantime, I got married, even earlier, then I had 2 families 

[children], one in ’49, Károly, and Anikó in ’52, and then all of us lived here, the whole 

family, we were here for a long time, and in the meantime, as I say, my mother died, and I 

inherited this house. And we got a loan and we got it fixed so that everyone has a place in 

it and then Anikó, my daughter, got married in the meanwhile, she lived here too, and then 

my son got married, he lived here too, everybody did, so that we had one corridor but we 

did not go across each other... We had bathroom furniture too, but we sold it. Everybody 

ate separately, everybody arranged their money as they wanted, everybody did as they 

wished, and in the meantime, I went to work also, to the “Home industry”, I worked there 

31 years and I felt ashamed to say that I retired with a monthly 2445 Fts [approximately 

10 euros]. Even though the broom was a very hard job! Awfully hard. Very hard! We 

sewed the broom. At first by hand, we had to prick that big needle through it, and then we 

got electric sewing machines, and then I was doing this, but, as I say, they paid very 

badly, and even here I got in with a push [someone’s influence]. Even then somehow it 

was so difficult to find a job. (Jolán HU, Appendix 3, 62.a/b.) 

 

Such stories of socialism, like Jolán’s account above, are stories of work, of constant 

efforts to make ends meet, and of fighting through obstacles of disadvantaged family 

backgrounds (sometimes complemented by obstacles related to religion or the desire to remain 

apolitical, i.e. not-party-affiliated). They are stories of individual efforts and achievements 

realized through efforts despite the economic and social-political environment. 

 

 

6.2.1. Poverty and Strategies to Evolve  

 

Stories of economic maneuvers are sites to construct agency, which is very much 

embedded and played out dynamically in interaction with other social actors that, by the time of 
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the interviews, have become narrative characters. The stories are all about securing financial-

material means for living and supporting the family and children’s care. The narratives, while 

talking about issues relating to the socio-economic situation of narrators, emphasize the political 

as an integral part of the stories. In the interviews much narrative space is devoted to speaking 

about the work, how one got hold of a job or an apartment, what kind of conflicts arose, and how 

the narrator solved them. Changes of workplace are also talked about extensively in the 

interviews. Stories of activities in the second economy are spoken of as additional ways of 

earning on the side and forms a prominent part of the working-life narrative, especially among 

women employed as members of an agricultural collective, factory, or in the service-sector. 

Women in all three countries narrate their activities in the second-economy in two forms: 

involvement either in sharecropping or selling wares at the open market. (For interviewees’ 

primary and secondary occupations, see table in Appendix 1.)       

 

Then there was no work. There was no salary. Then I went to the market there in Mokrin 

on a Sunday, it was June, I bought a –because there was no Hungarian newspaper there- I 

bought, it was called ‘German Word’, I bought that. I am reading in the advertisements that 

they are looking for [female] cooks to the ‘Highway’[Autóút] in the Serem, to D..., anyone 

who had the qualifications could go. I read it through once more and there was an adopted 

girl in our house. She was half-breed, half Schwab, half Hungarian. And she was left by 

herself and had nowhere to go. I took her in mid-winter. Her name was Katica. I go up to 

her, I tell Katica, “Katica, do you feel like working?”, “I do”, she says. “But”, I say, “we 

have to go very far”. “It doesn’t matter,” if I was there also. I say to her, “We have to go to 

the Serem”. It is also Voivodina but it is way over there around Serbia. “Oh but how are 

we to go there?” “Don’t worry about it, if there is a will, we can go”. I will never forget, it 

was Sunday, I didn’t even wait for my mother to finish making lunch. “Come on Katica, 

do you have shoes?” “No”. “I do have a pair of shoes”. Good. Off we go. “How much 

money do we have?” [Katica asked] “Well,” say I, “we have enough to go to Zelena, or 

Becskerek, we will go by train, there we will see what’ll happen”. But there..oh, alas, how 

far it is where we have to go. And we did go. “You know what?” she says, “I have a distant 

aunt there in Becskerek, I will go and find her”. “Very good, at least we will have dinner 

there”.  She did welcome us but said that she would give us dinner and perhaps breakfast 

but she wasn’t she if it would be enough because it was very little.. “It doesn’t matter if we 

don’t have to sleep out in the streets. But, we don’t have money any more. Katica says, 

“What now?” “Don’t despair, I have a pair of shoes, I will sell the shoes!” “But then what 

will you wear on your feet?” “You don’t have them either, why can’t I go bear feet either?”  

Everybody went bear feet those days. There were no shoes. If there were, then we took of 

the top off the bad sole and we made wooden soles of something. There were things like 

this. But even that was not for everybody. I sold the shoes for 9 dinars, they were good 

shoes, fancy ones. Whatever. I have 9 dinars. By then we were three, one more joined us, a 

Serb woman. We had money for the train to Belgrade, from then on we will figure it out. 

We did go to Belgrade, this was well in the afternoon, it was around 5 already. We got out 

of the train and the two say, “Now what?” I say, “We will go up on the bridge and go 
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across to Serem”. “It’s okay but after that how?” This woman, who joined us, was already 

working for that firm. She says, “Why are you so desperate? I work there. I just don’t have 

money”. “And why were you so silent till now?” I say to her. “But,” she says, “I cannot 

help you, I don’t have money”. “It’s not money we need here but planning”. “Alright,” she 

says, “I leave it up to you”. “You know what?” she says, “I have an idea”. This woman, 

who worked there, says. “These cars come, trailer trucks, lorries, we ask them to take us, 

but they mustn’t take women. Forbidden. But we will lie down on our stomachs in the back 

and stay still. Id the police stops the car, they won’t see us in there”. And that’s how it 

happened. They took us, but not a word could be said! They took us to the next.. across 

that they took us to a village, Nagyrak was its name. But there was still another 20 kms 

where we were going. What now? This woman, who works, tells us not to walk because it 

was very far. “Alright, do as I say, I will take care of this too, if I can, I’m not saying for 

sure, if I can. The train from Zagreb comes into Belgrade and the transfer is here, the two 

trains come in at the same time, and there’ll be pushing and shoving, luggage, everything, 

they will need help”. “How shall we do this?” “Follow me”. The trains did come in. One 

was 10 minutes earlier than the fast train. We stood between the two trains and whoever 

needed help… oh how thankful they were! But so much, we could hardly handle it. So we 

earned 20 dinars. We were carrying bags into the station. And so we became porters. Then 

came the third train, the little train which took us to Dobanovce, and we even had money 

left. So we immediately… there was a canteen at the station and so we had breakfast, lunch 

and dinner, all in one. (smiling) Then we went into the village, to the directorate, to the 

center, where the management of this [firm] was and they took us to work immediately. 

This is how I got to the “Highway” and I worked until ’51. But then not outside in the 

worker’s canteen but at the administrators’ kitchen, so the management didn’t even have a 

canteen, but a hotel. And there I climbed until I became a head cook. This is how I lived. 

Then I got married in ’48... in ’47. In the Fall of ’48 they figured that there were these 

navvies [diggers for roads/ kubikos] on the highway because many times they built the 

roads by hand, they were dumping earth on it and this… gravel, or what-the-heck-they-

call-it, they were carrying those at night. And at night the cement people were pouring the 

cement over it... concrete on the road so that it would solidify by morning. The men are 

hungry at 2 am at night they don’t want to work, they are hungry. Well, let’s sit down, the 

cooks and kitchen supervisors and figure out some night meal for the men, what they 

should have. You cannot give them meat at night, that’s not healthy they are working. I 

then had an idea: milk. Let’s warm up milk and give it to them at 2. Each as much he can 

drink. The manager of the firm said, “very good idea, we accept it. But where are we going 

to get that much milk?” I tell him, “In the village. We will give out an order in the village 

to bring milk to the directorate. The evening portion. We buy 3 thousand litres”. Who 

should do it? No one volunteered. “Well, I will”. I was heating up milk at night. From 8 

until half past 12, it was ready, then to cans, then we took it with trailer trucks and gave 

them out at 2, that warm milk, but the men were so happy! They always cheered, always... 

it got into their ears that it came from me. So this I had to do for 3 months. And at 5, at 4 

we went back to the kitchen, by the time I had washed the cans, and everything it was 5. I 

had free time from 5 to 7. This was for eating, washing and sleep. For three months. Then 

the three months was up and it was November 29, big state holiday here. (...) Military Day, 

if I’m correct, that was when the partisan army was established. It was a very big 

celebration, it was the first company in the country and I was awarded with 9 thousand 

dinars.. well about an engineer’s 3 months’ salary. And a... emergency-worker’s [roham 

munkás] badge and certificate, but this one not everyone got, this was very rare. And I got 

an ulcer. (laughing) This was the biggest reward (...) And now I have a, how do you call it, 
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shrunk stomach. This is “keepsake” [remembrance] forever. This is what I got for hat 

work. This how my life was. (Matild SRB, Appendix 3, 63.a/b.) 

 

 

In terms of chronology, Matild’s anecdote brings us on a journey through her own early years of 

communism, as her life was shaped during those years. She tells how she managed to live 

through the initial hardships, defined by post-war poverty, shortage of food and clothes, poor 

infrastructure, and the political persecution of ethnic-German/Hungarian population based on 

collective guilt. She tells the detailed story of how she, with two other women, went from one 

part of Vojvodina to another part of the region just to get a job at a state-run road-construction 

firm as a cook. The historical information we get from her story, if we only pay attention to the 

content (that they had no money, that eating was a problem, that the girl didn’t even have shoes 

and she had to sell hers, that they could not even afford train tickets at one point), involves 

extremely poor circumstances. But paying attention to how she tells the story, it becomes more a 

narrative of overcoming obstacles, by always having an idea or a plan to solve a problem and by 

putting to use whatever resources she, and others around her, had. Matild’s story-telling also 

provides historical information about how she turned the poverty and insecurity of the late 

1940s, and her own struggle to survive and make ends meet, into a story of personal evolution. 

She does that by picking life events that, arranged this way, support her agency despite the odds 

of her historical situation.    

First, the story is a string of small tricks to get from one station to the next, from one 

problem to the next.  The organizing principle of emplotment in her narrative follows exactly the 

pattern of events: she tells the story through these problem-knots and emphasizes the small 

everyday-victories over them (selling shoes, traveling illegally for free, carrying people’s 

luggage for money). Second, the story is told through dialogues, in which the active and passive 

voices are interestingly mixed creating different effects. On the one hand, through these devices 

Matild, the narrator, effectively creates a false immediacy of the memory of these ‘adventures’. 

The string of dialogues among the characters are as if they were reproductions of once real 

interactions and this way – through shifting the genre from prose to something that bears the 

qualities and devices of drama – the narrator also blends in with her own character more 

effectively. By making the narrative alive with more than only one voice, she creates the effect 

that there is no overarching voice, no omniscient narrator embodied, as Matild is telling the 

whole story. The lines, the ideas, and even the pronoun “I” are distributed among the characters, 

whose lines make up the story itself. Telling anecdotes of transformation, of transition, of 
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change, this particular dialogical mode of oral narration is strikingly one of the most common 

features among the cohort of women that I encountered during my research.  

Furthermore, Matild’s style of narration tells about a physical journey which turns into a 

story of upward social mobility. From struggles to survival, she receives the “state award” 

through her ideas, her endurance, her private planning (in the face of state planning), and through 

her own hard work. At the company, she gradually became a head cook and, with her idea of 

“milk distribution”, she gained the recognition of her superiors as well as her colleagues. This 

brought her a financial reward as well. According to her, however, the longest-standing result of 

her activities is a deteriorated stomach condition, which eventually became the only 

“remembrance” (as she phrases it) of her efforts.  

Remarkable is the fact that although she had already had a daughter and a son born 

during the years at the “Highway” company, she does not talk about them. Mothering is 

completely absent from her work-narrative. Did she forget to mention her children? Were they 

missing from this life situation? We will never know. When talking about the official 

acknowledgement she received, she does not devote much attention and significance to the state 

award itself, and her recognition appears only momentarily in the story: after this event, she tells 

the story of her second husband’s imprisonment and death on the island of Brioni (“where Tito’s 

residence was”), which she thinks was due to a scam. She, however, left the firm and afterwards, 

when she got together with her 3rd husband in 1952, she left the public sphere altogether and her 

upward social mobility (which she did not evaluate as upward!) was then only gradual – told by 

her in a much duller manner, without further anecdotes, and without any more lively dialogues. 

Her life-narrative takes a turn towards an experience that, with all its individual uniqueness, was 

a collective that she shared with others: farming and selling the produce at local markets: 

 

Doing the Market (Piacolás) 

 

I didn’t work anywhere afterwards, I mean for a firm, I was working at home. We were 

ploughing, harvesting in the peasant life, we didn’t work at a company, no. I was selling at 

the market for a while (…) we had a lot of potatoes, a lot. And the potatoes we took to 

Kikinda, Nagykikinda, well, it was 25 kms away. We went by train and then every... there 

was market three times, on Wednesday, Saturday and Sunday. There was a big market in 

Kikinda then and we took it there. Then we had two donkeys. Not horses. Such cute little 

things, they carried their freight, like horses, only there was a smaller cart for them and I... 

we had about 600 kilos of potatoes and we always put them in sacks, 50 kilos each, I 

sewed them and sealed them and sent it with the train. I came with it and we took it to the 
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market by bus. And this is how we were living. And then when the market was “done” I 

went around the village and everywhere I collected eggs, onions, potatoes, beans, 

everything I bought and then I was a retailer. I took and sold. (Matild SRB, Appendix 3, 

64.a/b.) 

 

 

The constant movement involved in commuting – this time back and forth between the home and 

the market - still formed and gave regularity to Matild’s life. Not having a main occupation at 

any state-run firms or agricultural collectives, she made use of the possibilities the second 

economy of later socialism created. Research has shown that the second economy was a specific 

product of socialist economy that allowed for economic maneuvers and thereby a means of 

securing a living for a large part of the population; there was thus a space for small 

entrepreneurial activities, small-scale home-based trade, industrial or agricultural businesses.284  

The market formed a firm basis for making extra income for many, including Matild, and it 

became a particular life-form and a long-lasting way to make ends meet. This activity relied 

heavily on a firm informal social network of villagers and local micro-communities. The 

activities and economic gains that interviewees have managed to get hold of in this grey zone of 

the second economy did need a well-maintained constant social web in which not only goods 

(food items and other products) were circulating but at the same time communities were kept 

together. In this, the macro-political frameworks do not figure as overarching controllers of such 

interactions and flow of goods.285 Such activities were illegal but, because the socialist economy 

also relied on such channels for balancing out general shortages, it was overlooked by local 

authorities and officers themselves took advantage of such measures. Activities such as 

moonlighting (using factory materials and machines to produce for private profit) and, especially 

in rural communities, selling certain home-produced goods (liquor made in ad hoc private 

distillers in the garden shed, home-made pickles or pasta etc.), setting up home sweatshops 

(private dressmaking sweatshops), or trading with clothing items that got into the countries 

through illegal routes were highly common money-making sideways. These activities connected 

sellers and buyers through silence. According to Losonczi, such people took advantage of the 

“fault lines of the system” and turned what was illegal to their own advantage, thus profiting 

                                                            
284 For Hungary and the Kádárian model of agriculture, its specific socialist-capitalist sphere of ”second 

economy” and how it maintained firm gender-divisions see more in Ildikó Asztalos Morell, Emancipation’s 

Dead-end Roads? Studies in the Formation and Development of the Hungarian Model for Agriculture and 

Gender (1956-1989), (Uppsala: Uppsala University Press, 1999). 
285 In Hungary in the 1980s, gold brought from Turkey or electronic gadgets smuggled in from Austria and West 

Germany were extremely popular.   
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from areas where centralized control was weak.286 Interviewees talk about their own, and their 

communities’, economic survival strategies as localized. As we have seen in the collectivization 

narratives, these strategies appear in the stories as very much tied to the microcosm of the 

villages or small regions. These communities and villages may have been divided politically or 

ethnically, yet they were tightly connected through these socio-economic networks. Local power 

relations were also defined by these networks. Stories like these modify Losonczi’s argument of 

weak centralized control and individual profiteering. They formulate an intricate image of an era. 

Through a spatially-diverse aggregate of encounters and experiences, anecdotes like Matild’s 

and the ones I discuss below write a narrative of “local socialisms” (Gail Hershatter’s term), a 

story which would be inaccessible without studying memories of rural populations.  

In the following accounts, I will provide some of the formulations of economic 

negotiations tied to the market. In some of these accounts, the market is both a segregated space 

for exchanging goods and for making money on the side, and a social space where information 

was exchanged and personal relationships were forged. As it often involved regular commuting 

and traveling, it linked places through people; it became forms of life that now are also part of 

the life stories, usually, though not always, related in positive tones. Stories of the market 

exemplify the separation of this space from the main occupation where economic matters were 

inherently political as well. The microcosm of the market is represented as an important venue to 

evade the stricter controlling function of the state and thus created strong identifications, 

personal bonds, and senses of belonging. In these rural women’s memories, such activities, and 

the relational web that they created and maintained, are integral parts of their narrative of 

socialism and individual working lives. In women’s self-perceptions, these activities and social 

involvement comprises components of themselves as adult female subjects where they made a 

difference in their lives for the better. Ilona’s account reads: 

  

I was 47 when I went to work, so that I would have a pension, because until then I had 

been sewing, but from that there wouldn’t have been a pension because we just sewed and 

went to the market, we weren’t real dressmakers. And then we had plenty of pumpkins in 

our garden and we took out the seeds for the livestock and we roasted the seeds, I took it to 

town, so I was sewing and also going to the market, and then I got into doing the market so 

much that as my mom died, I was 43, after that I did not sew, we were “doing the market”. 

We went even in the winter, in -20-degree cold to the market, we always went! (...) How 

could one even endure so much? How? (...) So I would figure out something and say it [to 

my husband] in the morning. “Well?” he says “What have you figured out?” I say, “Here 

we should sow this and there we should sow that, but if you know better, we will do that”. 

                                                            
286 Losonczi 2005, pp. 250-251. 
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But most of the time, mine worked because, really, I am not saying, there is no boasting in 

this, my husband worked a lot more with his strength, but mentally I did more, and so we 

brought everything together and didn’t waste it. We came home, I even ironed the bills 

because one just crumbled it into one’s pocket, and I put it together, put a rubber band on it 

and the money got together, We bought a house here, we bought a house there, we bought 

6 houses with my husband!... We always did what brought good money. This is how time 

passed on us… we were always on the market. (Ilona HU, Appendix 3, 65.a/b.) 

 

 

Ilona’s narrative is that of self-sacrifice. She, in other parts of her narrative, tells about the details 

of such work, of having an orchard of 130 peach trees, from which she picked the fruits and 

carried them in baskets to the market in the nearby city. She took the bus with the baskets to the 

city and then carried them on foot to the marketplace. While she was away, her mother took care 

of her children at home, whom she calls “a blessed good woman”.287 Her narrative formulates 

“doing the market” full time and, the fact that she had a “proper job” at a co-op as a member of a 

cleaning brigade only figures on the side. She only went to work to become eligible for a 

retirement pension. The main source of income during Ilona’s active working years had become 

the market and cultivating the piece of land they had (i.e. the garden). She does mention having 

had a dressmaking sweatshop at home which, for a while, went on parallel with marketing.  

In Ilona’s narrative, however, the pure profit-making purpose of these activities is 

emphasized and, the fact that it did bring about slow but considerable financial growth, resulted 

in them being able to buy six houses in the village. That, according to local standards, is a 

remarkable achievement. But what gets conveyed in this narrative is the tediousness of this type 

of livelihood, i.e. the heavy work of harvesting and carrying all the baskets to the city in the cold. 

The positive aspects were the rewards and financial advancement, materialized for her in the six 

houses. The fact that she later on recurrently mentions the children, and how much she had given 

them, how much all the work she did was for them to enjoy the fruit of, heightens the fact that all 

these years of work is evaluated as a sacrifice that unfortunately remains unreturned and, she 

feels, unappreciated by them. The dialogue that she reproduces here, in the short quote, between 

her narrative ‘I’ and her husband briefly creates the effect that in her narrative world, it was the 

two of them that formed this productive unit, the children and the benefactors and the market-life 

form was a struggle.  A second narrative is from Katalin (SRB): 

 

                                                            
287 Her children are from 1952 and 1954. The socialisation of child-care was not yet established, public nurseries 

and kindergartens were not yet set up until the late 1950s.    
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We went to the countryside. I travelled everywhere, the whole.. from Törökkanizsa to the 

entire Bánát region almost to Belgrade (...) and this upper Vojvodina. This was our 

territory, first I started by selling sweatshirts for a knitter in Kanizsa, I was helping 

him/her, I went Mondays-Wednesdays-Fridays, we went to Topolya on Saturdays and to 

fairs on Sundays. In Zenta there is a fair on the first Sunday of each month. Then it was 

like, we went at 6 in the morning and were until 2 in the afternoon. When we went to a 

saint’s day fair, we went for the whole day. Sometimes, we were somewhere around 

Versec, way down there near Belgrade, it is on the Romanian border we were there at a 

Saint’s Day fair in February, in knee-deep snow, and it was 6 in the morning when we got 

there, then we cleared the snow away and put out our wares, then we stopped, we didn’t 

even sort anything we just put them out. And then we went and gathered some twigs and 

made a fire, we were keeping ourselves warm. Now, “we should have breakfast”, but there 

were these sellers, fair-people, these kept together so much in this Voivodinan region, very 

much. And there was a scuff-maker from Ada, a bag-maker from Mohol, and another one, 

we were with a fancy-goods stall and the one from Mohol had made tripe. He had made it 

at home and brought it in a pot [bogrács] and then the people brought the tripod and we 

made a fire under it and that was our lunch. (...) But it was very good because these people 

kept together so much and paid attention [to one another]. Up here, towards Törökkanizsa, 

in the Bánát, I don’t know how they are called but there are these settled people 

[“kolonisztok” with local expression], and mainly Gypsies. They were stealing terribly. We 

had to be so careful, I cannot tell you. And as we go here towards Topolya, there is 

Tornyos and Kevi on the way, that is a smaller village and we also went there for fair. And 

what happens, my boss went away somewhere. And he left me with this 8-meter-long tent 

with the goods out, but the Gypsies are coming, the Gypsies are coming. I was so angry... 

and this is where the tent was, here the toys, there the hairpins and such things into the 

hair, hair bends and whatnot, and one Gypsy went there, and one Gypsy stayed over here. 

Here s/he grabbed and bought a small thing and there had stolen the thing already! The 

woman across says, “That Gypsy boy stole the car”. “Which one was it?” say I. Well, then 

the Gypsy man comes, I tell him, “Listen! Look here, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6: six cars are missing. 

These were stolen by your children. But do you know this and this policeman?” He says, 

“Yes, I do”. “Well,” I say, “That policeman is my son. If the cars are not here in ten 

minutes, he will take you in.. Do you know Sugár Pista, the judge?” I say. “And that is my 

brother”. So I tell him, “Beware”. The Gypsy got scared and except for one, that one I 

don’t know where that one car disappeared, the rest turned up. But I was so nervous, I 

cried. I told my boss that I’d pay for it, “Don’t be angry with me, while I was over there, 

they stole them, they brought these back, one car is missing, I will pay for it”. “No way!” 

he says, “This happens with me too, and with others also, you have to be careful”. he says. 

“I hadn’t told you this, this was the trial”. Alright. Three weeks later the fair was at the 

nearby village. Alright. We had agreed that he would come from Ada, he was from Ada, 

and he would give me a ride to Tornyos. I had this water-hose with me, this plastic water-

hose near my bag, he looks at men and says, “Tell me, Kató, what are your plans with 

this?” “What?” I tell him, we are going to Tornyos, to the Gypsies”. Alright. He packed, 

and went away again, I am out there, things out, I am waiting for the Gypsies. As they 

were coming closer, I hit the table, “Get out of here, or I will hit every one of you!” Those 

children ran away in that second!... it was so funny, and the other sellers were just looking 

at me, and that plastic hose as it made noise on the table. And then I say, “Only half a 

meter away, only at a time, no one else”. “Are you buying something? No? Then go”. And 

of course each village had their own people, who [watched over the stall] for example there 

was a place where I could go away and could leave the tent, I could go to another one to 
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talk, or something, nothing disappeared. They didn’t take anything. But there were places, 

where my boss ran half the street’s length after a child because s/he had stolen the goods 

(...) So I got into this trade so much, and the people: I already knew if one was buying or 

not when s/he came over. I knew people so well.. I did this for five years besides my job. 

(Katalin SRB, Appendix 3, 66.a/b.) 

  

 

In this narrative, Katalin talks about doing the market in a slightly different way than Ilona in the 

previous excerpt. Katalin was not selling agricultural products that she herself had grown and 

was working for a “boss”. The legality of this employment is highly questionable, as probably it 

earned her untaxed income. But very probably, the money Katalin earned may not have been 

considerable: she doesn’t emphasize financial gains or advancement or any accumulation of 

material gains at all. Symbols of consumption such as a television, a washing machine, or a 

Zastava (Yugoslav car) are absent as well. For her, this side job was more about learning about 

people and learning to deal with thieves as well as enjoying the friendly trust-network of other 

traders. She draws a verbal map by pointing out all the different villages she had gone to, places 

all throughout Northern (“upper”) Vojvodina, and the friendships with people she has formed in 

those different places.  

This was not an organized brigade with a whole institutional network behind it. Through 

the market, she built her own social network where work and personal relationships were 

inherently mixed. It was a collective where one helped one another, i.e. the success of personal 

relations helped cooperation with the others, and this worked at the same time the other way 

around – resulting in network of trust and co-dependence. The market and especially the Saint’s 

Day fair, speak also to the fact that religious holidays did not disappear in rural areas altogether, 

even though the religious aspect was not emphasized. Rather, these sites of the market and the 

fair are representative examples of how communal rituals and traditional practices, although 

transformed, persisted against certain (anti-religious) coercive tendencies of state-politics 

through these social networks of rural people. Furthermore, Katalin’s account testifies to the 

curious ways in which small-scale trading, as a translocal entrepreneurial activity, conformed to 

but also shaped communities’ social landscape. She talks about what kind of people lived, in 

which areas (“the settlers”, “the Gypsies”), and how the differences that certain locations had (as 

far as how safe they were) spurred her to adapt her own trading strategies as well.  

Economic strategies are social strategies at the same time: they inform one another. The 

account of Katalin’s handling the “Gypsy man” (by threatening him with the local authorities, 

the policeman, and the judge) evokes the state indirectly. It is enough to mention her false 
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proximity to authority, as the stolen toys turn up in the story. The fact that she uses a nickname 

“Sugár Pista” to designate a high-rank officer of justice works to personify authority and makes 

her an extension of that authority. The dialogical narration and the constant shifts of active and 

passive voices yield a narrative strategy similar to Matild’s: she distributes the narratorial voice 

among the characters, giving lines into their mouths, make the anecdote a multivocal account. 

Here is another account by Jolán (HU): 

 

We used to go over to Romania and bring this and that, clothes, dresses, fur coats, towels and 

I was selling them at my work to my colleagues. And there were those plenty of Polish, we 

got the towels cheap and these taps, how shall I put this to you, these technical goods he 

[husband] would buy. And I was getting the clothes, night-gowns, pajamas, dungarees, and 

the like. And then we used to go to Palota, Tótkomlós, Szentös, we went all over the place. He 

was officially “of reduced working capacities” [le volt százalékolva] and I was retired, we had 

time (…) and this is how selling stayed with us. And as my poor thing died, I kept doing it 

alone. I would go to the market by bicycle, I packed the little bicycle, with all the stuff and 

then came the Romanians and the Polish and we would buy those from them and stood out to 

the stalls, until they wanted the entrepreneurial permit. Because till then we didn’t need it! 

Only afterwards did this come that only those who had entrepreneurial permits could trade. 

And then I got it.  (Jolán HU, Appendix 3, 67.a/b.) 

   

This final anecdote provides yet another dimension to stories of doing the market that I would 

like to highlight: its transnational character. Jolán relates repeated trips to Romania from 

Hungary that she took with her husband to take goods back to Hungary to sell. She also mentions 

“the Romanians” coming to Hungary, as well as “the Polish”, who came a long way to Southern 

Hungary to sell their wares.288 It is well known that such transnational movement of goods and 

capital was not legal in the period of socialism but in the early 1980s, the state borders, as well as 

their guards, could easily be bribed, and the borders became more permeable (Verdery 1996). 

Thus, there was a lively smuggling-activity on the Romanian-Hungarian, as well as the 

Yugoslav-Hungarian, borders. Obligatory tolls for foreign merchandise were rarely paid by 

retailers, or often that payment was tendered in cigarettes or other items, but rarely in currency. 

There was a sort of status-quo understanding between small-scale retailers and customs officers 

– “arms” of the nation-state — where each had their own benefits. A lot of people in villages and 

towns close to the border still talk about effective strategies to either circumvent or grease 

                                                            
288 In small rural towns there were sections at the open market that were called “Polish market” or “Romanian 

market” by residents. 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 6 

254 

 

customs officers at the border, which could themselves perhaps form a whole genre of “border-

stories”.289 

Small-scale trade, even if it happened sideways, contributed to maintaining transnational 

links and helped ease shortages. Jolán and her husband were one of the agents for creating such 

links. Although difficult at times, these activities led to gradual financial advancement. She 

reports a gendered division in what goods the husband (technical gadgets) and wife (nightgowns, 

pajamas etc.) were into. Although for Jolán, this economic activity came after her retirement, it 

has remained her strategy to make ends meet to enhance the very low retirement pension she 

receives. She reports to have worked long years at one workplace, a common experience in 

socialism, in a broom factory where she was also a member of a work brigade. And, although 

she talks about having liked the brigade, and the working collective (her colleagues), she 

emphasizes how “hard that broom was”. Thus, the first chance she got to retire, she seized it. In 

talking about doing the market, she conveys a sense continuity that it has given to her life, i.e. 

after her husband had passed away, she kept on doing it alone, and later on her daughter took it 

up as well until she passed away. Earlier, Jolán says, the business license was not an issue, i.e. it 

was an activity free of taxes fitting in conveniently with the grey zone of the socialist second 

economy; however, “afterwards” (after 1989), she had to become self-employed and redefine the 

same activity with a fresh tax-paying obligation. Within this one sentence she bridges the 1989 

political transitions: with one vague time marker “afterwards”, she jumps a whole historical era, 

forging a type of continuity not only in her life but in history as well.  Her selling activities 

provided continuity for her life and her perception of the political changes as well. Even these 

days, two decades into the capitalist transitions, towards the age of 80, she is still doing the 

market: she goes with a fully-packed bicycle every Wednesday, Friday and Sunday, and keeps 

on putting out the nightgowns and pajamas.       

Jolán’s story is important in that it tells about how in an account of memory she perceives 

the political changes through the lens of certain activities, fusing an understanding of historical 

change and continuity. She still lives the life she got used to, even though circumstances around 

her changed. Her husband passed away and new forms of legal trade were introduced (permit). 

Her story also brings to the fore issues of how trade, as a form of money-making and life for 

rural people, connects to transnational movements during socialism and after. Connected to the 

issue of how such transnational movement has not changed on the Southern border between 

                                                            
289 In my own family such activities were conducted by various people, and these experiences have by now 

turned into family-legends of smuggling pure alcohol and nylon pantyhose over the border readily recited at 

family gatherings in a certain mode of socialist nostalgia.  
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Hungary and Serbia, I am reminded of one of my own trips when I personally experienced these 

transnational movements in late 2008 on my field trips for this research. During my field 

research, I had to commute over the border on a daily basis. Now, of course, since Serbia-

Hungary is also the border dividing the EU from the ‘rest’ of Europe, the context is slightly 

different; still, despite the strict border control, several people make their living based on 

evading the illegal. For people who earned their living from such trade between Romania-

Hungary, they simply lost their sources of profit with the EU expansion. Nowadays, exactly 

because of the difficulties of commuting between Serbia and Hungary, the lack of transportation 

between the two countries leads some entrepreneurs to make their money transporting people 

between border towns. They charge the same amount as the bus would and go with a fully-

packed car (four passengers for one ride), basing their work on a network of trust. They build 

their regular clientele: mothers to their daughters in Ada (SRB) or school children to their dorms 

in Szeged (HU) – a door-to-door service, flexible hours, and all without taxes. This unofficial 

movement of bodies as a money-making machine, of course, is not a uniquely Central European 

phenomenon but here it certainly marks the permeability of the edge of a new empire. On the 

border control, everybody becomes a ‘family,’ in case of inspection. I have also taken such a 

ride, and have become a temporary member of such an awkward ad hoc ‘family’, a social 

network based on need and trust. A common illegal activity right after 1989, in the early ’90s, 

was the smuggling of fuel (gasoline) which secured quick wealth and local influence (political) 

for some entrepreneurially minded citizens. They became one of the new “mafia” groups that 

Verdery talks about in her book as well. Such transnational illegal trading activities are one of 

the prominent continuities between the pre- and post-1989 era.
290

 

 

Sharecropping (Háztáji) 

 

In the following paragraphs, I will analyze stories about sharecropping. I quote two 

women who took advantage of this particular sphere where space opened up for economic 

maneuvers in the agriculture sector. According to Losonczi, “the flourishing of sharecropping”, 

together with the cooperation of co-ops with other economic sub-branches, was “the unique 

agrarian-economic success story of the socialist world”.291 Distributing small plots of land for 

households to cultivate helped to keep up the more-or-less continuous supply of food products. It 

                                                            
290 See Verdery 1996, pp. 216-220. 
291 Losonczi 2005, 250. 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 6 

256 

 

made use of the sense of individual responsibility of work that relied heavily on agricultural 

competence. The value of that kind of competence was lost with the early collectivizations 

(Kovács 2010) and brought back into the scheme of agricultural production later on, from the 

late 1950s, early 1960s onwards. Sharecropping was an equally widespread practice of members 

of agricultural collectives in all three countries investigated. The opportunity to be responsible 

again for a patch of land and to turn it into private profit was seized by many who were members 

of agricultural collectives. Narrators express that they could both enjoy the security of the 

agricultural collective but at the same time could venture out and feel individual responsibility 

for their livestock or their plot. By the mid-1950s, the common slogan of the late 1940s, ‘the 

factory is ours,’ proved empty for the working classes. But, in the agricultural sector, through the 

sharecropping system, members of the collectives could have the sense that some ‘land is ours.’ 

This increased responsibility, in both accounts, is phrased as an increased amount of work but 

narrators convey that it is to have been worth it after all. Sharecropping thus crystallizes in the 

narratives as another sphere of work (with a feminist vocabulary, an extra “burden”), a channel 

of self-sustenance (in-between collective and individual), and a vehicle of advancement. Below I 

will first discuss the account of Ibolya (HU) and then Margit (RO), who both provide narratives 

of socialist progress: 

    

We had livestock, living was very good at the farm.. yes, because we  produced the eggs, 

the meat, the pork, the milk, we had cows, we had geese, so life on the farm was very 

good, we loved there very much, but my children went to school at the St. Stephen square 

(…) we heated with a beehive oven, with cornstalks, and [like others] we also stuffed 

geese… and that is what we made money from (…) My husband was attending pigs, 

livestock at the collective, and I was raising the kids at home and kept livestock on the 

side. That’s how we made money. And back then they didn’t pay every month, only three 

times a year, on May 1, on August 20 and the final payoff was in February. And that’s 

how… that’s what we had to proportion well, and [it was] not much, aaah! After the 

turned-in animals, it was very good! This is how we pieced together our forint. It was 

good, very relaxed, that farm-life. So we didn’t have to be afraid that someone would go in 

even if the outdoor kitchen was not locked. (…) When we took on [land] separately, got 

out of the team, not together. (…) and then we could draw in…  my kids were so little, and 

they were rubbing onions on the heap, and everything, they loved to work out there! They 

have somehow grown into this peasant work. My Pityu is peasanting [local word usage for 

farming: parasztizál] even now (…) They paid very little in the collective. They gave out 

these sharecrops and we could [make a living] from that. That is what we sold from, we 

grew turnips, garlic – up till today I have garlic, autumn and spring [garlic] and I also grow 

paprika, that I myself grind and everything and I sell that. (…) My husband had 12-hour 
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shifts many times. Also when harvest was... he also worked a lot! A lot! With plenty of 

work we somehow did manage! Nicely. I have been satisfied with our life because we 

indeed raised 3 children, we could get everything we needed, we did a little wedding for 

each, and nowadays they can’t even do a wedding anymore. It’s so expensive, they just 

can’t do it anymore! (Ibolya HU, Appendix 3, 68.a/b.) 

  

Ibolya does not mention the changed concepts of property that happened after 1989.  She talks, 

undisturbed, about continuing her own work, and then one of her children continuing hers. Her 

attitude to, and concept of, land does not seem to have changed despite the large-scale historical 

and social changes, despite moving from a farm to the town, and despite going in or out of the 

collective. She constructs her own success story of work and betterment by organizing it into a 

seamless process of continuous progress. 

Ibolya talks about sharecropping in way that indeed makes it sound like a socialist success 

story: she emphasizes how effective it was in making extra money to supplement the poorly-paid 

primary jobs they had at the collective, and she also stresses how much her family has “loved” 

this particular way of life. Even the children have socialized into this type of peasant life. Thus, 

in Ilona’s memories, apparently, peasant activities and parenting created a combination that 

worked well in parallel with each other. The short excerpt hints at the initial self-sustenance 

farming that Ilona and her family were doing until about the mid-‘60s when they moved into the 

town. Her account is overwrought with an interesting type of socialist nostalgia and she seems 

particularly fond of the farm-life, which could be reproduced in sharecropping.292 She 

emphasizes all the hard work that needed to be done, to work in the collective, to raise the 

children and to do the individual land (which meant growing as well as selling agricultural 

products) but all such emphases are wrapped in enthusiastic exclamations of how good it all was. 

Peasant work activity, which gets washed together with sharecropping, is also a lifetime’s work, 

or more like a life-form, as “doing the market” was in the previous accounts.  It is continued 

after the collectives have long been dissolved, and its results become lifetime achievements as 

well.  Here now is Margit’s (RO) account:  

 

They took him, but then in those 3 years I went so far, I took my big son to the 

grandparents, I was there for 9 months I was breastfeeding, I didn’t take him anywhere 

during that because mother’s milk is mother’s milk. He would have eaten because I didn’t 

                                                            
292 This type of nostalgia will get further treatment in Chapter 10 as I consider it a specific mode of memory and 

narrative device. 
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have that much milk, but no... just suck the breast. He was healthy, mother’s milk had its 

results. Then I took him to Vadad and then I started doing agriculture. My husband came 

home, I had 2 horses and 2 cows! I had climbed that high. And now I wonder why my leg 

hurts. No wonder, all that have I been turning, fighting… and working and struggling.. I 

did my work, we were so poor. And then WE evolved. God helped us (...) we worked a 

lot but got everything. And then, there was yard-cleaning in the collective, I got in there 

also. I wasn’t ashamed! Little money from everything.  

I.A.: And… after the children didn’t the state give..? 

M.G.: Ah! To us they hadn’t yet given it. No. Afterwards they gave the 100 Lei and they gave 

child-money. They hadn’t given it to us. Not yet. 

I.A.: When were the children born? 

M.G.: In the ‘50s... I was working at the grocery. 10 years. For the Collective. And then I had 

money. I did the 24-hour shift, that’s why I have more pension than my man. Even at night I 

was at the grocery.. In the meantime I rushed home, here too, there too. Because the grocery 

was here by the creek. I ran here, I ran there. I did my work there, here by 4 o’clock always... 

from 4 till the morning, when these collectives came in, I made sure to be there. But by that 

time I had taken care of everything everywhere very well... If you did the norm, they paid 

right away. It wasn’t a lot of money but if you did double, it did come together... And then I 

even swept [yard] a bit. 

I.A..: And wasn’t there like in Hungary that whoever was in the collective got some 

sharecrops, some land? 

M.G.: Land... yes, we also had some. There was Turkish wheat [in it], we kept pigs. We had 

33. I struggled a lot with them but I had to (...) it was hard. Now it’s even harder. One has to 

pay even more. It has always been hard... And now they still say “How easy it is for Mrs. 

Gönczi”. Sure it is! How much I have worked, like crazy, while others slept, I worked... it 

was “easy”. But I don’t complain. God helped me. (Margit RO, Appendix 3, 69.a/b.) 

 

 

Margit’s account is similar to Ibolya’s in many respects, to the point that the two could be 

regarded as having lived parallel lives. Both come from poor peasant families, Margit from a 

village in rural Transylvania, Ibolya from a farm in Southern Hungary. Both had very limited 

education, and both have worked in agriculture all their lives, in the collective as well as on their 

own sharecropping land. Both have had three children. If we read their accounts together, both 

frame their life stories in terms of continuous work, and betterment. Yet, in Margit’s account, we 

cannot find the enthusiasm that Ibolya’s narrative conveys. Margit’s narrative is full of words 

like “struggle”, “fight”, “turn”, and “hard”. And even though Margit stresses the amount of work 

she did, and her continuous efforts, she attributes her “success” to transcendental forces, not to 

the state: “I did my work, we were so poor. And then we evolved. God helped us”. (Both women 

consider themselves religious church-goers.) Margit, compared to Ibolya, lacks the specific kind 

of nostalgia that Ibolya exhibits. She does not attribute her evolution to opportunities she had to 

socialism, the system. In fact, she does not consider them real opportunities at all but more like 

circumstances that she had to find her way around.  
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Margit’s account is related from beginning to the end in the first person and it has one 

character, her narrative “I”. She narrates that, having taken care of her baby alone, she struggled 

alone while her husband was in a labor camp for three years (in the Danube-delta), and even 

afterwards it is she that “ran here and there,” who did nightshifts and “had taken care of 

everything” so that “we” could progress. The state does not figure as much of an enabler either, 

only an institution that did not provide her with any childcare subsidies. She, at one point, frames 

her whole life to have been about work, consisting of continuous maneuvers actively pursued in 

order to survive (“my whole life has been about work”), a detail that is, by no means, exceptional 

with the cohort of women investigated here. 

Evolution for her means also something slightly different than what Ibolya (HU) 

understands as such: while Ibolya emphasizes the development of their household in terms of 

material gains, reproducing the image of Hungarian “reform communism”, which is often 

mocked as “goulash communism”. Tibor Vlauch argues that it was a corner stone of party 

politics after the 1956 revolution to secure grounds for some restricted form of socialist 

consumerism through reforms in order to win citizens’ political compliance.
293

 He argues that 

the fact that citizens had more – more meat, more bread, more comfort and somewhat bigger 

apartments, Trabants, Wartburgs and Ladas, the garden and the weekend house, limited yet 

possible opportunities for traveling – made the absence of freedom and individuality 

(theoretically two crucial attributes of Western citizenship) bearable and less relevant.
294

 Ibolya’s 

account, echoing this general tendency of betterment, emphasizes how, after moving into the 

town they have become socialist consumers by saying that they managed to buy a washing 

machine, a refrigerator, a television and eventually a car, too.295 In the above excerpt, she 

mentions the children’s wedding as another, highly material, achievement that many years of 

hard work and state loans have allowed for them. In the broader context of Ibolya’s narrative, 

                                                            
293 Between 1955 and 1980, the average wages doubled and the level of consumption showed a 150-per cent 

increase. The average income per capita showed an increase of 3.8 – 6.4 per cent. Among the different 

components of the citizen’s general income, state-financed social subsidy showed the highest increase: in 1980 it 

was ten times the amount citizens got in 1960. This latter factor was greatly enhanced by the improvement of the 

social security system, the increase in retirement pensions and family allowances and the introduction of the 

large-scale childcare subsidy system. Nevertheless, it is crucial to note that even with these improvements, for a 

family to support itself two wage earners were needed, which shows that the real motivation for the dual-earner 

system was far from being women’s emancipation but simply economic necessity. Tibor Vlauch, A 

Gulyáskommunizmus valósága, (“The Reality of Gulashcommunism”) in Rubicon, 2001, 10-2002, 1, 69-76. 
294 Vlauch 2001, 70. 
295 “And then when we got into the town, I had it easier also, because out there [on the farm] we only had an iron 

which you had to put charcoal in or burned crumbled corncobs and that’s how we ironed. But here by then there 

was an electric iron and all kinds of things. Operating the radio and the TV was then easier because electricity 

was cheaper than batteries and it was a black-and-white TV, but very good!” (Ibolya HU) 
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she phrases the transition as one that moves from citizen-as-producer to citizen-as-producer-and-

consumer watched over by a benevolent paternalistic state. This transition, however, she 

attributes to her and her husband’s efforts and hard work, which translated into a much easier 

ground for the children’s generation to secure their own higher living-standards.296 Similarly to 

Ibolya, Margit’s interpretation of “we evolved” also involves securing a future for the children. 

However, for Margit, it is less of the accumulation of material things, (like a “motorcycle” for 

the boys in Ibolya) but higher education, the gaining of cultural capital (her children are 

engineers). Both narrators remark the irony of their situation that, by the time they have got 

everything, they do not have good health. Ibolya’s does not have the partner any more with 

whom to enjoy the results of their life-long work.   

By way of summary of this section, I conclude that stories of poverty and survival are 

informative not so much of what happened, but of the different ways women can relate to their 

adult, active working lives. These women look back on working life in an entirely different 

politico-economic system, one which they are still involved in but now with a changed status, as 

pensioners. For many of them, economic activities are still important, as they provide a sense of 

continuity between their adult working lives and their pensioner years. The fact that these are all 

narratives of socialist progress shows the tendency to keep measuring how successful it all has 

been, how much an urge to see development in terms of economic betterment is present in most 

cases. And all narratives convey, in a sense, mindfulness and appreciation of the fact of their 

having been able to “evolve” from the extreme poverty and the loss of collectivizations of the 

early post-war years. But it is solely on the level of the economic that these stories of progress 

are formulated by the narrators from the three countries. Venturing over into to the realm of the 

political – and talking about political encounters such as clashes with supervisors, or figures of 

authority, struggles with the party and cadre politics, or detailing the 1956 revolution – could not 

yield these kinds of narratives. Even if they once experienced these political situations, they are 

not part of their stories of socialism. 

None of these women attribute the development of their economic status to luck, or to 

other people’s or the state’s help, or any unarticulated consensual social contract with the state. 

Perhaps some of them (Margit RO, Mária HU, Júlia (HU)) attribute their achievements to God. 

They phrase their progress as a result of their hard work, or sometimes of their own planning in 

the face of central planning (Matild SRB), and of finding side-doors. But even side-doors are 

                                                            
296 Such a conception of the state is pointed out but universalized as to the general state-citizen relationship 

characteristic for the socialist period. See Katherine Verdery, “From Parent-State to Family Patriarchs: Gender 

and Nation in Contemporary Eastern Europe,” in Katherine Verdery 1996, 61-82. 
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overwrought with extra work. With this argument, the stories can be read as commentaries on the 

theme of socialist citizenship and critiques of theoretical formulations such as the social-contract 

theory outlined by many. Patterson, for example, in analyzing the later phase of socialist 

consumerism from the 1960s onwards, employs the metaphorical social contract framework and 

argues that the relationship between society and its “worker-citizen” and the state was that of a 

“bargain” – economical rewards and the production of subjects as consumers in return for their  

silence and political discipline and vice versa. Such a relationship was, as his argument goes, a 

set of processes that enacted a sort of “bottom-up negotiation of legitimation”.297 Careful in 

maintaining the perception of a strong presence of the state, he, however, claims that although 

the state/society distinction may indeed have been less fluid and permeable than in liberal 

democracies, still, citizens were very much part of an “ongoing negotiation” over the 

development of socialist policy.298 He does not discuss gender differences in this involvement, 

i.e. to what extent the permeability of state and different members of the society existed and 

what were the degrees of difference, however, he does make the claim that such mechanisms 

were not only the shaping forces behind policy making but profoundly informed everyday life 

experiences as well. 

This theory of bargain, which we will see in the following chapter as well, is not 

underlined by any of the interviewees’ logic. In other words, no single account connects political 

docility and economic betterment. No woman understands betterment as free. They see it as 

something that had to be achieved and actively worked for. Furthermore, the awareness of the 

contemporary notion of citizen-as-consumer crops up, though very rarely, in interviews mostly 

related to the next generation who now “has it much better” (“Ibolya”, HU) and who “would not 

do what we have done” (Ilona, HU). The notion of belonging to a community – or, rather, to 

                                                            
297 This is not only Patterson’s claim. Mark Pittaway makes the exact same argument in his book, Eastern 

Europe 1939-2000, (London: Arnold, 2004). Other analysts in Central and Eastern Europe have also put forward 

similar arguments. See for example the “social compromise” paradigm for Hungary in Ferenc Fehér, Ágnes 

Heller and György Márkus, Dictatorship over Needs, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983); Vlauch Tibor, “A 

gulyáskommunizmus” (“The Gulasch communism”), in Romsics Ignác ed., Mítoszok, legendák, tévhitek a XX. 

századi magyar történelemről, (Myths, Legends, Misconceptions about 20th century Hungarian History), 

(Budapest: Osiris, 2002), 361-390; for the GDR see for example Mark Landsman, Dictatorship and Demand: 

The Politics of Consumerism in East Germany, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), Jonathan R. 

Zatlin, The Currency of Socialism: Money and Political Culture in East Germany, (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007) to mention but a few of the large set of literature that analyse the state/society 

relationship in the frame of “social contract”, “social compact” or “social compromise” pointing to an active 

society/state interactional negotiations at the intersection of the “economic” and the “political”. In my view, 

however, these theories sound much closer, however the Gramsci’s concept of “consenso” (the consent given by 

the exploited as rational subjects for their exploitation). See Mitchell 1990, 554.   
298 Patrick Patterson, “Just Rewards? Communism’s Hard Bargain with the Citizen-Consumer,” (2008) available 

online at www.ucis.pitt.edu/nceeer/2008_821-12g_Patterson.pdf, site last visited 19 August 2009. 

http://www.ucis.pitt.edu/nceeer/2008_821-12g_Patterson.pdf
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several communities – through work gives a specific meaning to subjecthood and legitimates 

working lives for these narrators. The mental incongruity, that work was done in a by-now 

historically de-legitimated and flawed system, creates tensions and inconsistencies in their 

memories. But, as we have seen in the excerpts, memories of struggles and hardships are often 

accompanied by a steady urge to re-legitimate the system to which all that work was done for. “It 

was great”, “it was good”, repeats Ibolya several times. Most narrators from Hungary and Serbia, 

and Margit from Romania, weave their narratives of socialist progress to this end: they create an 

interpretation in which it was possible for a woman to become a good worker and establish a 

growing financial security and, thus, establish themselves as heroines of the past era. This is 

what this batch of narratives suggests when talking about not only ‘what we did’ but about ‘what 

we got’ from their respective states. I turn to memories of social entitlements now, which, as we 

will see, are emphasized by narrators as non-existent. The lack of entitlements and the amount of 

hard work are two important components of these women’s self-definitions and they inform this 

particular type of narrative of state socialism.    

 

 

6.2.2. The State and Motherhood  

 

I here continue to discuss the thirteen accounts that craft progress narratives of socialism. 

These women’s narration of the changes regarding their socio-economic situation during the 

decades of early and later socialism, and necessarily that of post-socialism, can all be read as 

their formulations of the relationship they have had with the state as mothers, as women and as 

workers – all of these at the same time. I read memories of motherhood and work as the two 

most important premises through which the narrators discursively place themselves into 

socialism as a system. Both accounts of work and accounts of motherhood are inseparable from 

the larger socio-political and gender regime of socialism where women lived those experiences. I 

read the accounts as commentaries on the theme of community, socialist subject-hood, and 

gendered citizenship. Feminist theory on social policy and gender under socialism has discussed 

three major topics: a.) gendered notions of citizenship/subject status and the construction of 

modern welfare systems in Socialist forms; b.) the disenfranchisement of women as citizens of 

the party state, and problems of subject status; and c.) the disjunction between social and 

political entitlements in state Socialism. Ferge, Haney, Pateman, Orloff, Klingman, Verdery, 
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Fodor, Morell – feminist theorists of social policy — all argue that the construction of subject 

status helps to explain how gender was subsumed by the collectivizing categories of socialism, 

which attempted to either erase gender as a category of negotiation with the state or to present it 

only in terms of issues of motherhood.  Thus, the type of gender regimes in Western capitalist 

states along the lines of individual-state relations is referred to in analyses of state socialism as 

collective-state relations (esp. in Fodor 2003), and sometimes the specificity of gender is 

occluded in a universalized dependency (Verdery 1996).  

Narratives of the women I interviewed confirm these theories to some extent but also 

present some nuances to them, as the following analysis will show. Here I would like to 

scrutinize the kind of state/citizen relationship that gets formulated in the interviewees’ accounts 

and what it says about state socialism. Socialism, my cases testify, having been an interesting 

incarnation of modern welfare systems, went together with producing gendered notions of 

citizenship difficult to explain through social policy only. I will provide two illustrative short 

quotes from the many that try to evaluate socialist working motherhood articulating a 

relationship with the former state-formation. Both are narrations of working motherhood told in 

the frame of gradual betterment, as narratives of socialist progress. They represent a particular 

interpretative frame employed by this particular group of women: although some acknowledge a 

gradual improvement of their situation as working mothers, all stress that a non-horizontal 

relationship between work and entitlements (‘rights and duties’) between them and the state 

remained.     

 

For us the Kádár-system was the best. That’s what we were “whatsitsname” in, that’s what 

we had. I did not even get GYES [childcare subsidy], or anything like that because there 

wasn’t, the highest family allowance was 70 forints per child, I got 210 forints for the three 

children, so I didn’t get GYES at all, because we were living out on the farm. They 

couldn’t even go to kindergarten anywhere, and I got nothing. But when I retired I got 

three extra years, 1-1 year extension counted in my employment time. So it wasn’t bad, 

where would I have taken them to kindergarten anyway? 10 kms. away? How would I take 

and fetch them? Well, how shall I put it? We were happiest under the Kádár regime. 

(Ibolya HU, Appendix 3, 70.a/b.) 

 

 

I don’t know why it is so bad for many now, for me none [system] was bad, when it was 

that way, it wasn’t bad and now it isn’t bad either… now many are still not satisfied. Well, 

they wouldn’t know how it was, in that world! Well…well what should they [the state] 

give? They can’t give everything to the elderly, the young need help too. Now, I would 

only like to add one more thing that now young wives complain so much about how little 

the GYES is and everything. You know, we got nothing at all! Nothing! Now once we got 

a clothing voucher to the value of 400 pengő [currency before the introduction of the 
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forint] but it did not matter what we bought on it, we got that. But not for 3 years! We 

received this one voucher and we, did not buy clothes to the child, what was handed down 

from the older one to the younger one was just as good, but then I bought bed sheets and 

whatnot because we had to spend that money. But not like now, that they get money every 

month and everything, for 3 years! And now many are still not satisfied. They should have 

seen it in that world! And for us it was very good. (Ilona HU, Appendix 3, 71.a/b.) 

 

On the one hand, both of these quotes are illuminating examples of how within one short 

passage, shifts of tenses and evaluative perspectives are organic elements of the narratives. On 

the other hand, also noteworthy is how these shifts are all results of relating to two historical 

periods – socialism and post-socialism – from the perspective of the present, and how these 

evaluations tend to be based on a comparison to what had preceded them. I will write more 

extensively and pointedly about the mode and tone of these memories in Chapter 10, as they are 

representative of a peculiar strand of socialist nostalgia that interviewees have employed to draw 

a specific, politically-infused image of socialism.  

Klingman, Verdery and Fodor all highlight the difference in the relationship of the 

individual to the state and between capitalist and former state socialist societies. Although these 

are slightly different issues than autonomy, for example, which, in state socialism, did not make 

much sense, the discourse that was framed by Western notions of citizenship (a rights-discourse) 

has also informed accounts of Eastern European state socialist citizenship. In retrospective 

analyses, many have grasped the difference between Western capitalist and state socialist 

societies by pointing to the inadequacy of the term citizenship and proposing “subject status” 

instead. The reasoning behind this theoretical move was the assumption that in state socialist 

countries, both men and women were dependent on the state for their welfare and protection. 

Individual rights, as such, did not exist. First, as the argument went on, social rights and duties 

were accrued on the basis of subject status (work was, for example, also everyone’s “right”, or, 

rather, “duty”), but not on the basis of citizenship. Second, the emphasis on the individual was 

replaced by an emphasis on the community, the ultimate good of the international proletariat. No 

relevance to the “two-channel” welfare state of Western Europe is brought up here. The state, 

thus, “rather than create distinctions along the lines of gender, affected a homogenization process 

in social citizenship and claims making”.299 Such an argument has been put forward by Klingman 

and Verdery when they argue that “the communist party-state generalized the dependency 

relations experienced by women and children in the context of the patriarchal family to 

                                                            
299 Éva Fodor, Working Difference. Women’s Working Lives in Hungary and Austria 1945-1995, (Durham and 

London: Duke University Press, 2003). 
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subordinate men as well”.300 In another way, Verdery’s concept of “socialist paternalism” aims to 

make a similar point and takes it further: “socialist paternalism”, according to her, “was seeking 

to eradicate male/female differences to an unprecedented degree, casting onto the state certain 

tasks associated with household gender roles”.301  

Thus, while in western capitalist societies theoreticians analyze the male/female divide in 

the individual’s relation to the state, in Eastern European countries this gender divide was held to 

have not been applicable. Rather, “this concept was replaced by the construction of state subjects 

whose gender becomes less and less relevant in contrast to their loyalty and subjugation to the 

final authority of the party”.302 The concept of a homogenized, i.e. gender-less, subject status was 

questioned in feminist analyses as an adequate theoretical concept to faithfully describe how 

people, and especially women, related to the socialist state (Ferge 1996, Morell 1999, Pascall 

and Kwak 2005). In Fodor’s theoretical formulation, dependency is not seen as universal and 

women are conceptualized as a group because “they related to the state primarily not as 

individual wage earners nor through their caring work in the household, but in a novel and 

uniquely state socialist way: on the basis of their membership in a socially constructed 

“corporate” group: ‘women.’”303 “Women,” as her argument goes, can thus be understood neither 

as citizens nor as subjects, but rather an entity that was treated by the party state and socialist 

policy makers as one of the building blocks of society with shared interests and needs. 

Consequently, there was no real relationship between the individual and the state, only between a 

group and the state, as “[c]laims [were] made not on the basis of citizenship or need but rather 

with reference to group membership status and the long-term goals of the larger community”.304 

Since individual rights were regarded as inferior to perceived communal interests,305 and 

therefore not taken into account by the socialist party state. In this particular formulation, not 

only citizenship cannot be talked about but neither can individuality and subjectivity concerning 

women. Fodor’s implicit argument is a consequence of appropriating the language of policy 

statements. For me, as I was listening to women talking about their experiences and the way they 

positioned themselves, such negation seemed to be problematic.    

                                                            
300 Gail Klingman and Katherine Verdery, Romania After Ceausescu: Post-communist Communism, (Ithaca: 

Cornell UP, 1992), 255. 
301 Katherine Verdery, What was Socialism and what Comes Next? (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

1996), 64. 
302 Fodor 2003, 30. 
303 ibid. 
304 ibid. 
305 Fodor had already made this argument in “Smiling Women, Fighting Men: The Gender of the Communist 

Subject in State Socialist Hungary,” in Gender and Society, vol. 16, no. 2, (April 2002), 240-263. 
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Welfare provisions are another micro-site through which interviewed women find a 

specific way to articulate their opinions and evaluations of socialism as a system. Reading their 

stories, possible venues open up for researchers to look into idea(l)s of the proper state and 

adequate female citizenship. Welfare systems are usually conceived as “policies that permit, 

encourage or discourage the decommodification of labor”.306 The decommodification of labor in 

state socialist regimes was regulated centrally. Welfare symbolizes for many how states care 

about their subjects and their needs, and such imaginations of the state are always gendered. It 

encompasses women’s labor, which gets translated in the interviews as “what we have done”, 

and the social entitlements, translated as, “what we got”.307 Orloff states that it is crucial to see 

what state provision of social services is needed for women’s entry into the realm of wage work, 

together with what differences there are from men’s participation in the labor market, and 

through that, how feasible it is for women to gain economic and social autonomy.308 It is crucial 

because women’s social entitlements grant them equal access to resources in society and full 

participation as independent individuals and citizens which, in turn, has consequences for their 

political participation. Often the radical as well as the socialist feminist argument is that the state 

has a crucial role in defining women’s integration into, or exclusion from, the public sphere. It is, 

however, commonly held that in state socialism, social entitlements did not go together with 

political ones.   

‘What we did’ and ‘what we got’ is by no means horizontal in the quotes above. 

Statements like the following are recurrent all throughout the interviewees from the three 

countries: “I did not even get GYES, or anything like that”, “I didn’t get GYES at all”, “The[e 

children] couldn’t even go to kindergarten anywhere, and I got nothing” (“Ibolya”). These 

                                                            
306 There is a considerable body of literature on how western welfare regimes have tackled the problem of 

enabling (usually white, male) citizens to participate in paid labour and the decommodification of that labour. 

Esping Andersen’s typology of liberal, conservative-corporatist and social-democratic welfare regimes is still 

referred to as a point of reference. See Jane Lewis, “Rethinking Social Policy: Gender and Welfare Regimes,” in 

IWM Working Paper, no. 6. (Vienna: Institute for Human Sciences (IWM), 1999), 3. 
307 In the scholarship on western (modern) welfare states, work is seen as the crucial premise and the basis of 

one’s economic independence as well as the basis for rights to full citizenship. Feminist sociologists, by 

regarding women’s unpaid care work in the realm of the family as an important terrain to take into theoretical 

consideration, have pointed to the necessity to see western welfare systems as the interconnection of the state, 

the market and the family, an interconnection that has crucial relevance to women’s social citizenship. Women 

are seen as important clients of welfare systems but they are held to be in a highly vulnerable, dependent 

position, as access to paid and unpaid work, income and resources are to a great extent gendered in capitalist 

economies. In other words, women and men are far from being equal when it comes to establishing their rights 

as social (let alone political) citizens. See for example J. Lewis, “Gender and Welfare Regimes”, in G. Lewis, S. 

Gewirtz, J. Clarke eds., Rethinking Social Policy, (London, 2000), 37-38.  
308 See A. S. Orloff, “Gender and the Social Rights of Citizenship: The Comparative Analysis of Gender 

Relations and Welfare States”, in R. E. Goodin, D. Mitchell eds., The Foundations of the Welfare State, vol. 1. 

(Cheltenham, UK, 1993), 150-169. 
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statements are further echoed by ones like Ilona’s: “we got nothing at all! Nothing!” Thus, in the 

absence of social entitlements and an absent perception that what they have achieved was due to 

the state’s paternalistic nurturance, the bargain theory (economic betterment for docility) does 

not hold up. Women of this generation, having had children in the early 1950s and early 1960s 

do not recall having been helped by the state to balance their burden at work, at home, and with 

the children. This tells the by-now mostly underplayed story of early-stage of socialism, when 

the socialization of childcare was not yet solved. In Hungary, for example, childcare subsidy that 

was tied to subject status was only introduced in 1967 and not before. Public daycares near 

factories and other workplaces also took years to establish in the 1950s.  The post-socialist states 

made small efforts to augment the hardships this generation of women experienced in the early 

1950s by adding bonus years to their retirement pension, although this translates into very little 

sums of money. The interviewees, thus, seem to be aware of the incongruity between their 

affirmation of the state socialist past and their feeling deprived of social entitlements. They did 

not get these entitlements because, according to them, they were young at the wrong time, in the 

hardest years of Stalinism, a time when the new people’s republics needed women at work as 

well as at home. In women’s memories, the tone of unrewarded sacrifice prevails, which is either 

expressed in the form of complaint or by granting the state an excuse: “what should the state give 

anyway?” (Ilona HU).  

The recent shift of emphasis in comparative research performed in the countries of the ex-

socialist bloc has added nuances to our conceptualization of what welfare means and what 

additional meanings women’s work and citizenship can take on. The comparative tenet of 

Waaldijk’s work on social work in Central and Eastern Europe formulates the argument that 

welfare can no longer be regarded as a pure western phenomenon if we keep the paradigm of 

social citizenship in our conceptualization of welfare.
309

 As my material also illustrates, the 

former state socialist regimes did exhibit features of welfare systems but, by having established a 

dual earner model, they showed an alteration from the western male breadwinner model. State 

socialism, in all of its different phases, was characterized by a loud and spectacular rhetoric 

emphasizing the equality of all socialist citizens. This included the strategic, centralized 

emancipation of women (state feminism
310

), “pulling them out” of the realm of domesticity and 

                                                            
309 Berteke Waaldijk, “Beyond Social Citizenship: New Approaches in Comparative European Welfare History,” 

in Gro Hagemann ed. Reciprocity and Redistribution Reconsidered. (Pisa: The university of Press, 2007), 1-21.  
310 The term is controversial. In Western democratic welfare states it is referred to institutions and policies 

designed to enhance gender equality. Joyce Outshoorn and Johanna Kantola eds., Changing State Feminism, 

(Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). In socialist people’s republics the state subsumed this role while stifling alternative 

women’s movements. With the collapse of state socialism, its rhetoric of state feminism also got discredited.   
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“elevating” them into the public sphere of wage labor. Work was everybody’s constitutional 

right.311 In these developments, within the fraternal community of the socialist bloc - though with 

local variations - the Soviet, Stalinist model was the driving force. The state’s emancipatory 

ideology gained legitimization from Marxist and Leninist ideas regarding the assumption that the 

main source of women’s subordination derived from “inferior” domestic labor. The way towards 

women’s liberation and financial independence, from their bourgeois segregation and 

dependency on the family patriarch, was to push them to the public sector of wage labor.312 In the 

Hungarian context, the rhetoric can be seen as a reaction against the social and economic setting 

of the 1920s and 1930s. This was a period of conservative and revisionist politics, more and 

more rightwing towards the beginning of the Second World War, with a strong nationalist and 

eugenicist edge. It emphasized women’s responsibility, as traditional homemakers, to keep the 

family and the nation alive and for helping its “wounded” territory to heal.313 In the state socialist 

context, thus, wage labor was perceived to have a “humanizing potential”, freeing women from 

“domestic slavery” and from the pre-war regimes. It should be noted, however, that these 

regimes, at least for the first decade, had the effect of assimilating women to the norm of a 

heightened, hegemonic masculinity.314 As far as social entitlements were concerned, they were 

venues for state socialist regimes to control, discipline, and exclude citizens – women, ethnic and 

racial others, ideological enemies— that did not fit the prescribed social norms or political ideals 

of social and national homogeneity (Waaldijk 2007).   

Jolán says: “From six in the morning till two. And then when I came home I didn’t know if 

I should cook first or do the laundry or clean the pigpen, so it was hard, it was hard”. Another 

narrator, Ibolya remarks: “I washed the shitty nappies by hand”. Margit, in Romania, also says 

that she was “alone for everything”. The literature echoes these statements. As far as 

reproductive duties were concerned, however, they remained gendered, focused on child-rearing 

                                                            
311 The 1949 Constitution of Hungary announced that “the basis of the Hungarian People’s Republic is labour” 

and that “every able-bodied citizen has the right and the duty to work according to his abilities.” Quoted from A 

magyar népköztársaság alkotmánya, (The Constitution of the Hungarian Republic) (Budapest, 1949), 38-39. 

This was later specified by 1949 work laws, which were codified in one sentence of the 1951 Labor Code: 

Women are to work alongside men in equal conditions, in A munka Törvénykönyve (Budapest, 1965), 7 cited in 

I. Völgyes, N. Völgyes, The Liberated Female. Life, Work and Sex in Socialist Hungary, (Boulder CO, 1977), 

20, 23. 
312 Ildikó Asztalos Morell, Emancipation’s Dead-end Roads? Studies in the Formation and Development of the 

Hungarian Model for Agriculture and Gender (1956-1989), (Uppsala: Uppsala University Press, 1999), 324.   
313 Pető Andrea, “Minden tekintetben derék nők”, A nők politikai szerepei és a nőegyletek Magyarországon a két 

világháború között, (“’Brave women in all respects’, Women’s Political Roles and Women’s Organisations in 

Hungary Between the two World Wars”) in Nagy Beáta and S. Sárdi Margit eds., Szerep és alkotás. Női szerepek 

a társadalomban és az alkotó művészetben. (Role and Creation, Women’s Roles in Society and in Creative Arts), 

(Debrecen, 1997), 275-276.   
314 ibid. 
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and family nurturance, regarded as women’s natural responsibilities. Men’s traditional freedom 

from reproduction duties was not challenged. This placed a dual task on women – viz. to 

conform to the ideal of the working woman and socialist motherhood – and meant an increased 

workload and working hours. The wealthier, like Teréz in Yugoslavia, could afford nannies to 

attend to her babies. But, as Haney ironically remarks, it is quite unimaginable that the all too 

often chanted slogan of “eight hours of work, eight hours of sleep and eight hours of 

entertainment was how women’s days were humanely divided”.315 The state tried to ease 

women’s reproductive duties, however, and protect potential mothers (pregnant women) and 

mothers with young children by socializing much of the reproductive realm, providing state-

financed child-care institutions and a child-care subsidy system, although this did not happen 

until the mid-50s. Gradually women’s wage work participation became better enabled through 

education, social provision at the workplace, and a comprehensive childcare subsidy system.316 

In addition, family laws were passed, which increased women’s equality as social citizens.  

Pascall and Lewis note that, on outward appearance, state socialist countries seemed very 

similar to the Scandinavian gender regimes because of the high percentage of women taking part 

in the labor market (70% in Hungary in 1989) and the low gender pay gap (11% in Hungary in 

1989). Also, more specifically with respect to welfare policies regarding maternity leave, 

children’s allowances, and day-care centers, “Stalinist pro-natalism appear[ed] strikingly similar 

to strategies pursued in many Western European countries”.317 Pascall and Lewis say that it was 

because of the fact that emancipation was imposed from above by an authoritarian system, and 

citizens were dependent on the party state. The Hungarian gender regime, and also those of other 

CEE countries, was perceived and “felt” to be very different from the Scandinavian model.318  

The narratives, coming from women who raised children in early socialism, are not 

particularly about the narrators having enjoyed much of the state’s protection, help, or 

                                                            
315 Lynne Haney, Inventing the Needy: Gender and the Politics of Welfare in Hungary, (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2002), 66. 
316 The childcare subsidy system was formed in 1967 introducing GYES (gyermekágyi segély), which allowed 

mothers to take six weeks before and six weeks after delivery and to stay at home for another two and a half 

years with payment. The amount of GYES was a fixed amount of 600Fts, 500Fts in the case of agricultural 

cooperative workers (40% of the average wage), and it was restricted to mothers only. It also protected women’s 

jobs after returning from GYES. Every female citizen was entitled to it, i.e. it was women’s universal right. It 

was only in 1982 that GYES was extended to fathers, but only after the child reached one year of age. See 

Morell 1999, 353. 
317 Yoshie Mitsuyoshi, “Maternalism, Soviet-Style: The Working ‘Mothers with many Children’ in Postwar 

Western Ukraine”, in Rebecca Jo Plant, Nicole Sanders, Lori R. Weintrob and Marian van der Klein eds., 

Maternalism Reconsidered: Motherhood, Welfare and Social Policy in the Twentieth-Century, (Oxford: 

Berghahn Books, 2012). 
318 G. Pascall, J. Lewis, “Emerging Gender Regimes and Policies for Gender Equality in a Wider Europe”, in 

Journal of Social Policy, no, 33, (2004), 375. 
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generosity. They do testify to the fact that state socialism did not completely homogenize 

dependency, by which I mean that it did not erase gender difference in the way in which socialist 

citizens related to centralized-localized incarnations of state power and figures of surveillance. 

Since the state was imagined to have been present in every sphere, private and public, thereby 

men also were its dependents. Ferge, employing the sharp state/society, public/private (=family) 

divide, and a totalitarianism paradigm claims, “totalitarianism was about invading every sphere 

including the private, and women and men had the utmost difficulty in retaining some freedom, 

which was possible only in the family”.319 The interviews support this claim in that they show 

how women were drawn out of a domesticity that the state had weakened, blurring the 

boundaries between gendered spaces. But, some feminist historians argue, this only happened to 

a certain degree and gender hierarchies nevertheless permeated all realms of social existence, 

including the domestic realm in which the division of labor remained un-reconstructed (Goven 

1993).  

In their memories, women often make very contradictory statements. On the one hand, 

they emphasize how difficult it was, how unbalanced the amount of work and sacrifice was and 

the “nothing” they got in return either from their own children, or from the state. When they 

describe their days, they talk endlessly about working their normal shifts, second-economy 

activities (market, small plot, feeding livestock) and household chores. Margit, in Romania, 

formulates this as “I was running here and there”.  On the other hand, in statements like “what 

should the state give anyway?” or “for us it was very good”, they express an urge to validate the 

system as a whole and themselves in it. In retrospect, these narratives, although they use the 

trope of welfare to describe their ahorizontal social status, compare it to the post-socialist 

transition period when the young wives “have it much better” and “yet they complain”. In the 

narratives, unrewarded female sacrifice and a life’s hard work come to gain more value and, with 

it, so to the regime within which it all transpired. Narrators also make reference to the fact that 

after 1989, women’s social citizenship rights were more threatened than ever since the Second 

World War because of the post-transition backlash (a ban on abortion, on IVF, and cuts on 

subsidies and socialized childcare) throughout the region.320 Women tell me stories of their 

children and grandchildren losing their jobs one-by-one and that when they do work, it is 

“grandma” who takes care of the children. 

                                                            
319 Ferge Zsuzsa, “Women and social transformation in Central-Eastern Europe: the “old” left and the “new” 

right”, in Social Policy Review, no. 10, (1997), 232. 
320 Svetlana Slapšak, “Identities Under Threat on the Eastern Borders”, in Gabriela Griffin and Rosi Braidotti 

eds. Thinking Differently, A Reader in European Women’s Studies, (London, Zed Books, 2002), 145-150. 
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Conclusion to Chapter 6 

 

In this chapter, I discussed stories of early socialism (collectivization narratives) and I 

discussed one type of narratives that women construct of socialism, that of constant betterment. I 

argued that the narratives touch upon several larger issues of state/society relations, dynamics of 

local communities and aspects of gendered citizenship. This way they enrich and complicate 

debates in transition studies that try to analyze socialism as a monolithic system. A host of 

feminist historians, sociologists, and anthropologists go to great lengths to define and analyze 

women’s historical position during socialism: trying to place women within analyses of 

socialism as a political and ideological system and as a system of oppressive power relations. 

The stories I quoted above also serve as contributions to such endeavors in gender history as 

women interviewers in their reminiscences also try to define who they were in that context as 

opposed to now. The stories provide comments on debates in the waning field of agrarian history 

as they talk about the effect of socialism on the lives of rural communities. Accounts of these 

rural women – who formerly belonged to village populations — make it possible for historians 

of agriculture to work on a comparative analytical perspective across national borders. 

First, I discussed the collectivization narratives (6.1.) that were linked together by thematic 

similarities, and similarities in the way the interviewees narrativized the early socialist 

reconstruction of economy and social structures (late 1940s and early 1950s) in the three 

countries. Thematic similarities include family deaths, loss, coercion, and violence. Narrative 

similarities include the use of schematic but concrete images and personifications of state. I have 

drawn attention to three images of amorphous party-states unfolding in the collectivization 

narratives. The images are always connected to concrete events and they differ according to 

narrative devices employed for their description. The image of a coherent, monolithic, and 

monstrous entity ruling over thousands of non-citizens is not precisely the image that these 

women’s memories formulate, even though it is ‘hanging over’ each narrative as a 

retrospectively imagined effect. Images of the early socialist states are circumscribed by stories 

of encounters that are polymorphous: concrete and personified (pinpointed in actual characters) 

and abstract (“they”), at the same time. Narrators employ images and phrases, such as the black 

car, the pronoun “they”, or the cellar to describe interactions with state officials. These images 

make the accounts schematic and the mnemonic images of the state elusive, abstract, and vague. 

The two figures of the kulak and the informer are markers of how subjects are able to relate to 

the period of socialism in the present. The former is an available subject position for the 
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narrators to identify with and it stands for a specific collective experience of class discrimination. 

The latter is a tabooed, unavailable position and it testifies to the long-term effects the socialist 

process of homogenization have had on women’s lives and psyches. Even if narrators can 

articulate, and craft narratives according to, pro- or anti-communist sentiments, expressing 

complicity with the socialist regimes is not on option for them. Both figurations are linguistic 

sites through which interviewees address the topic of the early socialist homogenization project. 

This project was brought about by external forces but impacted local power dynamics in their 

respective countries.  

In the second half of the chapter (6.2.), I discussed women’s stories of strategies of 

economic survival and advancement, in addition to their stories of motherhood. I found that 

narrators who discuss memories related to socialism in terms of economic management of 

themselves and the family usually speak of gradual betterment. Thirteen interviews, most of 

them from Hungary and Serbia, and one from Romania, exhibited such a feature. The narratives 

I analyzed in this batch construct a particular story of socialism, and I have called them 

narratives of progress. These narratives have the common feature of fitting the period of state 

socialism into the flow of history by concentrating on processes of development and on 

continuities between the years of socialism and the post-socialist transitions. Several stories talk 

about different strategies of money-making in different ways and all of them construct 

subjectivities on the basis of life-long work and efforts. In these narratives, memories of 

collectives are often fond. Work, for these narrators, has been a life-time activity that never 

stopped. It is its own achievement. Progress and betterment, from their perspective, mainly 

benefited successive generations, and were for their children and grandchildren to appreciate. As 

working mothers, they tell the story of a forgotten generation, who raised children in the 1950s 

and 1960s but did not the enjoy welfare provisions of the state. Progress narratives of socialism 

are always told in combination with stressing one’s own agency – as a successful struggle for 

economic improvement by working in the collective, sharecropping, and “doing the market.” 

Personal progress resonates in socialism as progress in general. Furthermore, while constructing 

strongly gendered subjectivities, narrators validate their work and sacrifice and use them to 

legitimate the system and the socialist regimes under which their work was carried out. Even if 

women say that “we got nothing” in return for the hard work from the state, they legitimize an 

already fallen system that had come to signify a historical mistake for many.  

Finally, I argued that the interviews provide alternatives to bargain theories. Women, 

focusing on economic progress, perform a balancing act by comparing what they did and what 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 6 

273 

 

they got – as far as work and the role of motherhood are concerned. Women who craft narratives 

of socialism as progress legitimize their own efforts and their own past actions, not the 

generosity of the state. In the stories, because women do not frame their achievements in terms 

of the state’s benevolence (but rather in terms of struggle and hard work), there is no sense of 

their economic wellbeing being exchanged for political docility. In fact, they downplay the role 

of the state in stories of progress. In these thirteen stories of work and motherhood during 

socialism, women emerge as witnesses, survivors, and heroines, whose meaningful existence 

consists in their work. Their stories on social citizenship, as we have seen in Ibolya (HU) and 

Ilona (HU), construct tensions and contradictions while still maintaining a pro-socialist 

argument. For them, narratives of socialism as progress – and their pro-socialism political stance 

— is a necessary device. It is a device for creating historical continuities and for isolating 

elements of constancy in their own lives. Their narratives testify that just because politically a 

whole period may be scorned by some, it cannot be dismissed or written out from history. For 

these women narrators, this period involved personal sacrifices, arduous efforts, proud 

achievements, financial successes, and a sense of historical agency.     

 

 

 

*** 
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Chapter 7 

 

Narratives of Socialism II: Stagnation 

 

 

“Politics is confusing. We peel walnuts like this usually”.
321

                                                                                                                          

(Margit, RO) 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Chapter 7 discusses another type of socialism narrative, one that is distinct and antithetical 

to narratives of progress that we have seen in the previous chapter. This second type of narrative 

tells the story of socialism as a stagnant period of unchanging oppression, a period of historical 

rupture. This type of narrative comes from different narrators than those who told me their 

memories of socialism in terms of their political encounters with the party state and its 

institutions. The narratives here craft multilayered texts of power relations where the narrator’s 

objective is to use these stories as illustrations of an unjust, oppressive system that worked on a 

flawed rationality and showed no progressive tendencies throughout its existence. Because there 

is no evolution of socialism for these narrators, there are no phases in its development either.  It 

is for them, therefore, only a single temporal bloc of recent history. Interviewees who 

concentrated on the economic had the inclination to craft progress narratives of socialism 

(chapter 6), while narrators who concentrated on incidents of political nature only crafted 

narratives of stagnation. While the former describe the period in terms of processes, the latter 

formulate an ahistorical, event-based account of political oppression. In this chapter, I analyze 

this second, alternative socialism-narrative: memories of events, remarkable achievements or 

faults and violations through which the narrator engaged or clashed with the state or the forces of 

the state. These events or series of events are told in the form of mini-stories which, in these 

women’s life narratives, represent the whole era as well as the scene of their adulthood. They are 

stories of political involvement and passivity in local politics, and how such involvement turned 

into clashes, or induced cooperation, with superiors or colleagues.  

                                                            
321 “Politika az bonyodalmas. Mi szoktuk így a diót szemelni.” (Margit RO) 
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This analysis, similar to the one offered in the previous chapter, joins debates and 

discussions engaged in by post-1989 scholars of Easter-European transitions for the past two 

decades: on the political dimension of citizenship, on civil rights, and on comparisons between 

the pre- and post-1989 periods from the point of view of the democratization project. Literature 

on citizenship by Western feminist sociologists holds that there is a straight correlation between 

women’s paid work, the social entitlements the state gives to them, and their active participation 

in the public sphere, civil and political entitlements.
322

 Many have argued that in Western liberal 

democracies, women’s economic, and social citizenship status define their political (and civil) 

citizenship status. It has been shown that states that have so far granted comprehensive citizen-

based social entitlements to women have also secured their participation in the polity, i.e. their 

broader participation in society.
323

 Research on former socialist countries has questioned the 

correlation of social and political/civil citizenship rights, pointing out that in state socialist 

regimes women’s social entitlements did not go together with political rights. In state socialist 

systems, women’s participation in politics was severely restricted: they were not welcome and 

therefore absent from any level of policy-making. Women’s rights as political citizens were by 

no means realized, and they lacked “political capital”.
324

  

With this premise, I select five interviews to see how interviewees talk about their own 

experiences with regard to, and in terms of, politics. None of the thirty interviewees have been 

politicians or have been involved in any political branch of the party. But they have political 

views, which they express through their stories. I am interested in their formulations of the 

workings of politics under state socialism and what role they see they have played in it as 

women. It is known from the literature that party membership has become a social taboo after 

1989 and this is confirmed by my interview-material as well.
325

 All of my interviewees claim 

that they had never been members of the communist party in their respective countries. Most of 

the interviewed women claim that they had never been interested in politics and no matter how 

intense the pressure was (usually in the workplace) to become party members, they resisted. 

Even those who generally evaluate socialism positively and express nostalgic sentiments 

                                                            
322 See for example Jane Lewis, Gender and Welfare Regimes, in Gail Lewis, Sharon Gewirtz and John Clarke 

eds., Rethinking Social Policy, (London: Sage, 2000), 37-38; A. S. Orloff, Gender and the Social Rights of 

Citizenship: The Comparative Analysis of Gender Relations and Welfare States, in R. E. Goodin, D. Mitchell 

(eds.), The Foundations of the Welfare State, vol. 1. (Cheltenham, UK, 1993), 150-169; Lynne Haney, Inventing 

the Needy: Gender and the Politics of Welfare in Hungary, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 66. 
323 Lewis 2000, 49. 
324 Political capital refers to the privilege of the politically reliable, who were granted party membership, which 

was regarded as essential for the production and reproduction of social hierarchy. See Fodor 2003, 20. 
325 Andrea Pető, “A Missing Piece. How Women in the Communist Nomenclature are not Remembering” in East 

European Politics and Society, vol. 160, no. 3, (2003), 948-958. 
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(interviewees I quoted in chapter 6) distance themselves from political collaboration with the 

regime and its ruling party. The obvious need on the part of the women to emphasize their 

apolitical stance suggests that, for them, it is a controversial and sensitive topic. Margit’s (RO) 

sudden change of topic to walnuts, in the quote above, once politics surfaced in the conversation 

exemplifies the reluctance of interviewees to address politics head-on. However, from their 

anecdotes, it becomes clear that politics greatly informs their way of remembering and 

evaluating past eras. As state socialist party rhetoric politicized every sphere of life, the 

renouncement of party politics in the interviewees’ assessments gets translated into the 

renouncement of politics as a whole.
326

  

Interviewees — perhaps because of their expressed reluctance to discuss politics explicitly 

— are not reluctant to talk about having encounters of a political nature, which, in their 

narratives, crystallize in encounters with bosses, institutions (the local branch of police), party 

secretaries, or the secret police. I have already touched upon such encounters when discussing 

the collectivization narratives. In the following discussion, I will concentrate on accounts that 

come from women who did not work in the agricultural sector, and explore how they talk about 

political encounters in other spheres of life. The batch of narratives that I will discuss testify to 

how politics is understood to have permeated all spheres of their life, private and public alike, 

and took upon many different forms circumscribing social relations – including those of gender, 

class and ethnicity.   

As I mentioned in the beginning, the narrators in this chapter organize remembered 

experiences of political struggles and negotiations into a narrative of socialism as a period of 

stagnation. These narratives articulate the lack of political/civil citizenship and the ways in 

which narrators maneuvered their way through specific life situations or dealt with clashes with 

oppressive political regimes. The accounts of Gizella (RO), Paula (HU), Piroska (SRB), Eszter 

(RO) and Erzsebet (RO), for instance, entirely lack the depiction of state socialism as a system 

that enhanced the development of their living circumstances and life chances. For these women, 

the pervasiveness of politics, manifesting itself in seeing their lives as a series of encounters with 

superiors (forces that either get personified or not) overwrite any progress that may have 

occurred in their living standards, or their socio-economic status. In their memories the state of 

socialism was an obstacle that needed to be overcome. Through their stories, larger streams of 

more radically nationalist discourses resonate, which have sought to de-legitimate the forty years 
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of state socialism as a historical mistake and, as such, place it outside the flow of modernity.
327

 

Contrary to the previous group of narratives, the state here does not appear as providing a space 

for individuals to develop financially but rather, comes across as a solely political-ideological 

entity. As we will see from the examples, geopolitical location (country borders) does not seem 

to be relevant in the creation of socialism as a narrative of either progress or as one of stagnation. 

Perhaps the only generalization I can make here is that narratives of progress are prevalent only 

in accounts coming from Hungary; there is only one account from Hungary (Paula) that 

formulates a narrative of stagnation. Seven out of ten accounts from Transylvania — where the 

1980s presented the darkest years of the socialist political and economic crunch and five out of 

nine from Vojvodina — where socialism offered a more static mental image of a once 

prosperous period that had been in steep decline during the post-socialist and war-time years in 

the 1990s — also craft narratives of stagnation to describe their memories of socialism.  

 

 

7.1. “life has taught me a lot of things” 

         Teacher Contra Ministry 

 

 

The first story is told by a retired elementary school teacher in Romania, whose narrative 

is about an incident that highlights a more general perception that the official placement of 

teachers, i.e. their centrally coordinated distribution to certain locations struggling with a 

shortage of teachers, was politically-motivated during state socialism. Over such top-down 

arrangements, they supposedly had no control. The story also speaks to the vagueness of the 

influence and limits of authority and the agency of social actors. Gizella had taught math in 

Börbek for a year and then was reposted to Nántű to be a school principal (“and they took a 

football player to my place because they needed a football player”).  Because Gizella felt that her 

placement was “unjust”, she sued the Ministry of Education (tanügy) and won the case. The 

story reads as follows: 

 

And then I get a good evaluation and the slap in the face comes in the Fall that I am being 

replaced. “But why am I being replaced? I got here last year, the principal is pleased” and I 

                                                            
327 I am referring to less nuanced and more politically-motivated public discourses by the new right bringing 

together economic modernism and political nationalism that became popular right after the 1989-transitions, in 

the early 1990s and in Hungary yet again in the late 1990s-early 2000s. It resulted in experiments in crafting 

neo-nationalist narratives such as the ones by Mária Schmidt and László Tőkéczki. See Balázs Trencsényi and 

Péter Apor, “Fine-Tuning the Polyphonic Past: Hungarian Historical Writing in the 1990s,” in Sorin Antohi, 

Balázs Trencsényi and Péter Apor eds., Narratives Unbound. Historical Studies in Post-Communist Eastern 

Europe, (Budapest: CEU Press, 2007), 1-100.  
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had no conflicts with the colleagues. My other colleague also got a replacement, to a better 

place, as a punishment! Now, and this made me upset. This was the reason for the sue: that 

“they” replace me to a far-away place that doesn’t even have a train station, and the other 

one gets replaced out of punishment, also to be a principal [like me] ... to a closer place 

that did have a train station too. And this made me really angry. What unjust things are 

these?! Is the punishment on the same level as promotion? (...) And then I went to a lawyer 

and asked him to please tell me what was the procedure. “Because I’m not going to leave it 

at that and I will sue them”. And then he said that if everything is as I say then I have a 

winning case (...) And there were these levels. There was this “litigeu”, well it is, I don’t 

know if you had it, this “litigeu” means that within the trade union there was this... they 

rule in such... there was a board and they ruled in such precarious cases. So they were 

authorized to adjudicate and that was accepted everywhere. And then...I did have good 

people around, they had known me by then, and my principal says, “Gizike, if you are not 

afraid, go... hopefully you’ll succeed”. (...) and I told him/her “No offence, but I’m not 

going to reconcile, I will fight for my truth”. And I went to the litigeu and I sued the 

Education, I put it down in paper for them to see what my grievances were and they told 

me to come on this and that date and we would have a hearing. So, we had the first trial at 

the litigeu. Alright. They set another trial date, because the education never showed up. 

They only sent a letter, even that only in the last moment. And they got it a few hours 

before the trial. So it was apparent that it wasn’t a straight thing, right? And then they set 

the next trial and the same thing was repeated. Again a letter came but no one showed up 

in person to represent the Education. So no matter what I said the Education didn’t react, 

they only sent me their reply. But fortunately, there was a man in that litigeu who saw that 

something was not right here. Oh and then, he became a very very good colleague 

afterwards, Karácsonyi Árpád, poor thing died, may God rest him, he asks me the question 

why my father, a reputable agrarian, a respected person in the village, didn’t join… the 

collective had been preceded by an association. It was called TOZ. Why didn’t my father 

join? [he asked.] I was a straightforward woman and I told him, “Listen, my father told me 

if other people of his rank, if other honorable men join, he will join, too. But he won’t go 

first”. So my father was looked up to because he was a honorable, decent man and I dared 

to say this out loud. And then he tells me, “But there are already others who have joined”. 

“Yes, sure, the landless”. And they acknowledged I was right. So I won the third trial, too, 

regardless of how they tried to ask a political question, because this was political, right? 

And then this was the most sensitive point. (...) And then again the Education sent an 

appeal in the last moment but this time not to the litigeu, because the litigeu could only do 

three trials, but then the paper was to go to the court of justice. And it did. (...) but it didn’t 

show up there either. And so we went there, to the court... together with this Koltai Eta... 

we were in the same boat, and they tell us that, “just now as we started the hearing, we got 

a transcript from the Ministry of Education, that in replacement cases the court cannot rule, 

it has to forward it to the ministry, to the ministry of education. And if we wish, we should 

go to the ministry of education to Bucharest. Well, I was very courageous back then. I 

thought, “I will be kept or I won’t, I will put an end to this”. And I tell Koltai Eta, “Eta, I 

am going to Bucharest with the afternoon train, are you coming or not?” Eta says, “We are 

going, for sure! Why couldn’t we? And we will ask a paper from them, an official paper 

because we are taking the afternoon train to Bucharest to take care of our fate! We see that 

here they didn’t do it, so we will go and talk where they will”. And so we decided to go. In 

the morning we get the paper from the court, and go. And then, we get a note from the 

Education, when they saw that we were about to go that we should not go anywhere, our 

fate is being taken care of. And then I get back to my village. After this big trial I get back 
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to my village [but] if I am not well-informed I cannot defend myself, right? So life has 

taught me a lot of things. (Gizella RO, Appendix 3, 72.a/b.) 

 

   

Gizella’s story is one of the few such examples in the source material I collected where the 

narrator had initiated legal action against a whole institution. Gizella dates the incident back to 

the mid-50s. Her story starts out with what she felt was an injustice.  She found incongruent the 

competent professional performance she demonstrated and her being replaced and reposted; she 

understands her situation as an unjust punishment for very good work. By drawing a parallel 

between herself, whose replacement was deemed a “promotion”, and another colleague who was 

replaced because of “insufficient” behavior at the workplace, she narrates the frustration caused 

by these incongruous events and led her to eventually sue the department of Education. Gizella, 

as the narrator, does not make an explicit connection between her new posting to a far-away 

village with little infrastructure and her father’s reluctance to join the agricultural association 

(TOZ); weaving this element about her father into the narrative, however, implicitly makes the 

connection and constructs herself — following her father — as a political kulak. This is 

especially evident when she attributes her winning the third trial to her ability to explain her 

father’s reluctance, explaining: “I won the third trial, too, regardless of how they tried to ask a 

political question, because this was political”.  

The issue of joining the predecessor of the collective was sensitive in Romania in the mid- 

to late 1950s and the collectivization narratives emphasize the different direct and indirect forms 

the state took to steer the lives of the rural population towards the common goal of socialist 

transitions and social homogenization. Gizella mentions several times that she thought her being 

replaced was not a “straight thing”. The figures of her boss, and Karácsony Árpád, appear as 

positive characters that “saw her truth”. The opponent, however, has no name, no representation, 

other than the reports and letters “it” sent. Gizella remarks repeatedly that “education”, as a state-

run institution, never materialized for her, but rather, “it” remained an abstract concept. She does 

not appear to have known — or was simply reluctant to say — who or what exactly she was 

fighting against. She only uses a word that can most closely be translated as ‘education’ 

(tanügy), and her narrative conveys inconsistencies as to what level of the tanügy she sued, and 

how it was that only the Ministry of Education (instead of the court) was authorized to rule in a 

case against an act of central relocation. For Gizella, however, this inconsistency does not 

become visible and, in the end, she does not ponder over the reason why suddenly things turned 

in her favor when she expressed her intention to go to Bucharest with a colleague and “take care 
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of our fate”. It is, thus, not only the defendant in the court case (‘education’) that appears vague 

in the story but the outcome as well. Neither do we get to know whether Gizella’s father joined 

the agricultural association in their village or not: she does not talk about it later on in her story. 

By, however, mentioning the detail about her father, the story does counter — that is to say, 

speak against — the commonly held knowledge that the German population, on account of a 

collective guilt they bore for the Second World War, was, already by the late 1940s, altogether 

dispossessed.
328

  On the other hand, the narrative does conform to the common notion of how 

economic influence (wealth) translates into political influence in small rural communities and 

how recognizing this, the communist state inclined toward exploiting, and then halting, the 

political influence of wealthy villagers and landholders who were looked up to as reputable 

members of the community. By turning the village ruling elite into allies of the collectivization, 

the party suspected that the support of other villagers could be won for the new system more 

efficiently (Verdery 1983). Gizella mentions how her parents “used to take care of the poor” by 

giving them gifts and food and constructs her family as once-influential in the community but, 

having suffered the communist-takeover, stripped of this influence. The father was deported to a 

Soviet Gulag for a year, a common fate for the German population during this period 

(deportations are mentioned in other interviews as well), and the family’s subsequent de-

classation continued into the 1950s.  

Although the ethnic-element is not acknowledged by Gizella herself, she emphasizes 

another axis where fault lines in terms of ethnicity were drawn in Transylvania, that between the 

Hungarians and the Székelys, which added to the marginalization she already felt and in her 

narration she emphasizes this ethnic dimension in connection to her actions.  She says that “then 

I was courageous enough. I had the Szekely-blood in me, because it had seeped into me in those 

3 years and I sued the Education. Young as I was”. Before the infamous replacement-incident, 

Gizella had taught for three years in Eastern Transylvania in a Székely village. The association 

of courage with “Székely-blood” is a cultural stereotype that dates back several generations, and 

it is usually cited amongst the Hungarian population of Transylvania as a marker — usually 

positive — of difference. Often my Transylvanian interviewees mention the Székelys as different 

from Hungarians, them being “braver”, “more hospitable and kind” and speaking the Hungarian 

                                                            
328 The German population having been collectively dispossessed of their belongings in the late 1940s, either 

started working for Romanians as day-labourers, or rented a piece of their former land from the new owners as 

sharecroppers, or left the sphere of agriculture altogether to become unskilled labour-force in the industrial 

sector. See Katherine Verdery, Transylvanian Villagers. Three Centuries of Political, Economic and Ethnic 

Change, (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1983), 38. 
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language more beautifully. They thus get constructed as the idealized epitome of poor, though 

noble-hearted, simple-living, and commonsensical people “truer” than Hungarians. She says that 

the Supervisor, or Education-in-Chief (főtanfelügyelő), just called her “the Székely”, which 

stood for a political-ethnic category that here meant ‘rebelliousness’ and ‘nonconformity’. As 

Gizella explains, “Well I couldn’t care less. I was fighting for my truth, not for my Székelyness. 

I wasn’t a Székely. Only life taught me a lot of things”. She, thus, distances herself from ethnic 

stereotypes and labels. Instead, she chooses to narrate her political struggles — the quoted 

incident was one among many in her life narrative — as ones fought between her, as an 

individual, and the vague, intangible institutional forces of the state. These struggles make up her 

memories of state socialism. 

 

 

7.2. “We don’t know why” 

        An Encounter with the Hungarian Secret Police  

 

 

The following story chronologically refers to the Rákosi-era of Hungarian socialism. 

Narrated by his wife, the one left behind, it is a story of a husband taken away by the Hungarian 

secret police. She narrates it 55 years after the incident happened, and she and other family 

members say that her husband has always been silent about it. The narrator, thus, is not the 

protagonist of this story about police persecution.  The fact that she narrates it, narrates the 

unknown, renders the story, therefore, from a specific perspective. Also, as it is a story of the 

unknown, she employs an interesting narrative strategy to tell it: repetition. The story opens with 

the common opening phrase of deportation narratives
329

, “they rang the doorbell”: 

 

One early morning they rang the doorbell in July of ’50. They came from the secret police 

(ÁVÓ) [saying] that “they have to search the house”. One didn’t ask too many questions 

that time. And they were searching everything all across that apartment but they didn’t find 

anything that they, say, didn’t like. And then they called in... that they didn’t find anything, 

“shall we bring him in?” And probably s/he said “Yes”, and then the secret police took my 

husband away and up to this day we don’t know why, only that he was taken up to 

Budapest, to the Andrassy Rd. 60 and there he was detained for 6 weeks, and as they took 

him away without a work, they let him go without a word too. We up till today don’t 

                                                            
329 It is Saád József who argued that such stories cunstruct a genre. He had collected stories of deportations that 

happened in the Hortobágy and Nagykunság regions (mid-Esatern part of Hungary, the Plains) in Hungary 

between June 23 1950 and March 31 1953. According to Saád, most narratives follow a „deportation-pattern” 

(”deportálás sablon”) that in many respects link these stories to those of earlier centuries, even though they are 

characteristic of the historical era and despite the fact that in themselves each and every narrative (re)constructs 

an event unique for the particular narrator. See Saád József, “Telepessors”, in Saád József ed., Telepessors 

(”Settler Fate”), (Budapest: Gondolat, 2004) available online at http://www.telepesek.hu/aktual/telepessors.htm    
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know why they took him away. Well, and after that we were lucky because they let him 

back to his job, he was accountant-in-chief. But this is an eternal question in our life why 

they took him. Well, that night they took all the “107-people”. Whether or not they took 

him related to this, we don’t know. We don’t know, we have no idea, they didn’t say 

anything, but those 6 weeks were a horror for us... what we... everything they asked inside 

out, but the question wasn’t pointed so that one could have drawn the conclusion why this 

whole thing was happening, that they took him. And then he returned after 6 weeks, my 

mother died two months after that, and then nothing remarkable happened any more, he 

made good money, [we were] in better than average conditions (...) We had one child, so 

not such a big expense, our parents had gotten the house, we didn’t have to save up for a 

house, we had a home, he had his job, I didn’t have to work, I was at home with my 

daughter and, as I say, we lived better than the average. Every year we could go on a 

vacation, after we were through this [the husband’s detainment] our life got back on track, 

nothing remarkable happened after that.  

I.A.: When your husband was taken away did you get any notification or anything? 

P.: Nothing, nothing, aaah, nothing, nothing. Only after 6 weeks a call that “I am here in 

Pest, they set me free, I am sitting on the train I am on my way home”. They gave him 

enough money to come home on the train. They took him at 7 in the morning, well at 7 in 

the morning one doesn’t keep money on, one doesn’t sleep with money on his pocket, 

they let him put on some clothes, he put on his overcoat because it was rather chilly and off 

they went. Into the big black car and they took him straight to Pest. First, he didn’t know 

where they took him because it was a curtained car, he was taken to a yard and there a 

cellar and from there they took him somewhere else. How he knew that he was at 

Andrassy 60: when he came out he took a look where he had been. Because he didn’t 

know as from yard to yard [he was taken] with a curtained car. The reason why he 

knew that he was at Andrassy Rd. 60 because when he came outside, he looked 

around: “Where am I?” “Where to the station now?” They calculated how much was 

it to Pécs and gave him just enough money and let him go. 

I.A.: And how many of them came? 

P.: Three. Three boys. They searched the house, but what were they looking for? Well, 

guns. What else? And then two of them went in, they herded us into the kitchen while they 

were searching everything in the room. 

I.A.: Did you have your daughter yet? 

P.: No... yes, yes, yes! She was two years old. Yes, two years, because this happened in 

’50. And my daughter was born in ’48. 

I.A.: And did you live together...? 

P.: …with my parents? Yes. 

I.A.: And everybody, I assume, was herded into the kitchen… 

P.: My father… in the meantime left for work, and then, but this took quite a few hours by 

the time they were done, from the cellar to the attic, everywhere... we were herded into 

the kitchen and we could say goodbye in the hall and off they went. As I say, we never 

knew why, never! Maybe now we could look into it, but now so many years have passed 

that one is almost not even interested. Those who took part in this, the policemen, I think, 

are no longer alive, because these were older. We were in our 20s, they were around 40. 

And even then, if we get to know why he was taken away, what can we do? Nothing, 

nothing. Would we demand restitution? What? Others were taken away for years, hanged, 

we can still be happy that nothing like that is in our lives. (Paula HU, Appendix 3, 73.a/b.) 
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Paula’s story is not a story of a deportation, even though it starts out as one, and could have 

become one. Rather, it is an incomplete, gap-filled story of her husband’s temporary detainment 

in Hungary’s lieu de memoire, the infamous address of 60 Andrassy Rd which, for decades, had 

been acknowledged as a space of horror and mystery.
330

 The story could perhaps be best 

described as something like an elliptical narrative. It attempts to put the husband’s “taking away” 

and return into a chronological line of events. From a historian’s perspective, however, there are 

almost more repetitions than sentences carrying new information. The sentences, clauses, and 

phrases in bold (above) indicate further incarnations of an already-uttered sentence, clause, or 

phrase. The repeated sentences create the effect that the audience hears the elements of the story 

twice, or three times. The flow of narrative keeps being disrupted, like music coming from an old 

record player with a record stuck on it. While I was listening to Paula speaking, I remember 

feeling an increasing suspense as to what she had to say, and an ever-recurring frustration of 

what initially seemed to me to be empty repetitions. I had the impression that she said sentences 

twice because perhaps she wanted to fill in an otherwise awkward silence about a story that she 

herself did not really know how to tell. She said her husband had never talked about anything, 

and she had accepted his silence about the experience. But the absence of those 6 weeks from her 

husband’s life story is reproduced in Paula’s narrative. Other than, “those 6 weeks were a horror 

to us”, the audience gets no details as to what happened during those 6 weeks. The repetition of 

the sentences “we don’t know why” creates an absence of a sense of logic or reason behind this 

experience.  

The lack of comprehensible cause then results in an absence of interpretative framework as 

well. Paula does attempt an explanation in connection with the religious school that her husband 

had gone to where, for a time, they were taking away others who had formerly gone there as 

well. In this way, she expresses an urge to interpret their own, unique experience in relation to 

others’, as a collective phenomenon. Yet, she refrains from any more speculations. The same 

image of the early socialist state as irrational and incomprehensible emerges here as the one in 

the collectivization narratives discussed earlier. “Just as they took him without a word, they let 

him go without a word too”. Other than the pronoun “they”, the commonly employed images of 

“Andrássy 60”, “black curtained car” and again “the cellar”, she also refers to the representatives 

                                                            
330 It used to be the headquarters of the Hungarian secret police (ÁVO then reorganized as ÁVH in 1949). Today 

it is a museum dedicated to the victims of the Holocaust and political violence during communism. The House of 

Terror is a problematic space of representation of political violence in terms of national trauma with its own 

selectivity. See Otto, Lene, “Post Communist Museums: Terrorspaces and Traumascapes” in Esben Kjeldbaek 

ed., The Power of the Object. Museums and World War II, (Edinburgh: Museumsetc., 2009), 324-360.  
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of state authority as “policemen” and she estimates their ages as well. Countering, however, the 

blame-discourse of the post-1989 transition era by rejecting the significance of restitution, she 

conveys a certain distance from any politicized sense of doing justice. Her disillusionment with 

politics and the issue of human and civil rights — which she puts as “now so many years have 

passed that one is almost not even interested”— is rather common among the group of women 

investigated.  Only three out of the thirty interviewees expressed an interest in politics (Matild 

(SRB), Eszter (SRB) and Ildikó (RO)). This scarcity draws attention to their specific position on 

the politics of memory as well. For Paula, there is no reparation for past ills, for memory is not 

reliable and the articulation of memories is handicapped. Her disinterest is fed by four decades of 

silence, which not even the 1989 political transitions could alter. Losonczi writes that, after the 

1989 political transitions, there was a “sudden upsurge of long-standing “hibernated” 

memory”.
331

 This is true in several cases, as we probably would not know about the many 

silenced narratives of Holocaust memories, the unchanging persecution of the Roma, and 

narratives of mass rapes of women in 1944-45 in Central Europe. Paula’s narrative, however, is 

an example of the limits of articulating past events – in her case falling victim to communist 

crimes — in an organized and coherent narrative form.  

 

     

7.3. “Women are for someplace else”   

        On the Party 

 

The next mini-anecdote is by Piroska who lives in the former Yugoslavia. Her anecdote is 

related to the commonly mentioned, though generally renounced, issue of “party membership” 

which was another important venue where state coercion is reported by most women to have 

been felt all throughout the decades of socialism. Communist party membership, however, 

became de-legitimized, frowned upon, ridiculed, and condemned in public forums, in the media, 

and on the larger political scene after 1989. When I was recording the interviews (from 2005-

2008), it was the stuff of taboo kept alive by a highly polarized political climate in post-socialist 

Hungary, Romania and Serbia. The loud denouncing of state socialism evolved together with 

nostalgic sentiments and tendencies to discredit, erase, and forget that period altogether 

(historical amnesia) or to “edit” those memories through historical and cultural projects 

(research, conferences, museums). The latter have not yet made it to popular culture yet. So, 

                                                            
331 Losonczi 2005. 
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even though the “editing” of these memories had already started, at the time of interviewing, 

there was still no real discursive space for individuals to articulate and legitimize their personal 

party-past other than in terms of silence – either for themselves, or for their children’s and 

grandchildren’s generation.
332

  

I would like to reiterate here that not one of my interviewees said that she had been a 

member of the ruling communist party in her respective country, not even temporarily. Piroska’s 

opening sentence (“I was never in the party”) is echoed by women irrespective of their class or 

ethnic background, their occupation or the country where they live. The usual sociological 

variables – religion, ethnicity, class — are quite insignificant markers when speaking about past 

political involvement. This, of course, does not mean that back in the decades of socialism, in 

certain occupational spheres the pressure to become a party member was not higher than in 

others; the urban intelligentsia, and people in more responsible managerial positions in the 

industrial sector, even the factory workers could certainly feel more pressurized than, say, rural 

peasantry. Moreover, the construction of socialist gender regimes – as it has been pointed out 

repeatedly by Ferge, Morell, Fodor, Pascall and Kwak — was itself based on the gender-specific 

nature of political reliability: women were held to be less trustworthy members of the political 

community by party ideologues. The ideal of the “rational socialist citizen” was male. Thus, 

there were, to be sure, gender differences as well with regard to how the party exercised pressure 

on individuals. In the interviews, there are repeated remarks that “they have tried to get me in”, 

which Piroska’s account also exemplifies; however, resistance to enduring pressure – and its 

success — is stressed by all narrators. In fact, their remarks came without me asking: they felt 

the urge to defensively state it right away when the topic surfaced in their narratives. This 

suggests that party membership, and the fact that they were not in the party, form an important 

element of these narratives of socialism as stagnation.  

Piroska’s story is only one of many and it is informative from several angles. First, it talks 

about politics as religious persecution manifesting itself in regard to church-going as an act of 

subversion; the marker of religious or ‘clerical reaction’: the enemy within together with the 

kulak. Second, it speaks to the importance of personal relationships, which reconfigure even 

official hierarchies and work to question the clearly drawn boundaries between oppressors and 

oppressed. All of the socialist states (the ideologues as much as the party ruling elite) equally set 

out to enhance and maintain this dichotomy, on the basis of a political logic of dividing society 

                                                            
332 About the “cadre-children’s” frequently expressed, yet unresolved, resentment over their parents’ party 

membership –that usually is just referred to as being a communist in colloquial language- see the trans-

generational research in Losonczi 2005, 240-244.   
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into “us” vs. “them”. It is phrased in different terms – such as “comrade” (elvtárs, néptárs) vs. 

“enemy” (enemy of the system – rendszeridegen) or “inner” vs. “outer” enemy (külső-belső 

ellenség).
333

 Third, Piroska’s account constructs the notion of gendered political citizenship. Her 

account reads as follows:      

 

I was never in the party. They wanted to draw me in, or register, or enlist me a few times, 

but when I was in Titel, but even there I got away.. I didn’t accept it, I told them I would 

think about it, but I didn’t accept it because at that time I had not yet had my state exam, as 

a teacher, and [I told them] that “I have to study” and everything, and then when I got to 

Tornyos, they started again and I told them that “I want it very much, if my husband 

agrees, but I knew that he didn’t want it, [I said] “If my husband concedes, I will sign it”. 

Because I had a colleague who was a big communist and they reported that I had gone to 

church. And then they were ordering me about, and when we got married, in the church, 

my principal was my witness, the Principal in [Magyar] Kanizsa. But of course, principal 

could not be someone, unless s/he was in the party. And when this came out that I had got 

married, and everything, then they caught my principal that I had back then, and he said 

that they had been talking about it  and he told them, “Alright, tell me what you want to 

know”. They say, “Why? You know”. “I know”, he said, “Because I was there”, he was 

my witness. He says, “Yes, I know, I was her witness in the church too”. And then they did 

not speak… or they didn’t bug me anymore”. 

I.A.: Didn’t it become a bigger affair? 

P.H.: No, there was only interrogation, but my colleague’s husband reported me because I 

went to the Resurrection at Easter. And that was on Saturday, Saturday afternoon or 

something like that, but I was teaching then. So I went to the church mass on Sunday 

morning but not on Saturday evening. And then I was just repeating that I hadn’t been 

there on Saturday evening, I had been teaching. And so they could not prove it on me that I 

was there on Saturday evening... because it was true, I was teaching and so nothing further 

happened. There were quite a few [teachers] that got sacked because of this, (Piroska SRB, 

Appendix 3, 74.a/b.) 

 

In relation to the topic of party membership, which she repeatedly turned down, Piroska tells the 

story of two experiences that serve to illustrate her distance from the party. Both are related to 

the Church: her Church wedding, where her boss, the school’s principal, was her witness, and 

her visiting the “Resurrection” mass at Easter. Both events were followed by a police 

investigation, as both times someone from her immediate work environment reported the case. 

She uses the image of the informer, who was “a big communist”, to connect church-going to the 

successive police interrogation. Her boss, however, even though he is described to have been in 

the party – as “a principal could not be someone, unless s/he was in the party”
334

 – appears as a 

                                                            
333 Saád employs Carl Schmidt’s argument that socialism forced social versatility into a dichotomous power 

structure organising totalitarian states to understand early Stalinism’s project of social de- and re-construction in 

Hungary. Saád 2004.   
334 This generalizing statement is interesting as it immediately draws attention to Gizella’s narrative, who –

although not in Yugoslavia but in Romania—says to have been a school principal but also maintains her strong 
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highly positive character who, by confessing that he was Piroska’s witness at her church 

wedding, prevents her from further trials. Thus, a person higher up in the social and political 

hierarchy is depicted as her ally. In this case, formal relations are overwritten by more informal 

ties; they can even interfere and alter workings of official party politics and disturb its ideal(ized) 

dichotomy of us and them.  

The other incident is Piroska’s interrogation because of the church mass. Here she tells the 

story of her tactic of misleading the police by telling them that she could not have attended the 

Resurrection mass, as she was doing her duty that evening; also, she is silent about the fact that 

she did go to church on the other day. Because they “could not prove it”, she was released after 

the interrogation, we learn. She reports to have used the same strategy she used when she was 

appointed for party membership: circumlocution. She does not lie, as probably her moral 

sensibilities would not allow that, but she certainly does not talk straight with the authorities. She 

resists physically (she does not join the party, knowing that her husband is against it, and she 

does go to church) and in her encounters with the police, she maneuvers verbally. By 

emphasizing this strategy of circumlocution, she constructs herself as a rational citizen who 

consciously performs maneuvers – like James Scott’s peasants — but consistently counters “the 

socialist rational citizen” ideal.
335

 She even seems to strategically make use of the gendered 

notion of the phenomenon, which she turns to her own advantage. I noticed something similar in 

another short excerpt by Eszter, also from the former Yugoslavia:  

 

They were pressuring me into the party. They appointed me seven times, to go to the 

party, so did my brother. My brother could have been a director, with good salary and 

everything but he should have gone to the party and he didn’t want to go. He didn’t want to 

go and then I tell him, “Why aren’t you going?” He says, “Why aren’t you?” ”Well, I am 

not. Women are for someplace else”. We didn’t go. And those who went, were dumb. 

We had a director and he didn’t have 4 elementary, not even, but he was a big communist. 

But he was a communist when he could be one. Right?! He wasn’t a communist under the 

Hungarians, but then he.. he was in the party. So was our accountant-in-chief. These were 

all in the party, they got beautiful big salaries and they were always placed where the 

money was better. We didn’t want it, so we had medium salaries. With medium 

pension (...) And now I tell everyone what a shame that we didn’t go in! We should have 

gone into the party, shouldn’t we? Just so that now I can proudly say that I wasn’t in 

the party? (Eszter SRB, Appendix 3, 75.a/b.) 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
religiosity and the fact that she had not been in the party. This small detail extrapolates the workings of personal 

memories and the fact how unreliable they are as far as sources of factual historical information, and the fact that 

their merit lies elsewhere – in strategies of self-representation.   
335 For more on the ideal of the rational citizen see Agárdi 2009. 
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The discourse that the party – and politics as a whole — is not for women is age-old and does 

not connect specifically to the socialist ideals of equality. Nevertheless, Eszter also refers to it 

and, what is more, in her story takes advantage of its discursive credit to explain her reasons for 

not joining the party. In Eszter’s account, the people who joined the party organs appear as 

“dumb”, which turns the image of the “rational male socialist citizen” on its head. Her 

assessment narrates political involvement, and the ideal of political reliability, as a sheer 

performance, one that during socialism was devoid of any real content. It is this hollow ideal of 

political subjectivity that she ridicules in her story. Noteworthy is that, through this logic, 

Eszter’s argument constructs the same binary opposition of “us and them” that it aims to counter 

– it is a product, therefore, of a dominant political ideology and practice of dichotomous 

organization of society, which, even if opposed, only gets reinforced.  

The strategy of using the discourse of women’s political unreliability in repeated acts of 

circumlocution in interactions with party officials – whom they personally knew — seems to 

have been, according to the narrators, a common strategy to evade the forces of state power. In 

the interview material I have gathered, such stories effectively expose the irrationality and 

absurdity of these interactions. They position narrators, such as Eszter or Piroska, outside or 

above them. This narrative behavior reinforces the social taboo and renouncement of socialist 

party membership and maintains this renouncement of party politics in the collective 

consciousness of this particular cohort of women. Eszter, however, recognizes the constructed 

nature of political affiliations: she says that “We should have gone into the party, shouldn’t we 

have? Just so that now I can proudly say that I wasn’t in the party?” This unique remark 

demonstrates that Eszter knows that “now” (in 2007), it is the proper or socially legitimate thing 

to say, the advantage of which is not proportionate with the inequality she and her family had to 

endure throughout their adult life and still has to endure. Eszter’s hint at her and her husband’s 

“medium salary” and “medium pension” refers to how political inactivity translated into 

economic marginalization, according to the “political logic of redistribution” (Konrád 1990) that 

several sociologists have discussed in relation to state/society interaction. Eszter quickly 

establishes historical continuity between the pre-and post-1989 eras on the level of social and 

political privileges. She claims that the former beneficiaries of the socialist system, “the big 

communists”, have become elites of the new post-socialist transitioning economies as well, 

manifested in their higher pensions. Consequently the dichotomous view of society (its subtler 

class differences homogenized into those who are “with us” and who are “against us”) continues 

to live on in these narratives as well, working to cover much more profoundly persistent 
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conceptions of gender differences, which no state socialism in these three countries altogether 

erased.
336

 

 

 

7.4. “No one knows about this anymore”.       

        Political Struggles of a Former Nun 

 

The last excerpt of this section tells a story by a nun-turned-hospital nurse in 

Transylvania whose life story as a whole is abundant in small incidents with superiors and “the 

communists”. The life story is clearly defined by Erzsébet’s lament and constant urge of self-

validation that rests on renouncing socialism as an unjust political system that created social 

inequalities. Her narrative is a lament over her own – as well as others’— marginalization 

because of once being politically labeled as belonging to the “clerical reaction”.
337

 The following 

excerpt is one isolated anecdote in the string of similar – and similarly fragmented - stories that 

build up her account. Chronologically as well as in the sequence of events, the story follows that 

of the mother-superior’s detainment by the Securitate in Svájci Laci’s cellar, quoted in 6.1 as one 

of the collectivization narratives. This excerpt is a story from Erzsébet’s own life: 

 

So these communists could not evolve because of us, it disturbed them that we [nuns] are 

so respected and honored and then they made up all kinds of things so that they could get 

us pushed out of the hospital. For example, one morning the so-called head nurse comes in 

and says, she starts yelling that I don’t know whose shift got changed  and then... by then I 

was over this humbleness, I had endured it for a year and then.. it was enough: if you say 

one [thing], I’ll say ten more [things] and she said, “I allowed XY and she changed…” and 

started yelling at me. I tell her, “Listen, as long as I am a sister/nurse [nővér], I am not 

anybody’s servant [csizmakapcája]” and I say, “We are going to the director and you 

won’t... I am going with you and we are going to take care of this… because you come in, 

greet me first, then ask me, don’t just start yelling at me because I’m not your servant”. 

She had been a laundry woman with us before, some good-for-nothing... alas! How many 

dumb communists there were, my sweet Lord, that the sky didn’t collapse on them! And so 

we went down to the director and we had to give him a paper, and everything. The director, 

the worker-director (munkásigazgató) –because the hospital had a separate worker-director 

and doctor-director (…) for example, if someone got sick, a wretched Jewish woman got a 

headache, she came into the hospital, then the doctor director and the worker director had 

to come in as well. He was called Szeleczki, he was brought from Bánya and then he was 

God, he even ordered the [doctor] director as well... The world was like this also! But no 

one believes this, who knows about this now? No one knows about this anymore. 

(Erzsébet RO, Appendix 3, 76.a/b.)  

    

                                                            
336 For more on continuities of perceptions of ethnic difference see next section. 
337 Saád 2004. 
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Erzsébet’s narrative (and this anecdote, in particular) is informed by a sense of profound hurt and 

injustice caused by the socialist regime. Important for her is the urge to not forget it, but to 

remember it and to pass it on as such, as truth. Erzsébet’s mini-story of one of her incidents with 

her superior (the head nurse) is clearly told in a very fragmentary manner, put in a specific frame 

of arguing for the pervasiveness of politics down to the smallest of everyday encounters. Her 

argument is that because she had been a nun previously, although the order had been dissolved, 

she suffered its label throughout her life. She used to work in healthcare, which, according to 

her, was also subjected to political agendas and healthcare workers – just as much as patients —

were treated unequally. The figure of the head nurse appears as that of a superior that was 

corrupting her newly-gained power (“She had been a laundry woman with us before”) in order to 

secure her own position which she had achieved by a sudden upward social mobility. Erzsébet’s 

clash with the head nurse serves to prove her point on the hostility of the regime as a whole and 

how such mediocre, “good-for-nothing” people were turned hostile by party politics.  

The dichotomy of “us and them” here figures as ‘us-nuns’ and ‘them-the communists’. 

She illustrates the division by pointing to the two directors of the hospital, one representing 

medical professionalism and the other an ideological representation.  The latter, whose name is 

even mentioned (Szeleczki), has the power to overrule the former. Ezsébet emphasizes her open 

opposition to the head nurse, and the fact that she dared to talk back to her. She does not resort to 

strategies of circumlocution, as Piroska did, in her dealings with superiors, but emphasizes the 

value of straight open speech: “...you come in, greet me first, then ask me, don’t just start yelling 

at me because I’m not your servant”. She claims that she openly resisted being treated as an 

inferior healthcare worker and, in fact, she emphasizes the common trope of the “dumbness” of 

the communists, which works to demean and de-legitimize the system as a whole. She does 

acknowledge that “it wasn’t always possible to speak out. It depended”.  

She, similar to all the other quoted pieces in this batch of narratives, does not differentiate 

between earlier and later periods of socialism as, for her, there is no progress or development. 

She remembers socialism as a single bloc of time, and she does not acknowledge nuances in its 

different stages – the whole era is equally discarded by Erzsébet. This un-nuanced manner of 

representing the past orders the uncorrupted, morally superior individual (the narrator) and the 

evil regime into a binary scheme where the individual places herself at the positive end of the 

scheme. In this scheme, there is no space for indicating change for the better, as the whole era 

gets evaluated against the measuring stick of Christian (here Catholic) morality, a realm in which 
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state socialism showed poorly. For Erzsébet, only the 1989 transitions could have brought 

betterment, although her life narrative formulates a historical continuity of the evil features of 

communism from pre- to post-1989. At another point in her story, she says that “we were 

constantly in the way; these communist ladies could not dominate because of us [clerics]”. 

Erzsébet positions herself and other morally superior people as ones who actually stood in the 

way of socialist progress. Being-in-the-way is how she explains her official replacement to a far-

away village, which was a punishment for her selling rosaries in secret at the hospital. In Lázári, 

she emphasizes all the hard work that she did by curing everyone (”By the time the doctor came 

back, I had cured everyone, even the animals”). She says how much the village population took 

her for granted, by calling her for help “day and night” but who were ungrateful in the end. The 

narrative is a long and painful account of her unrequited hard work and of her constant political 

persecution for formerly having belonged to the clergy and not being willing to give up or tone 

down her religiosity. While in Lázári, she got married, as her story goes on, but she says that her 

husband was also continuously persecuted for being a kulak. Her story thus brings together two 

“class-enemies”.  

She mentions the Lázári party secretary, the person of utmost power in the village, whom 

she calls by his nickname Gyuri (“Gyuri, a kommunista kőtörő”). She remembers him and his 

family fondly and says that “deep inside”, he had respect for her, as even his wife was secretly a 

religious church-goer. He is the only party-affiliated character that Erzsébet evaluates positively, 

as a “serious, fair man”. She does emphasize her informal bond with the party secretary’s family 

and the fact that she was not mired by the authorities there. Several more incidents follow one 

another, weaved in together and connected to her job at the hospital, where she was re-admitted 

after her Lázári-exile.
338

 Among these incidents, there was one where she got into trouble with 

the police because she was praying for a “Gypsy woman” one night and a “communist woman” 

lying next to her reported it to the authorities. Then she tells me another story where she 

mentions that she had recited the last prayers for a dying patient, before his “party-funeral”, even 

though she was afraid of getting in trouble again. After this subversive act, the dying man’s wife 

came to thank her as it was the last religious farewell her husband had received. She mentions 

having had a lot of “prisoner patients, these political patients who had been beaten and battered”.  

Among them, there was a boy who became a spy with a “hardened heart” and a laundry-woman 

mother. All these anecdotes follow one another in a string where the common threads are 

                                                            
338 She went back to Szatmárnémeti/Satu Mare and worked in a hospital where her daughter was born on 4 July 

1957. 
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Erzsébet’s continuing religious faith, her work for others and her continuous resistance to and 

persecution by the unjust anti-religious socialist regime through its political cadres. 

 The tone of narration is bitter and sad and her evaluative statements are contradictory. 

Erzsébet’s life-story is abundant in recitals of pain, horror and injustices that, for her, were all 

communist doings. She lost her faith in human benevolence as such, and communism seems to 

stand for all evil that proved the evil side of people. Her statement (“there were many injustices 

under communism, after communism, people are bad”) extends human evil to the post-socialist 

era as well, thus giving her statement a universal significance – and thus putting a sense of 

continuity into a linguistic form. For Erzsébet, communism – she terms it this way — is a 

formative era, one whose politics corrupted people and whose corruption lives on, despite the 

change of political systems. She utters one contradictory statement after another when 

articulating her relationship to the communists. At one point she says that she had never been 

hurt, not even “by the communists or the Russians”. At another point, she says she was mired 

and persecuted time and again. She reports that “they” tried to get her to become a securitate 

official but she did not give in. “They always asked me because they wanted some politics, but I 

knew everyone, and I would always tell them that there is no milk, bread, sugar. I didn’t deal 

with politics”. It is very difficult to interpret these contradictory statements and decide which is 

true, as perhaps they are all integral part of how Erzsébet pieces together her memories into a 

narrative of continuous oppression.  

Erzsébet’s highly messy and fragmented narrative is framed by endless political conflicts 

because of what she was: a nun and the wife of a kulak. Her persecution and perceived non-

appreciation by the regime, her superiors, her colleagues, her husband, and her surrounding 

community tell about a memory of a flawed life ruined by a marginalizing label that combined 

the incongruousness of religiosity and professional identity. The underlying tension between the 

values of work and sacrifice and the fact – with a possible sense of guilt — that it was done for 

the wrong political regime and its representatives is impossible to resolve. Self-justificatory 

statements, such as “I could go to church freely, when they got sick at night, it was me they [the 

communists] called anyways” or “I remained poor but I did a lot of good and got a lot of respect” 

sound dissonant and unconvincing. They seem to serve to establish her moral and professional 

superiority by having been needed which, after the transitions, when she retired was not the case 

anymore; not even by the new regime where, for Erzsébet, the communists only disappeared on 

the surface. Through this argument, Erzsébet establishes continuity between the socialist and 

post-socialist decades and ultimately denies that the political transitions have actually happened. 
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Such a continuity-argument resonates with the discourse of failed or “incomplete” Eastern-

European transitions, which have been proliferating in the twentieth anniversary, after the falling 

of the Berlin wall.
339

   

 

 

Conclusion to Chapter 7  

 

 In this chapter, I analyzed exemplary stories that narrators employ as building blocs for 

the second type of socialism narrative: stagnation. All of these narratives craft multilayered texts 

of power relations where the narrator’s objective is to use these anecdotes as illustrations of an 

unjust, oppressive system that worked on a flawed rationality and showed no progressing 

tendencies throughout its existence. Because there is no evolution of socialism for these 

narrators, there are no phases in its development either.  It is for them, therefore, only a single 

temporal bloc of recent history. These stories put the topic of politics, the party and clashes with 

authorities in the centre, and tell about events and incidents relating to politics during socialism. 

The narrators, when talking about their adulthood, touch upon their memories of making money 

and raising a family but they downplay them to stress instead their hardships relating to politics. 

As the excerpts related above illustrate, these stories lay the emphasis on one or two formative 

events or incidents. These events, or series of events, serve as the basis on which these narrators 

build their socialism-narrative. Such narratives of socialism understand a life-story as determined 

by a string of political encounters, like Erzsébet’s struggles, or through one major encounter, like 

the husband’s story in the case of Paula. The narrators do not narrate life-events on an evolving 

scheme. Rather, they craft narratives of socialism as ones of stagnation, in several cases pointing 

out directly that after the collectivizations, “it did not get better” (Klára SRB, Paula HU), not 

even in the later years of socialism. This type of narrative of socialism comes from Romania, 

Serbia and Hungary, and it often describes the party-state and the way women could maneuver 

within it in versatile ways. We have seen Gizella’s (RO) proactive legal fight against the 

ministry of education to redress her felt injustice, for example, or Erzsébet’s (RO) small acts of 

resistance and transgression. We have seen Piroska’s (SRB) strategy of circumlocution and 

Eszter’s (SRB) strategic use of gender inequality to get the upper hand against the pressure of the 

party.  

                                                            
339 Srećko Horvat and Igor Štiks, “Welcome to the Desert of the Transition! Post-socialism, the European Union 

and the New Left in the Balkans,” in Monthly Review, vol. 63, no. 10 (March 2012), available online at 

http://monthlyreview.org/2012/03/01/welcome-to-the-desert-of-transition 

http://monthlyreview.org/author/sreckohorvat
http://monthlyreview.org/author/igorstiks
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The stories also place the individual (narrator) in opposition to the regime which takes 

shape as the secret police, the ministry, the party, or work supervisors. Gizella’s successful 

lawsuit tells the story of intergenerational effects of “de-kulakization” (Saád 2004) in Romania 

and of the repeated trials which she had to win in order to escape a disadvantageous top-down 

replacement. Paula’s elliptical narrative attempts to write the story of the wife that stayed home 

while her husband was taken way by the Hungarian secret police. The story is told through 

repetitions and common cultural images, covering over the silence that has been carried over 

from socialism to well after the 1989-transitions. Her account is that of an irrationally acting 

state that a rational subject cannot relate to and cannot know the motifs of. Piroska and Eszter’s 

fragments tell a version – the only available version — of the story of the party in terms of ways 

of avoiding membership, and of women being apolitical subjects. Employing strategic 

circumlocutions and gendered stereotypes, Eszter and Piroska extrapolate the intellectual 

inferiority of the party functionaries and, through them, the system itself. Caricaturing and 

ridiculing is a strategy of their memory-work, which I will pick up in chapter 10 and analyze as a 

specific mode of narration. Finally, Erzsébet’s narrative is an account of constant 

marginalization and political clashes.  This is largely on account of her wearing the label of ‘state 

enemy’ as a representative of the so-called ‘clerical reaction’ on the one hand, and of being of 

German origin, on the other. In her account, she argues for the inherent intertwining of ethnicity 

and politics under socialism.          

While childhood anecdotes used stories of school and religious education to illustrate 

their narrators’ political socialization (Szabó 1989, 2009), these stories of adulthood employ 

anecdotes of encounters with the police or other state institutions, with the party and work 

superiors. In childhood stories, authority is always personified and the source of power is located 

in the figure of a parent, priest, or teacher. In these stories of political encounters, narrators 

represent power as having a more diffuse character. Although there are characters with names, 

the source of power is often formulated in the narratives in more abstract ways: Gizella fights 

against an institution, the representative of which never shows up at the trials; Piroska is 

pressured by the party; and Paula’s husband is taken away by the secret police and all she is able 

to relate to me about her memory is an elliptical, fragmented story. In Erzsébet’s story the enemy 

is the communists as a whole. The modes through which these women narrated these encounters 

to me are: repetition, circumlocution, story fragments, and ellipsis. In their anecdotes, it is not 

the content of the story that is of interest but its emotional impact and the anti-communist 

argument the narrators aim to make with them. With this argument, their assessment of socialism 
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is that of a constant era of oppression which did not exhibit any change throughout its decades. 

In fact, in Eszter’s (SRB) and Erzsébet’s (RO) formulation, the legacy of socialism can still be 

felt after two decades of transitions: “the communists”, they argue, still enjoy economic and 

political privileges and perpetuate social inequalities. In their accounts such social inequalities 

remained despite the 1989 changes and non-democratic socialist power structures live on.  

 Although they do not spell it out explicitly, these narrators talk about and evaluate the era 

of state socialism in terms of Christian morality, which in Erzsébet’s case bleeds into anti-

Semitism. Narrators do not see socialism as a historically valid era. They tell me their anecdotes 

of clashes with superiors and party functionaries to argue that party politics and the infusion of 

everyday life with politics compartmentalized their societies based on an unjust discriminatory 

logic. In such memories, there are three possible ways to narrate the period in the context of 

larger history: ridiculing and caricature (Piroska, Eszter SRB), condemnation (Paula HU, 

Erzsébet RO), or showing the individual’s victory over it (Gizella RO). The stories all create 

spaces for agency for the female political subject. These spaces are formulated to have been far 

from absolute or fixed; spaces of action to represent women’s own interests depended on local 

circumstances and power structures as well as informal networks. Local circumstances – e.g. if 

the narrator was friends or next-door neighbors with a local party member, or the family’s place 

in the local social hierarchy — defined the particular space and form of action in a particular 

situation. At the same time, however, the larger structures that initiated clashes are also drawn by 

the stories. Narratives combine these larger structures and their enactments on the local, personal 

level, and present them through narrative forms I have described above (repetition, ellipsis, 

fragments) so as to construct the narrator’s rational or moral superiority and thereby her 

legitimacy against her opponents. 

 The chapter’s connection to existing research traditions is at least threefold. First, it 

connects to social and agrarian history. Bela-Krūmina when analyzing personal memories of 

socialism and narratives post-socialist transitions writes that rural population’s perception of 

time and historical transitions are different from those of the urban intelligentsia, because their 

lives are not impacted so deeply by larger processes. “At the very moment the rulers are signing 

an historically important document, the simple man is milking a cow, baking bread, thinking 

about his or her wedding etc”.
340

 In other words, rural people do not have a politically-informed 

view on their and their communities’ lives. I hope in this chapter I have managed to revise such 

                                                            
340 Baiba Bela-Krūmina, “Relationships Between the Personal and the Social: Strategies of Everyday Life in the 

Process of Radical Social Changes”, in Pro Ethnologia, no.16 (2002), 9-19, esp. 13. 
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presuppositions with regards to women. Such presuppositions resonate with assumptions formed, 

and a language worked out, in the first half of the twentieth century by Hungarian ethnologists 

and sociologists. They saw rural populations – “the simple man” (farmers and villagers) — as 

innocent, politically untainted and pure carriers of some image of national character.
341

 In this 

chapter, I addressed rural women’s views on politics and their narrativizations of socialism as 

grounded in politics – an issue to which histories of rural agrarian populations has not paid much 

attention. Margit (RO) may have diverted from talking about politics to walnuts. But she 

returned back to it when she talked about socialist state oppression in Romania through stories of 

the 1956 Revolution and the 1920 Trianon treaty. It is true that they do not always mention 

political events that made it into the text of historical narratives. But the women I interviewed 

create other ways to bring politics into their personal life narratives. By paying close attention to 

their stories and practices of story-telling, I realized that these rural women have strong 

tendencies to talk about socialism and their experiences during socialism in light of politics. In 

fact, it is a way through which they approach their adult lives in state socialism and it forms an 

important ground based on which they craft a specific type of narrative of socialism. In these 

narratives the era is represented as a bloc without any phases or dynamic changes, a time when 

oppression was continuously present and never really got better. They abandon any sense of 

chronology in these stories of socialism, which distinguishes them from narrators I quoted in 

chapter 6.  

Second, by bringing interviewed women’s own scrutiny of their political subjectivities to 

the fore and showing them as political subjects, the chapter has links with gender history.
342

 I 

have tried to demonstrate how much politics is at the core of the way in which women form their 

narratives of the socialist era. Women talk about their family lives and their struggles to provide 

for their families (as I have shown in chapter 6) but they also relate stories of politics which 

allows them to express firm political (anti-communist) views, thus shaping politically-informed 

interpretations and narrative representations of their recent past. This chapter, therefore, also 

urges us to reconsider theories which look for women’s agency in the realm of work and social 

entitlements.
343

 The stories related in this chapter show that historical agency and personal 

                                                            
341 For a detailed review of this research tradition (early ethnologists and the village research movement) see 

Chapter 2 “Social and Agrarian history” of this dissertation. 
342 I also revise and nuance my own assumption about women being apolitical subjects after the 1989-transitions. 

See Agárdi 2007. 
343 Völgyes and Völgyes 1977, Verdery and Klingman 1992, Orloff 1993, Verdery 1996, Morell 1999, Lewis 

2000, Haney 2002, Fodor 2003, Mitsuyoshi 2004. 
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significance may not always lie in women’s employment, as the narratives from the previous 

chapter may have suggested.  

Third, the arguments I brought forth in this chapter highlight the relevance of oral history 

sources within transition studies. The interviews helped me gain better insights into the ways in 

which individuals, specifically women, use politics as a theme as well as an angle through which 

they tell the story of socialism, evaluate it and place it into the flow of larger history and 

historical transformations. Through women’s anecdotes about their political encounters with 

figures of authority, the reader obtained a glimpse into how women, who tried to make their way 

in the three state-socialist countries, place themselves within those power relations in their 

assessment of their interactions with co-workers, party members, bosses or neighbors (Gizella 

RO, Magdolna HU, Klára SRB, Eszter SRB, Paula HU). Retrospectively, they even write 

themselves in as having been modifying agents of these relationships, as we have seen Gizella 

(RO), Eszter (SRB) and Erzsébet (RO). Such accounts bring me to draw a parallel with micro- 

and macro interactions in colonial regimes.
344

 Cooper argues that imperial power was always 

contested in similar ways as well.345  Even collaborators or allies of the regime inherently carried 

within themselves the contestation of the very regime they were supporting. Such labels, i.e. who 

‘we’ were and who ‘they’ were, in actual fact, simplify lines that were much less definable. 

Women interviewees here often point out subtle lines of difference among characters through an 

interwoven set of attributes such as ethnic background, religion, language, parents’ profession 

and a host of other axes. But, appropriating public discourses, they simplify these sets of 

attributes into us and them, oppressors and oppressed, based on political stance: “communists” 

and us. Narrators starkly establish their own anti-communist views and tell stories of socialism 

by picking stories from their own lives that support these views. In effect, the stories I analyzed 

in this chapter all stand to craft an image of socialism as a series of political struggles, which for 

the narrators cannot be placed into a coherent narrative of progression but consist in incidents 

and events. The narrative strategies that aid the narrators to construct the image of a stagnant 

period are repetition, circumlocution, story fragments and ellipsis.        

 

*** 

 

                                                            
344 For a parallel between Soviet-type imperialism and colonialism see for example David Chioni Moore, “Is the 

Post- in Postcolonial the Post- in Post-Soviet? Toward a Global Postcolonial Critique,” in PMLA, vol. 116, no. 1, 

Special Topic: Globalizing Literary Studies, (Jan., 2001), 111-128. 
345 Cooper 2005, 25. 
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Chapter 8 

Narratives of Socialism III: Ethnic Relations 

 

Introduction 

 

Chapter 8 deals with a third type of socialism narrative: interviewed women relating and 

interpreting memories of socialism and their life experiences in terms of ethnicity. This type of 

socialism is an example of how a certain period of the past gets narrated using ethnic terms. Here 

on, I look at the ways in which narrators construct ethnic differences and project them onto 

social interactions as well as interactions with representatives of the socialist regime. References 

to ethnic differences and tensions, I found, are frequent in women’s accounts of historical eras, 

in general, and in those of socialism, in particular. All narrators from Romania and Serbia, for 

example, and one from Hungary sporadically refer to events from their lives in terms of 

ethnicity. The interpretation of life events in the frame of politicized ethnic differences is 

relevant in only three accounts, however. In Eszter (SRB), Erzsébet (RO) and Magdolna (HU) 

ethnicity, as a frame for narrating both personal experiences and history, seems much closer to 

the ‘skin’ of the narratives than interpreting experiences as solely economic or merely political. 

Neither Eszter nor Erzsébet or Magdolna try to historicize ethnic difference when telling stories 

about their adulthood during socialism. They see such difference as given, something that 

moves, defines historical processes. The narratives that I will quote below show ways in which 

their discourse constructs ethnic difference as all-pervasive, present on each level of their 

everyday life. These are timeless, ahistorical ‘texts’ that are often divorced from the political 

history of Hungary as a geopolitical unit. I discuss these three accounts in detail in 8.1 and 8.2. 

In many other narratives where ethnicity surfaces, I noticed that ethnic difference is rarely 

translated into the language of geopolitics and not always expressed in terms of revisionist 

yearnings either. Although the persistence of the notion of the nation is significant, among the 

women I interviewed, women in Hungary rarely address their nationality; they usually treat it as 

an unmarked given. For women living outside the borders of Hungary, as citizens of Serbia and 

Romania, Hungary as a geo-political entity is marked as an ‘other’ place. During our 

conversations, they often referred to Hungary as a foreign country, as a place “over there” 

(Margit RO). Interviewees also expressed that they have had no desire to go and live in post-

Trianon Hungary, despite the recurrent ethnic tensions in their present living environment. This 
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does not mean that ethnicity is not an issue for them. In fact, as a site of difference, it gets major 

emphasis in their life narratives. Narrators generally construct ethnic differences along the lines 

of religious affiliation and language. They refer to Hungarians as Catholic or Protestant, 

Germans as Protestant, Croatians as Catholic, Serbians and Romanians as Orthodox, Bosnians as 

Muslim. Both religion and language become sites of resistance for Hungarian women in 

Romania and the former Yugoslavia. Mária (HU) is the only narrator who openly articulates 

longings for pre-Trianon Hungary. Despite the lack of revisionist yearning, for most narrators 

from Romania and Serbia ethnic difference forms an important element in interpreting recent 

history and the actors in that history. While some try to emphasize its importance and others try 

to downplay its influence, ethnicity nevertheless informs their accounts either way. Svetlana 

Slapšak argues that having lived a lifetime in these border-regions has created “liminal 

identities” which are made up of multiple ethnicities and multiple attachments and belongings.
346

 

In the narratives where ethnicity surfaces I see two ways narrators try to deal with the experience 

of such multiplicity. On the one hand, I see an urge — and the influence of dominant discourses 

— to construct seamlessness, and homogeneity, and simple pureness in terms of affiliations 

(attached to religion, ancestors, language, political views, or class background). On the other 

hand, I also notice some narrators try to reconcile a multiplicity that has informed the lives of 

this generation of women. Their memories, in other words, feed off of their multiethnic 

background. The attempt to make sense of this background often results in a heterogeneity, and 

sometimes contradictoriness, when it comes to evaluating their life events and interactions.  

Besides evaluations of economic changes and activities that lend a sense of continuity to 

individual lives, it is in their racialization of differences by interviewees where one can observe 

persisting notions and perspectives through which social, economic and political relations 

transpire – even on the most informal, micro level. Ethnicity, especially for most women I 

interviewed in Romania and Serbia, is the only site where continuities from pre-socialist periods 

to the socialist period, and from the socialist to the post-socialist era, are identified and deeply 

felt. In Yugoslavia, anti-nationalism and egalitarianism was a vital part of the socialist rhetoric 

under Tito’s regime, and some traces of such rhetoric are present in some women’s accounts 

from all the countries of former Yugoslavia, often expressed like “it is not the color you should 

see but the person” (Matild, SRB). However, there are an ample number of other stories which 

articulate such principles to have remained only on the level of party rhetoric, and even in 

Yugoslavia, patterns of daily life reveal an alternative reality. Klára (SRB), for example, has a 

                                                            
346 Slapšak 2002, 152-156. 
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string of anecdotes illustrating ethnic discrimination in the school she worked at, and the fact that 

her co-workers were divided and formed alliances in accordance with their ethnic background. 

According to Slapšak, racism cropped up, here and there, in different forms, sometimes against 

foreign workers, or students from the Third World (Vietnamese in Czechoslovakia, Cubans in 

Hungary), against the Romany population in all three countries, and against the Hungarian 

minority in Romania.
347

 Research conducted among Serbian women in Vojvodina, on how they 

grasp differences among women of different ethnic backgrounds, has shown that existing 

differentiations among the region’s ethnic groups had a gendered nature. The research found 

stereotypical images mostly centered on themes of cleanliness, beauty, working habits, sexuality, 

and gender-relations.
348

 My stories coming from Hungarian women living in Serbia and 

Romania also spell out gendered ethnic differences when relating life experiences throughout the 

pre-socialist, socialist, and post-socialist periods. They often view mixed marriages negatively, 

and only those who themselves have lived in such a marriage (Matild SRB, Teréz RO) talk about 

ethnic differences as existent but bridgeable. In the image of a mixed marriage, women spell out 

their prejudices at the intersection of gender and ethnicity. Klára (SRB) pointed out, for example, 

that if a Hungarian woman married a Serbian man, “we excommunicated her”. The betrayal of 

one’s Hungarian womanhood is often evaluated negatively by many because it is connected to 

the intertwined nature of patriarchy and nationalism/ethnic supremacy: the children in those 

families are often christened after the father’s religion and go to Serbian schools; in other words, 

they are educated to be “Serbs”. A similar logic is at work in the accounts of Transylvanian 

interviewees. On the other hand, when it is not about blood ties but about good-neighborly 

relations, quite a few women mention that their Serbian neighbor “has to this day been better 

than any Hungarian would be” (Piroska, SRB), which is an attempt to counter generalizing 

perceptions that became widespread at the time of the Serbian war of the 1990s, that “neighbor 

killed neighbor”.
349

   

Interviewed women’s formulations of memories consist of a constant negotiation of 

belongings, which are much more complex than living in one country or another.
350

 Having said 

that, their memories show that they are aware that, being attached to another state, ‘Hungarian’ is 

always political: it bears the burden of an imperial past (Austro-Hungarian Empire), the constant 

                                                            
347 See Slapšak 2002, 146. 
348 See for example Svenka Savić, “Multikulturalizmus és a nők: magyarok” (“Multiculturalsm and Women: 

Hungarians”), in Svenka Savić and Veronika Mitro eds, Vajdasági magyar nők élettörténetei, (Life Stories of 

Hungarian Women in Vojvodina) (Novi Sad: Futura publikacija, Ženske studije i istraživanja, 2006), 18-22. 
349 Boose 2002. 
350 This is an argument I made earlier in Chapter 5 (“Home and Movement in the Narrative”).  
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threat of border revision in the interwar era and then the partial and temporary revision, and 

territorial reorganization during the Second World War (1940-44; 1941-44). In both post-war 

Romania and Yugoslavia (as well as Czechoslovakia) during the second half of the 1940s, the 

term ‘Hungarian’, within a discourse of collective guilt, was washed together with ‘fascist’, and 

the consequences of political punishment are still parts of memories. These memories take shape 

in deportation stories and stories of atrocities against family members and acquaintances as parts 

of the wartime narratives (Eszter SRB, Mária C. RO), or sometimes as parts of accounts of the 

early communist era (Amadil RO, Klára SRB, Margit RO). In women’s accounts from Serbia, 

for example, the “Zenta massacre” has become a lieu de memoire referred to by several of my 

respondents. The “Zenta massacre” was a series of events in winter 1944 whereby allegedly 

Tito’s partisan troops executed residents of Hungarian origin. Whether it was a systematic 

genocide or a revenge for the Hungarian takeover in 1941 (and the 1942 “cold days”), it is still a 

topic of controversy. Klára (SRB), Eszter (SRB), and Piroska (SRB) mention it, and Eszter is 

convinced that afterwards she saw “Hungarian gray matter” on the ground.  

The deportations that happened in the Schwab-Hungarian community in 1945-46 – 

narrators mark it with the clause “after the Russians left”— form vivid memory-material for both 

Transylvanian and Vojvodinan women. Mária (RO) tells a long story of her almost-deportation 

in 1946 when she was in her teens. She was on the list of people to be deported but was told by 

the officer that she and the others were going to the “Szerencs chocolate factory” to work. Her 

story follows the structuring principle of other deportation narratives. She makes no connection 

among the deportation of Jews, having happened only two years before, and the kulak 

deportations.
351

 She gives a lengthy account of their collection in the local gymnasium, the 

officers’ reading their names out loud, and their march in a row to the other collecting camp 

before being loaded on the train. Through mobilizing local connections, she relates, her name 

was erased from the list and she escaped the deportation. Eszter in Zsablya
352

, Vojvodina, was 

not as lucky. She and her brother, after their father had been killed, did not escape internment, 

and she recites her own long anecdote about life in the camp. These memories bear witness to 

                                                            
351 Saád, when writing about the deportation pattern of kulak deportations mentions that some respondents did 

make a connection and said that they thought that it was similar to what happened to the Jews in their village and 

they had thought that it was “payback” time, and because of that it was their turn to be taken “to Siberia”. Saád 

2004. 
352 In the collective memory of Vojvodinan-Hungarians, Zsablya belongs to the three villages from where the 

ethnic German population was either executed or deported to internment camps by Tito’s new regime. Those 

who survived were not allowed to return to their village. 
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the fact that citizenship rights have had a cultural dimension historically and it is not only a new 

theoretical invention to theorize multiculturalism.
353

 

As a legacy of Nazism, there was a lingering anti-Semitism all along the period of 

socialism which, together with nationalisms and accompanying racisms, revived drastically in 

the region after 1989, and now is growing threateningly across the region (Tamás 2009). 

Memories testify to this revival, some of them appropriating anti-Semitic discourses in their 

explanations of historical processes (Eszter SRB, Erzsébet RO). In most narratives I collected, 

the story of the deportation of the local Jewish population is almost entirely missing. Narrators 

make no link, no connection between the disappearance of the Jewish neighbors and their own 

family’s subsequent travails. There is almost complete silence about the Holocaust, except for 

two instances. First, Erzsébet (RO) refers to the Holocaust in a fleeting remark – who having had 

Hungarian and ethnic German predecessors defines herself as a person of “double identity” 

(“kétidentitású valaki vagyok”) – saying that “the Holocaust didn’t happen, it is a lie”. Second, 

Magdolna, a Romany woman in Hungary, refers to the Roma Holocaust (Porraimos) with a 

story. She tells a mini story about her father having been deported to a concentration camp 

“together with the Jews”.  

Both Erzsébet and Magdolna look at events of their lives through the lens of ethnicity, 

which carry important implications in the way both these women remember the period of state 

socialism. Their accounts of a real (Magdolna) or fictional (Erzsébet) Holocaust are in synch 

with their accounts of the subsequent socialist period. They fit both events neatly into their 

narratives of ethnicity. The stories, as we will see below, illustrate well the subtle and not-so-

subtle ways in which women make connections between ethnic/political relations and their own 

adult lives. These connections are made possible by wider cultural-political discourses such as 

anti-Semitism, egalitarianism, and ethnic supremacy that have been circulating in the public 

arena since the 1990s. Narrators appropriate these discourses to frame their interpretation of 

personal memories, not only to explain experiences but also to structure them. In the analysis 

below I show how they do this.  

In the following pages, then, I will discuss the stories of three women in order to 

extrapolate two emblematic ways in which women weave ethnicity into their narration of life 

                                                            
353 Not only in my material. Svenka Savić points to how Serbian women in Vojvodina “feel sorry” for the 

atrocities German women went through following the Second World War. They do not hold them responsible 50 

years after those events. She, however, interprets the appearance of certain stereotypical images as a result of 

‘historical time’ and the contemporary ‘political situation’, probably meaning dominant discourses. See Savić, 

19-20. 
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events and use it to explain historical events. In their accounts, oppression appears as ethnic 

oppression, and they fit their stories of socialism within this framework. First I will turn to 

Erzsébet’s and Eszter’s formulation of “Jewish communists”, which indicates that the socialist 

party state in Romania (Erzsébet) and Yugoslavia (Eszter) takes on an ethnicized form, as 

Jewish. The trope of the “Jewish communist” they employ is a very common marker of anti-

communist nationalist discourse in the region.
354

 Their discourse employs this trope to underline 

their anti-communist political views and is washed together with anti-Semitic sentiments. 

Second, I discuss Magdolna’s (HU) assimilative formulation of the Gypsy being ‘whiter’ than 

any Hungarian. Through her story, I show discursive markers of ethnic difference turned into 

racial difference and the narrow niche there is left for the woman from an ethnic minority in 

Hungary to narrate her history, and her version of socialism in that history. Her strategy is that of 

assimilation and putting forth an argument in favor of Kádár’s socialism (1956-1988). The two 

sections I have divided this chapter into (8.1. and 8.2.) serve to exemplify the persistence of the 

discursive other-ing of two ethnic groups with the most burdened recent history, the Jewish and 

the Romany. Each section highlights the ways in which the differentiation of these two groups in 

common speech is naturalized. Their difference from ‘Hungarian’ is placed above history, 

integrated into the three women’s narratives of their memories of the recent past as uncontested. 

The three accounts appropriate anti-Semitic and anti-Roma discourses for their versions of 

narrating socialism in their countries, which shows the strength of these discourses in the 2000s.   

 

 

8.1. The Legacy of Nazism in Personal Memories: Erasure and the Ethnicization of a 

Regime  

 

 

Historical accounts since the 1990s have repeatedly stated that war-time and post-war 

atrocities against ethnic/religious groups remained unresolved, silenced and covered over by the 

rhetoric of egalitarianism and frozen into the fixed Cold-War-divided dual world-order.
355

 Anti-

                                                            
354 It is a part of public discourse that can be traced on numerous anti-communist internet sites and propaganda 

films (e.g. 1958). Scholars point out that after 1948 the Stalinist regimes also turned anti-Semitic: Zionism was 

persecuted, the number of Jewish cadres was limited, religious Jews fell under the same religious persecution as 

any other religious denominations. These scholars attribute the continuing persistence of the trope to the fact that 

there were still a number of Jewish officials in the party apparatus and this presence became magnified, 

exaggerated. In reality, however, the space for Jewish identity, and possibilities for social mobility for the Jewish 

minorities narrowed down after 1948, as a consequence of which some 60 thousand Jews left Hungary only. See 

more on this in András Kovács, “Jews and Jewishness in Post-war Hungary”, in Quest. Issues in Contemporary 

Jewish History, no. 1, (April 2010), available online at http://www.quest-cdecjournal.it/focus.php?id=192 . 
355 Rada Ivecovic, “The Split of Reason and the Postcolonial Backlash”, available online at 

http://www.goethezeitportal.de/fileadmin/PDF/kk/df/postkoloniale_studien/ivekovic_split.pdf 

http://www.quest-cdecjournal.it/focus.php?id=192
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Semitism remained a vital attribute of a by-then reformed nationalism of socialist people’s 

republics and their ‘ethnic theaters’ (Boym 1995, Tamás 2009, Kovács 2010). The various ethnic 

tensions and anti-Semitism that became heightened and violent after the collapse of the 

respective state socialist regimes were the strongest indicators of the fact that ethnicity was alive 

and well (Boose 2002). This section extrapolates the persistence of anti-Semitism which, in the 

early twenty-first century, seems to be an organic part of some of my interviewees’ discourses of 

history. Anti-Semitism rarely makes it to the point of direct articulation by interviewees but it 

informs their memories and forgetting, and feeds into their memories of state socialist past. It 

resides in the ways in which women talk about Jewish characters in their stories - not so much as 

a religious but as an ethnic group in the local social environments of their memories. And it can 

be noticed in the ways the deportation of the Jewish neighbors in 1944 is remarked on or kept 

silenced in the narratives. Also, we can trace the impact of the forgotten Holocaust on women’s 

memories of socialism. I argue that memories of socialism cannot be fully understood without 

addressing this issue, as anti-Semitism provides one of the major historical continuities of the 

twentieth century in this region. The argument that I put forth in the following discussion is that 

this impact can be noticed in two main lines of discourse, which I call ‘erasure’ and ‘return’ of 

the Jewish characters from and into the story-world. Both discourses write the story of existing 

socialism as an era that was constructed upon “ruination” and appropriation and normalization of 

the “debris” of the past.
356

 While the erasure-discourse keeps the Holocaust under a blanket of 

silence among Hungarians in and outside Hungary, sending it off to the safe harbor of forgetting, 

the return-discourse addresses it in reverse or denies it altogether. The existence of these two 

ways of speaking in women’s narratives suggests that they come from publicly available 

narratives, political and media discourses. Tamás argues that collective and personal guilt, 

shame, hurt became covered over, normalized and incorporated into the political systems of state 

socialism where regimes further contributed to the reformulation of old forms of nationalism as 

ethnicism which has become full-blown since the transitions.
357

 Recent historical scholarship 

aiming to revise post-war history of the region claim that although in altered forms of 

expression, resting on the repression of the memory of the Holocaust anti-Semitism continued to 

                                                            
356 This is a reference to the construction of history on violence and destruction and W. Benjamin’s famous 

allegory of the angel of history facing the past, his back turned against the future “while the pile of debris before 

him grows skyward.” Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History”, in Illuminations, (London: Cape, 

1970), 257-258.  
357 Tamás Gáspár Miklós, “Magyarok voltunk”, (“We were Hungarians”), in Élet és Irodalom, vol. 53, no. 31 

(31 July 2009), http://www.es.hu/?view=doc;23580 

http://www.es.hu/?view=doc;23580
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be a normalized practice of socialist power-regimes, and strengthened after 1989.
358

 It is this 

historical continuity of ethnicism in general, and anti-Semitism in particular, that the two 

discourses in the women’s narratives indicate. 

The fact that the Holocaust and the deportation of Jewish neighbors or employers are 

hardly mentioned — if articulated at all, it is put fleetingly as “they disappeared” or “they left”— 

testifies to the collective historical amnesia about it in rural communities, small villages, and 

urban environments.
359

 I am using the word amnesia because I think it is more than simply 

forgetting, not institutionalized but structural, a vital element of nationalist politics of memory. 

There is no pattern-like statement like, say, “and then the Jews went away” when speaking of the 

war-years that would rhyme with statements like “and then the Hungarians came” or “and then 

the Russians came”. The direct questions “did you have any Jewish neighbors? What happened 

to them?” do induce compassionate answers, however, such as, “Oh yes, they disappeared from 

here, poor things. We felt so sorry for them” (Anna, HU).  When actual people are mentioned, 

lament over their disappearance is not uncommon, especially regarding people the interviewers 

knew and had daily interactions with before the war. When a childhood-encounter with a 

“Jewish merchant” is mentioned in the stories of the interwar period, it is usually described 

fondly.
360

 The figure of the “Jewish merchant” rhymes with that of the “Gypsy musician”, with 

both emerging as cultural stereotypes.
361

 When directly asked about any kind of distinctive traits, 

beauty is a commonly mentioned attribute when referring to the Jewish girls at school. 

Interviewees mention their skillfulness, fairness, and generosity – the markers of their difference. 

But what happens in post-war stories?  

Memories change through the emergence of two larger discourses of ‘erasure’ and 

‘return’. The first one is difficult to illustrate, as ellipsis is perhaps the most illuminating and 

striking narrative manifestation of such erasure. Silence manifests not only in the absence of the 

historical event of the Holocaust itself, but in the absence of Jewish characters as parts of the 

social scenery in wartime and post-war Hungary, Romania and Yugoslavia. Teréz for example, 

who used to work for a Jewish chemical engineer running a drugstore in the mid-1940s, skips the 

                                                            
358 The literature is growing. See for example Hanák Péter ed., Zsidókérdés, asszimiláció, antiszemitizmus, 

(Jewish Question, Assimilation, Anti-Semitism), (Budapest: Gondolat, 1984); Béla Dénes, Ávósvilág 

Magyarországon. Egy cionista orvos emlékiratai, (The Age of Secret Police in Hungary. Memoirs of a Zionist 

Doctor), (Budapest: Kairosz, 1997); András Kovács, “Jewish Groups and Identity Strategies in Post-Communist 

Hungary”, in Zvi Gitelman, Barry Kosmin and András Kovács eds., New Jewish Identities, (Budapest and New 

York: CEU Press, 2003), 228-236. 
359 I will return to the discussion of this in Ch. 10 on the narrative modes of memory: nostalgia, amnesia, and 

laughter. 
360 See Chapter 3.2. and Chapter 4.2. 
361 For the discussion of the image of the “Gypsy musician” see 8.2. 
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deportations altogether and tells about her boss and his family having left the town in 1947. This 

quote is an example of a more general phenomenon when, after the war, a large percentage of 

survivors left Central Eastern Europe to avoid further persecution and labeling in their former 

living environment and painful memories. In historical accounts, one may read that there was a 

massive migration between 1945 and 1955 to Western Europe, The United States, Canada, 

Australia, Palestine and Israel.
362

 Teréz may be referring to this migration when she says, “The 

Jews went to Israel”. After this remark, no mention is made about these figures: as if a rupture 

had pushed them out of Teréz’s mental world. “Anna’s” statement above, on the deportations, is 

followed by her saying that “hardly any came back afterwards”. And having said this, they are 

‘written out’ of the rest of her life story altogether. Thus, silence on the overall matter of the 

Holocaust is followed and reinforced by the absence of characters in stories referring to later 

periods. Such silence is difficult to prove, as there can be no direct statements to illustrate 

absence. The existence of ellipsis in the narratives, however, is in itself significant historical 

information of systematic erasure.
363

  

The second discourse, equally widespread and painfully present in public consciousness, 

gets reinforced time and again by ultra-nationalist political arguments informed by self-

victimizing overtones, a remnant of post-war fears from the “Jewish revenge” for the 

Holocaust.
364

 I came across the articulation of the return-discourse while talking with Eszter in 

Serbia and Erzsébet in Romania. Their return-discourse tells the story of communism in terms of 

Soviet-type imperialism and it formulates Jewish complicity and collaboration. This 

interpretation of state socialism is not personal; Haraszti claims that such a discourse developed 

alongside the revival of anti-Semitic sentiments legitimated on the level of the state from the 

early 1950s onwards.
365

 When Erzsébet (RO) claims that “only the communists and the Jewish 

                                                            
362 See for example Stark Tamás, Zsidóság a vészkorszakban és a felszabadulás után 1933-1955, (The Jewry in 

the Age of Peril and the Liberation, 1933-1955) (Budapest: MTA Tudományos Intézet, 1995), 102. Karsai 

László, “Magyarország a Holocaust után”, (“Hungary After the Holocaust”) in Világosság, no. 1, (1992), 59. 
363 This argument is similar to what Andrea Pető has pointed out in her discussion of the silence about rapes by 

the advancing Red Army in 1944-45 in Hungary or, in another article, on the historical amnesia of the former 

socialist nomenclature in Hungary. See Andrea Pető, “Áthaladó hadsereg, maradandó trauma, az 1945-ös 

erőszakesetek emlékezete” (“Advancing Army, Lasting Trauma, The Memory of 1945 Budapest Rape Cases”) in 

Történelmi szemle (Historical Review), vol. 41, nos. 1-2 (1999), 85-107; Andrea Pető, “A Missing Piece? How 

Hungarian Women in the Communist Nomenklatura are not Remembering”, in East European Politics and 

Society, vol. 16. no. 3. (Fall 2003), 948-957. 
364 See for instance Stark Tamás’s talk “Nyilasok 1945 után” (“The Arrow-cross after 1945”), available online at 

http://www.xxszazadintezet.hu/rendezvenyek/a_mult_arnyai_konferencia/stark_tamas_nyilasok_1945_utan.html 
365 Haraszti György, “Trapéz a lejtőn. A magyarországi zsidóság a második világháború után és az ’56-os 

forradalomban,” (“Trapeze on the Slope. The Hungarian Jewry after the Second World War and in the ’56 

Revolution”), in Confessio, vol. 31, no. 1, (2007), available online at 

http://www.reformatus.hu/confessio/2007/1/8figyel2.htm 
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had privileges”, she resorts to such a discourse to explain the communist ruling elite not in terms 

of economy or politics but in terms of ethnicity, as Jewish. Haraszti writes that after the 

communist take-over in the region, the newly reconstructing states, in their societal 

homogenizing mission aimed at dissolving all kinds of “national, intellectual or religious 

particularisms”, which equally affected the Jewish populations (religious practices, private 

property). Such developments went hand in hand with pushing out Jewish cadres from the higher 

functions of the administration and the party, dividing Jewish populations living across the 

region. Haraszti imagines at least five coping mechanisms that different groups aimed for: 

migration, assimilation, keeping a double identity (national and secular Jewish), joining overt or 

passive resistance movements, and collaboration with the state socialist regimes.
366

 These 

different life paths that the surviving members of the Jewish minority pursued after the war 

testify to a community that cannot be perceived as a homogenized whole, as it was divided along 

many different lines. Such a stance of the history of Jewry, however, apparently does not counter 

popular stereotypical notions about the Jewish population. Erős argues that discourses of 

political anti-Semitism and discriminative anti-Semitism are equally present in contemporary 

Hungarian society and the former is stronger than the later.
367

 Erzsébet in Transylvania tells the 

story of “Jewish communists” who sometimes become mixed with “the Romanians” and, in her 

narrative, this is the only narrative formulation that is possible: Jewish=communist and 

communists=Jewish/Romanian. “Jewish communists”, in Erzsébet’s narrative, are political 

actors that serve Soviet imperial needs, extensions of expansive Soviet imperial politics. The 

connection between imperialism and local political agents are best illustrated in the following 

quote:     

 

 

And we got to the head of the syndicate, because back then there were such things, and 

s/he said, of course s/he was also a Jew, because one has to know that with the war the 

Jews came too, with them [“Russians”?, Romanians?]. They occupied the best houses, 

places, occupations in Szatmár and that’s why they became ahead, and now the Romanians 

say that Hungarians were communists. No, because Székely, Szőke and these were all 

Jewish, and they were Almighty Gods then. They… bosses, heads, they controlled 

                                                            
366 ibid. 
367 Erős lists some discourses of political anti-Semitism that were tested out one a pool of Hungarian citizens in a 

recent survey. These include: 1. the Jews always have a strong influence on leftwing movements 2. the Jews try 

to create privileges even from their persecution 3. Jewish intellectuals dominate the media and culture 4. there 

exists a secret Jewish conspiracy that defines economic and political processes 5. all liberal parties represent 

Jewish interests, 6. it was the Jews who actually benefited from the 1989 transitions too. See Erős Ferenc, “Kik 

hallják meg az antiszemitizmus üzenetét?” (“Who hears the message of anti-Semitism?”) in MEASZ, Összefogás 

a demokráciáért, (Aug. 18. 2012), available online at http://www.antifasiszta.hu/hirek.php/1245 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 8 

308 

 

everything, everything was in their hands, we were only their dependents. So many don’t 

know this, it is not true that the Russians took everything and they disgraced women, it is 

not true because the Romanians came… they were from here, they knew what they could 

take from whom and so they took and they blamed it on the Russians. For example 5 

Russian lieutenants go to Petri. Well, Petri is after Szaniszló and we tell him, the old man -

I was out there by accident, but only by accident as a guest- that “Uncle Jani, five Russian 

lieutenants.”., “They are not Russians!”, he called out to them “Hello Ignác” and this and 

that and he says, “These are Jews, only the dressed in Russian clothes” and they went 

and occupied the best apartments, jobs, and  the jobs they got also officially because, as 

I say, as the Russians were coming, with them were the Jews coming everywhere, they 

occupied everything everywhere that they needed and they became the bosses, the heads, 

at the hospital there wasn’t ... for years the director was Jewish, or in general Jewish bosses 

everywhere and my boss was Jewish too, but I had a very good nature I could get along 

well with everybody. (Erzsébet RO, Appendix 3, 77.a/b.) 

 

 

In Erzsébet’s memories, “the Jews” are invisible up to the point of the Soviet invasion of her 

town, and they enter the narrative scene together with the Soviet troops. At this point, however, 

it is difficult to untangle if in the story it is the Jews that are disguised as Soviets or vice versa. 

But, one thing is clear: from then on, for Erzsébet, it was “the Jewish people” who took the best 

positions and moved into the best houses. Her memory, at this point, is contradictory with 

Magdolna’s (HU) account, who reports that “after the Jews were taken away there were all these 

empty houses” and their family moved into such an abandoned house.
368

  Perhaps Erzsébet 

thinks of and refers to the abandoned houses that remained after the deportation of some of the 

ethnic-German population
369

 or that of the kulaks, which would be sensible, although she does 

not explain it any further. We cannot know for sure. But house and position suggest political 

power, which, in Erzsébet’s memories, allowed “the Jewish communists” to seize transcendental 

power and become the new “Almighty Gods”.  

Haraszti writes that although party functionaries and state officials of Jewish family 

background were in the minority compared to the percentage of the remaining population, due to 

the persisting anti-Semitic sentiments in the public consciousness, the post-1945 discourse of 

“communist-Jewish romance” was widely circulating – probably in anti-communist circles - and 

was further magnified by “the overrepresentation of political and economical elite of Jewish 

                                                            
368 There is hardly any “affect of melancholia” expressed or conveyed by these remarks that would confirm 

sentiments expressed by other ethnic communities that experienced such politically rationalized and normalized 

occupations of houses of the ‘enemy’. See on this Yael Navaro-Yashin, “Affective Spaces, Melancholic Objects: 

Ruination and the Production of anthropological knowledge,” in Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 

(N.S.), no. 15, (2009), 1-18.    
369 Five of my interviewees of ethnic German-Hungarian origin report on the deportation of a family member 

(father – Gizella M., brother-Mária C., Eszter Sz., husband-Margit G., boss-Erzsébet Sz.) or, as I mentioned in 

two cases, they tell their own deportation stories. 
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origin”
370

 in the early phase of Stalinism. He writes that the Hungarian public opinion was often 

that ruling orders of Soviet hegemony were enforced by “Jewish resident officers”. In spite of 

the recurrent cadre-changes, and often admittedly aiming at cutting back on Jewish 

memberships, because of pre-1945 historical events
371

 and their overrepresentation in key-

positions, some segments of the society spoke of a “Holocaust-spurred Jewish revenge”.
372

 This 

– despite the party states’ attempts to form a homogenized society of sameness — worked to 

again reinforce the representation of Jewry as a homogenous ethnic group.  In fact, this worked 

with other ethnic groups as well, and its/their collective historical scapegoating. When Erzsébet 

says, “we” were “their” dependents, it is difficult to tell who are that “we”. Is it the “non-

Jewish”? Is it the anti-communists? Is it the religious people? Is it the “kulaks”? Is it the 

“Hungarians”? It could mean all of these things, and I risk the assumption that probably for 

Erzsébet these categories very often overlap. As to who the “they” are, I speculate that the 

answer is a combination of “the Romanians”, “the Russians” and the “Jewish communists”. 

I have previously described Erzsébet’s life story as framed by the politicization of her 

struggles, which, in ways I have been describing, become ethnicized political struggles. Through 

such ethnicization of personal-political encounters (between “me” and “them”), in her discourse, 

it is actually the regime as a whole that becomes ethnicized. The Jewish man in the Russian 

clothes (Ignác), the Jewish hospital bosses and, in another instance, the Jewish head of the local 

body of the securitate (Svájci Laci), or the rude colleague who used to wear other colleagues’ 

clean white-gowns, all appear as communists. They have all had a continuing influence 

throughout Erzsébet’s whole life. To illustrate corruption and the importance of good 

connections in socialism, Erzsébet tells a story of using the help of her husband’s “Jewish boss” 

to get an apartment, story in which Erzsébet herself goes to talk to the boss without her 

husband’s knowledge of it. She thus connects getting a place to live with the “Jewish occupation 

of places” in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. The appropriation of clothes, 

physical places, and the social spaces of others, thus, become linked with the bad moral deeds 

                                                            
370 See for example Haraszti 2007. For Hungary see more on the changes of ethnic composition of the ruling 

communist party in Győri Szabó Róbert, A kommunista párt és a zsidóság Magyarországon (1945-1956), (The 

Communist Party and the Jewry in Hungary (1945-1956)) (Budapest: Gondolat, 2009), 2nd edition. 
371 I am thinking of the Hungarian underground communist movement and its Jewish activists. 
372 Which in my view is a projection mechanism of some sense of collective guilt enhanced by the collective 

scapegoating of the Hungarian and especially German-Hungarian population labelled as “fascist” in Romania 

and Serbia as well. In Hungary “fascist” was label, whose content could easily be bent to report on neighbours 

and have them taken away. However, as Győri Szabó argues, this should not exclude some real responsibilities 

for violent acts of revenge of certain individuals. See Haraszti 2007 and Győri Szabó 1997, 79-81. 
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committed by “Jewish communists”, upon which (the appropriation of the abject
373

) the social 

and political order of the socialist regime was built. Erzsébet’s anti-Semitism thus resembles the 

interwar-era’s representations of the Jewish “parasite” and “bloodsucker” popularized by 

extreme-rightwing propaganda
374

 and turns it into a moral discourse. She mentions that when her 

daughter was studying music in Cluj (RO), she could not give her enough money because “only 

the communists and the Jewish had privileges, and they were doing everything in the 

background”. Corruption equals moral deterioration for Erzsébet, which maintains the 

conception of the state’s legitimization of sickness within. She emerges as the healer of the 

nation by actually healing individuals, which affirms her moral superiority and constructs her 

subjectivity: “I never cared if it was Jewish, or Gypsy… as a patient, everybody was the same. I 

am not a judge, I am not the law, my only task is to help”.  

This state-sanctified moral deterioration did not disappear with the fall of the communist 

regime itself. The moral weakness and corruption for Erzsébet are still prevalent, and the agents 

of such political corruption are still “the Jews” collectively. She says, “The Jews don’t work, 

only have fun. Also, in Hungary, they are the bosses, the heads.  Poor Hungarians, whose fat 

they are preying on”. The Romanian/Jewish figures in the narrative then, not surprisingly, go 

along with her mention of Hungary’s then-prime minister – whom she only calls by his last name 

“Gyurcsány”
375

 — as she washes his administration together with that of the “communists”. She 

further expresses her anger saying that “we are globally subjugated to the Jews... because they 

have global power, and they cannot be put aside”.  

In Erzsébet’s narrative, there is a simplified, quite unnuanced and straight connection 

between past and present political systems and the discourse of the so-called “Jewish-communist 

romance” that links it all. Appropriation of the abject, and political and moral corruption, all 

metaphorize this romance – largely fictional and universalizing— and create a linear line of 

                                                            
373 Kristeva theorized the abject not as that which is outside the “I” (the constant pushing out of which causes 

constant tension) but as an entity that becomes part of subjectivity metaphorized as “ruination” in Yashin. See 

Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: an essay on abjection, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 1; For 

Grosz on Kristeva see Elizabeth Grosz, Sexual Subversions: three French Feminists, (St. Leonards: Allen & 

Unwin, 1989). For the concept of “ruination” see Yashin 2009, 6-7.  
374 Saád mentions such representations that were frequently circulating as caricatures in extreme right-wing 

publications in the 1920s and 1930s. See Saád 2004. Having studied the history of the Budapest International 

Fair, I myself came across such representations, billboards with anti-Semitic propaganda slogans that appeared 

on the premises of the 1941 BIF. Agárdi 2008.    
375 During the period of my fieldwork research Hungary was administered by Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány 

(from 2004 until he resigned over a series of political scandals and protests in March 2009) and his socialist 

cabinet. He was also the President of the Hungarian Socialist Party (MSZP), between 2007-2009, which is 

labeled by many middle and extreme right-wing sympathizers as “communists”, as an heir of the, for some 

infamous, Hungarian Socialist Workers Party (MSZMP) ruling over Hungary from 1956-1989 (Hungary’s Kádár 

era).  
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continuity for her. This, in turn, legitimates her own subjectivity as a healer and morally superior 

helper. Her anti-Semitic views about Hungarians being “globally subjugated to the Jews” 

painfully echo recurrent contemporary right-wing, anti-communist and anti-cosmopolitan 

discourses, revitalized after 1989. Such a homogenizing discriminatory stance is a constitutive 

terrain of Hungarian national consciousness, built upon ruination on the one hand, and erasure on 

the other.        

 Eszter’s narrative from the former Yugoslavia is curiously similar to that of Erzsébet’s, 

except she does not wash Serbian-ness, “the Russians” and Jewish-ness together.  She does quite 

the opposite. The objects of her dismissal are “the Americans”, who are equated with “the Jews”, 

in one instance, saying that they invented the atomic bomb. She mentions how she agrees with 

one of her friends, who is more angry with the “Americans” than the “Germans” because it was 

the Americans who bombed Leipzig killing thousands of inhabitants during the war. As if 

mirroring Erzsébet on the other pole, she does not equate “Russian”, “communist”, and “Jewish” 

but rather “American”, “capitalist free market trader”, and “Jewish”. Either communist or 

capitalist, the figure of “the Jew” emerges as one with the enemy. In Eszter, “Jewish tradesmen” 

corrupt the “communist managers” and cause Eszter’s factory to go bankrupt sometime around 

the political transitions. Her account reads as follows: 

 

 

Well, the factory dissolved, stopped working and whatever… these communist managers 

let it go bankrupt. They stole as much as they could also. Not the theft, but the inadequate 

investment. They took such big credits, loans that their interest suffocated us and they 

would go abroad on big trips. They did feasts. In London. And it came out that they were 

tester-machines, not even… it wasn’t sold anywhere yet only this first one, I don’t know, 

some Jewish company... because it was a Jewish company because they guaranteed that it 

will be… will be bought, the produced… what we produce, dried goods and what not, 

canned fruits and the like, and there was the manager of foreign trade, there was theirs, 

whatever, I don’t know who, our production manager, in London. And sneaky are the 

Jewish traders because the seller, the seller of the machine was Jewish, and also who, 

connected to the other one, was to take the dried goods. So, smashing thing will be here, 

big investment, construction and production and the money will be flowing in thousands of 

workers... nothing came out of it... Then we heard, it leaked out that... those of course 

skillfully, those traders kept the guests, they were feeding the guests... We will sign it, we 

will make that thing. It was not enough... there, they flew over to Paris. From London. 

There in the Moulin Rouge, there, it was said that in the box of each… as if the dancer 

woman was descending from a helicopter. (Eszter SRB, Appendix 3, 78.a/b.) 
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This passage, telling the story of Yugoslavia’s uniquely independent market socialist economy 

and its system of self-management,
376

 which was also open to Western capital from the ’60s 

onwards,
377

 reiterates an investment-gone-wrong, which caused the liquidation of the canned-

food factory where Eszter used to work. In her story, it is the Western capitalist traders that are 

Jewish, and they are “sneaky”. They cheat their communist business partners by selling only the 

tester machine and then not providing market for the products. Such an image of the post-war 

“sneaky Jewish trader” is quite the opposite of the “fair” and “generous” Jewish merchant of pre-

war childhood memories that Anna (HU), Teréz (SRB), Jolán (HU), and Erzsébet (HU) mention. 

Their deceit is accompanied by the moral corruption of the factory’s “communist managers” by 

being fed and entertained by dancers in the Moulin Rouge. Jewish traders appear as an 

illustration of how “they” – as a group - are deceitful and bring economic decay by unfair trade. 

“And our money was gone. Well, I’m sure that Gyurcsány also had things like this… only it 

doesn’t leak out. In time it will, like it leaked out here later”.
378

 The former Hungarian prime 

minister, who is held to be suspiciously wealthy by many, is again linked to such corrupt 

economic activities and being equally “sneaky” and immoral. The cultural stereotype of “the 

Jewish trader” thus comes to be equaled with market economy, and by association, with the post-

socialist Hungarian political regime. Both share the trope of “corruption”
379

 which points to the 

difficulty of separating the economic sphere from that of politics and governmentality. 

 These two constructions of the Jewish “other” draw on the Cold-War binary, which was 

built on the concept of the bipolar world-system throughout four decades. The two accounts 

make it explicitly clear how it is impossible to account for memories of socialism without 

consulting the lingering legacy of the Second World War and the subsequent Cold War, which 

worked effectively to preserve pre-War anti-Semitic discourses against the figure of “the Jew” as 

a persistent other. The marker ‘Jewish’, it is clear from the narratives, has become an empty 

                                                            
376 On this particularly Yugoslav economical phenomenon see Vinod Dubey, Yugoslavia: Development with 

Decentralization, (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1975); Diane Flaherty, ”Economic Reform and Foreign 

Trade in Yugoslavia,” in Cambridge Journal of Economics, vol. 6, no. 2, 105-142; for a critique of the system 

see Diane Flaherty, ”Self-Management and Requirements for Social Property: Lessons from Yugoslavia,” see 

online at http://www.nodo50.org/cubasigloXXI/congreso/flaherty_15abr03.pdf, site visited, October 22, 2009.   
377 The country's economy prospered tremendously. Unemployment was low and the education level of the 

workforce steadily increased. Due to Yugoslavia's neutrality, and its leading role in the Non-Aligned Movement, 

Yugoslav companies exported to both Western and Eastern markets. Yugoslav companies carried out 

construction of numerous major infrastructural and industrial projects in Africa, Europe, and Asia. 
378 “És a pénzünk ment. Na, no, vót a Gyurcsánynak is biztos ilyen ... csak az nem szivárog ki. Majd idővel 

kiszivárog, mint nálunk is, ahogy kiszivárgott később ez.” (Eszter SRB) 
379 Akhil Gupta discusses ”corruption” in the rural areas of India as a metaphor of state-society dynamics and a 

trope to grasp processes and actual practices of dealing with globalisation in contemporary India and to question 

the unitary and monolithic nature of ”the state”. For more see Gupta 1995, 375-402. 

http://www.nodo50.org/cubasigloXXI/congreso/flaherty_15abr03.pdf
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signifier that now rarely stands for real embodied, flesh-and-blood subjects, but for some idea of 

the enemy that pollutes.
380

 It is an extremely flexible concept that can easily stand for then-

absolute radical poles of hegemony and two different imperialisms pinpointed in “the 

Americans” or “the Russians”. Such narrative figurations are, thus, informative of the extent to 

which personal memories in Central Eastern European countries carry the prints of discourses 

that were the products of political periods and regimes that consolidated their legitimacy on the 

“ruins” of the Second World War.
381

  

For some Hungarians, the disillusionment for the reestablishment of the Trianon borders, 

the forced population exchanges and deportations after the 1947 Paris treaty, and their collective 

punishment in the surrounding reconstructing people’s republics (let alone the Soviet 

occupation) only exacerbated tensions that became frozen into the political unit(y) of the bloc 

(expelled Yugoslavia), marked by silence and a state-rhetoric of egalitarianism. Such tensions, 

however, became carried over in several mutations, and were heightened in the early 1990s with 

the emergence of ethno-nationalisms. These stories are just as much products of these processes 

as indicators of them. Past hurt, guilt, shame, and oppression are now graspable in, first, the 

universalizing and self-victimizing tone of “poor Hungarians”, as in Erzsébet’s narrative; second, 

it comes across in the vilification of “Romanian” and “Serbian” characters in personal memories 

coming from some Hungarians in Romania and Serbia respectively (Ildikó, Erzsébet, Mária B., 

Klára, Eszter); and third, in persisting anti-Semitism, as Erzsébet’s and Eszter’s accounts 

demonstrate. The interviews show that personal oral narratives are the only effective way to 

study such mechanisms and associations, conceptual connections that individuals make among 

discourses and their attached emotive content (blaming, anger, self-victimization, and lament). 

Such mechanisms of personal recollection bear the lingering legacies that political ruination has 

successfully kept alive. These have been passed on and are very much present in the collective 

                                                            
380 This is a commonplace in scholarly investigations on the morphology of anti-Semitism among Hungarian 

society. See for example Erős Ferenc, “Az előítélet-kutatás dilemmái”, (The Dilemmas of Research on 

Prejudice), in Neményi Mária and Szalai Júlia eds., Kisebbségek kisebbsége. A magyarországi cigányok emberi 

és politikai jogai, (The Minority of Minorities. The Human ad Political Rights of Hungarian Roma), (Budapest, 

ÚMK, 2005), available online at 

http://www.sulinet.hu/oroksegtar/data/magyarorszagi_kisebbsegek/ciganyok/kisebbsegek_kisebbsege/pages/kk_

11_eros.htm; See also Erős Ferenc, “Gyermekíjjesztő dajkmese a vér, a vád. Adalékok a vérvád 

pszichológiájához,” (Scary Children’s Stories, the Blood, the Blame. Additions to the Psychology of Blaming) 

inVérvádak üzenete, (Budapest: Minoritás Alapítvány, 1996), 71-78. 
381 Here I use expression in the sense Benjamin used it referring to how destruction and violence is constitutive 

of political systems. See Walter Benjamin, “Critique of Violence”, in Walter Benjamin, One-way Street and 

Other Writings, (London: Verso, 1998), 132-154. For Benjamin, this of course is definitive of how destruction 

and ruination is also organic parts of modern knowledge systems and that “culture” itself is a “ruin” and how 

history is written. See Yashin 2009, 7.  

http://www.sulinet.hu/oroksegtar/data/magyarorszagi_kisebbsegek/ciganyok/kisebbsegek_kisebbsege/pages/kk_11_eros.htm
http://www.sulinet.hu/oroksegtar/data/magyarorszagi_kisebbsegek/ciganyok/kisebbsegek_kisebbsege/pages/kk_11_eros.htm
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imaginary, even long after the Second World War, the Cold War, and 1989. In order to prevent 

the reiteration of these discourses, it is necessary for history writing to expose, and to critically 

examine and analyze, personal accounts without treating them as linear and authentic accounts of 

the past.    

 

 

8.2. “Clean as a glass” 

       The Racialization of Difference   

 

Magdolna’s life narrative, in which race/ethnicity appears as a major component of 

subjectivity, is constructed around the frame of “decency” and “usefulness”. In her life-story, the 

visualization of racial (ethnic) difference and the erasure of that difference are told in the 

framework of “whiteness”. The erasure of difference by being “whiter than white” (McClintock), 

and through that the symbolic assimilation into the ethnic majority, is the prevailing strategy of 

the narrative as a whole. The narrator tells and evaluates history, and fits state socialism into 

history. Her account is premised on an argument that she somehow managed to assimilate into 

the mainstream society. Magdolna’s account, as we will see below, justifies the claim for the 

theoretical revision of whiteness as a racialized position in the Central European context.
382

 Her 

life-story throws light onto the “culturally constructed and the seemingly biologically validated 

racism” and racialization of cultural differences that has been present in the Hungarian (as well 

as in the wider European) context throughout most of the twentieth century. It is one of the major 

historical-political continuities of the pre-Second World War period.
383

 Griffin and Braidotti 

write that the color “white” in the European context is “not [always] identical with the skin color, 

but is endowed with further meanings that rather stand for difference, cultural or ethnic”.
384

 

Magdolna’s narrative, we will see, puts forward all these complex theoretical issues, i.e. 

discourses of racialization and constructing difference as they define personal accounts of 

history. Magdolna’s is an account of Hungarian history, and of state socialism, from the 

perspective of a woman of Roma minority – in other words, a marginalized historical narrative. 

Her narrative reflects that, for her, and in the anti-Roma discourse she borrows from, skin color 

                                                            
382 Gabriela Griffin and Rosi Braidotti, “Whiteness and European Situatedness”, in Gabriela Griffin and Rosi 

Braidotti eds. Thinking Differently. A Reader in European Women’s Studies, Part III, Identity, Subjectivity and 

Difference, (London: Zed Books, 2002), 231.  
383 ibid. 
384 ibid., 227. 
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is not detached from the concept of race and racism. Her narrative strategy of assimilation to the 

majority is the way – for her the only way — she can construct her own historical agency.  

She does not refer to herself as a Hungarian, even though she is: she is a Hungarian 

citizen, she grew up in Hungary, her mother-tongue is Hungarian and she does not speak any 

other languages. But citizenship and ethnicity in her narrative are not equated. “I am a Gypsy to 

the blood”, she says. Although it is a statement that racializes Gypsy-ness as being inherently in 

one’s blood, she defines herself as a “Gypsy” because the family kept the Roma traditions. It is 

the cultural component that she defines as her ethnic background. Her father being a musician 

figures as a crucial factor in the family’s orientation towards keeping Roma traditions. Magdolna 

says that, even now, she often has her granddaughter listen to Gypsy music. She does not, 

however, speak any of the dialects of Romany. She says that she is Catholic but she is not 

particularly religious, and she is not a church-goer.  

Her narrative starts out by her marking her mixed ethnic origin as a Slovak (“tót”) on her 

mother’s side and Roma (“cigány”) on her father’s side. Her maternal grandmother was 

“Hungarian”.
385

  The quotation for the title of this section is taken from Magdolna. She utters the 

sentence right at the beginning of her narrative, immediately framing her further account: “So, 

but… Hungarians… I had so many girlfriends, Hungarians, they often came over. They loved us 

a lot, my mother was as clean as a glass, honorable”.
386

 She refers to Hungarians as “they”, 

thereby immediately setting up the dichotomy of “us” and “them”. However, from the first 

instance of referring to the ethnic other, she connects ethnic difference to cleanliness. She draws 

a connection between physical cleanliness and being morally clean and virtuous that results in 

being respected by others, by the community. She states that her mother, of Slovak origin and a 

wife of a Roma man, was always “clean as a glass”. Magdolna, thus, invalidates her ethnically-

defined inferiority, that would have been caused by her being a ‘dirty Gypsy.’ She tries to wash 

away the difference on the basis of being clean. This visualization of racial difference is 

significant all through her narrative; it is a vital part of her frame of assimilation. She mostly 

links it to something physical, associated with bodily characteristics and appearances. Not much 

later, she says:  

 

                                                            
385 Throughout the narrative she uses the term “Hungarian” as a referent to the Hungarian ethnic origin and not 

to the nationality. For her Hungarian stands for the racial ‘other’.  
386 “Úgyhogy, de…magyarok…annyi barátnőm vót magyarok, űk jártak hozzánk. Nagyon szerettek, anyám 

nagyon tiszta vót, mint a pohár, böcsületösek.” (Magdolna HU) 
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As you turn left on Kinizsi street, I brought milk from there, they didn’t have children at 

all, but there too, that lady loved me so much! ”Don’t tell me you’re a Gypsy girl, you’re 

not a Gypsy girl, you don’t look like one!” Well, my mother kept us clean, she was very 

clean, my mom! And after the war it was a world full of lice, everybody had lice, not only 

Gypsy, but Hungarian too! Everybody! My mother checked my head all the time, because I 

had this long hair! (…) She checked my head every morning, so that I wouldn’t have lice, 

but she never found one. (Magdolna HU, Appendix 3, 79.a/b.)  

 

 

Besides skin color, in her narrative, dirt, bad smell and lice also become racial/ethnic markers. In 

connection with the 1944 Soviet invasion, Magdolna talks, for example, about how “disgusting” 

Russian soldiers were, and she blames them for “bringing in” lice and other skin diseases. She 

relates how soldiers went into their yard and washed themselves in the water meant for the 

animals to drink and how they, as children, were watching them, the dirty others. Russian 

soldiers, thus, appear as aliens who pollute them with their lice and dirt. The image gets 

contrasted and heightened by the figure of Magdolna’s father. In her life narrative, she talks 

about him as a very elegant man, a musician who was always wearing a black smoking jacket 

and shiny shoes. He was playing the cello in a Roma band and earned well. She formulates a 

mini-story about how her father was taken away “with the Jews” to the labor camp “in the spring 

of ’44”. In the anecdote Magdolna emphasizes that. even then, he was wearing his elegant 

clothes. Magdolna tells about the way her father and others were collected in Makó (HU) and 

then put on a long train ride to the camp, which she does not name. She does not talk about her 

father’s experiences in the concentration camp, only the fact that because he was a musician, he 

was in a more privileged position than the other inmates. His loss of dignity she expresses in a 

simple phrase: “the lacquer shoes got torn and broke off of their feet”.
387

 The father survived. 

When he returned, she extensively talks about how dirty he was, and that she did not even 

recognize him. But emphasizing her father’s cleanliness, Magdolna says, “he did not give me a 

kiss until he shaved all his hair off and took a bath”. This is how she extrapolates the difference 

between the Russian soldiers and her father: while the soldiers polluted them, her father made 

sure that his family stayed clean.  

                                                            
387 Although I do not discuss it here, in the collected life narratives, clothes as well as other material things such 

as food and the description of house(s) are important markers of historical changes and the altering social status 

that individuals have experienced. In Magdolna’s case, “lacquer shoes” are seen as distinctive markers of Gypsy 

musicians. It marks being a musician of that particular genre as the only available occupation where Roma men 

could gain some level of social recognition. It consequently turned into a cultural stereotype emblematized by a 

few nationally famous Roma musicians who have been reputable players of “Hungarian Gypsy music”, a 

specific musical genre. 
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This physical and moral cleanliness is further emphasized by her when talking about not 

hearing her parents making love, which also counters the racist stereotype of marginalized 

peoples’ being hyper-sexual, a strand of anti-Roma logic that seeks to explain why Roma 

families ‘breed’ so many infants. This is particularly significant in light of right-wing 

propaganda of racial hygiene flourishing in Hungary in the 1930s and early 1940s in media 

publications.
388

 The stereotype is countered by Magdolna’s long-lasting struggle to get pregnant. 

She phrases moral virtue as clean sex:             

 

And we never heard our parents having sex, like nowadays, my child. No way! So 

honorable, virtuous. My parents were so decent, they never talked bad words, they loved us 

so much, they lived in such big love. (Magdolna HU, Appendix 3, 80.a/b.) 

 

 

Decency, virtue, and clean sex as white middle-class virtues are used by her to dissolve the sharp 

dividing line, the ethnocentric discriminatory logic that uses the image of whiteness and 

cleanliness to connote a moral goodness that designates others as inferior. Uncleanness (physical 

and moral) has been associated with the primitive, the savage, and the uncivilized.
389

 The 

civilized existence requires the banishment of dirt and pollution into the realm of the taboo. 

Rituals and practices designed to cleanse or purify the body may serve as metaphors for 

processes of cultural homogeneity.
390

 The proper treatment of making invisible certain bodily 

fluids is also a significant metaphor of protection against pollution and dirt.  

Magdolna’s narrative behavior resonates with Anne McClintock’s account of the 

theoretical connection between imperial power and its construction of the non-European racial 

savage other. In McClintock’s argumentation, through symbolic cleanliness, imperial power 

worked to preserve class, ethnic, and racial boundaries. She insists on the symbolic significance 

of imperial soap as an emblem for the racialization of difference in the 19
th

 century British 

imperial imagination. In her account, being “clean” and “whiter than white” became the epitome 

of a middle-class value system, the main features of which were monogamy (‘clean’ sex, which 

has value), industrial capital (‘clean’ money, which has value), Christianity (‘being washed in 

                                                            
388 For a discussion on the pervasiveness of media, and the revisionist, anti-Semitic, “white” and “red” 

propaganda on racial hygiene and their counter-propaganda in the Horthy era see Sipos Balázs, “Az 

(Ellen)propaganda. Rákosi Janő és a “kereszténykurzus”, 1919-1942”, in Múltunk, no. 3, (2005), 3-37 and Sipos 

Balázs, Sajtó és hatalom a Horthy korszakban. Politika és társadalomtörténeti vázlat, (Media and Power in the 

Horthy Era, Sketches in Political and Social History) (Budapest: Argumentum, 2011). 
389 See, for example, Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger. An Analysis of the concepts of Pollution and Taboo, 

(New York and London: Routledge, 1966). 
390 Elisabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, (Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana 

University Press, 1994), 193. 
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the blood of the lamb), class control (‘cleansing the great unwashed’), and the imperial civilizing 

mission (‘washing and clothing the savage’)”.
391

 In other words, soap, standing for cleanliness, 

has come to represent a social value implying moral good as well. Although Anne McClintock 

does her analysis in the context of nineteenth-century imperialism, in which commodity racism 

was made apparent by an emerging advertising industry, I would contend that perhaps it is a 

more far-reaching symbol that is not only characteristic of British imperialism. In a completely 

different historical and cultural context – twentieth-century Hungarian ethnocentric logic— 

cleanliness can also be attributed to stand for pure whiteness that marks the majority 

“Hungarian”. Magdolna’s narrative is an illuminating example of cleanliness being more than an 

image to address ethnic difference and forge assimilation. It is a device that helps her to narrate a 

valid historical account. 

In Magdolna’s case, the theme of (un)cleanness/dirt comes up repeatedly in connection 

with her menstruation and pregnancy. She relates how she hated the disgusting smell of her own 

menstruation blood. When she was young, she used layers of cloth (felkötő) to hide her fluids, 

but often it was visible, and she remembers it as a shameful thing. Grosz writes that body fluids 

like menstruation blood “attest to the permeability of the body”. These fluids “affront a subject’s 

aspiration toward autonomy and self-identity and [t]hey attest to a certain irreducible ‘dirt’ or 

disgust, a horror of the unknown or the unspecifiable that permeates, lurks, lingers, and at times 

leaks out of the body, a testimony of fraudulence or impossibility of the ‘clean’ and the 

‘proper’”
392

. Magdolna also emphasizes the gender-related aspect of the danger the leaking body 

might cause. This is highly apparent in the following anecdote that she told her daughter before 

she had her baby. The anecdote was intended to demonstrate why it is not advisable for a woman 

to be in labor together with her husband: 

 

So before she gave birth I told her, “Magdi, be careful, I don’t advise you this (…) because 

among my friends there were some who left their bloody cotton pads all over the place (…) 

they left their bloody panties all around and everything and her husband
393

 got to hate her 

so much that he left her. Your husband sees you, your things wide apart, the child is 

coming, you are bloody, and all, you’re husband will hate you, my child. (…) There were 

such things with my friend. I tell you, they loved each other so much and they got 

divorced. If she’s young and she has it, do it in a way… Why does that bloody thing have 

                                                            
391 Anne McClintock, “Soft-Soaping Empire. Commodity Racism and Imperial Advertising”, (in idem.: Imperial 

Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (London: Routledge, 1995)) in Nicholas Mirzoeff 

ed., The Visual Culture Reader, (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), 304. 
392 See Grosz, 193-194. 
393 “Her lord” would be the proper translation. 
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to get into her husband’s hand? You can get yourself hated! You even hate yourself then, 

and I thought it was so smelly! (Magdolna HU, Appendix 3, 81.a/b.) 

 

The leaking female body appears here as Kristeva’s abject
394

 and it is posed as threat to the 

environment, the outer world, a threat to the relationship between a man and a woman. Blood is 

seen here as something disgusting and at the same time embarrassing. It becomes the blatant 

representative of the threatening feminine “other” that engulfs everything that is masculine. 

Therefore, it is a taboo respected by proper women. Here again, the uncivilized, the savage, and 

the inferior racial other are also marked as those who do not take care of handling the necessary 

but shameful body in a proper, civilized way. Magdolna distinguishes herself from everything 

that is dirty, improper or disgusting. She never fails to emphasize her being clean, while at the 

same time being a “Gypsy to the blood”. She does not fail to emphasize her “beautiful white 

teeth” that she had at the age of 35, well after the war. She lingered on the story where the 

gynecologist (who was a “Hungarian”) told her to take out her fake teeth from her mouth when 

delivering her son because he did not think that those teeth were real. Through this particular 

mini-anecdote, she draws a sharp contrast between the decent Roma woman and the ignorant, 

prejudiced Hungarian doctor.   

  In Magdolna’s case, this stress on hygiene has a double edge and comes to mean clean 

work as well. It serves as a counter-narrative that insists that not all racial others in inferior 

positions can be associated with the abject and its relevant moral weakness. The fact that she 

talks about domestic servitude, that she was employed as a cleaning lady for a merchant couple, 

emphasizes that she was also trusted as the ‘producer’ of clean-ness. And she never fails to 

remark how much her employers loved her. Whenever she refers to the Hungarians, she always 

adds that people loved her. Love, in this case, is highly dependent on the proper performance of 

the elements of racial/ethnic identity of the majority.  

The persistence of anti-Roma sentiments, which took effect in the Roma-politics of early 

communist regimes, has been extensively discussed by scholars.
395

 Feitl and Sághy argue that 

after the Second World War, until 1959, policies as well as social practices of segregation and 

                                                            
394 Julia Kristeva’s term, used to designate what comes out of the body but at the same time cannot be attributed 

either to the inside or to the outside of the body in the Powers of Horror. 
395 A special thematic section is devoted to ‘Roma-politics’ after the Second World War in the journal of 

political history, in Múltunk. See Bársony János, “Romák sorsa az 1940-es évek második felében 

Magyarországon” (“The Fate of the Roma in the Second Half of the 1940s”); Feitl István, “A cigányság ügye a 

napirendről lekerült. Előterjesztés az MDP Politikai Bizottsága számára 1956 áprilisából” (“The Case of the 

Roma got off the Table. Initiative to the Political Committee of HDP from April 1956”), Sághy Erna, 

“Cigánypolitika Magyarországon az 1950-es-1960-as években” (“Roma-politics in Hungary in the 1950s-

1960s”), in Múltunk, no. 1, (2008), 222-256, 257-272, 273-308 respectively. 
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public humiliation aimed at the systematic discrimination of the Roma population. Ideas for their 

assimilation to the Hungarian mainstream society started to be formed from 1959 onwards.
396

 

Magdolna’s story echoes this development and she phrases the persistence of discrimination in 

terms of work, the main theme of socialist modernization rhetoric. Connecting cleanliness with 

work becomes a social marker in the life story and serves as a basis upon which to evaluate 

political regimes as well. She talks about systematic discrimination against Roma when she says 

that “the communists hated the Gypsies” in the Rákosi era (1949-53). She says that “they” liked 

gypsy music but they did not employ them. She defines racism in early communism in terms of 

not providing the Roma with job opportunities. She mentions that her father lost his job in a 

restaurant and when she got married, hardly were they able to get a job on one of the collective 

farms:  

 

They did not employ us because we were gypsies. The kulaks said “we don’t need them 

as they did not bring anything into the collectives, and we brought horses, cows, and 

ploughs, machines”. See? Well, they were right about that. But as workers they could have 

employed us… well it’s all right they didn’t. But then my husband’s childhood friend 

gradually became a party secretary and my husband says to him, “Don’t screw with us, 

Sanyi, take us!” He says, “Alright, there will be meeting this week, I’ll mention you”… it 

was the Kádár regime then. And he brought up the topic [at one of the party meetings] and 

came to us on his bike saying happily, “Come they’ve taken you”, three people from the 

band. Not us women! God damn that Méhedszki, or Barát [party secretary]! They 

employed the men and it was us women who worked. See? (Magdolna HU, Appendix 3, 

82.a/b.) 

 

 

The logical connection between unemployment and ethnic discrimination is explicitly made by 

Magdolna. Her story tells of the persistence of Hungarian nationalism in the form of ethnicism 

on the part of the party state. But she only validates ethnic discrimination in work when speaking 

of the early phase, the Rákosi era. It was then that she emphasizes the importance of good 

connections in finding employment, and even that was only enough for her husband’s registered 

employment. Magdolna just worked there for nine years without being officially registered. For 

these years, because they are invisible on paper, she does not get a retirement pension. 

Interestingly, however, poverty (as a condition) does not get ethnicized or feminized in her 

narrative, although she refers to it frequently –“It was hard life, the poor’s life” (“Nehéz vót, 

fiam, a szögényélet”). She does not link being poor to being a Roma, or to being a woman. She 

says that “after the war everybody was poor, my child, Hungarian, Gypsy, everybody”. Apart 

                                                            
396 ibid. 
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from her recollections of the Rákosi era, she does not make a distinction between the living 

conditions of Roma people and the “Hungarians”. For her, it was the Kádár era when “everybody 

could work”. She speaks very highly of Kádár’s state socialist regime, and her nostalgia is 

saturated with vehement emotions and reasoning. She mentions that she “cried when Kádár 

died” in 1989. 

In this narrative, thus, it becomes apparent that Magdolna’s agency is constructed through 

being a Roma. She, however, also successfully performs her symbolic assimilation into 

whiteness, embodied for her in the figure of “the Hungarian”. By framing her life story in terms 

of the theme of cleanliness, this symbolic assimilation is what she aspires to. By becoming 

similar to the ethnic majority from the inside as well as from the outside, she can overcome and 

reject the (negative) cultural baggage about Roma people that she has been socialized into since 

childhood. The narrative is filled with Magdolna’s argument against that baggage, an argument 

through which she constructs her subjectivity as “whiter than white” (McClintock) and, thus, an 

adequate social subject. Magdolna’s narrative, informed by what is an available subject position 

in Hungarian society, does not allow for agency that is constructed solely on the basis of 

identification with one’s position as ethnic minority. In order to gain adequacy, she 

accommodates to the mainstream. Doing this, she adopts the same kind of ethnicizing and 

racializing logic in her narrative that constructs the Roma as inferior, whereby she does not 

subvert but rather reinforces the naturalization of whiteness as a non-racialized position. 

Although she says that she kept the Roma traditions, Magdolna crafts a life narrative which 

represents her as somebody who successfully melted into mainstream Hungarian society 

throughout her life: through physical appearance, virtue, and hard work. Crafting her life story 

this way (that she assimilated successfully) is the only story that would qualify her to be a proper 

subject of history in Hungary – both as its teller and as its active agent.  

Her memories of socialism about the discrimination she experienced in the Stalinist phase 

during the Rákosi era and the development of her life situation under the Kádár years fit into her 

assimilative argument. It also echoes Feitl’s and Sághy’s argument about the changing nature of 

Roma-politics after the 1950s from segregation to assimilation.  Magdolna’s narrative 

assimilation establishes moral decency on the basis of hard, ‘clean’ work which gives meaning to 

her being a decent citizen. This ideal she incorporates with that of socialist work, a rhetorical 

union which provides her a possible language to address the era of socialism and find a logical 

place for it after the war-anecdotes as an era of prosperity, hard work, and security. Her war-time 

stories are all about struggles of making a living in precarious situations: she, her siblings, and 
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her mother were not officially employed and resorted to black marketing. In the Rákosi era, she 

again could not get registered employment and so, she worked “black”. The only period she 

managed to get registered employment was in the Kádár era, which she is very nostalgic about. 

In her story, ethnic discrimination is an attribute of only the pre-war, the war, and the early 

communist years. In accordance with this scheme, she locates historical change (rupture) at the 

beginning of the Kádár era (1956) which brought betterment and, at the end of it (1989), decline. 

In sum, the “social-historical frame”
397

 that structures Magdolna’s account is a 

detachment from her ethnic background as a Roma (she terms it as “Gypsy”) woman. Even 

though in the beginning of her narrative she states that she is “Gypsy to the blood”, the whole 

account works to prove the opposite. Magdolna told me her story in a strong voice with the clear 

intention to make a statement that resists the existing cultural stereotype, or rather her own 

cultural repertoire, about Roma people as being, dirty, rude, reluctant to work, useless or even 

harmful for the whole of Hungarian society. Her narrative, as well as her life, is an argument for 

the validity of the useful, hard-working, decent and honorable Roma, who has been a valuable 

member of the society. This argument finds a narrative theme of cleanliness which, throughout 

the life story, becomes a symbol of racial/ethnic and social difference. The theme of being “as 

clean as a glass” and being white-skinned and passing for “a Hungarian” are recurring themes in 

Magdolna’s narrative, themes which are tightly connected in her logic with being “loved by 

everybody”. Her oral account is complex. Besides her working-class status, Magdolna structures 

her life story and her view of state socialism in accordance with her ethnic background. She 

organizes her narrative around racial difference and uses the theme of cleanliness in an effort to 

wash away her difference and express her successful assimilation to the majority. In her life 

story, this is the only way that she can plausibly present herself as a teller and agent of history.  

 

 

 

 

   

                                                            
397 “The memories one recalls to create a coherent narration are brought together and related in a specific social-

historical frame that constructs one’s social identification. It shows how one can make sense of one’s own life 

and that provides the means of one’s social performance.” See Kende Anna and Neményi Mária, “Two 

Generations’ Perceptions of Femininity in Post-Socialist Hungary,” in Pető Andrea and Rásky Béla eds., 

Construction, Reconstruction. Women, Family and Politics in CentralEurope. 1945-1998, (Budapest: OSI 

Network Women’s Program, CEU The Program of Gender and Culture and Östereichisches Ost- and 

Südosteuropa-Institut, 1999), 151. 
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Conclusion to Chapter 8 

 

In this chapter, I analyzed narratives that organize memories of adulthood and state 

socialism according to ethnic relations. Together, they form a third distinct way of narrating 

history and fitting the period of socialism into the flow of history. The narratives I discussed in 

8.1 and 8.2 appropriate anti-Semitism and anti-Roma discourses into the way narrators 

understand and explain their recent pasts. In both sections, I showed the building blocs of such 

narratives: the ways in which narrators attach racial markers to the difference of the two distinct 

ethnic groups and evaluate it as inferior. These discourses inform the accounts above as a basis 

of their very construction and create versions of socialism through normalized and naturalized 

ethnicism (Tamás’s term). In the introduction, I claimed that ethnicity deeply informs most 

women’s ways of remembering their lives and the historical context in which they have lived. 

Although narrators from Hungary, except for Magdolna, do not talk about ethnicity (for them, 

the category remains unmarked), all narrators from Romania and Serbia tell disparate anecdotes 

of ethnic relations. For these women narrators, ethnicity – expressed through markers of 

language, religion, and mixed marriages – acts as a prism through which they interpret their 

memories. It affects how they interpret memories of their family members before the war and it 

defines what they select to tell about their war experiences and what they silence. And, in this 

scheme, it bears somewhat on how they narrate their experiences during state socialism. 

The arguments I have put forth in the two sections (8.1. and 8.2.) relate more closely to the 

connection between formulations of ethnic difference and narrating socialism. I have analyzed 

the stories of three women in order to demonstrate two emblematic ways in which women weave 

ethnicity into their narration of life events and use it to explain historical events. I argued that 

they form a distinct account of socialism. In the accounts, oppression appears as ethnic 

oppression and they fit their stories of socialism into this framework. I extrapolated my 

discussion of racialized ethnic difference as formative of women’s narratives of history on the 

figure of ‘Jewish’ and the construction of the ‘Gypsy.’ First I discussed Erzsébet’s and Eszter’s 

formulation of “Jewish communists”, a very common marker of anti-communist nationalist 

discourse in the region. Its effect is that the socialist party state in Romania (Erzsébet) and 

Yugoslavia (Eszter) appears in an ethnicized form, as Jewish. The two narrators’ accounts 

borrow and use this trope to express their own anti-communist political views and anti-Semitism 

washed together. In the second section, I discussed Magdolna’s (HU) assimilative formulation of 

the Gypsy being ‘whiter’ than any Hungarian. Through her story, I pointed at discursive markers 
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which turn ethnic difference into racial difference and the narrow niche there is left for the 

woman of ethnic minority to narrate her history and her version of socialism in that history. Her 

strategy is that of assimilation and an argument in favor of Kádár’s socialism. The two sections 

serve to demonstrate the persistence of the discursive othering of two ‘ethnic’ groups with the 

most burdened recent history, the Jewish and the Romany. The two sections highlight that the 

differentiation of these two groups in common speech is naturalized, is above history, and is 

integrated into women’s narratives of their memories of the recent past as uncontested. The 

Holocaust got erased from personal memories and the socialist collective memory and only those 

whose family directly experienced it (Magdolna) integrate it into their stories. Most of the 

interviewees, I argued, relate their stories of socialism based on the forgetting or the denial of the 

Holocaust. This silence is a pattern throughout the accounts and, therefore, I see it as an essential 

building bloc for narrators in their narration of their subsequent adulthood under socialism as 

well. The erasure, or the vilification, of Jewish and Romany characters from stories of Hungarian 

women is a feature that connects the accounts from all three countries.   

Stories of economic and political encounters, events told to me in terms of ethnic relations, 

are very ambiguous. Rural women’s memories from Romania and Serbia are, in general, 

overwrought with experiences circumscribed by ethnic-religious and linguistic particularities 

within the multi-ethnic region where the ‘socialist brotherhood of nations’ was largely a fiction, 

one written on the level of party rhetoric and diplomacy. It is a feature that connects every single 

narrative: they are products of the tension of holding onto but at the same time trying to detach 

and de-identify from any sense of nation, race and ethnicity, and reconcile differences in 

women’s very concrete daily lives. Such tensions, women’s memories show, bear legacies of 

pre-war periods. It is difficult for the narrators to overcome them. Thus, some women argue 

vehemently that ethnicity has not impacted their lives (Teréz RO) and that it does not matter 

(Matild SRB). Still, their stories testify to the opposite. When talking about representative 

figures, people, and organs of state power in terms of ethnicity, women wash away the 

state/society divide even more.  At the same time, they re-create its effect and re-construct the 

notion of one homogeneous, monstrous state. Women understand this state in terms of 

representing one specific idea of a nation or ethnicity at the expense of others, as we have seen in 

Erzsébet’s imaginations of the “Jewish-communist” state exploiting the “poor Hungarians”, or 

Gizella’s attributed Székely-ness in the eyes of the authorities in Chapter 7. Eszter also imagines 

Tito’s federalist state as ruled by “Jewish traders”. These memories indicate that race and 
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ethnicity has remained at the core of the construction of Central European states: neither state 

socialism nor the 1989-transitions have changed that. 

The implications are many. Svetlana Slapšak writes that that the socialist regimes did not 

put the “ideological text”
398

 of socialism/communism fully into practice and they did not manage 

to erase ethnicity. Guilt and shame never got resolved after the Second World War, but rather got 

appropriated and carried over, conveniently wrapped in and covered over by egalitarianist party 

rhetoric. These stories were told to me almost two decades after the transitions, post-transition 

conflicts, wars, and dissolutions of states. From this distance, it is largely impossible to say how 

much women’s memories are imprinted by the events of the past two decades and how much 

those imprints are now projected back onto encounters and conflicts that happened in socialism 

to create the memories in these forms. It is equally difficult to say to what extent they reflect 

those encounters as they transpired back then and how these encounters inform the way larger 

phenomena are viewed and evaluated now. Ethnic relations form a distinct subtext in some of 

these women’s life-stories and the narratives of socialism are saturated with details concerning 

ethnicity. I see this as evidence for a strong presence of a discursive field that only allows to 

construct constant binaries of ‘us’ and ‘them,’ and to employ constantly shifting markers of the 

racialization of difference, be that cleanliness/dirt, color, intellectual inferiority, moral corruption 

or exploitation, religion, or language. This is a narrow discursive field which socialisms did not 

manage to widen nor provide more alternative texts for, as egalitarianist rhetoric was not enough. 

This is one symbolic realm where the system failed in all three countries, a failure which proved 

undeniable by the events around the 1989-transitions: the revolution and the succeeding March 

events in Romania, the war in the former Yugoslavia, the revival of anti-Semitism in Hungary, 

and discrimination against the Roma all across Central Europe. I do not think that post-1989 

ethnic tensions are understandable without paying attention to constructions of personal 

memories through the angle of ethnicity, an angle of difference that in the stories of 8.1 and 8.2 

comes to signify at least three things: first, ethnicity explains the major differences among 

groups of people in these nation states; second, it is the primary factor that has shaped the course 

of their lives; and third, it is a force that has moved history.  

 

*** 

 

                                                            
398 Slapšak 2002.  
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Chapter 9 

 

 

After Socialism: Stories of Retirement and the Transitions 

 

  

 

Introduction 

 

In chapter 9, I discuss stories of retirement and transitions from two angles: the event of 

retiring and the life phase of retirement in stories from Hungary, Romania, and Serbia. 

Retirement is the women’s current life-phase and it roughly coincides with the historical phase 

of the transitions. Here I trace how this coincidence gets articulated in the stories. The 

framework within which I theorize the stories is again of rupture and continuity: two 

oppositional push-and-pull narrative strategies that are at work at one and the same time. 

Analyzing the stories of post-socialist transitions in this framework allows me to streamline their 

ambiguity and versatility. Stories of when and how women took retirement (early, late) are 

important narrative landmarks, which are telling in the sense that they mark a notable shift. 

Retiring, when it is rendered as an event by the narrator, is usually described as a decision of her 

own and is placed against the backdrop of political changes, whereby the parallel between the 

larger national context and the personal experience is sometimes drawn and sometimes not. 

Retirement, when it is rendered as a life phase, is characterized by continued activity, in some 

cases even activism, despite the common perception of retired people being passive, or, in the 

language of employment, ‘inactive’ members of the society.  Asserting themselves through these 

stories validates their existence and their active part in shaping their own lives and history at 

large.  

This may as well have been the first chapter of this dissertation, as narrators often started 

talking about their lives at the time of the interview and then jumped ahead to the beginning, i.e. 

to their family background and childhood stories. Narratives of retirement are at the same time 

narratives of political transitions and narratives in transition: on a temporal scale they take a 

journey back to the 1920s and 1930s and back. Yet, as the quote illustrates, these narratives are 

also products of the particular social-political context they were produced in, which belongs to 

the present. The narrators speak in their present, as ones who have grown old. In this chapter, 

therefore, I look at the way memories of a particular moment or phase of women’s lives intersect 

with and construct their conceptions of the post-socialist transitions. As the stories themselves 
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were told to me in the final life-phase by pensioners, in relating the memories of the transition 

period, women’s stories come full circle. The era of the transitions is not only their recent past 

but also their present. The stories are not only those of the last two decades but those of the past 

circa eighty years, the span of a lifetime. They thus provide commentaries on issues that relate to 

all the six fields of research: by narrativizing the transitions, by having their take on their 

national backgrounds and ethnic identities, by connecting their life events in relation to their 

work histories as rural women, by asserting their agency as women pensioners, and also by 

reflecting on their memory process as women in their old-age and their accounts showing the 

effort that goes into making sense of their past in relation to their present circumstances.  

Women I interviewed often said that “I don’t care about the future” (Jolán HU) or “I don’t 

have a future, I only have a past” (Ildikó RO) or “nice memories, I live off of them now” (Mária 

B. RO). Such remarks have everything to do with the conception of old-age as the last stage of 

one’s own personal history, that, at best continues to live in the stories of succeeding 

generations, or at worst, stops altogether. Paul Thompson points out that memory gains an 

increased importance, and the urge to narrate a life story as a review,
399

 a summation of a whole 

lived-life, is a general characteristic of stories coming from this cohort. The evaluation of the 

past is indeed important for my interviewees. Their stories show the ways in which narrators 

strive for legitimation, and the argument that the life story has made sense gets magnified and 

becomes one of the “pressures” of narration (Koleva 2006: 50). Questions of continuity and 

rupture never become more relevant than in such accounts of memory work, especially when 

they coincide with such vast historical changes that have characterized the social environments 

and local communities in which my interviewees have lived their everyday lives. For the very 

reason that stories of the transitions are the last of the vast changes of the twentieth century, their 

perspective incorporates all that has preceded them; stories of post-socialist change are informed 

by the way interviewed women negotiate the series of changes their societies had gone through. 

Memories of retirement, similarly to memories of earlier life phases, provide an opportunity to 

examine the way narratives make or avoid making connections between the personal micro-

processes of individual lives and larger historical processes.   

Amidst economic hardships and a reordering of the transitioning societies into yet another 

dichotomous symbolic order growing old must be especially difficult. The narratives testify to a 

                                                            
399 Thompson calls these stories “life reviews”. See Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past, Oral History, 

(Oxford and New York: Oxford University press, 1988, 3rd and revised edition 2000). 
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lot of difficulties in their adjustments to the new “world”.
400

 My interviewees talked about 

experiencing hardships of a decaying body, receding welfare provisions, extremely low 

pensions, and belated or missing financial and moral compensations and restitutions (for 

persecutions suffered during the Second World War or under the socialist regimes). They often 

complained about the acceleration of technological development with which they cannot keep 

up. They told me stories about their far-away children or grandchildren, stories which formulate 

the issue of a transnational mobility that reshapes social and family relations and widens 

generational gaps. Stories of retirement abound with references to the amount of pension 

interviewees got and still receive and how wisely they have to proportion it so that it is enough to 

meet their needs and to provide something for their grandchildren. The correspondence of 

retirement and the transitions indicates a change, a shift that marks personal stories more as a 

period than as a single event. It shapes the histories of these countries marking themselves into 

historical time through large-scale narratives. 1989 and the decades following that year mark a 

rupture. For some women reconnection was possible, for some it brought disconnection from 

their previous living situation. This underlines the significant role of the narratives’ aim to 

construct continuities in the face of acknowledging – and discursively reinforcing – the idea of 

change. Lived histories are narrativized retrospectively in ways that result in specific historical 

assessments as well: they necessarily employ “retrospective bias”, to use Timothy Garton Ash’s 

term, and they are necessarily political. The ability on the part of interviewees to narrate personal 

experiences by evaluatively correlating them with political events and processes suggests that 

those have become memories, a stuff of recent past. By finding some form to narrate retirement 

and transitions, the interviews successfully demonstrate that this is a new “world”, despite the 

fact that its recent has become an organic part of life reviews.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
400 World is the expression women use to speak of the transition period, similarly to earlier eras they have lived 

through. In this sense they use a spatial category to designate a temporal one and indirectly imply the vast 

differences these periods mark. Moving from one historical period to another means changing worlds and 

adjusting: they are just like migrants - only through time (Rofel 1999). 
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9.1. Rupture: Retiring in the Time of Transitions 

9.1.1. A Personal Decision 

 

Retirement is mostly narrated by women as a personal decision they had made based on 

the logic of work having been hard, and/or the restrictions of personal freedom. The latter finds 

expressive venue in the lack of paid or unpaid vacations. The deterioration of physical health 

serves another, additional explanation for deciding to retire. Interviewed women who retired 

before the transitions do not always parallel their retirement with larger processes, they do not 

contextualize it in the political or administrative structural framework, nor do they make any 

generalizing statements about their retirement besides having reached the minimum age or 

having exceeded the minimum required working years.
401

 Retirement in these stories is 

sequenced as a natural continuation in the life story, reached at the age of 55. And even though 

the prime underlying rationale for retirement is expressed with the tropes of independence and 

freedom – which the private sphere of the home symbolizes in totalitarian regimes
402

— in the 

stories of women it does not mean the end of work and other income-generating activities. 

Retiring, as an event, fits in the sequencing of all of the women’s life stories as an important 

moment. The presentation of it as an individual decision connects all the accounts. Reading the 

life stories in their entirety and listening to women’s reasoning, it is markedly visible how stories 

of retirement differentiate choice and decision. The narrators manage to convey that not much 

viable alternative presented itself for their tired and aging bodies, as there were few jobs for 

women over 50, but retirement was a reasonable, at times also desired, step for a state pension, 

which without exception stands for security in each woman’s account. What follows are 

accounts of retirement given by Teréz (RO), Jolán (HU), and Amadil (RO).               

My husband says, you will be fifty-five, are you going to retire? And I started to think, 

why would I get retired? I was feeling well, I wasn’t tired, why should I retire? What 

awaits me here at home? But next year... I didn’t get a day off the whole summer, I worked 

non-stop, eight hours but non-stop! And then I said I can’t do this any longer. I can’t .. and 

so I handed in my petition. (Teréz RO, Appendix 3, 83.a/b.) 

 

                                                            
401 Before 1990 up until 1994 retirement age was 55 years for women across the three countries and the number 

of required work years in Hungary was 10 years.  
402 As well as resistance against the political regime in socialism. The point was made by many. See for example 

Fehér Ferenc, Heller Ágnes and Márkus György, Dictatorship over Needs, an Analysis of Soviet Societies, 

(Oxford: Basic Blackwell, 1984). 
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Teréz’s retirement did not exactly coincide with the transitions, as she retired at the age of fifty-

six (approximately in 1984) which, in Romania, was overshadowed by the ever-strengthening 

cuts the Ceausescu regime imposed on the population in its race to pay off the country’s debts. 

State socialist dictatorship was not easing there like in Hungary for example, but strengthening. 

Tismaneanu writes that unlike other countries in the region Ceausescu’s militant “national 

Stalinism” was at its height in the 1980s.
403

 But Teréz does not mention that in her story. She 

tells the story of her job in the hospital kitchen, which was “hard”. She tells about the few 

kitchen personnel which had implications as to when one could take vacation days off as the 

ones that substituted worked double shifts. When she had the minimum requirement of working 

years, she decided to retire. She narrates retirement as a decision she made herself, which then 

was finally made by state authorities she calls a committee (“komisszió”). Her reason behind her 

decision to retire is exactly the fact that she did not get days off in the summer when colleagues 

were on vacation and she had to work non-stop, every day full-time “in the heat” of the hospital 

kitchen because there were not enough substitute colleagues. In her story, thus, exhaustion 

appears to have induced her decision. She started the paperwork late summer and several months 

later she got the approval to retire. She was reluctant at first, she was not going to stop working 

and she was not particularly thrilled by the thought of being at home as it meant passivity and 

boredom for her. Even today, when she has no activities to engage herself in, she does not like to 

be confined to her apartment as it gives way for her to feel isolated. Her telling me these 

thoughts on not wanting to retire and the fact itself that it sounds as if it was something to 

explain, to defend even, is highly characteristic of retired women I interviewed: it tells the story 

of the historical novelty of female retirement and is also a response to the contemporary scorn 

towards the growing expenses the retired population (especially those who retired under 

socialism or shortly after the collapse, between 1990-1994) requires from the state, i.e. the active 

worker segment of society. Such scorn is especially strong among women whose age 

requirement throughout the 1990s was lower (55) than that of men (60).  

Jolán’s story exemplifies that retirement fits into the whole story of working life as its 

narratively created part. So her story, despite its shortness, tells many things about work and 

employment. It extrapolates the immobility of workers in socialism, and the fact of how having 

                                                            
403 Vladimir Tismaneanu, “Understanding National Stalinism: Reflections on Ceausescu’s Socialism”, in 

Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 32 (1999), 155-173, esp. 167-170. The effect of state socialism on 

gender relations, and their transformation in the transition period, is analyzed in Susan Gal and Gail Klingman, 

The Politics of Gender After Socialism: A Comparative Historical Essay, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2000). 
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only one workplace during working life is understood and spoken of as “security”. For the 

worker’s subjectivity under socialism, security is a cherished value which, in Jolán’s narrative, 

serves as a critique of post-socialist work and its values. Her story is that of endurance in the face 

of decay and changes and the self-justificatory urge for retirement is also remarkable.  

Just like Teréz, Jolán retired before 1989, at the age of 55. She does not remember the 

exact year but it was approximately in 1983, 6 years before the transitions. Jolán’s account also 

frames retirement as her own “decision”, a result of her having accumulated the necessary 

number of years in the broom factory, the one place she worked at throughout her working life. 

In the characteristic genre of “speaking bitterness”,
404

 she emphasizes several times how 

“ruthlessly hard” it was and the toll the heavy physical work took on her body. She could have 

changed jobs and gone to the local tire factory to work by a machine; however, she reasons, she 

did not want to take the risk of getting into a new, perhaps hostile working environment. She 

thus stayed in her first workplace and endured the hard physical work in exchange for a friendly 

atmosphere. Similarly to Teréz in Romania, she also decided to retire because of her restricted 

freedom in deciding when she could take days off: “You know what boss? Next year I will have 

as many days off as I want (...) I reach 55 years of age on October 19, on November 1 I will go 

to the cemetery when I want to”. She recalls the Catholic holiday of All Soul’s Day when it is 

customary to visit the graves of deceased relatives. In her life story – told in the overall frame of 

a series of losses of family members — connecting the ‘freedom’ of retirement to visiting the 

cemetery makes a befitting narrative logic. The hard work and the difficulties of her personal life 

are connected in her story of retirement, and she lists the death of her daughter, the death of her 

husband and later on, the fact that her son became retired with disability and is without any hope 

to get better physically and go back to the active workforce again. Viewing retirement in such a 

narrative sequencing of life events does not appear as a particularly liberating and joyful 

moment. Her story of archetypal suffering is continued in retirement as well. Retirement, on the 

one hand, meant personal freedom for her, i.e. going to the cemetery when she wants, but on the 

other hand she recalls it being wrapped in a sense of shame and others’ paradoxical envy as 

regards the pension she started to receive afterwards. She was ashamed to tell others how little 

money she got and, at the same time, how it was accompanied by others’ real or imagined envy: 

 

Two thousand four hundred and fifty-five [Ft approx. 10 Euros]. I was ashamed to say that 

this was my pension after 31 years. Yes. And still, there were some who even envied this. 

                                                            
404 Rofel 1999, 137-149. 
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When the postman brought a pension, they said, “Happy is the one who is brought a 

pension”. Yes, but when they were sitting outside in the street and said “Jolika, is it over 

for today?” and I said “Yes”. That no one envied. Only this little pension now. Tricky. And 

how much I worked for it! (Jolán HU, Appendix 3, 84.a/b.)    

 

 

Her story, thus, speaks of retirement in ambiguous terms: shame, a sense of accomplishment, 

continued struggle, and a desire for acceptance from others in her surroundings all play a role in 

shaping her view of herself as a retired widow. She says that since her husband passed away in 

1991, she has been “struggling”: trying to keep up her house on one full pension and a little sum 

of money she gets as a widow.
405

 Her example shows that, for her, there are two kinds of 

exchange relationships between aged women and the state, two categories she may belong to: 

that of a former worker and a widow. Her pension is thus supplemented by some percentage of 

her husband’s which, in itself, does not provide enough to live in secure financial conditions. So, 

on the one hand, retirement provides some sense of security, something that she, as a former 

socialist worker, appreciates above all. However, making a living is still full of struggles. She 

frames the retirement story saying: “I got retired with 2455 Fts. Although the broom [working in 

the broom factory] was very hard. Ruthlessly tough. Very tough! They were paying us very 

badly and even that I got through connections”. She creates a direct link between the working 

years and retirement years. This link is a sense of unrewarded effort and hard work, which was 

carried over to the years of retirement as well in the form of insufficient level of remuneration.  

She, thus, continued with ‘doing the market’ after retirement to make some additional income 

and to continue that particular ‘marketing’ way of life she started with her husband back in 

socialism. Her mentioning shame as an accompanying feeling, can be understood as a specific 

response to the delegitimation and devaluation of work under socialism and its ideals in 

contemporary Hungarian consciousness.   

 

9.1.2. A Personal and a Political Event 

 

Iluka’s (RO) differs from Teréz (RO) and Jolán (HU) in her retiring-story, as she makes a 

direct connection between the larger political processes and the change of her own status. She 

got retired just when the political systems changed, and she marks her retirement story in its 

entirety as a story of overarching rupture. Her story of retirement is placed within the story of her 

                                                            
405 Her pension was “around fifty-one thousand” (approx. 200 Euros) when I interviewed her in May 2005.  
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employment making it its part, one of its stations, although signaling a sharp break from it. The 

sense of being needed, appreciated and loved in the sphere of work are very important for her, as 

she keeps emphasizing how much her workplace needed her and the people, colleagues she 

worked with loved her. So she frames her life story through these stations of working life 

inserted in the larger story of a series of socialist and post-socialist reorganizing on the one hand, 

and ethnic relations on the other. In the latter aspect, her story is fundamentally different from 

that of Teréz’s, regardless of the fact that they both live in Romania, even in the same town (Satu 

Mare/Szatmárnémeti). Iluka structures her work experience ‘chronologically’, starting by what 

she had “always wanted to be”. Her desire had been to become a locomotive engineer but 

employing the discourse of gendered professions (“that there are no female locomotive engineers 

in Romania”) she justifies her eventual becoming a typographer in a local printing company. Her 

status within the company constantly changed because of one administrational restructuring after 

another, which she frames in terms of belonging. She uses the language of ethnicity and national 

belonging to illustrate the experience:  

 

I was needed but then it was an ethnicity issue… and so the print was annexed to Bánya 

because all the time it was either here or there, so.. I was at the same place, this is almost 

like when the old man in some village never went out of the village but he was 

Czechoslovak, and Hungarian and Ukrainian and Romanian and everything. And we too… 

one time it was this factory, at another time that factory, I was always there [in the same 

place] but its name was always different, whoever they pushed us to… this section. (Iluka 

RO, Appendix 3, 85.a/b.) 

 

She lists the different names the company gained over the years. It was independent for a while 

but when the transitions came –“rendszerváltás”– she says “the print exploded” [went 

bankrupt]. She, thus, interestingly uses her personal experience of working at the same, but 

seemingly different, company to find a language for historical changes. She then mentions her 

subsequent jobs as well, as a machine operator in the knitwear factory and then as a cook at the 

factory day-care center. She illustrates the collapse of socialism with a rupture in the life of the 

company: both dissolved. She explicitly places her retirement in this context by saying, “I got 

retired young, after the transitions”. Just like Teréz or Amadil, and all the other women speaking 

of their retirement as a one-time life-event, she describes it as her decision. The reason for it, she 

mentions, was ethnic conflict, namely her Romanian boss did not allow her to speak Hungarian 

to the children. Also a factor was reorganization, i.e. the factory day-care was reorganized to 

belong under the Ministry of Education instead of the factory. Both developments are spoken of 
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as bringing insecurity and anxiety, with the outcome being unforeseeable. Furthermore, for her, 

retiring was not only a decision but a strategic move, a space for action to steer her life that was 

opened up by a law that made it legal to terminate working life and take an early pension, before 

the minimum amount of age and working years have been reached. She says,  

 

But why was this? Because there were those many party comrades, who had to be fired, 

because the transitions came, certainly they sneaked back later, but back then they 

weren’t allowed and what should happen with them? Well we will retire them young. 

(Iluka RO, Appendix 3, 86.a/b.)    

 

 

Thus, even though she had her conception of why this law took effect, she understands her own 

act as taking advantage of the loophole it created, by saying “they cannot retire them and not 

me!”. The narrative here constructs the encounter with the reorganizing state in very similar 

ways than stories of socialist reconstruction – as irrational, chaotic, contingent and dependent on 

personal connections, i.e. power dispersed in personal relations.  

She devotes a whole story of how the paperwork for her retirement was arranged by 

women who worked in the factory and then female acquaintances she had in the responsible 

office (Nyugdíjhivatal) calling them by their nicknames (Ilike, Macóka, Flórika). And eventually 

in the story, the pension for Iluka is taken care of by her administrator friend, who pulled her 

dossier out of the pile of “a million dossiers”, took it home and calculated her pension and found 

another useful law which enabled one extra year added to the number of work years after each 

children, which was a law that “they forgot to annul”. Iluka’s story formulates the continuing 

vagueness of state-structure, and power being dispersed in social relations. She, thus, indirectly 

phrases imaginations of the state as an effect similar to the one I read out from the 

collectivization narratives. The story also points out the continuity with the former regime 

directly when she makes her assessment “I thought that socialism went away and everything 

went with it... but no”.  

In Iluka’s retirement story, thus, we see that there is an urge for a double move: to 

construct the changes as inherently producing rupture as well as retaining continuities. The story 

creates narrative continuity from socialist to post-socialist years both on the level of structure as 

well as content, e.g. through sequencing events of working life and fitting the retirement story 

into that storyline. Also, she specifically mentions the fact that “some laws” remained in effect, 

which could be exploited for getting better conditions for her pension. On the other hand, it was 

at the time of the transitions that “the print exploded” which, mentioned this way, stands as a 
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time marker in Iluka’s narrative, a moment of a turning point that did bring about radical changes 

in her life, which stands as a temporal threshold for comparing life events before and after it. The 

transitions, in her story, also designate the condensed image of a moment when ethnic tensions 

started to grow and cause personal conflicts.          

Amadil (RO), who used to work as a clerk in state administration, also talks about her 

retirement as a decision she had made amidst the changes. She retired in 1990 having worked for 

the same state-owned company for 30 years. However, her account makes her personal decision 

to retire dependent on external circumstances: she expresses that she her felt sense of insecurity 

and fear of losing her job unless she terminated her working status herself. She attributes her fear 

to seeing lay-offs as a general strategy the state as well as new private employers resorted to. She 

also heard of others who lost their jobs because “people with connections took over their 

positions” and the fact that “places were needed for the young”. It was thus an uneasy choice she 

made to secure a pension for herself even if the amount was low. She, similar to Iluka, mentions 

a law that allowed her to take an early pension and because that appeared to be the only viable 

option for security, she opted for it.  

She now evaluates this move as disadvantageous because she “lost out”
406

 on it: she had 

not accumulated the sufficient number of working years which did not make her eligible for a 

full pension. Although her story does not make it explicit, implicitly her rhetoric conveys lament 

over the gradual increase of retirement age and the number of working years making one eligible 

for a pension since 1990. Going further, Amadil’s account is informative of the radically 

changed economic (labor market) conditions and what the logic steering individuals’ actions 

amidst such shifting conditions may be. She expresses pessimism when saying “there is nothing 

more left to do and nowhere to go”: she has to get by on the amount she gets every month and 

there is not much hope for a raise of pensions. Her story, just like the previous story, creates a 

chasm even between the historical moment of collapse (1989-1990) and the moment of the 

interview. Both demonstrate the fact that what happened twenty years before is already the stuff 

of past and the raw material for memory: actions, decisions undertaken back then already require 

justification, argumentation and they are subject to retrospective evaluation.   

Amadil is one of the many women interviewed for this project who retired around the 

years of the socialist collapse. She is one of those who, even though younger than the retirement 

age, took advantage of the early retirement pension scheme opened up by the successor regimes’ 

                                                            
406 This is an interesting phrase also used by Chinese women of the oldest cohort in Lisa Rofel’s anthropology of 

Post-Mao China. See Rofel 1999, 143. 
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inability to effectively deal with rising unemployment and economic upheaval. In this sense, 

retirement may be perceived not only as an inevitable road to economically inactive citizenship 

status, but more like a strategic move where social groups, or disadvantaged individuals – in this 

case women of this particular age-group of 50-55
407

, former industrial workers, employees of 

agricultural collectives, or members of the former bureaucratic apparatus — try to maximize 

their potentials in a given historical situation, thereby often modifying those conditions. 

Certainly one may conceive of “early retirement” as forced by the state;
408

 however, my 

interviewees present their retiring as an intentional strategic move to move out of the active 

workforce because of its perceived insecurities. The move, although not acknowledged by the 

narrators, may also have been likely to serve as a way to avoid having to deal with the 

devaluation of work as well as the loss of social capital of the working class. Thus far people had 

been exposed to the reiteration of the social and economic value of the working classes in the 

party propaganda, and women’s alleged emancipation within that propaganda.  With the 

transitions suddenly the workers, as a social category lost its credit – even if that credit had never 

been more than rhetorical, used strategically by the state socialist ruling elite (Ferge 1991). Iluka 

and Amadil do not put their retiring into this frame, they present it as their own decision. They 

present it as their strategy where they took advantage of the sudden upheaval and chaos provided 

by the context of the transitions in order to secure a continuous income, security in uncertain 

times. 

 

9.1.3. Tales of the Transitions 

 

Stories of retirement during the transitions articulate many kinds of changes.  A frequent 

theme concerns women’s experiences of hardships, which range from the onset of a decaying 

body to receding welfare provisions, thus echoing scholarship on women in post-socialist 

societies.
409

 In interviewees’ accounts, such provisions come up in the form of references to the 

widow pension and the waning subsidies on medication and utilities. They remark on their low 

pensions and they also talk of belated or missing financial and moral restitutions for past injuries 

                                                            
407 I think the age here mattered as this particular age-group, since they were close to the retirement age, was less 

likely to be hired in case they lost their positions as a consequence of the 1989 political changes. Amadil says it 

even: “places were needed for the young”. 
408 Dorothy J. Rosenberg, “Women in Transition from a Socialist Welfare State to a Social Market Economy”, in 

Signs, vol. 17, no. 1. (Autumn, 1991), 129-151, 131. 
409 Rosenberg 1991, Kwak and Pascall 2005. 
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in their families. They also have to deal with new realities created by new technologies, such as 

the Internet and mobile phones, and an increased transnational mobility that has suddenly 

reshaped relationships with their families.  Stories of children and grandchildren living far away 

often speak to transformed inter-generational relations. Erzsébet (HU) puts the predicament as 

follows:  

 

Now… for example I… now I only say this suddenly from the top of my head, what 

should I hope for any more? They made bad even this little… little what I have had. 

These 8 years, let’s just say 8 years, if only these 8 years, now I am older bit by bit, for 

me whatever world would come, wouldn’t be good. But if they make even this insecure, 

and if I have to worry about my child that s/he remains without bread, or something 

happens to him/her, or because s/he has to go abroad and everything... Who wants to 

work and live, has to go abroad?! But [abroad] there is nothing either. (Erzsébet HU, 

Appendix 3, 87.a/b.) 

 

 

Having already experienced and perceived such equally large-scale transitions I think that even 

such an elusive dialectic as that of hope and frustration may take generation or cohort-specific 

forms.
410

  Almost all of my research subjects express this view: the fact that hope, something that 

provided personal prospect and drive to go on and endure hardships in the past, in this (present) 

life phase is hardly directed at oneself but more towards the succeeding generations who are to 

ensure some kind of living proof of continuity. Besides this, the excerpt also shows that hope is 

not only an abstract sentiment for some kind of vague notion of a better life but it closely relates 

to the perception of political regimes throughout their lives. Hope is a sentiment played on by all 

political regimes: in the present context, in the nationalist projects of the interwar era, and in the 

socialist internationalist utopia. The way hope is appropriated, used and abused by regimes, is a 

crucial point where personal and political meets and the dialectical framework of hope and 

frustration is kept alive. The question “what should I hope for anymore?” shows, I think, 

awareness of this dialectic. Women of this cohort weigh the era of the transitions in light of 

previous investments and gains, both material and affective. They constantly compare it with 

                                                            
410 I say this on the premise that there is a difference in the way that, say, a 30-year-old person relates to the 

transitions as opposed to a 50-year-old person, or an 80-year-old. My conversations with my interviewees and 

their children often reflected difference in the way they spoke of the past. But this solely refers to my relating 

these different ways of relating not to biological age itself (as it is NOT the sole factor determining the category 

of a generation) but the multiplicity of imprints that past periods and experiences have left on the mental scope 

of subjects. I do not mean to naturalize and biologize “old-age” as a “natural” carrier of differences, thereby 

ghettoize “the elderly” as a separate social “group”, as it is a very unlikely manner in which my research subjects 

think of themselves. (Here similar discussions have been taking place as the one around “essentializing” and 

“deconstructing” the concept of “Woman” in sex/gender theory.) For more on comparative intergenerational 

memory research see for example Losonczi 2005; Inowlocki 1993; and Piscitelli 1996. 
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earlier periods, with former frustrations, and draw parallels, point out differences, and 

summarize lessons.  In their view of the past twenty years, all previous eras are equally present. 

Ildikó, speaking in present-day Romania, summarizes this point as follows:  

 

Well, we have pulled through (“átvészeltük”) these many systems, once Romanian King 

Charles, then came Horthy, then Michael I Romanian king, then came the communist 

party and its ringleader this Georghiu-Dej, there was not much to do, nothing to do... 

same as with you [in Hungary], what could you have done? Then this Ceausescu era, 

and now this... this is everything but, I don’t know what kind of capitalism this is. Good 

that I have grown old, I am happy about it, honestly I am happy to say that I have grown 

old. The young should now do it the best they can, as it is possible. They should try to 

create a better world, if they can… they should try. (Ildikó RO, Apendix 3, 88.a/b.) 

 

 

Ildikó’s understanding of her life in the context of past historical changes is that they were never 

for the better. Her account reflects a deep disappointment that collapses almost a whole century 

into a ‘history of pain’ based on ruptures, which she could only observe on the verge of it. 

The collapse of state socialism and the transitions have not happened identically in the 

three countries examined. Hungary experienced the changes in relative peace, and even public 

places were silent, as the declaration of the new republic was broadcast on television and on 

radio. People were also watching diligently the spectacle of the Soviet troops’ leaving the 

country symbolically marking the end of the Soviet occupation. The end of the Cold War, again 

symbolically, conveyed through the mediatized images of soon-to-be famous political figures 

cutting the barbed wire fence between Austria and Hungary, was also accompanied by many 

people’s silent gazes. Who would have thought then that these “big” moments of historical 

importance two decades later would already be missing from women’s memories? It came to me 

as a surprise that not one of my Hungarian research subjects mentioned the transitions as an 

“event”. No images of moving Soviet tanks, or abandoned barracks, let alone the famous 

Lakitelek meeting that had prepared some steps of democratization already back in 1987 and 

1988.
411

  No mention of Antall József’s administration that succeeded Károly Grósz’s short two-

                                                            
411 “The first Lakitelek meeting was held on Sept. 27. 1987. with the attendance of more than 180 participants 

(officially called as “The Chances of Hungarians” "A magyarság esélyei"). It is regarded as “a landmark of 

national political history”. Firstly, because it was a legal meeting, which even in the atmosphere of the by then 

soft dictatorship, was remarkable. Secondly, because it was the first occasion that it was publicly stated that 

socialist dictatorship was an historical dead-end road. Csaba Gombár voiced also a plea for a multi-party system. 

The second Lakitelek meeting took place on March 3 1988, attended by about 400 people and was widely 

publicized. There the participants ratified the foundational document of The Hungarian Democratic Forum 

(MDF), later to become Hungary’s first ruling party of the post-socialist era (1990-1994). The second meeting 
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year appointment.  It was perhaps because of the peacefulness of the transitions, or perhaps 

because in the lives of my research subjects, it was not the political event itself that was 

experienced and seen as a direct, immediate rupture in light of the whole life story but more the 

subsequent changes that affected lives of people over the course of the 1990s. 

This lack of an event-centered logic, and its replacement with the focus on the larger 

processes and their meanings, mark a considerable difference between national histories and 

personal stories.
412

 The former is traditionally built up through the building blocs of events, 

which indicate the radical change in all sectors of social life. In personal memories, although 

turning points are also important, coherence is created by continuities rather than ruptures. Also, 

the fault lines of historical ruptures are drawn along different events bearing more directly on 

personal lives. Even so, the apparent silence (or disinterest?) over the collapse as a historical 

event among women in rural Hungary is still striking, as the events were mediated through 

broadly televised images and wide scale press-reports that reached private homes. In this respect, 

the turning point of 1989 was differently narrated than any earlier ‘transition’ (1920, 1945-1949). 

In Romania, the collapse was much more eventful, stormy and sudden, producing a 

number of casualties and culminating in the December 1989 execution of Ceausescu and his wife 

Elena, “the dynasty”, as Amadil (RO) put it. While Czechoslovakia had its own so-called 

“Velvet Revolution”, Romania had its much more violent, though short, revolution. The collapse 

of socialism and the transitions are much more pointedly present in the accounts of women in 

Transylvania, and especially the subsequent “March events”, which presented ample evidence 

for the revival of ethnic conflicts and are thus represented by some reminiscing Transylvanian 

women in terms of rupture. This is equally true for many women reminiscing in Serbia, where 

they mark the death of Tito as the moment conflicts started (Erzsébet SRB) or intensified (Klára 

SRB) gradually and culminated in the war in 1991, emblematized by the figure of Slobodan 

Milosevic as the successor sovereign. Without exception narratives of rupture come from women 

outside of Hungary, where, as narratives testify, the moment of transitions left a more profound 

impact than in those coming from Southern Hungary. 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
has by now even made its way into secondary school textbooks. See Szécsi Árpád, “A Magyar Demokrata 

Fórum megalakulása”, (The Founding of the Hungarian Democratic Forum), in História, no.8, (2002). 
412 This also makes my material different from the typology provided by Daniela Koleva, who analyzed 

individual memories of September 9 1944 (Bulgaria’s ’libeartion’ in the Second World War, an important lieu de 

memoire in Bulgarian collective memory). In her typology she distinguishes among three narratorial positions: 1. 

narrator as witness, 2. narrator as autobiographer, 3. narrator as advocate. The first position provides an account 

of events, the second fits snatches of historical information into one’s personal story, subjugating the former to 

the later and, finally, the third type of narrator concentrates on the larger historical-political meanings of the 

event. In my work on women’s memories I found that such typology cannot be made as all narrators oscillate 

constantly among all three narratorial positions. See Koleva 2006, 44-55.  
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Stories that relate the events around 1989 narrativize the transitions as rupture, that 

narrators could only watch what was happening before their eyes (Amadil RO) or only realize 

afterwards (Gizella RO). The following two stories by Amadil and Gizella grasp two moments in 

time. Their memory of the two moments have become part of the narratives of retirement exactly 

because of the fact that they marked a turning point, a profound change that was characteristic of 

larger processes but left a deeper imprint in the mind of the reminiscing woman. The first is told 

by Amadil from Transylvania, directly connected to her retirement, and it is her rendering of the 

“March events” that took place in the spring of 1990, three months after the execution of 

Ceausescu and his wife. She does not tell the story of the Romanian revolution of December 

1989 starting with the Timisoara (Temesvár) uprising and culminating in the climactic event of 

the execution of the Ceausescu couple.
413

 This well-known story is of no interest for Amadil. 

Hers is a story of the first post-socialist open ethnic clash between the Romanian and the 

Hungarian residents in Tirgu Mures (Marosvásárhely). Amadil tells the story of the “March 

events”, a clash between the Romanian and Hungarian community over a commemoration 

ceremony in the spring of 1990. She gives an account of these events as a local resident of 

Marosvásárhely, positioning herself as a homodiegetic and a diegetic narrator. The second one is 

told by Gizella, also from Romania. Although she recalls a specific moment in time, that 

moment is not the historical event of Ceausescu being executed, nor the case of András Sütő, a 

famous Transylvanian-Hungarian writer, being beaten as in Amadil’s case. Gizella’s moment of 

transitions is a personal, intimate moment of recognition: recognition which made the transitions 

real, we may even say tangible, for her. She also connects it to her retirement, thus making an 

explicit parallel between the personal instance and the larger political-cultural climate. Hers is 

yet another story of the transitions. The two stories counter the stereotype that women tell their 

lives divorced from the general context by making the connection between the personal and the 

public in specific ways. 

Amadil’s story of the “March events” is a rendering of an open ethnic conflict between the 

Romanian and the Hungarian residents of Transylvania. The event itself, if we employ the view 

                                                            
413 Very recently, in December 2009, the CNN broadcast a series on Romania 20 years after the collapse of 

socialism with a headline “Beyond the Memories”. Already after 2 decades, one may see the visual images 

popularized by the news media being strung together to form an officialized, internationally legitimated narrative 

reminding the viewing audience of the “true” moment of rupture in December 1989. The CNN quite ambitiously 

aims to show the truth “beyond the memories” through these images from a kind of ‘bird’s eye view’ educating 

the international viewers about the collapse in -so far- one of the most underrepresented countries of the former 

bloc and at the same time very much weaving together a seamless narrative according to the retrospective bias of 

narrativizing. There is not much reflection on the fact it being only one possible narrative that can be told of the 

collapse.   
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of ”retrospective bias” Ash writes about, may be seen as fitting into the post-collapse emergence 

of ethno-nationalisms in the region, which often led to violent conflicts. The story does fit in 

with the well-known – also scholarly - discourse of socialist status quo and post-socialist break 

among ethnic groups that some other narratives from Transylvania and Serbia also reproduce 

(e.g. Erzsébet, SRB). Amadil’s account is unique in two respects, however.  Firstly, she narrates 

one event and pinpoints it as one that brought about the change in ethnic relations: the “March 

events”, in her story, serve as a landmark, itself a point of rupture which brought about the break 

in good relations between the Romanian and the Hungarian residents. By crafting her story this 

way, she distinguishes herself from narrators I quoted in chapter 8 by saying that ethnicity only 

started to matter after the March of 1990. But the fact that she picks these events to illustrate the 

moment of change replicates the argument made by narrators in chapter 8, namely that ethnicity 

moves history. Secondly, Amadil’s story does not narrate the story in the manner of 

“retrospective bias” (Ash 2009). In her account the event was unexpected and even surprising. 

Emphasizing this unexpected element may be an attempt on her part to counter and argue against 

some conspiracy theories, circulated by mostly Romanian populist media, about the uprising 

having been organized in advance. We cannot know for certain. Her account is very detailed, and 

she tells about the “peaceful candle-light demonstration” – the opening of her anecdote — in 

which she took part along with several other Hungarian locals. She also describes the route they 

took, in how many rows they were walking and that they were singing throughout the 

procession. She pays attention to the details and points out the large number of people taking part 

in the demonstration.  

The story, as all oral anecdotes, has its own contradictions and vague remarks. These 

cannot but remind the listener of the slips and contingencies of memory as well as how some of 

the contradictions sit very well within one account supporting arguments and ensuring the flow 

of the narrative. Amadil, for example, uses her retirement as a point of reference for her to argue 

whether she was present or absent at the March demonstration. She says, “well, I don’t know 

exactly how it all began, because, you know I was already retired, I was at home”. This sentence 

is uttered after she told me about the “candle-light demonstration” which she attended. Here, 

however, she argues that she was not present when things started to get violent because she was 

at home. At a later point in the narrative, when arguing how serious the events were and how 

profoundly they changed Hungarian-Romanian relations, she says “next morning when I was 

going to work, what was at the Main square? Shards of glass... wood... beams... just like after a 

war”. She also stresses that before this day she had had a very good relationship with her 
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colleagues but “after the March events, then I had a fall out with a few of them myself. Because 

they were defending theirs and I was saying mine”. It is difficult to decide whether she was 

already retired or was still working, but such a question would be beside the point. The fact that 

she makes these connections between the events and her retirement in different ways is what is 

interesting. Being retired (at home) or working serve as supporting reference points in Amadil’s 

rendering of the events. The way retirement/work is used by her as periodical markers providing 

a believable setting for the anecdote at different stages extrapolates the importance of the shift. 

Making a point about retirement has a narrative role and that argues for its significance. The 

contradictory remarks draw our attention to the unreliability of these memories as factual 

information, i.e. when exactly she got retired or how exactly the events happened.  

The account is, thus, clearly a personal one, serving personal purposes, despite its attempt 

to seem impartial and objective. Such is made apparent by the following example of Amadil’s 

employment of narratorial voice. At one point, without specifying who were “they”, Amadil 

says, “And then they said, there was a voice that now the Romanians have gotten frightened for 

sure, seeing how many we were, we Hungarians”. This statement may be read in different ways, 

but in my reading it is a narrative strategy that oscillates between the narrating ‘I’ and the 

experiencing ‘I’ Portelli talks about. It is a remark that appears to be a speculative one, and it 

appears to be neutral, used only to cover its situatedness. The neutral-sounding phrase “there was 

a voice” is inserted into the context of they, the Romanians and we, the Hungarians. By 

constructing the binary of two ethnicities, the voice itself cannot retain any sense of neutral 

omnipotence. The voice was very likely not just ‘there’ but uttered by someone and it is 

embedded in Amadil’s logic of using ‘us’ and ‘them’ together with their associative links to the 

two ethnic groups. Such embeddedness may give a hint to the listener of her story, about where 

the voice may ‘belong’, i.e. it is a situated (i.e. ethnicized) voice despite its vague formulation. 

But it opens up space for different interpretations, some of which may include ‘being’ a voice of 

a Hungarian demonstrator, of a Romanian counter-demonstrator, a Romanian/Hungarian news-

reporter, or any voice that may have provided a channel of mediation of the story.  

In Amadil’s explanation, the demonstration was organized in order for the “Bolyai school 

to get back to the Hungarians.” But, she says, it was quiet and peaceful after which there was a 

public speech by “someone” – the generic subject is used again to depersonalize and disembody 

the “voice” – and the crowd dissolved. Amadil went home as well. Based on what she says the 

rest of the story is even more difficult to tell: it maybe that she saw the TV broadcast about it, 

one of her daughters may have been participating in the events and she may be relying on her 
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reports, and also she may have gathered information from other locals. Nevertheless, she tells 

about the conflict itself, about the political presence of the Democratic Association of 

Hungarians in Romania (RMDSZ) – not connecting the speech and the voice to them — and how 

the “poorer” Romanian population came down from the surrounding hills to dissolve the crowd 

by force. Arguing that the hill-dweller Romanian villagers were intentionally mislead, Amadil 

says: 

 

The Romanian priest got them drunk and equipped them with sticks, stones and axes and 

send them down because their children were being beaten in the Bolyai school... otherwise 

they would not have come either.. ‘Where is that Bolyai?’ They were looking for Bolyai 

because he was beating their children. So this is how they came. They went up there, 

because there’s the school, the statue, and they were told that here is Bolyai, it is a statue, 

he has been dead for long. He is not alive. (Amadil, RO, Appendix 3, 89.a/b.)  

 

 

This quote carries at least two layers of meaning. Firstly, in telling this instance about the 

mislead hill-dwellers, Amadil employs a common way to talk about Transylvanian Romanian 

populations as underdeveloped, primitive, ignorant and savage, a way of speaking about them 

that has by now become a discourse among the Hungarian women I interviewed to talk about 

Romanians in their proximity. Reminiscent of a kind of semi-colonial Hungarian-supremacist 

discourse, it aims at reconstructing and strengthening a sense of superiority of ‘us’, which having 

had a history of marginalization throughout the Ceausescu era, becomes quite strong. Secondly, 

this short piece also reminded me, the oral historian, of other such ‘invasion stories’ that 

specifically circulate among the Southern-Hungarian rural population about the Hungarian 

Revolution of 1956. In the some accounts of local memory, when the Soviet tanks appeared on 

the streets, the soldiers were asking the local residents to give them directions to “Suez” (Anna, 

HU). The common explanation is that the “poor soldiers” did not even know where they were 

ordered. The story may be true or may be a part of a localized legend that has acquired mythical 

qualities, where the rural population often perceives invaders to be misinformed about their 

mission. By this, they highlight the chasm between those working within matters of high 

(national or imperial) politics and diplomacy and ordinary populations or soldiers.  

These stories are informative about how at times local populations, communities or 

individuals intend to assume a difference between larger structures of power and those who are 
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assigned to reinforce them.
414

 Such stories are of course double-edged in the sense that they 

assume vague, large entities such as states (nations or empires frequently personified by one 

figure) as the sole political agents. Ordinary people are seen as passive, mindless enactors of 

official initiatives or commands. These accounts, therefore, may be interpreted as compliant 

narratives, reproducing the frame of official power structures that take effect in a strictly 

hierarchical social order, where decisions and ‘politics’ are done by those in higher political 

ranks and enacted by those of lower ranks. But at the same time, stories such as that of Amadil 

do seem to form a site where one may rethink people’s attitudes to power, i.e. that individuals do 

not always think along the lines of blocs and structures, but often take effort to renegotiate those. 

Especially once there is a physical encounter with actual physical bodies of the other, there is 

often willingness to renegotiate preconceptions concerning the enemy and judge historical events 

in a more nuanced way than simple labeling.  

In Amadil’s story of the hill-dweller, which speaks of Romanians coming down to beat the 

Hungarians, the binary opposition becomes drawn along lines different than nationality and 

ethnicity. The binary here is between state power and the rural population, a binary which 

reflects other poles of opposition as well: poor and culturally illiterate versus wealthier and 

educated. These are the axes of local social relations that underwrite this story of conflict, and 

Amadil’s view and presentation of it. In this story, it does not only make a difference that the 

hill-dwellers are Romanian, but the fact that they are poor and “did not even have collectives” 

under socialism
415

 contributes to the fact that they are not blamed by Amadil. She, in fact, goes 

further by depriving them of conscious decision-making and action. By connecting 

backwardness with illiteracy Amadil deprives the hill-community of economic, cultural and thus 

political capital. Constructing the ‘enemy’ as backwards, she takes away any sense of legitimacy 

from their action. Amadil’s account further strengthens this view as it proceeds.    

When describing the violent conflict between the Romanian hill-dwellers and the 

Hungarian demonstrators, Amadil mentions the Transylvanian Romany community who came to 

help the demonstrators return the beating. She says: 

                                                            
414 This may be interpreted, following Timothy Mitchell’s theory, as a particular characteristic of the “state 

effect”. See Mitchell 1991. 
415 Interesting is how, at this point, Amadil’s evaluation of the hill-dwellers as backward people is supported by 

the argument that they had not had the collectives formed in the years of socialism. Amadil, whose general 

opinion of socialism is highly negative and dismissive (her view of collectivization is that of unfair cruelty), here 

employs the socialist rhetoric of progress that held collectivisations to be the necessary road to modernity. On 

the other hand, however, her colonial rhetoric of the hill-dwellers as backward people and inadequate for even to 

have become a socialist community, may be one possible reason why she denies them the historical agency of 

opposing the demonstrating crowd of Hungarians.   
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The Gypsies also came to help. They were shouting ‘don’t be afraid Hungarians because 

here are the Gypsies!’ This has also been recorded (laughing) because there is a place here 

called “Hideg Völgy” (Cold Valley) and there only Gypsies live. And then, they were also 

coming to help shouting ‘don’t be afraid, Hungarians, because here are the Gypsies!’ 

Afterwards this was also in comedies many times. Yes. And they came to help. (Amadil 

RO, Appendix 3, 90.a/b.) 

 

The Roma appear as another segregated group, the “valley-dwellers” who came to support the 

Transylvanian Hungarians in their fight with the “hill-dwellers”. She mentions this as a funny 

element, as something ironic, which may be read as a reference to the age-old opposition among 

the local Romany and other ethnicities in the region. The cooperation of Hungarians and the 

Roma community works to disrupt conventional ethnic dividing lines and argue that in times of 

conflict certain unconventional alliances may be made, the communication of which is important 

in reconfiguring the conception of social-ethnic relations. Amadil, however, most probably 

remembers this because it “was also in comedies many times”.
416

 It is through this genre that 

such an alliance (Hungarian-Romany) could be communicated in the first place and necessarily 

with the overtones of humour and irony. Amadil tells me the story accompanied by bursts of 

laughter. 

Amadil’s story of the “March events” is thus told by the help of a mixture of mediators: 

film, news media, political cabaret, her daughter’s and other local people’s and colleagues’ 

accounts as well as her personal experiences. All the information is sequenced together – despite 

and together with — their contradictions to support the argument that this was a transformative 

moment. Amadil, as a conclusion to her anecdote, points out the change the events induced in 

local ethnic relations: she mentions instances when the events required casualties, the fact that 

families of mixed-ethnic marriages were torn apart, her collegial relations worsened, and the fact 

that a lot of ethnic Hungarians left Transylvania and fled to Hungary after the events to escape 

persecution from the Romanian state authorities. In the very last sentence, when I asked her 

again specifically about when this happened, she related it to the Romanian revolution of 

December 1989 that “we celebrate”. Her remark conveys her awareness of the chasm between 

                                                            
416 Political stand-up comedies (politikai kabaré) are a specific genre of comedies that have been (and still are) 

extremely popular among the women I interviewed, and which can also be regarded as intermediators of so-

called filtered memories. The political cabaret was a particular genre of cabaret that was “allowed” by state 

authorities even under state socialism as they were recognized to have been effective entertainment for the 

“masses” to “let off the steam”, i.e. to transform disagreement and resistance against the regime into laughter and 

thus find a different outlet for hostile “reactionary” attitudes. For example, the conference on “Totalitarian 

Laughter” at Princeton University in May 2009. For select talks of the conference see East European Politics 

and Societies and Cultures, vol. 25, no. 4 (2011), Special issue “Jokes of Repression”, 655-758.   



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                       Chapter 9 

346 

 

what is officially celebrated and commemorated, and what is personally significant for her. This 

makes her choice to narrate her own anecdote, her own version of the transitions visible.  

Amadil in her account relates the personal and the political. She puts her own experiences 

within the larger political context and throughout her story she works to find connections 

between micro and macro. The transitions and her retirement are directly paralleled by her and 

she provides one possible tale of the transitions from her own specific perspective as a tale of 

deteriorating ethnic relations. Her rendering of the story exemplifies the multivocality of 

memory, its mediated nature and the struggle of the individual to sequence the events into a 

coherent narrative that sounds or seems believable as an objective telling, and thus, resembles 

history. It also shows the facets through which Amadil creates her own version of the transition 

story: growing ethnic tension, employment insecurity and retirement. She connects the 

transitions with the March events, and a specific local demonstration and weaves in her own 

life’s turning point presenting it as rupture.       

Transitional moments are those that are recognized by people as such. They are moments 

of profound and long-lasting effects, which in time will form essential parts of personal and 

cultural narratives as moments that stand for large-scale transformational processes. Gizella’s 

story is an illustration of the extent to which the 1989 changes are marked in women’s memories 

and it exemplifies that change is often tied to specific, concrete moments or acts of recognition, 

which can then be theorized, evaluated and narrativized retrospectively. The sentences she tells 

me to frame her story are the following:  

 

And this is what shook me, this, when I realized that in today’s times, nowadays speaking 

is allowed, there can be a God, praying is allowed, the cross is put out.. In our days it could 

not be an event - religion. (Gizella RO, Appendix 3, 91.a/b.)  

 

 

For Gizella, the 1989 transitions gained meaning later, a posteriori, through a personal 

experience that she places in the narrative temporal setting of work and retirement. She, 

therefore, does not tell the story of transitions in the sense of a grand, collective and wholly 

transformative event like Amadil. Gizella’s moment of transitions is a private, intimate moment 

that involves the emotionally charged instance of recognition that religion is allowed to be 

practiced and talked about freely. In the story, after some time spent in retirement, she went back 

to her old school where she used to teach children aged between 6 and 14 to teach a class. 

Gizella remembers that it was around Easter that she substituted for her daughter-in-law, who 
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took her place after she had retired. As she was leafing through children’s magazines, in one of 

the issues she found a religious reference in the form of a drawing –depicting Jesus fallen with 

the cross- and a caption describing the image. This religious image that in the Catholic 

iconography signifies death, sacrifice, redemption and resurrection, an encapsulated image of 

Easter where one period ends and a new one begins interestingly coincides with the recognition 

of the political shift in Gizella’s story. And, I would argue, the weight that the moment of 

recognition gains in her narrative, this collision of religious and political references standing for 

a profound periodical change is what makes this specific moment a moment of historical change. 

Her account reads as follows:   

 

I haven’t yet told, I haven’t yet told you what it was that shook me so much at the 

transitions (rendszerváltás). So I got retired. The transitions came and as my daughter-in-

law occupied my place, in the spirit of the transitions, the whole mode, the methods 

changed. The methods changed. And everything changed. For example when I was 

teaching, the word “God” we were not allowed to utter. We couldn’t even say “God bless 

you” not even that. We couldn’t say this at class, they banned the word, we weren’t 

allowed to have anything to do with religious things. Many times they would be watching 

us from outside, eavesdropping on the corridor, or a superintendent was there to see what 

we were doing or saying and what not. And, the truth is I was tied because my bread was 

important because I had two children, my husband was also working just like me, but we 

did use that money, my teacher’s salary was not so high (...) there were these “Good 

Friends” –we had these children’s magazines entitled “Good Friend” and there was always 

a number of children who subscribed for it and we ordered it for them centrally and 

distributed when they arrived- and there was one on the desk. “Wow”, I said, “I haven’t 

seen one of these for a while let me see what’s in the current issue”. This was right around 

Easter, during Lent, before Easter, and... and I am looking, I am leafing through it, reading 

the articles and then I closed it. And what do you think was on the back?... Oh, it wasn’t 

the “Good Friend”, it was the “Sunray”. The “Good Friend” was for the bigger children, 

grades 5-8 and this was “Sunray” for the little ones, grades 1-4. And as I close it, on this 

[last] page..:  when Jesus falls to the ground with the cross, bending on the ground and the 

cross on his shoulder. “Jesus!” I said. “What’s this? Don’t these people know that we must 

not do this?” And that’s when I realized that “aah, yes, there was a change, everything 

changed!” And then I read the text underneath and... that moved me so much, I began to 

cry right there. It shook me so much. The fact that up till then we couldn’t even say Jesus’ 

name, not in the church… how much I could have educated these children?! But it was 

forbidden. (Gizella RO, Appendix 3, 92.a/b.) 

 

This excerpt talks about the transitions in terms of democratization and gaining civil rights. 

Gizella mentions all three rights that in Western liberal democracies are defined as constitutional 

cornerstones: the right to free speech, the right to congregate and to free press. She refers to the 

extent to which democratic rights had been drastically curtailed in socialist Romania, including 
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the practice of religion –in general— and the restrictions in the freedom of speech and press. The 

transitions, in this liberation narrative, brought about the sudden extension of these civil rights to 

most citizens in most transitioning societies and, in this account its recognition was experienced 

as a cathartic event. She counter-posits socialism and the pressure of its non-democratic regime 

of power and post-socialist relief from it and takes religion that was, for her, the most crucial 

area where liberation got manifested. Gizella talks about the fact that religion and even making 

religious references had been “forbidden” in socialist Romania and it could not become a part of 

children’s education. She mentions socialist state surveillance to illustrate that it was not only a 

vital element of state socialist public discourse (Gizella, as far as I could tell, was well aware of 

this wide-spread perception) but that it was implemented and kept in practice by state authorities, 

therefore was a part of people’s daily realities.  

Gizella’s account, as far as its content is concerned, is a transition-story, a democratic turn 

told in terms of political and civil rights. In the story, the rupture between socialism and post-

socialism dwells in the free practice and articulation of religion. “How different it is now that 

one can talk about religion freely”, she says. She accentuates this in the quote above despite the 

fact that in other parts of her narrative she – along with the majority of interviewed women — 

emphasizes that even in socialism, she never stopped practicing religion. (For her, that meant 

going to church regularly and conducting major life events as religious ‘sacraments’ tied to the 

local Church, i.e. marriage, baptizing children, death of relatives). But as she said, it had to be 

done secretly. Her emphasis on the practice of religion under socialism is a common occurrence, 

as at least half of my interviewees emphasize this. Religion is one site of resistance, which in 

post-socialist contexts transforms into a means for these women to articulate anti-socialist 

sentiments and non-complicity with the political regimes of socialism. This may be interpreted 

as a way for them to detach from guilt which is a basis of self-legitimation. Gizella repeats the 

phrase “everything changed” many times emphasizing the profundity of the transformation: that 

nothing remained the same. Indirectly, she conveys the argument of how much adaptation was 

required of individuals. “In our time religion could not be an event” or “children sat next to each 

other for 4 years at school and did not know each other’s religion”. She laments over the fact that 

people now are unable to appreciate this freedom and there’s much “soulless youth” because of 

the general neglect of religion. Gizella, having been a primary school teacher all her life, remarks 

how she individually complied with the socialist system and expresses some sense of 

responsibility for it. She pinpoints her own ‘defense’ – it is also symptomatic of a certain post-

socialist guilt that one feels one has to ‘defend’ or justify one’s compliance with socialism — in 
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the coerciveness of the regime. “I was tied because my bread was important because I had two 

children, my husband was also working just like me, but we did use that money, my teacher’s 

salary was not so high”, she says. Perhaps as a part of such justification or as a mild criticism of 

post-socialist exaggeration of religious identities, Gizella also warns against “overdoing religion”  

religious “pressure” being “harmful all the same if overdone but it is good to a certain extent”.     

The story above does not start out presenting an official narrative but ends up doing just 

that. It starts out by recounting a personal instance of recognition of the changes. The 

recognition, though, becomes that of a widely-remarked phenomenon. But Gizella’s is an 

interesting example of how the large-scale official event of the collapse of socialism in Romania 

can be placed inside a personal narrative. Gizella provides an example of the type of narratorial 

position that Koleva calls “the autobiographical position” where historical events become 

subjected to their agreement with the logic of the life narrative: the criterium of including an 

event is this agreement (Koleva 2006, pp. 48-50). In Gizella’s story, the lens of ‘retrospective 

recognition’ is placed within an already retrospective narrative making the working of memory 

the memory itself: looking at a past event through a ‘double-glazed’ window. This memory-

within-memory format (“I realized that there had been a change”) is an effective way – one of 

many — to narrate a piece of collective experience as a personal, intimate moment, retaining the 

simultaneous possibility to present memories as objective accounts of the past (i.e. how it was 

under socialism).
417

  

In this narrative, the intertwining of retirement and the transitions – retirement is posited as 

the reason why Gizella did not realize that there had been any transitions — is also very 

significant, just like in the accounts discussed above. Relating the two serves as an important 

piece of historical information, as it shows how women use the personal life event to access the 

larger historical event. Such reminiscences do not report facts about a historical coincidence 

only: retirement may have happened earlier and, in some cases, later, or the narrator may herself 

be vague or contradictory about when she retired, as in Amadil’s case. Rather, the details of 

personal life-changes serve as chronological markers of societal change and are conceptually 

related, i.e. in the two women’s stories one refers to the other and vice versa. Both Gizella’s and 

                                                            
417 This remark may echo what St. Augustine in his Confessions formulated on the nature of memory itself and 

its self-reflexive nature, which is always already mediated and gazes from a temporal distance (“I remember that 

I remember”) and in certain modes (“I remember with joy the sadness that has passed”). See St Augustine, 

Confessions, Book X, http://www.sacred-texts.com/chr/augconf/aug10.htm For an argument about the way this 

notion of memory connects to forgetting see Passerini, “Memories Between Silence and Oblivion,” in Katharine 

Hodgin and Susannah Radstone eds., Contested Pasts, The Politics of Memory, (New York: Routledge, 2005), 

239. 

http://www.sacred-texts.com/chr/augconf/aug10.htm
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Amadil’s account remind the listener/reader that political-historical or social change in general 

and 1989, in particular, become change and gain importance later, after one selected moment that 

is indicated with an official date and celebrated on the national level. Events of change, 

consequently, are always already narrativized retrospectively, sometimes making the means of 

mediation explicit (television or radio broadcast, political cabaret, newspaper, or a person they 

heard the story from), sometimes hiding those for the sake of a more convincing objectivity. 

Alessandro Portelli uses the concept of “adequate causation” to describe the way in which a 

reminiscing subject links up personal and historical/political events through the logic of common 

personal and political meanings.
418

 Koleva makes use of the concept when describing how such 

linkages are made in personal oral accounts of Bulgarians remembering the date of September 9, 

1944. She emphasizes that such causal connections between intimate and historical events are 

sometimes created by the people reminiscing.
419

 In Amadil and Gizella’s stories, the way the 

1989 transitions are narratavized is dependent upon the coherence of their own autobiographies, 

their personal life stories, and the extent to which the event fits their stories’ logic of adequate 

causation. Gizella’s memory orders the events in a way that reverses the causal relation between 

her retirement, her going back to the school, and the transitions. She demonstrates how instead of 

chronologizing events, one can put them in a causal order by substituting the historical to the 

personal. She personalizes history creating an account of the “particular”, in Pomata’s terms.
420

  

In the collected material, thus, whenever the events of personal retirement and the political 

transitions are addressed in an individual account, they are done in the trope of rupture. In the 

sample no account coming from Hungary made mention of the transitions, it was accounts 

coming from Romania and Serbia that constructed rupture in relation to the transitions: a 

remarkable event that became a remarkable part of the life stories, only to be narrated to me as a 

way to illustrate a sudden break or change. The event – be it the personal decision to send a 

petition for retirement (Teréz, RO) or a collective experience of witnessing a riot (Amadil, RO) 

or the most intimate moment of recognition (Gizella, RO) – may be called a threshold event in 

light of the change it brought. In these narratives, the ‘before’ and ‘after’ of the event as well as 

relating the personal moment of retirement and the officially declared moment of the transitions 

are narrative organizing principles that order the causation of events and help to narrate personal 

versions of stories about pre- and post-1989. They are often compliant to public narratives, 

                                                            
418 Portelli 1991, 1-26.  
419 Koleva 2006, 50.  
420 Gianna Pomata, “History, Particular, Universal: On Reading Some Recent Women’s History Textbooks,” 

Feminist Studies, vol. 19, no. 1 (spring 1993), 6-50. 
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narratives that tell the transitions in terms of deteriorated ethnic relations, in terms of 

democratization and civil rights, or in terms of changes in social and economic citizenship 

phrased as the loss of security in employment. Their narratives use these publicly available 

narratives to formulate criticisms against the transitioning contexts of the respective Central 

European nation-states. But Amadil and Gizella’s stories were two examples of how they also 

differ from larger narrative frameworks, especially in the way they pick their own moment of the 

transitions’ historical significance to emphasize in accordance with their own changing life 

circumstances.    

 

9.2. Continuities: Work in Retirement 

 

How do narrators who do not pinpoint one specific threshold event talk about their 

retirement and the transitions? As we shall see, stories which abandon the event-centered 

organizing logic of the past, and appropriate the logic of long-term processes instead, narrate 

retirement as a phase. These two approaches, of course, are not exclusive, as one narrator may 

talk about both but I found that apart from the accounts of Iluka, Amadil and Gizella, the 

political event of the transitions and retiring does not crop up. These other accounts also talked 

about the memories of retirement as a phase, but one does not get such a heightened importance 

as in others accounts where the event is neglected as such and only retirement  is spoken of, as a 

life phase. We have seen above that in personal memories the life phases of an individual may be 

narrated to have overlapped with historical periods, or may not: lines of national or other 

communal traumas may translate themselves into personal ones, or may not. Such is the case 

with narrativizing the phase of retirement in relation to the transitions. The factors that may play 

into how narrators talk about their retirement may include how starkly they see changes in their 

living circumstances (their civil, economic and social positions as well as their personal 

relationships) and how they relate personal meanings to political ones. In many cases, a personal 

life-event, such as the death of the long-time spouse for example, is a much more marked 

dividing line that re-writes ‘before’ and ‘after’ kicking off the new phase of the life story than the 

political/historical transitions, as in Julianna below. In my material it is extremely rare, although 

possible, to find equal emphasis placed on the traumatic effect of the death of a former socialist 
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political leader and that of the male spouse. Only Magdolna expresses an emotional reaction by 

saying, “I cried when Kádár died”. Julianna says: 

When we got retired, these are now the best years (broad smile), because… these are the 

best years for me, because no matter how much we earned, my husband drank it all. They 

would always come for the work and I would give it to them, because I had to get the 

money because otherwise it was already gone. And so now I get by, I have a pension, this 

way it is possible to get by, if only this would remain. So these are my easiest years. No 

one bothers me… God has give me this pension, now I wish it would remain. (Júlia HU, 

Appendix 3, 93.a/b.) 

 

Such accounts, though they remark the change, concentrate more on continuity (of life) than on 

ruptures and drastic changes (of conditions). In this second type of narratives, the major 

continuity that ensures narrative (conceptual) coherence of life stories is work and a socially, 

politically, and economically active life.  Seven interviewees talk about being involved in civil 

organizations and volunteer work and twenty-seven interviewees talk about the fact that they still 

work and planning to do so as long as they are healthy. Their stories of retirement are, therefore, 

stories of continuing activity and an active social role. Retirement as a life phase is not narrated 

by any of my interviewees as anything passive, inactive, or only tied to the private sphere of the 

home. In some cases, the 1989 transitions do not appear to have made a major impact on the 

personal story: work and activities continued alongside the changes. In the case of interviewees 

involved in volunteer work, the transitions appear as the enabler of retirement-work and 

activism. In the following pages, thus, I read the accounts of retirement that follow as not a 

period of passive dependence for the narrators but rather as an active life-phase which provides 

room for action and maneuvering amidst the rapidly changing social-economic environment. 

Strategies of making ends meet, similar to those discussed in the memories of state socialist era, 

take the form of making extra income to augment low pensions. Involvement in certain civil 

organizations is also common, however, but almost solely in the samples from Transylvania. 

Women’s stories talk about activities related to certain charitable causes attached to the Catholic 

Church – many of them are members of the St. Erzsébet Women’s Organization
421

 and the 

Hungarian Malteser Charity Service — attending to certain tasks and responsibilities in their 

local religious community, activities which write the story of the closely intertwined nature of 

                                                            
421 Uniting religion, gender and nationalism, the organization would be worthy of an individual case study of the 

post-1989 revival of interwar-era political Catholicism in Transylvania, the lively underground ultra-nationalist 

network, its transnational ties and its ‘whispering propaganda’ (Erzsébet, Katalin and Mária B., RO).   
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nationalism and Catholicism as a form of resistance against Romanian nationalist oppression in 

the Transylvanian context.  

The experience of the transitions as a pensioner makes for a distinct position of 

remembrance and point of view, one which feeds off of efforts to reconcile several 

contradictions and trying to build one coherent narrative without letting the ruptures of the past – 

where 1989 was only one of many — to throw it off completely. For instance, narratives that told 

the story of socialism as a story of progress often tell the story of post-socialism in terms of 

decay. This is particularly apparent in accounts coming from Serbia and Hungary. The former 

are underlined with the turning point of Tito’s death and the war-narrative of the subsequent 

“Milošević era”, while the latter can mainly be pinpointed in the general theme of insecurity and 

corruption. Accounts coming from Romania, as we have seen above, are more diverse. 

Nevertheless, evaluating the pre-and post-socialist worlds against each other is accompanied by 

talking about continuing work or by keeping busy and active either through retaining the forms 

and spheres of those activities acquired in socialism or occupying new forms/spheres opened up 

by the transitions. Thus, the principle of sequencing of life events, while oscillating in-between a 

continuous unfolding of securing continuing patterns of existence and a fragmented, rupture-

based ‘before’ and ‘after’, seems to settle on continuities. The fact that a whole lived life and 

several former ruptures inform each retrospective narrative, however, makes the accounts of the 

period of transitions also contingent upon stories of previous periods. This echoes what happens 

on the level of collective consciousness and the way a political community may relate to its 

transformative moments and regime-ends and to forms of new authority always bearing the print 

of older regime-ends and political systems. Borneman writes that “each ‘end’ of a particular 

sovereign was preceded by other ends, each new form of authority embedded in other forms (…) 

[There is] no moment of virgin birth of new forms of authority. Each subsequent form is impure, 

containing within it traces of its past”.
422

 Memories of the transitions are equally impure and 

imagining certain versions of state socialism would be impossible without the memory of the 

past twenty years of transitions, and equally difficult would it be to view and form opinion on the 

transitions in a temporal vacuum or to talk about retirement without having experiences of 

former employment and its circumstances and changes in mind. In my material, this general 

statement takes a concrete form. Depending on which socialism narrative a particular narrator 

crafted (progress or stagnation or ethnicity), each woman narrates the 1989-transitions either as 

                                                            
422 John Borneman ed., The Death of the Father. An Anthropology of the End in Political Authority, (India and 

Israel: Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2004), 9. 
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liberation and progress or decline, or as crisis and upheaval.  In the first case political/civil 

citizenship is in the focus, as we have seen in Iluka, Amadil and Gizella (RO) above. In the 

second case, it is social and economic citizenship that the stories enunciate, as we will see in the 

excerpts below by Mária (HU), Júlia (HU) and Rozália (HU), Eszter (SRB), Katalin (SRB), 

Margit (RO) and Erzsike (HU).  

Stories of work in retirement counter certain assumptions and discourses about work – work 

during socialism in particular. On the one hand, they disturb the de-legitimation of socialist work 

and the mockery and erasure of the decades of socialism as a historical mistake. On the other 

hand, the stories effectively wash away the winners/losers binary that was widespread in the 

1990s in pubic media-discourses. Tightly interwoven with strong ideals of work as the core of 

one’s sense of value is the sense of security that remains an important argument of retirement 

narratives appearing as a general pattern. In the majority of life stories – coming from all three 

countries — women point to security as a basic criteria based upon which they compare and 

evaluate political regimes past and present. Security, in these narratives, figures as a trope 

through which the contrast, or the continuity, between life under socialism and post-socialism is 

grasped. The role of the state-in-transition is often acknowledged by reminiscing women, in the 

form of how it takes care of its widows - in the form of pensions, subsidized healthcare and 

medicine. All interviewed women in the three nation-states express their concerns about the high 

level of unemployment, which influences the generation of both their children and their 

grandchildren. Interviewees who take a pro-socialist argument – and craft the progress narratives 

of socialism
423

— say that the sense of security in the previous regime was created by a 

predictable future ensured by a fixed workplace and a low, albeit reliable, salary. That sense of 

security, in old age, is secured by the pension itself. All interviewed women in Hungary, 

Romania, and Serbia express thankfulness that they at least were able to secure their own 

financial resources by old age. With regards to the pension, thus, it does not make a difference 

which post-socialist country a narrator speaks in, and they do not acknowledge their respective 

states in this achievement. Many interviewees express the fact that already during their working 

life, they consciously worked in order to secure a pension for themselves. Now they praise not 

the state, but themselves, for having been so “wise” (Erzsébet SRB) earlier to think of their old 

age. The following excerpts all speak to the theme of security, which may not always be 

translatable to economic material security, i.e. the pension in itself does not provide real financial 

security, but it does ensure security as an important state of mind for the women I interviewed. 

                                                            
423 They are the interviewees I quoted in chapter 6. 
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The following excerpts talk about security as something that connects pre- and post-1989 

periods: 

  

And then it was good there [in the store where she worked]. I liked it among the girls. I 

wasn’t registered for a long time. I also worked at Takács, and then in the canned food 

factory, after the Russians came in, it went well, then it was seasonal, we weren’t 

registered there either and even so, I could prove 25 years for superannuation fund. And do 

you know what the end result is now? I am not saying that I get a lot of pension, but if 

I didn’t have that, now after Géza [husband] it wouldn’t exceed ten-thousand-something 

[forints]. I get that much [widow-pension]. But for a long time it was four thousand, five 

thousand. So now I get fifty-nine thousand or so, almost sixty thousand, and I can get by 

on that, so it is enough. Because my needs are always less and less, I eat less and less, I 

don’t even want meat, and before I did. So, it is good, good, I can even put some aside 

conveniently, for fuel, and everything. So and it is such a good feeling for me, so good 

that it is thanks to my own two hands’ work. (Mária HU, Appendix 3, 94.a/b.) 

 

Those collectives were very good, in ’90, as the transitions came they dissolved. And, no, 

since then the members, the people have had no work. They haven’t. Since the transitions. 

The system has been going down. Well, for me it doesn’t matter because it is very 

good to be a pensioner because this money… I am satisfied, not that I have a lot of 

pension, but many people who have families don’t have this much. My pension is fifty-six 

thousand forints, not that it is much but I use it wisely and we get by. (Ibolya HU, 

Appendix 3, 95.a/b.) 

 

I.A.: Was this [insecurity] the same under the Kádár regime? 

R.B.: Well, about that I don’t have anything bad to say. About our uncle Jani. 

Honestly. Because, look, we were independent. And I had ten years [of employment], not 

forty! Now you’d need forty for the full pension! And I served my time, I could retire at 

fifty-five. Now I don’t even know how old you have to be. Now some don’t even live that 

long! And now the young cannot even find a job!.. When we got separated [with husband] 

I immediately went to the factory. So as to work some time, so that I would have a 

pension. Well, thank God! Look, as much as I get, well they did pay me quite well, it was 

around 2000 [Fts/month] when I retired. And now I have jagged it up... now it is around 

45000 [Fts/month]. I am very happy with this, and, look… I proportion it, so that it’s 

enough for everything. We proportion it... We cannot say anything because whatever 

government we have, so far they’ve always paid for schooling. This is the truth... But even 

that little pension is good. It’s needed for so many places. (Rozália HU, Appendix 3, 

96.a/b.)       

 

We had the number of work-years, we had it, we didn’t have to struggle for the years... to 

look for the years of work. Back then some were almost fighting for some worker...or 
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employee. The director in Apatini came into that thing..the office and he tells me not to 

stay here. I knew him, he tells me that he would take me with him because he would 

need... a clerk. The director here, our [said] ‘don’t lure my clerk away... don’t lure her 

away from here. Now... uh.. when I have these relatives here and everything, and I hear 

that they work amidst terrible conditions! Terrible. 10 hours and.. he’s registered for half a 

salary...so if the pension is calculated, as it was for us, then he will get very little, of what 

they [employers] paid after him. (Eszter SRB, Appendix 3, 97.a/b.) 

 

In these sample quotes, reminiscing women connect their working lives and their retirement 

years retrospectively through ‘adequate causation’ provided by a sense of usefulness and self-

created security. The pattern of causation is similar in each quote: narrators go back in time to 

their working years, connecting it up with how socialism provided ample space for stable 

employment and then derive their perceived stable present – economical — conditions from that 

space. The pension as the tangible result of decades of employment is the reason why working 

was meaningful – at least that is how its value becomes presentable and a simplified meaning of 

security and personal accomplishment transmittable. Mária and Rozália, besides the merits of 

employment regarding its result (the pension), also draw attention to the gender-specific nature 

of their work-experience. They both emphasize the independence their official employment 

created from their husbands, which now, they can appreciate in light of the sharp gendered 

inequality the widow pension creates, or, rather, sustains.     

Work offered potential for these women and not something they had to endure as a 

‘burden’ and, in old-age, it is magnified in memories to become the measure-stick for personal 

value. (Paula personifies the one exception in the sample, describing her ten-year-long state-

employment as a “tragedy” and the pension as a poor reward for a decade of hardships endured 

at work.) Probably because of this frame of understanding, i.e. work is seen as a measure-stick 

for personal value, the sharp contrast between the post-socialist transitions and state socialism in 

these women’s accounts also gets drawn along the lines of work and security and rarely along 

the lines of democratic freedom and civil rights. In these narratives, which are the ones that talk 

about socialism as progress and betterment (chapter 6), post-socialist transitions appear as an age 

of demise hallmarked by high unemployment, job insecurity, and bad working conditions that 

affected a generation of children and grandchildren – many of whom rely on their retired 

pensioner grandmothers for support and stability.  

In interviewed women’s accounts, we have seen in chapters on socialism – especially 

chapter 6 — that the party-state appears as a non-provider when it comes to motherhood and 
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work. As for state subsidies and provisions to help working mothers, many interviewees declare 

that “we got nothing”. Here, however, it appears that, in their mind, the rewards that their work 

has earned did come eventually, even if belatedly. And put in perspective with the receding 

welfare provisions and withdrawing support of libelarizing states of the transitions, the socialist 

systems of political economy, and working lives spent in it, gain an increased value. 

Interviewees echo the scholarship here articulate that their children and grandchildren lack 

security, and that the “young women nowadays complain about the childcare subsidy getting 

lower and lower” (Ilona HU). For these narrators, security is achieved through work and, in 

some cases, they are linguistic expressions of the pro-socialist argument because in socialism 

“one could work whatever one wanted” (Ibolya HU). This viewpoint aims at critiquing the 

transitions and the states-in-transition. In these narratives, the process of capitalization is seen 

separated from that of democratization and standing without much promise or grounds for hope 

for future betterment. Capitalizing processes for these retired women mean insecurity, “terrible 

conditions” (Jolán, Ilona HU) and also moral decline (Ibolya HU), created by the impossibility to 

work and live an economically sustainable life. By suggesting that “the system is going down” 

(Matild SRB), the transitions narrated by these accounts is an addition that breaks the possibility 

of creating a tale of telos in all three countries’ historical narrative. 

 

 

9.2.1. “If I feel that I am without work, I almost feel unhappy”  

          Retirement and Work 

 

The women I interviewed talk a lot about their work. Stories of working life form a 

considerable part of each life narrative, which connect historical periods and life phases. In many 

narratives women talk about their childhood work, helping out their parents either in the 

domestic sphere, or out in the fields (Ilona (HU), Margit (RO), Matild (SRB), Anna (HU), Jolan 

(HU) etc.), the series of paid jobs they have had during and after the Second World War and in 

the period of socialism. In a similar vein, stories are abundant in telling about continuing 

activities and money-making side jobs that they either took up in retirement or just carried over 

from socialist times including small entrepreneurial, agricultural or care work, some of which I 

have already touched upon in Chapter 6. I have spoken about Katalin (SRB), who used to work 

as a typographer in a state-run printing company which was privatized after the transitions. 

Katalin, while working, secured some additional income for herself, doing the market and 
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traveling throughout Vojvodina. Her retirement narrative, as far as the plot is concerned, is very 

similar as she continues to talk about the wage-earning activities she has been doing as a 

pensioner. Her story reads as follows:   

When I got retired, I got into private healthcare work and then… my last patient stressed 

me out very much, psychically, physically, in every way because she had this what’s-its-

name... Parkinson disease and she was deteriorating quickly. Sometimes I slept over by her 

side and she would send me out, literally send me out of the room... I didn’t have to cook 

there. Once a week I would clean up her room and I was by the sick, one had to be there 

round the clock because she would get off the bed, she fell off, things like this (...) When 

granny died, then I would go and clean and iron for them. Then I didn’t even have to clean, 

I just went to iron and to chat a little and all (...) I had another workplace that I kept for 8 

years! There I went to iron and clean. One week I cleaned, the other week I ironed… and 

but... there were two children, big kids, college students, sportsmen, they did pingpong, 

there were all these trainers, sometimes I had seventy to iron at once plus the small things 

and there... nothing ever disappeared from that house! (Katalin SRB, Appendix 3, 98.a/b.)  

 

She continues her life narrative speaking about work as if retirement had not even happened. She 

does mention it fleetingly but the phrase “When I got retired” here functions as a time marker 

which only signals that it was only the type of activity that changed, the fact of work itself stayed 

with her. She did change the sphere of work, and she mentions how much she became almost 

like a family member with the families she worked for and there were informal relationships that 

developed between her and her employers, ties of trust. The depth of this trust she illuminates 

above with the remark “nothing ever disappeared from that house” and also she brings several 

anecdotes about how well these work environments functioned – how well she functioned in 

these environments. She belongs to the (smaller) group of interviewees who complains about the 

low amount of the pension and explains her retirement work activities with having to get 

additional income.  

 Not all women explain their continuing work activities to economic necessity, however. 

The majority of narratives talk about work as a form of life, as an inner need that continues well 

into old age and is only disabled by the impairments of the body. In some women’s rhetoric, 

work means being active, being always on the move and never sitting still. Its binary opposite is 

not being without a job but laziness and passivity. Margit (RO) and Erzsébet (HU), in the 

following excerpts, are two examples of many such conceptions of work as an inner, 

psychological need:     

 

I.A.: You would still go and do things? 
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M.G.: Yes! Only my legs are the problem. My legs.. I do things gladly, I move things 

around, because I know that what I do myself, just as the Bible writes about the ant, what I 

do I do for myself. I like to work, do this or that, because one must not get lazy. It is 

passivity that ruins the whole body. If one doesn’t move. One has to move. That is how it 

is, it’s how it is.. if only I got better..got better once more”. (Margit RO, Appendix 3, 

99.a/b.) 

 

When someone likes to do something, it is not hard. It is a part of his/her life which s/he 

would not even stop, if s/he didn’t grow so old as I have. We had to quit many things that 

we didn’t like anyways because we couldn’t do it. But it lives inside me.. If I feel that I am 

without work, I almost feel unhappy, I say, unhappiness is like this when one could not do 

anything. What is one supposed to do anyways? Sit, stand, come again in the evening, lie 

down, so… one should not be afraid of work, I can tell you this, that one should do with 

fondness. One should undertake something that one really likes doing. Until then one 

should take efforts, because it isn’t hard, it’s joy. Someone who lives without it, without 

work –I am not talking about the thing... because I don’t consider that what’s-its-name 

“work”, the dancers and what the TV shows, those I don’t consider work, that is only time-

passing, I wouldn’t even say pleasant, because one can’t possibly be jumping around at 

night—so normal daytime job, that one does after waking up, after the night goes and does 

her work, including her family, that is not a burden, as long as s/he is capable. That is the 

true blessing: when one creates this for oneself… if someone can create this, I don’t even 

know if it exists that someone doesn’t even want it. It exists. (Erzsike HU, Appendix 3, 

100.a/b.)     

 

 

In these excerpts, work is not conceptualized as socialist work. Narrators strip work of its 

political dimension and the fact that their work history relates to the history of state socialism. 

The normativity, however, that is constructed around the concept of work, the fact that it is 

counterpoised to laziness and sickness, and the fact that it is seen as all-encompassing life-

purpose does suggest remnants of the connotation work got in the political rhetoric of early 

socialism. Work, in this sense, meant good morality, the altruistic subjection of individual 

desires to the growth of the community. Although interviewees do not acknowledge it, these 

were cornerstones of the proper citizen of state socialism that the party propaganda frequently 

voiced through the media, at factory or coop events, on national holidays, exhibitions, and so on 

(Agardi 2008). Another woman, Ilona (HU), even mentions the socialist term for people who 

“avoided work” and the back-then widely known joke about people who “only liked to attend the 

funeral of work” and were criminalized because of not working. Such a discourse belongs to a 

whole generation whose work was praised in the previous regime and forgotten after 1989. Now 

they struggle to counter their own perceived social de-legitimation and degradation. These are 

words coming from women who try to endow their lives with heroic qualities – without the 

political overtones. It is difficult to say if it is indeed early-socialist party rhetoric that speaks 
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through their phrases, or if it is the long practice (experience) of working life known to these 

women that transforms work as the purpose of life for them. The narratives convey that these 

women have gained and retained a certain ethics whereby a life of constant work is not for a 

regime, or for any political system, but for oneself. Their rhetoric, however, reminds us of party 

slogans of early socialism in Hungary and in Romania, slogans of workers’ mobilization such as 

“we work for ourselves”.
424

 Besides the fact of where such a rhetoric of work – where work is 

not a burden — comes from, it does serve a purpose now, in the present, as a firm criticism of 

the existing social and symbolic order where work has lost its former glory, where 

unemployment is unusually high compared to the former era in a context where work is not any 

more part of a certain ethics and psychological necessity but directed rather only for profit-

making. Work, for this generation of interviewed women, is clearly a vital part of subjectivity, 

which in their narratives serves to establish them as valuable members of their own communities 

and heroines of their own lives based on their efforts. Their retirement stories establish 

continuity with previous life phases in the form of continued active and hard-working life. Work 

gets endowed with continued importance and value, and serves as a venue upon which to 

formulate a general – generational — criticism of post-socialist ideals of entrepreneurial 

profiteering couched in tropes of corruption, theft (dirty money) and moral decay.  

 

 

9.2.2. “I drifted into it with the currents of life”  

   Volunteer Work 

 

 

Most of my interviewees from Transylvania (Teréz, Iluka, Mária B., Margaretta Éva, RO) 

structure their retirement narratives around volunteer work, or “activism”, as they call it. They 

are involved in charitable activities most of which are connected to their local congregation and 

religious charity services. For these women, retirement is a period of Catholic charity work, 

which they describe as time and energy-consuming but at the same time very rewarding. These 

narratives, through these specific retirement accounts, tell the story of transitions as a 

democratizing process, and not so much as a capitalizing one. Interestingly, as much as they 

(interviewed separately from each other) described retiring as something that was dependent on 

their own personal decision, they attributed the fact that they started participation in charity work 

to accidental encounters. As Teréz puts it, “I drifted into it with the currents of life”. Activism is 

                                                            
424 Agardi 2008. 
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something that previously she had never imagined herself doing. She started out by assisting in 

the priest’s vestry, after which she attended courses on religion and “Church history” and “Bible 

sessions” and retreats, doing presbytery work and organizing charity work with the bishop. She 

presents these as she was drifting from one to the other. She, however, now finds it difficult to 

imagine what she would do without these Church-related activities. It is, for her, a great way to 

keep busy and not to feel lonely. Teréz has no children and her husband died in 1989. The 

political dimension of her transitions-story is thus missing and is taken over by personal change. 

She does not even mention the political transitions in connection with the instance of death. Her 

narrative is an illustrative example that the turning point – the point of transitions when she 

started to go to church more often — was not the end of Ceausescu’s regime marked by his 

death, but her own husband’s death. That was her periodical marker, which set off her activism 

in the local congregation and then her charity work:  

 

So this is how it turned out, but not like I had imagined what I was going to do, but I fell 

into such…such activism, which is not far from me, but I hadn’t thought I would ever do 

anything like this... But, as I say I drifted into it with the current of life and I also 

recognized how much it does for me... how much it does for me that I have something to 

keep me occupied. (Teréz RO, Appendix 3, 101.a/b.) 

 

Certainly, the restricted civil rights, the repression of religion and the Churches under 

Ceausescu’s regime did not make such activities ‘imaginable’. A little bit differently than 

Gizella’s narrative in the previous section, Teréz’ (as well as Mária’s and Iluka’s) narrative tells 

the story of the opening up of civil sphere and the heightened importance that religion gained in 

the early 1990s in Romania. The story of their retirement activism is narrated against the 

backdrop of post-socialist changes even without directly articulating or acknowledging those. In 

Teréz’s case, it changed her relation to her home, with respect to her spending time in the private 

sphere. She says that “it doesn’t make sense any more just to spend time there”, doing needle-

work for example. Now she cannot imagine what she would do without these activities.  

Iluka talks about herself also as a very busy pensioner who has done, and continues to do, a 

lot of things in her old-age as well. She, for instance, mentions having become a member of a 

Youth organisation, where she joined again because of an “accident”. She tells the story of her 

friend having convinced her to attend one of the meetings of the Hungarians in Romania 

Democratic Association (RMDSZ), the largest representative body of ethnic Hungarians in 

Romania, because “that was the time when all these Hungarian organizations were founded” 

(Iluka, RO).  But she and her friend sat in on the wrong meeting, in the wrong meeting hall, that 
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of the Youth organisation. They did not leave. When they realized the mix-up, they stayed 

because of the “enormous enthusiasm”. She jokes the paradoxical nature of the fact that she 

joined a Youth organization in old-age. She remembers and lists the activities (but not the cause 

of why she did the activities): making toy-clowns, gift-packages, making pancakes for children 

etc. She mentions other, not church-related activities as well, which she did to complement her 

“terribly tiny pension”, such as making arts and crafts, taking care of abandoned children, and 

gardening. Taking care of her four grandchildren, she also lists as one of her main past activities. 

She says that she does it because “I love when people love me. I also love a lot of people, I help 

a lot of people, children”. She sounds like Magdolna (HU) who also emphasizes how much the 

Hungarians have loved her “despite” being a Roma and how important being loved has been for 

her. In both of their stories, love carries meanings of personal and cultural identifications as well 

as ethics.
425

 Both Iluka (RO) and Magdolna (HU) utilize love as a discourse to strive for 

acceptance and legitimacy from me the interviewer and their imagined audiences. 

Mária (RO) and Margaretta Éva (RO) are both telling their retirement stories as that of 

continuing activity and work, but one that has taken a new form. They are socially active in a 

Catholic Women’s Organization named after St. Elizabeth of Hungary
426

. Both of them 

emphasize the intellectual value of this membership, which consists in religious self-education 

(“we always prepare to present a certain topic, a part of the Gospels, the lives of saints”) and 

attending (to) certain religious functions, processions, educational trips that are, however, at the 

same time social events for them, a local micro-community where everybody has her own 

function and role. Margaretta Éva, who is the secretary of the organization, mentions the white 

blouse-black skirt and light blue scarf uniform that each member wears to the events they attend 

as well as the fact that they have their own pin. Mária, at the age of 80, also emphasizes charity 

work, which mainly consists in helping poor families with clothes and food. She is also the vice-

president of the local branch of the Malteser Charity Service, tasks, however, which now she 

wants to cut down on as, she says, “it needs the young also”. She remarks that she now prefers to 

contribute to the work of these organizations with her intellectual input as her health has started 

                                                            
425 Love, thus, is not solely a relational aspect of women’s lives in these personal stories but is present in several 

discourses that connect the individual and the political. Luisa Passerini, Love and the Idea of Europe, translated 

by Juliet Haydock with Allan Cameron (New York, Berghahn Books, 2009). 
426 Árpádházi Szent Erzsébet (1207-1031), daughter of Andrew II, of the Árpád dynasty. She is known for her 

charity work and ascetic life despite the fact that she was royalty, wife of Ludwig, king of Germany. She was 

bestowed sainthood already four years after her death by the Roman Catholic Church and is mainly worshipped 

in Hungary and Germany. See, Diós István, A szentek élete (The Lives of Saints), Vol. 2. Szent István Társulat, 

Pázmány Péter electronic library, http://www.katolikus.hu/szentek/1119.htm  
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to deteriorate, but she still feels that such activities are important and personally beneficial for 

her. She says: 

 

If old-age falls on your head, everything worsens but your morals. That’s what I am in 

now. (laughing) Well, that’s how it is... But I do what I can because I would go mad if I 

didn’t do anything because I must, all my life I have been used to that, well not to overdo 

housework with particular pedantry.. I prefer to do these other kinds of [intellectual] 

things. These I do gladly. (Mária B. RO, Appendix 3, 102.a/b.) 

 

These narratives testify to on the one hand, a retained sense of work and, on the other hand, a 

renewed sense of a socially active life. So while the civil sphere of work and activities opened up 

after 1989, these women’s narratives craft the story of care for the poor and the needy, relegated 

to the socialized realm of the former socialist state, as back to grassroots organizations and to the 

Church, which returns it to pre-modernist notions of Catholic charity and welfare.
427

 They never 

make such grand statements but they do see their volunteer work as necessary, which provides 

help to children of families in need while also providing them with a sense of purpose and 

fulfillment. The sense of the need for these retired women to remain active in the sphere of the 

social, and not return back to the private after retirement because they “have been used to” being 

active, can certainly be partially attributed to the fact that they have a whole working life behind 

them. They spent that in the social or public spheres. The fact that their narratives are also full of 

action and loud with the voices of several characters, as well as an emphasis on their own 

individual accomplishments, speak to post-socialist opportunities, the opening up of the civil 

sphere, and the legacies of socialist and pre-socialist periods.    

 

9.2.3. “Very-very hard, very hard..”.   

           Planning Personal Care: The Old-Age Contract 

 

M.E.: I would like to make a contract that I would get a certain amount of money from 

someone every month, so that I can make ends meet because my money that remained 

when I sold the apartment and I bought this one is running out now, and so that I would get 

some money from someone every month and when I feel that I can’t keep up this 

apartment any more, or I can’t provide for myself any more, then I want to go to a home, to 

Petri for example, because I... [don’t want]  someone who, say, wouldn’t take care of me 

willingly, or could not wait for me to die, or may even poison me, well then I’d rather go to 

a home, and then the person would send the money there, which s/he previously would 

                                                            
427 Gro Hagemann ed. Reciprocity and Redistribution, Work and Welfare Reconsidered, (Pisa: The University of 

Pisa Press, 2007). 
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send to me. Because there they would not take care of me for 5 million [Lei] but right now 

you need 7 million plus you have to buy the medicine as well. 

I.A.: Yes, and would s/he then inherit the apartment also? 

M.E.: Inherit, yes. As soon as I went to the home, the apartment would immediately go to 

her/him. And s/he does with it whatever s/he wants. S/he can sell it, move in, whatever s/he 

wants, s/he can do with it. I would like a contract like this. Not only after my death, but 

when I feel that I am now sick, I cannot provide for myself, then I would go in 

immediately. Then I will not stay any longer. Because I cannot expect from anybody to 

take care of me, to nurse me as soon as I need it because in there, there is separate staff for 

that, to do the nursing. That’s the truth. I think this is the best solution, because firstly, 

everybody works, the person who would pay me the money every month, must be working 

also. And then, I can expect that s/he gets a nurse for me, who s/he pays also. S/he cannot 

come and lift me and nurse me and wash after me and everything, that I cannot [expect]. 

So this is how I would like to solve it. How it will turn out, I don’t know. (Éva RO, 

Appendix 3, 103.a/b.) 

 

The old-age contract in Margaretta’s narrative displaces the social contract that would 

otherwise be between the state and its citizens in former state socialist regimes, in terms of 

socialized healthcare and care for children and the elderly. In this case, the contract is imagined 

to be between her and another individual based on mutual interests. Old-age care that thus far 

had been assumed by the state is now placed back into the ‘hands’ of individuals or private 

institutions (retirement homes). “I cannot expect anyone to take care of me”, she says, after 

arguing that she remained single all her life because in her youth, she could not bear the thought 

of leaving her parents behind and not taking care of them. She lists a few instances of failed 

relationships she had had, which are presented as unrealized marriages, most of which were to 

men who were located far away (one in the USA, one in Hungary) and she ended up not leaving 

Romania where her parents were living. Marriage and her concept of private care, thus, became 

exclusive and, eventually quite tragic. She told me her failed relationships, one after the other, 

amidst tears.    

Besides the highly relevant issue of care, her story also speaks to the restricted mobility 

under socialism, the closed borders and the bars of bureaucracy which made it very difficult for 

individuals to migrate for love. This indirectly speaks to the increased mobility of today when 

migration is redrawing the map and the concept of Europe itself.
428

 Her story also supports what 

Losonczi called “divided lives” (megtört életutak) brought about by the ruptures of history in the 

post-1920 and post-1945 eras. Through stories of love, Marietta talks about the political. 

Ruptures in these love-stories tell the story of closed national borders and rigid, immobile 

                                                            
428 Luisa Passerini, Love and the Idea of Europe, Remapping Cultural History Vol. 9, (New York: Berghahn 

Books, 2009). 
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international relations. Her life story of failed romances supports the argument that often times, 

the story of the most private and intimate memories are informative of larger political structures 

and, as such, they are historically relevant sources of information about the past and the present.    

Marietta tells a life story through these failed long-distance courtships as an alternative 

way to tell history, recounting the failure of her personal connections that ultimately culminate in 

her being alone in old age without the security of a younger generation to take care of her. Her 

statement, “I cannot expect anyone to take care of me”, speaks to the absence of family ties that 

was traditionally responsible for care in old age. In socialism, even though care was socialized to 

a much greater extent, the view, that care for the elderly was the responsibility of the immediate 

family and the children, had not really changed. The common perception that the children ‘put 

the elderly away’ into such homes so as to ‘get rid’ of them remains very strong in rural 

communities. Ilona (HU) skeptically speaks about these altered notions of care, openly 

wondering how much her own children would be willing to sacrifice for her in the face of her 

own sacrifices a few decades earlier for her own parents. Thus the dilemma “where may care be 

located?” becomes highly relevant as traditional, i.e. pre-Second-World-War, notions about the 

problem of care as well as innovative solutions to solve the problem exist side by side: care in 

the family, care in the state, care in the church, and care as bought and sold. Margaretta, thus, is 

fully aware of these co-existing variations and her sentence implies that although care 

‘organically’ may be expected of a family member (one’s children or grandchildren), she cannot 

expect anyone else outside this circle care for her, not even the state. 

The generally poor infrastructure of state-run old-age retirement homes with poorly-paid 

(thus uncaring personnel) makes these institutions dreadful in the popular imagination. These are 

institutions that are thought of as wards, where subjects passively vegetate in a sedated state and 

await their deaths. Additionally, state-run old-age homes after 1989 privatized and Church-run 

homes that were established during this time were better-equipped and better-staffed (and also 

more expensive). Such homes, for the majority of my interview subjects, are unaffordable and 

largely unimaginable as options.  

Margaretta is the only one of the 30 women interviewed who has such a future ‘plan’ for 

organizing care for herself; however, her case is far from being exceptional. Old-age contracts 

are a widely practiced way of exchanging care for material gains, mostly real estate. Generally, 

the provider of care agrees to attend to the elderly person (providing food, medical help, 

medicine, and running errands) in exchange for getting the sum of the retirement pension, or 

some percentage of it, and other possessions (house, apartment) of the person being looked, upon 
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his or her death. Margaretta’s plan is, however, different: she plans to ask a monthly sum of 

money from the person she contracts with while she secures her own care and when she becomes 

unable to care for herself anymore, she asks a larger sum from the person to pay for her 

institutionalized care. In exchange, the person gets her apartment. So Margaretta chooses 

institutionalized care and does not trust care that can be bought and sold. She, in her restricted 

circumstances, tries to rethink ways of possible old-age care, and to create the conditions under 

which her care may be organized. The extent to which she tries to cut out any sense of trust in 

another human being and his/her honesty about providing care reflects a radically non-

essentialist, non-naturalist view of care and disbelief in the disinterested benevolence of 

individuals. In light of her life story of self-sacrifice, which consistently continues in her present 

volunteer work, this critical stance to attend to her own individual care seems striking and 

creates a tension-laden narrative. But it makes for a life story where the narrator alone is in 

charge of her own self.  

 

 

Conclusion to Chapter 9  

 

Interviewed women define themselves as retired pensioners, a designation I worked with 

while analyzing their stories, not only in terms of their age and gender but in terms of their work 

(details embedded in their employment stories). This added a novel angle to the consideration of 

memories by this cohort of women. Here, their stories construct them as a generation that wrote 

post-socialist retirement as a specific gendered historical phenomenon situated in Central Eastern 

Europe. These narratives posited these interviewed women as members of a historically unique 

group but, at the same time, offer possibilities for further comparative research on women and 

men from other formerly socialist countries and their strategies to negotiate socialist pasts. 

Memories of retirement provided me with an opportunity to examine the way narratives 

make or avoid making connections between the personal micro-processes of individual lives and 

larger historical processes. Some narratives connect retirement to the political transitions and 

some do not but, in all cases, interviewed women present the act of retiring as an individual 

decision (Jolán), often as a strategic move (Amadil, Iluka). This results in an image of retirement 

which is not a naturalized life phase that is an unquestionable accompaniment of old age, but 

rather as something that is to be explained, justified and, in some cases, even defended. Narrators 
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insert their retirement into their story of working life, as one of its stations that is not inevitable 

but something that needs to be constructed and argued for. In the stories, retirement is tightly 

connected to women’s self-definition of their place in society and the urge to endow that position 

with a sense of social value, a counterargument against being forgotten as embodiments of their 

country’s troubled history. Women’s critiques of the transitions wash away the winners/losers 

binary that was widespread in the 1990s in pubic media-discourses.    

Thirdly, stories of retirement and transitions allowed for looking at different conceptions of 

the transitions from socialism to post-socialism and, in doing that, to point out perceived changes 

as well as continuities to the previous period. Continuity and rupture emerge as the two push-pull 

narrative strategies that structure these narratives. It, thus, became an organizing principle for my 

analysis of the stories as well and it served as the overarching interpretative frame in which I 

analyzed stories of political and historical transitions. Retirement/Transitions are at the same 

time a moment of rupture (retiring) and a phase of continuity (retirement). I looked at narratives 

that talk about the transitions as one break in the flow of history, and the way it took effect in the 

narrators’ own lives by bringing about a shift on the personal level. Such narratives (Amadil, 

Gizella, Iluka) effectively bring the macro-processes ‘inside’ the personal. Narratives of rupture 

come from women outside of Hungary. Ethnicity, as an axis of change, was prevalent in 

narratives from Serbia and from Romania (Iluka (RO), Amadil (RO), Erzsébet (SRB), Matild 

(SRB)). These narratives confirmed existing official narratives of post-transition deterioration of 

ethnic relations, which sometimes resulted in the erasure (amnesia) of ethnic tensions before 

1989. These narratives also distinguished themselves from stories I analyzed in chapter 8, which 

argued for ethnicity as a historical continuity.  

When speaking of the phase of retirement, continuity with previous life phases emerges as 

a structuring principle of narrative plots. Activity and hard work continues and, in narratives 

from Transylvania, social and civil volunteer work surfaces as major elements of these 

retirement stories. But there are also stories of continuing market-activities and other small-scale 

agricultural activities. Although these activities were designed to make extra income to augment 

low pensions, they served to ensure the continuation of work and an active, useful life. Work, in 

these stories, is endowed with continued importance and value, and thereby comes to formulate a 

general – generational — criticism of post-socialist ideals of entrepreneurial profiteering, and to 

counter tropes of corruption, theft (dirty money), and a perceived loss of Christian morality.  

Retirement stories have the function of putting the memories of socialism in perspective as 

they create a continuum and make clear that without these stories, women’s (as well as their 
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audience’s) perception of socialism – it being a political and a personal experience — can only 

be partial. The narratives have their take on the transitions through the retrospective glance of 

retiring women. They are cohort-specific accounts of the transitions in the way they are seen in 

the context of retirement. Retirement stories and stories of socialism are in correlation and are, 

therefore, to be read together. Depending on which socialism narrative a particular narrator 

crafted (progress or stagnation or ethnicity), my interviewed women narrate the 1989-transitions 

either as being about decline/crisis/upheaval or about liberation/improvement/progress.  In the 

first case, the stories enunciate social and economic citizenship and, in the second case, the focus 

is on political/civil citizenship.  
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Chapter 10 

 

Narrative Modes: Nostalgia, Amnesia and Laughter 

 

 

“I am surrounded by and rooted in the problems I am 

trying to meditate upon. At the same time, like every 

other historian, I face the temporal and hermeneutical 

distance between myself and the past.
429

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In chapter 10, I discuss life narratives as a whole as they are narrated through specific 

modes of memory defined by their relation to the present. I read life stories as life reviews 

(Thompson). I treat them as reviews of a whole lived life told in the present in an encapsulated, 

compact form produced in a constructed interview setting. I concentrate on the modes of 

narrative remembering in the form of nostalgia, amnesia, and laughter. While narrators negotiate 

large-scale changes, these modes organize the narratives and create ruptures and continuities in 

them. The premise of analysis is that such narrative life stories of old age are told having a whole 

lived life as their experiential basis. Traces of all the previous political regimes that ever formed 

the setting for, and provided the interpretative frames of, their experiences are encapsulated in 

them. I address modes of memory as narrative modes that are informed by political arguments 

the narrators are making with their stories: arguments that form specific versions of the 

twentieth-century and its historical changes. As for the personal angle all three modes construct 

cohesiveness and they create continuities in life stories. They support its credibility and ensure 

that the story is believable for the audience. They have their own verbal and non-verbal form, but 

they work together in the very same narrative according to an inner logic or core thought of each 

retrospective narrative. They organize how narrators order anecdotes into plotlines and they 

organize the segmentation of time as well as the frames within which the different segments are 

interpreted by story-tellers. 

                                                            
429 Synne Corell, “What my Grandmother Taught me and what she Told me”, in Izabella Agárdi, Berteke 

Waaldijk and Carla Salvaterra eds., Making Sense, Crafting History, (Pisa: The University of Pisa Press, 2010), 

9. 
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First, I will discuss nostalgia as a mode of narration whose forms are specific to their time. 

Even though we may recognize different nostalgias throughout past centuries, instead of seeing it 

as a timeless sentiment, I am interested in the specific stories of the twentieth century that the 

interviewees’ nostalgia creates. I will address nostalgic narratives as forms of socialist nostalgia 

and pre-socialist nostalgia. Pre-socialist and socialist nostalgia – both are nostalgias for 

oppression — in the women’s accounts bring about antagonistic narratives of the previous 

century that are often rhetorical, hyperbolic and relational. 

Amnesia is often discussed as a twofold phenomenon that may be psychological and 

historical. It is a concept that has also been theorized as “silence” (Passerini) and “oblivion” 

(Augé). I argue that forgetting/silencing is an underlying organizing principle of emplotment of 

each life story with a purpose of making an argument, often a political statement (erasure, de-

legitimation). In this sense, it has a similar function as, and works together with, nostalgia. The 

critical examination of the dynamics of the two is necessary, as leaving the holes and gaps 

unexamined would only re-produce historical amnesia and induce oblivion.   

Nostalgia and amnesia are well-theorized concepts while laughter is still rarely dealt with 

and thus under-theorized.
430

 It is discussed mainly in connection with jokes, and these 

discussions usually focus on comics, satirical drawings and written and oral jokes in cultural 

history. Luisa Passerini devotes a small section in her book Fascism in Popular Memory to how 

political jokes and wit (accounted for in a Freudian psychoanalytic theoretical framework) 

produce a specific kind of laughter and sense of humor under totalitarian regimes. She argues 

that such laughter eventually contributes to silence and, thus, a general complicity of subjects 

with the regime.
431

 Laughter during story-telling as a non-verbal narrative device is, however, 

largely overlooked in anthropological as well as oral history literature. This lack I only begin to 

address here by looking at laughter as performative laughter. It is different from jokes and wit 

expressed verbally but is an equally important non-verbal story-telling device, which by 

narrating the sublime (articulating the horror or intense sadness in the genre of humor) exposes 

the temporal situated-ness of each narrated experience and historical account. It is a type of 

laughter that does not work like jokes or wit, i.e. through ridiculing and seemingly de-

                                                            
430 Literary works such as Milan Kundera’s The Book of Laughter and Forgetting (1979) represent more serious 

efforts to philosophise on repression and the kinds of interactions and memories it allows for subjects to have. In 

this particular collection of stories Kundera dispenses with ’light’, ’funny’ laughter, and presents it more as cruel 

laughter fed by sadness, loss and frustration. Kundera explores the connections of laughter and forgetting as 

metaphors of relating to one’s past under totalitarian Czechoslovakia after the Russian invasion of 1968, both of 

which are mechanisms of struggle for emotional continuity.   
431 Luisa Passerini, Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin Working Class, 

(Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
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legitimating a past totalitarian regime but, in fact, indirectly complying with it. Rather, brought 

about by temporal distance and an urge to create cohesion of past and present, it produces a 

grotesque form of humor that is closer to a willingness to remember than that of forgetting and 

relegating past experiences into oblivion. It is a very ambiguous laughter that reflects the 

ambiguities that lie in interpreting and narrating decades of troublesome, ‘turbulent’ history to an 

audience of later generations (including me, the researcher). 

  

 

10.1. Ruptures and Continuities: Nostalgia  

 

Below I compare women’s memories from Serbia, Romania and Hungary, with regards 

to their nostalgic modes. I discuss narrative forms of expressing nostalgia for times past that 

are hallmarked by the sovereigns’ names. When expressed through a certain nostalgic mode 

of speaking, women’s historical nostalgia is always a sovereign nostalgia, i.e. marked by the 

name of the sovereign ruler (Kádár, Horthy, Tito). For the interviewed women, these names 

are iconic markers of historical-personal periods as well as state formations and geopolitical 

spaces. Consequently, they formulate their nostalgic musings and criticisms using these 

names as reference points. Nostalgia, in the following analysis of interview fragments figures 

not only as a mode of memory but as a narrative mode of representation, which organizes 

plots and the segmentation of time along with its frames, within which the different segments 

are interpreted. Nostalgia, therefore, resides as much in the structure of the life narratives as in 

their themes and tones, thus producing different versions of historical narrative. Although 

nostalgic memories are emotionally charged, women’s nostalgia-filled accounts – their 

nostalgia — are politically-informed, often critical and not lacking in irony.  

Lisa Rofel writes that nostalgia not only has themes but a plot as well (Rofel 1999: 32). 

This claim seems to have a heightened relevance when focusing on organizing life experiences 

into a causal order, especially when patterns of similar organization emerge. Interviewed 

women’s life stories, despite the variety of anecdotes they exhibit, share specific features which 

make them amenable to be arranged into two distinct sequences. The two distinct sequences are 

arranged in a way that constructs two different spatio-temporal objects of nostalgic 

remembering: two different nostalgias, in effect. These two nostalgias, which I refer to as pre-

socialist and socialist nostalgia, produce two main narratives when women set out to encompass 

the whole of their lived lives against the backdrop of larger historical eras which, for them, are 
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always temporally defined. These two distinct narratives, which are richly patterned, have two 

further implications. One implication is that recorded life narratives carry specific political 

arguments structurally, i.e. within their plotlines, arguments as to which era should be seen as 

historically legitimate and which one not. Second, these two narratives are contrasting narratives, 

which, with only a few exceptions, end up reconfirming the pre-socialism vs. socialism binary in 

a closed system of a politically informed historical interpretation that can only relate to either 

one of these eras – the socialist or the pre-socialist – as ideal. The two narratives exhibit 

distinctive features which I discuss in the followings as narratives of socialist nostalgia and 

narratives of pre-socialist nostalgia.       

 

10.1.1. Socialist Nostalgia 

 

When women of the oldest living generation fondly remember their years in socialism, a 

correlation emerges between their nostalgia and the tendency to construct a narrative of 

socialism as a period of progress, the morphology of which I have previously discussed in detail 

in Chapter 6. This section is different from chapter 6, as there I made the argument that fond 

memories of socialism occur in narratives where women talk about their own struggle for 

survival and hard work. Here I will refer to evaluative assessments in the interviews that qualify 

“Kadar” or “Tito” as good periods, and look at how such assessments connect to interviewees’ 

political stances on post-socialism. In relating life experiences in socialism, women speak of 

much struggle, hardships, and hard work – all of which nevertheless paid off for them in the later 

years of socialism. These narrators speak of socialism in terms of socio-economic conditions and 

rarely in terms of political and civil rights. Women often phrase their conditions using the trope 

of security and juxtapose it sharply with the era of the post-’89 transitions, which they criticize 

through tropes of ‘insecurity’, ‘corruption’, and economic and moral ‘decay’ that we 

encountered in chapter 9.  

Women in Hungary and the former Yugoslavia share in their narratives the feature of 

arranging life events into progress narratives on socialism. This implies that after the initial hard 

times of the collectivizations, the system “evolved” (Margit RO) and, compared to the extreme 

poverty and ration-system of post-1945 Hungary and Yugoslavia, the later years brought relative 

prosperity and economic security. Their life-story is dominated by anecdotes of their working-

life, which carries the implication of understanding their lives in terms of work. Narratives slow 

down and zoom in onto detailed descriptions of work experiences.  
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State socialism is still vivid in the collective memory and highly relevant in present-day 

politics: the state socialist regime and its ruling communist elite stand for the other, which one 

either negates or identifies with. Therefore it is important to discuss the workings of this 

memory, especially through the remembrances of rural women, a doubly marginalized group. 

The collected interviews show that women’s memories in all the three countries articulate that it 

took much hard work and constant struggle to make ends meet before and throughout the 

decades of socialism. Women who speak of some degree of advancement as a result of their own 

efforts during socialism narrate it in a nostalgic mode. In this emotion, emotional flatness, 

sarcasm, compassion, and critical thinking, all are featured in differing degrees, making their 

narratives immensely difficult to interpret in a clear-cut way. In the narratives, there is a strong 

urge to give legitimization to the four decades of socialism which, in Hungary, shrinks to the 

nearly three decades of Kádár era (1956-1989) — during which time the interviewees have spent 

most of their lives working, raising children, going on holiday, and taking care of parents. 

Though they speak a lot about hardships, which could be read by the researcher as accounts of 

suffering, still many interviewed women see a gradual improvement both in their lives and in the 

larger society during the decades of socialism. This is an apparent paradox that much of my 

following analysis will scrutinize. 

The narratives I discuss here were related to me through a mode of nostalgia. Other options 

for these narrators were: not talking about socialism at all, talking solely about their private life 

unrelated to the larger political climate, or simply emphasizing unmitigated hardship. While in 

various moments throughout each narrative, one or all of these strategies appear, in accounts of 

socialist nostalgia, they are not prevalent. Through constant negotiations with their past, women 

also have a tendency to construct highly dependent, apolitical subjectivities. They say that they 

do not care about or understand politics, as I stressed in chapter 7. Yet, I think that their nostalgia 

for socialism is a political move in its own right. They frequently shift between narrative 

strategies of self-assertion, voicing criticism, and self-silencing. Recent research suggests that as 

the state becomes more and more inclined to withdraw from being the provider of welfare and 

collective support, women have started to regret the loss of the old system. I thus showed 

narrators’ criticisms in chapter 9. As Pető maintains, “The ‘statist feminist’ period may have 

offered a flawed emancipation to women. As the legacies of the ‘statist feminist’ period recede, 

bringing East closer to West, women’s employment and participation in public life decline and 
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justify the perception of these as losses”.
432

  I will now look at how women over 65 articulate 

losses and the forms their nostalgia takes. The forms of sovereign nostalgia directed to state 

socialism, I argue, help narrators to connect the era to the pre- and post-socialist periods and 

legitimize it as an important part of historical past. 

 

 

 

“I don’t have anything bad to say about our uncle Jani” 

Hungary: Kádár-Nostalgia 

 

 

For us the Kádár-system was the best (...) I did not even get GYES, or anything like that 

because there wasn’t, the highest family allowance was 70 forints per child, I got 210 

forints for the three children, (…) they couldn’t even go to kindergarten anywhere, and I 

got nothing. But when I retired I got three extra years, 1-1 year extension counted in my 

employment time. So it wasn’t bad, where would I have taken them to kindergarten 

anyway? 10 kms away? How would I take and fetch them? Well, how shall I put it? We 

were happiest under the Kádár regime. (Ibolya HU, Appendix 3, 104.a/b) 

 

 

In small rural towns, living among elderly people one can sense that in everyday 

conversations, if politics crops up, the common disagreement with the current administration (no 

matter which one) is often closely tied to a lamentation for the loss of the Kádár years and “that 

blessed man” (Rozália HU). The Kádár years means the era between 1956 and 1989 and, 

therefore, is not equivalent to the state-socialist period. The forty years of Hungarian state 

socialism refers to the period from 1949 until 1989, 1949 being the year of the Constitution of 

the Hungarian People’s Republic. In Hungarian collective memory, the Kádár era is represented 

in a highly romanticized fashion as an era of social and economic security and growth, both on 

an individual and on a national level. It is held to be the era of “socialist consumerism”
433

, which 

imagines the state as a nurturing paternalistic power and a generous provider for its citizens. In 

this particular collective memory, János Kádár appears as the mythical, benevolent father who 

ensured all the people’s well-being, male and female alike.
434

 From feminist scholarship on state 

                                                            
432 Quoted in Gillian Pascall, Anna Kwak, Gender Regimes in Transition in Central and Eastern Europe, 

(Bristol: The Policy Press, 2005), 102-103. 
433 Vlauch Tibor, “A Gulyáskommunizmus valósága”, (“The Reality of Gulashcommunism”) in Rubicon, 

2001,10-2002,1, 69-76. 
434 Recent conferences such as the one entitled “Cult of Heroes in Central Europe from the 1880s to the Second 

World War – Practices and Representations” (Central European University, November 2010) was wholly 

dedicated to historicizing the ways in which charismatic leaders have been represented and received across 

Central Europe with its highly gendered aspects. It seems to be a ‘tradition’ of the political cultures of the region 

to cultivate the ethos of strong male charismatic and benevolent hero-figures, which makes the perception of 
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socialism in Central and Eastern European countries, however, one might get a different point of 

view. There, state socialism is by no means seen to have been the generous system that 

emancipated women the way it is represented in public discourse. In feminist sociological works, 

women appear more like victims of the regime, their liberation consisting solely in being allowed 

to or forced to work. The imperative of labor, universally involving all women, was 

complemented with the requirement to perform their household duties and bring up good 

workers for socialism.
435

 This double or triple burden has by now become a commonplace in 

feminist theoretical discourse, a trope to talk about socialism and women. This means that in 

state socialist emancipatory rhetoric women’s emancipation meant granting women the right to 

work; on the other hand, feminist scholars argue that gender relations within the home and the 

division of domestic duties remained unchanged for the security of the state. Care continued to 

be seen as a female role. In the realm of wage equality, too, the state reduced discrimination on 

the basis of gender but never erased it completely.
436

 With their new responsibilities women in 

the socialist era are often referred to as “half men and half mothers”
437

 – something the 

interviews also reflect. Going further than simply pondering the issue of socialist women’s 

liberation or enslavement, my concern here is a more nuanced interpretation of the workings of 

power, the (female) subjectivities it produces and the question of what room is left for 

interpretive agency in that tight interrelationship. The nostalgic mode, in which the majority of 

the interviewees from Hungary tell the story of the Kádár era, I argue, is a way in which 

narrators get a chance to address difficulties, burdens, inequalities, and their often disadvantaged 

political and social status in relation to the state and its adversaries. Yet, while doing that, they 

manage to portray themselves as survivors and empowered narrators of their own history.  

I would like to discuss first the narratives of three women, whose narratives evoke Kádár-

nostalgia, although paradoxically they build their narratives on emphasizing struggle, hardships, 

and poverty. Their narratives concentrate extensively on the state socialist era. While they 

formulate the communist takeover and its early, Stalinist phase in terms of rupture, their 

socialism narrative follows the progress-framework. They reproduce the image of the socialist 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Kádár as a ‘benevolent father’ not particularly surprising. Miklós Horthy in Interwar-era Hungary and Viktor 

Orbán, Hungary’s current prime minister, have also taken advantage of a very similar public persona.     
435 See for example Joanna Goven, The Gendered Foundations of Hungarian Socialism: State, society, and the 

anti-politics of anti-feminism, 1948-1990, (Berkeley: The University of California, 1993); Iván Völgyes, Nancy 

Völgyes, The Liberated Female. Life, Work and Sex in Socialist Hungary, (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1977); 

Chris Corrin, Superwomen and the Double Burden: Women’s Experience of Change in Central and Eastern 

Europe and the Former Soviet Union, (Toronto: Second Story Press, 1992). 
436 Éva Fodor, Working Difference, Women’s Working Lives in Hungary and Austria 1945-1995, (Durham and 

London: Duke University Press, 2003), 36. 
437 Goven 2002, 68. 
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ideal of ‘worker-mother’ by emphasizing their conquering of both roles. Their nostalgia for the 

Kádár era is strong, and reflects a conscious political stance against the morally-deprived post-

socialist period, which they place themselves in now. Nostalgia is legitimation for their own 

personal value as good workers and mothers.   

The life stories of Ibolya (HU), Ilona (HU) and Rozália (HU) are told as constant struggles 

to make ends meet. Considering the fact that the area in which I conducted the interviews had 

been one of Hungary’s most underdeveloped, poorer agricultural regions, their “speaking 

bitterness” is not surprising. Though the topic of poverty came up in most of my interviewees’ 

accounts, strangely, it was only pervasive in these three. All three narratives have the common 

element that they are narratives of socialist progress; in other words, they talk of gradual 

financial betterment as the result of their constant effort. All three stories also share the common 

feature of their narrators’ positioning themselves as self-sacrificing mothers who have worked 

and endured hardships in order to secure a better life for their children. Their emphasis on 

struggle against poverty and for sustenance, however, becomes the foundation on which their 

nostalgia is built. From a feminist point of view this can be seen as a highly self-victimizing 

position that is a product of patriarchal society, designating women as the “other” to men. In 

spite of the state socialist rhetoric of the “emancipated” womanhood, feminist historians have 

shown that no space was provided for women’s agency, as they could at best become “agents of 

the socialist state” by working and by bringing up good socialist citizens.
438

 My three 

interviewees thus successfully conform to the ideal of the “emancipated socialist womanhood”, 

the image of the working mother.
439

 The protagonists of their narratives are the narrators 

themselves, emphasizing all the hardships they “had to endure”. This emphasis in the narratives 

can be interpreted as a form of justification of their importance within the family. Their private 

sphere, the family, they see to have been the determining framework of their lives all along. It is 

through the events of this sphere that they experienced micro- as well as macro-historical events.  

All the three narrators are highly opinionated as far as previous historical periods and past 

political regimes are concerned. They do not refrain from voicing their often sharp critical 

opinions. In their evaluations they are, however, inconsistent and contradictory. There is a strong 

sense of nostalgia about how great (Ibolya) or acceptable (Ilona) the past system was, which is 

usually attributed to the possibility of finding work and having a secure job. However, this 
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greatness is always counter-argued and thus undermined in their subsequent sentences. The 

position Ilona represents, for example, in a sort of all-accepting attitude is highly representative:   

 

I don’t know why it is so bad for many now, for me none [system] was bad, when it was 

that way, it wasn’t bad and now it isn’t bad either… now many are still not satisfied. Well, 

they wouldn’t know how it was, in that world! Well…well what should they [the state] 

give? They can’t give everything to the elderly, the young need help too. Now, I would 

only like to add one thing that now young wives complain so much about how little GYES 

[childcare subsidy] is and everything. You know, we got nothing at all! Nothing! Now 

once we got a clothing voucher to the value of 400 pengő [currency before the introduction 

of the forint] but it did not matter what we bought on it, we got that. But not for 3 years!! 

(…) And now many are not still satisfied.
440

 They should have seen it in that world! And 

for us it was very good… (Ilona HU, Appendix 3, 105.a/b) 

 

Zsuzsanna represents a similar standpoint: her statement – which by the end of her 

narration becomes the strong argument that “for the poor all times are the same: all difficult”— 

is seemingly more bitter and negative, though its core argument presents no difference from the 

others. Her narrative shows how hard she attempts to negotiate different aspects of her 

experiences during all the different regimes. These narrators create a tight connection between 

their personal adult life and the political-historical context in which it was lived. The efforts to 

construct validity for this unity of the personal and political sometimes produce contradictions – 

which, for the narrators, sit well with each other. Ibolya, for example, praises the years she spent 

on the farm, emphasizing how “great” it was. But immediately after such statements, she takes a 

grim turn in talking about how she washed the cloth-diapers for all her three children by hand 

because they did not have a washing machine. She, like all three of them, seems to be 

consciously seeking and choosing nostalgia and personal sacrifice as legitimization for her own 

subjugation, which she wants to not see as such. Thus, their positive identification with socialism 

translates into personal value.  

Nostalgia, in their case, rings a little bit false, or at least self-convincing. It appears more 

like a possible strategy of escapism into the rosy distance of the past, which self-legitimization 

paints pink. The ambivalence of the horrible-good struggle seems to prevail in these accounts 

and the narratives reveal these women’s constant negotiations to interpret their lives as positive. 

As hardships and the struggle of constant work to fight poverty were not voluntary, what remains 

is attributing value to it. Endowing socialism with a sense of legitimacy is necessary for 

                                                            
440 My respondents had their children in the 1950s before the childcare subsidy system was introduced in 

Hungary.  
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Zsuzsanna, Ilona and Ibolya so that their own life-story, and their individual struggles, make 

sense. Nostalgic remembering is, in their case, strategic, the glue that forges continuity. Longing 

for an imagined and idealized utopian space and time defines the narrative mode of these stories, 

in which the memory gaps are patched, or painted over. This way, women try to create the 

desired congruity of past and present. If criticism surfaces, it is immediately negated for the 

purpose of creating that perfect wholeness, which for forty years, for much of their youth, meant 

the only home available.          

 I wrote about Magdolna in Chapter 8 and I come back to her again for a bit. Her narrative 

of assimilation also ties to a strong Kádár-nostalgia. Hers is, in many aspects, similar to the 

previous formulations but ethnicity is an additional angle from which she views the era. While 

the previous three women did not even touch upon ethnicity as a valid issue of life under 

socialism – creating the effect that socialism did overcome ethnicity as such — the following 

narrator places the issue up front. Her life narrative also rests on poverty, struggle, and hardship, 

and she also formulates the communist takeover as rupture, but she tells me her life from the 

perspective of ethnicity and the way it has interacted with class and gender. Her Kádár-nostalgia 

fits into her story of Central-European whiteness, where the Romany have always been 

marginalized. Her story frames nostalgia in terms of assimilation. 

Magdolna’s narrative is also informed by nostalgia for Kádár’s socialism. She says it was 

the best period of her life and she wept when Kádár died. As far as the structure, her narrative is 

one of the least linear: it keeps bouncing back and forth in time with an aim to draw contrast 

between the pre-Second World War and post-War periods. The angle of comparison is poverty 

(“we were so poor, son”) and work. The general attribute of her pre-war stories is the struggle 

against being poor fought by her, her siblings, and her mother. These stories are very sketchy and 

seem more like insertions that she is reminded of by some post-war story. The post-war stories, 

in contrast, are all about her, her struggles, and eventually her achievements. It is in such a 

narrative context that she weaves nostalgia into her memories of socialism and creates a 

prominent space for it. These anecdotes are more coherent, as she dwells on them in great length 

and detail. She speaks of her work, her long-lasting second marriage, her pregnancies, and the 

“great” state festivals and celebrations. 

By employing the majoritarian logic herself, she organizes her narrative around racial non-

difference and assimilation, expressed in the metaphor of cleanliness.
441

 Her discussion of her 

                                                            
441 Anne McClintock also makes this connection between whiteness and cleanliness in the colonial context. See 

Anne McClintock, Soft-Soaping Empire. Commodity Racism and Imperial Advertising, (in idem, Imperial 
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working experience fits very smoothly into this overarching argument. In the same fashion of 

“speaking bitterness”, she refers to poverty and constant work over and over again in her 

narration. “[I]t was hard life, the life of the poor” (Nehéz vót, fiam, a szögényélet) was a 

recurring sentence. Apart from her recollections of the Rákosi era, she makes no difference 

between the living conditions of the Roma people and the “Hungarians”. Unlike the other 

accounts from Hungary, where the category of Hungarian does not even come up as a formative 

agent of the life story and subjectivity, Magdolna’s account makes it visibly marked. Her 

account is largely comparable to other interviewees’ narratives from Serbia and Romania, where 

similar mechanisms of minority-discourse are at work to formulate Hungarianness as an ethnic 

entity. In Magdolna’s story, citizenship and ethnicity are not: she can be of Hungarian 

nationality, she may speak Hungarian as her mother-tongue, or she may be familiar with 

historical and cultural reference points. Yet, she says, “I am a Gypsy to the blood”. She clearly 

defines herself as a “Gypsy” because the family kept the Roma traditions. It is the cultural 

component and the tradition that is defined by her as her ethnic background that matters most, 

although she does not specify its elements. It is mainly along the lines of music and some 

customs that she herself pinpoints as Roma traditions. Based on her story, to this I would add the 

dimension of social exclusion and discourse. Magdolna perceives that being a “Gypsy” meant 

obstacles in her life, which she especially felt in the realm of finding work. She talks about how 

“the communists hated the gypsies” in the Rákosi era; they liked their music but they did not 

employ them. She defines their racism in terms of not getting jobs. In her words: 

 

They did not employ us because we were Gypsies. The kulaks said, ‘we don’t need them as 

they did not bring anything into the collectives, and we brought horses, cows, and ploughs, 

machines’. See? Well, they were right about that. But as workers they could have 

employed us… well it’s all right they didn’t. But then my husband’s childhood friend 

gradually became a party secretary (…) it was the Kádár regime then. And he brought up 

the topic [at one of the party meetings] and came to us by bike saying happily, “come 

they’ve taken you”. Three people from the band. Not us women! (…) They employed the 

men and it was us women who worked. See? (Magdolna HU, Appendix 3, 106.a/b) 

 

Only her husband was employed properly. She just worked there in the kitchen for nine years 

without being officially registered. She complains that she does not get a retirement pension for 

those nine years. In order to gain validity and overcome the obstacles set by her Roma origins, 

she seems to be inclined to prove that she has had all the right qualities to do work – physical 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, London 1995)) in Nicholas Mirzoeff ed., The 
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strength, wit and stamina (“You are strong, tough and smart, that’s the most important thing!”); 

and that she has been hardworking, her work of such high quality that it outstripped even the 

“Hungarian” model workers. She mentions what excellent mowers she and her uncle (“who did 

not look gypsy at all”) were in the fields and how they were praised by their superiors for doing a 

better job than the Hungarians. Cleanliness and work combine in her narrative when she talks 

about being a cleaning lady for an elderly “Hungarian couple”. In Magdolna’s story, this not 

only serves as a counter-narrative but also points out that not all racial others in inferior positions 

can be associated with the abject (Kristeva) and with moral weakness. The fact that she talks 

about domestic servitude, that she was employed as a cleaning lady for a merchant couple, 

emphasizes that she was also trusted as the producer of cleanliness and, in fact, the one 

responsible for it. She never fails to remark how much her employers loved her, where love 

becomes an assimilative discourse.  

Her strategy of self-validation and legitimization ultimately consists in demonstrating that 

she has managed to conform to the standard, maybe even more than those born to possess the 

privileges of the ethnic majority. Ania Loomba writes, “Colonialism is not just something that 

happens from outside a country or a people, not just something that operates with the collusion 

of forces inside, but a version of it can be duplicated from within” (Loomba 2000, pp. 11-12). 

This “duplication from within” does not only apply to formerly colonized territories but all 

societies
442

, as various mechanisms of othering and exclusion as bases of forming communities 

are at work elsewhere too. Mechanisms are comparable and become vital elements of self-

formation in the countries of the former socialist bloc, too. Magdolna’s assimilation narrative is 

an exemplary case of how majoritarian logic, and with it the hegemony of the Hungarian can be 

recreated by those it excludes. She adopts this logic in her story through which she ends up 

constructing the Roma as an inferior category, whereby she reinforces the naturalization of 

whiteness as a non-racialized position. Being a cleaner person, and doing a better job at work, 

comes to be understood as becoming a ‘mimic woman’ who is even whiter than white, a very 

common, speaking position for the subaltern (McClintock 1994). In this context, the reason she 

gives for being nostalgic for the Kádár regime and for her weeping when Kádár died, viz. 

“because one could work what one wanted”, seems only logical. The possibility of being given 
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work (domestic or salaried) was the means for her to prove her own legitimacy as a woman from 

an ethnic minority. Nostalgic remembering here becomes a quest for identification, identification 

with what is perceived to be the norm and a vehicle of discursive assimilation: looking for a 

space and time when it was possible. Magdolna explicitly expresses yearning for the Kádár-

years, which in her memories is a space where the “love” of sameness prevailed and hierarchized 

difference could be washed away for Magdolna to be entirely clean, almost whiter than white.   

 

 

“Oh, in Tito’s time it was very good!” 

Former Yugoslavia: Tito-Nostalgia  

 

 

I visited Teréz in Senta/Zenta, Serbia in December 2008. Before we started our ‘on-the-

record’ interview, and while the almost-compulsory coffee was in the making, I was 

talking to Károly, Teréz’s husband, about his family, childhood, and his working life. Soon 

enough family photographs surfaced from the bottom of the cupboard, from which faces 

smiled back at me: unknown though strangely familiar faces. ‘Did everybody look the 

same in the sixties?’ I wondered quietly. Until a more formal, postcard-quality photograph 

of a much more familiar face appeared... and then one more, and then one more. Then 

came a plaque, and one or two red-star-adorned badges. I remember so well playing with 

these when I was a child: my own grandfather, having worked four decades for a state-run 

agricultural cooperative as accountant-in-chief, had a fistful of those red ‘pins’, too. “Take 

a photo with you, there are enough of these here”, said Károly, “come on, take Tito with 

you. (Iza Agárdi) 

 

 

Nostalgia for Tito’s socialism and the ‘second’ Yugoslavia in accounts from Serbia 

parallels, but also differs from, the ‘Kádár-nostalgia’ of women in Hungary (e.g. H. Erzsébet, H. 

Piroska, H. Teréz, Sz. Matild, V. Katalin, SRB). It, however, seems to be equally widespread 

among both men and women of this specific cohort. In the story above, it was conveyed to me 

mainly through objects and was left unarticulated in Teréz’s own life story. Often, however, 

women do find ways to express their emotional spectrum of nostalgia – ranging from longing to 

preference and to modest appreciation — through linguistic means as well. These are, in some 

ways, similar to women’s articulations of Kádár nostalgia from Hungary but, in some ways, they 

are different from them, in that they feature additional discursive elements. Overall, the stories 

are framed by work and ethnicity. Women emphasize stories of work experience, in which work 

is an insurer of a sense of security and good living standards. Even though work experiences are 

often described as struggle, nostalgic women rarely talk about it in terms of coercion, instead 

referring to it as an abundance of opportunities for growth. “One could work whatever one 
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wanted” is a recurrent sentence that echoes throughout the region in affirmations of socialism-

nostalgics. Ilona’s and Ibolya’s words from Southern Hungary were echoing in my ears when I 

heard women in Vojvodina talk of Tito in a similar manner, often with very similar phrases. In 

addition to a heightened emphasis on work, their socialism-story also exhibits features that create 

the image of an ‘evolving’ socialist life, circumstances that gradually got better and better 

through the years allowing for better and better living-conditions, and growing levels of comfort 

and leisure. Also, when they talked about everyday life as an ethnic minority, their nostalgic 

rendering of the Tito era rang similar to Magdolna’s narrative of Kádár in Hungary. These 

stories aimed to demonstrate the disappearance of ethnic difference under these regimes. 

Besides the progress-narrative framework of socialism and the apparent importance of 

work in personal life stories, however, it is ethnicity that figures as a major venue, through which 

women can formulate ways to express nostalgia for socialism. It is in this realm that the above-

mentioned ‘additional discursive elements’ pop up. While in most accounts of ‘Kádár-nostalgia’ 

from present-day Hungary ethnicity is unmarked, in those from Serbia it becomes the major 

channel to express nostalgia for Tito’s socialist regime and the former Yugoslavia. Reminiscing 

women express that by constructing the image of two Titos, splitting the body politic of the 

socialist anti-Stalinist leader into Tito as (1) the partisan-leader of early communism and (2) Tito 

as the head of a paternalistic and affluent liberal socialist regime. In the first image, the 

sovereign is described as the one who is responsible for the collective punishment of ethnic 

Hungarian and ethnic German populations after the war. In the life stories, structurally this is 

tackled in two ways. One possible way is selective silence, i.e. women omit the mentioning of 

ethnic atrocities under early communism with a single ellipsis. In lieu of such post-war political 

atrocities, they emphasize the hard but successful accomplishment of post-war infrastructural 

reconstructions which did involve “necessary” coercive measures of re-molding the society. 

Erzsébet gives an illuminating account of the nice summer she spent in the social-work camp 

organized for the youth (students as well as the “worker youth”) to reconstruct Beograd. In her 

story, she particularly emphasizes the work as well as the fun-character of the camp, the 

relationships that were forged among Serbs and Hungarians through work, and the fact that 

poverty was a universal and value-laden attribute of those years, something that was not specific 

to any ethnic group. She, in her emotionally charged reminiscence of this period of her youth, 

remarks that despite the poor circumstances, basic conditions and hard work, “no one 

complained”. She, of course, does not say that it was not allowed to complain publicly anyway; 
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it is Paula (HU) who has strong anti-communist sentiments who utters the words instead of 

Erzsébet, “For having said this [criticism], in communism I would have been shot in the head”.  

The other narrative strategy to evade having to connect Tito’s figure to post-war ethnic 

tensions in the region is to structurally make anecdotes of post-war ethnic discrimination part of 

the war-narrative when talking about the narrators’ own or their family members’ deportations 

into labor camps. Eszter, for example, in her very ambivalent life story, gives a detailed account 

of her deportation-experience into a labor-camp after the controversial ‘Zsablya-massacre’ of 

1944. She tells the story of her having spent 1.5 years doing forced labor away from her village 

(Zsablya) at the age of 16, as still part of her war-story. In her rendering, this period is causally 

tightly connected to “the invasion of the partisans [who] murdered the Hungarians in Tito’s 

name” and the massacre of Hungarian population in three villages. She mentions her own father 

among the ones that were murdered. She says she was not allowed to return to her village after 

the one and a half years so she settled in a different village “after the war”. In this narrative 

structure, following her return from the camp, “communism came”. She connects the two 

successive ‘periods’ by saying that her labor-camp activities have been counted into her 

retirement years. However, in a surprising and contradictory turn, later in her life narrative she 

does make an aside, saying that “Tito was not such a good guy, everybody thinks. The cruelties 

he had done are already forgotten”. This aside refers exactly to an awareness of the split image 

of the sovereign that circulates in people’s memory. The aside is a self-reflexive remark of the 

incongruity of partisan guerrilla-warfare and its ethnic persecution attached to Tito’s name and 

the Western-friendly socialist leader, who was also one of the founders of the nonalignment 

movement. The former image of Tito, in the memory of the Vojvodinan Hungarian and Schwab 

(ethnic German) memory, is connected to collective punishment and atrocities that remained 

hidden for decades in Serbia, as it was not acknowledged by the state. Eszter points out that, up 

to the present date, she has not been able to prove her father’s death to authorities and thus has 

been unable to get a death certificate. Consequently, she has not received any financial or moral 

reparation for war-time injuries. Reconciling this image with the later image of Tito I will outline 

next requires a stretch of memory.  

In the second, temporally more recent, image, Tito appears as the ruler who ensured 

affluence, economic betterment, and who advocated and put the rhetoric of egalitarianism into 

successful practice. In other words, he is remembered to have been the one and only leader who 

created equality amongst the multiple ethnicities of the federation and who established a strong, 

stable economy. Yugoslavia’s affluence, in the women’s discourse, is emphasized by the 
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mention of the availability of jobs as well as goods, which echoes analyses of a uniquely Titoist 

version of socialist economy and consumer society, unseen by the other state socialist economies 

that were part of the Soviet bloc.
443

 Matild says, “There were many jobs, they were well-paid 

jobs, this country was so rich that everybody envied it”. The statement “One could work 

whatever one wanted” in Matild’s account, for example, becomes expanded to “everybody lived 

as they liked”. This is a summation of many job opportunities as well as a liberal (view of) 

Yugo-freedom that many interviewees nostalgic of the era spell out. In Teréz’s account for 

example, this is phrased as “one could go wherever one wanted”, which refers to the looser 

restrictions for traveling and which forms an important part of a more general pro-Yugoslavia 

argument. Women in former Serbia often put Tito’s Yugoslavia in contrast to the situation of 

countries of the former bloc where individual freedom of movement was much more restricted. 

The above-mentioned progress narrative is perhaps best exemplified in short by Matild’s brief 

remark, “Tito held people together strongly, but he did repair the country”. Eszter, who tells the 

story of her post-war deportation as part of her war-story, also expresses fondness for the 

decades of socialist experience in terms of the abundance of work. Contrasting it with the high 

unemployment of the 1990s, she mentions the fact that she never had any difficulty finding or 

keeping employment and thus ensuring decent living circumstances. She, along with Erzsébet, 

Katalin, Teréz and Matild, feels sorry for today’s youth.   

In these expressions of nostalgia, within the evolution-framework of socialism, the 

economic hardships of early socialism are usually couched as ‘sacrifices’ for promises made by 

the reconstructing socialist state, and thus viewed by reminiscing women as a ‘temporary 

investment’. For them, those ‘investments’ of the past (late 1940s and 1950s), became fulfilled, 

and gained meaning and validity. Erzsébet’s narrative is one of the most illuminating examples 

that show how this kind of memory reworks experiences into an evolving narrative. The 

following excerpt compresses approximately five decades into a single brief story (1950s-2000s) 

that is personal yet formed with a generalizing intention and a political argument for the validity 

of the socialist past:  

 

It was at the time when they were building the sugar factory and I know that... that –

pedagogues were always paid poorly— and I know that we also had one of these... we 

pedagogues invited the head of the city council and asked for a raise... he convinced us so 

nicely that we should understand that we need that bridge to be connected to the Banat, 

                                                            
443 Steve H. Hanke, “The Broom of Titoism. How Developing Nations are Compensating for Weak Labor 

Markets”, in International Economy, (winter 2007), 40-41.   
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they will build the bridge –that was when they were building the sugar factory too— and 

how many jobs there will be and after that it will be easier... and then it will be our turn [to 

get a raise]. But alright, we believed it, we accepted it: they did build the sugar factory, 500 

workers worked in it (this was in the year fifty-nine, early sixties) and people were going 

to work on their bicycles. And it was so beautiful to me, that when they came back around 

noon, two o’clock –their hours were from six in the morning ‘till two in the afternoon not 

like in your country from eight—but in the afternoon they could go: either they had 

orchards or small plots of land or whatever, in the afternoon there was still time for parents 

to be with the family, and they could work more, for themselves, this was very good. And 

then indeed by Tito’s time, there was no such thing that the Serb would not talk to the 

Hungarian because of something. No! And those were warned, these policemen and 

conductors to learn Hungarian, at least at a basic level... so... I know in Topolya there was 

a teacher who was boasting with his/her Serbian-ness and for sure s/he was punished! So 

you could even go to the parliament and file your complaint and what not, they listened to 

you. They listened! And then indeed they created jobs. Now, for instance, the sugar factory 

was bought by an Italian and those five hundred workers... last year fifty worked and the 

Italian said that he did not need but thirty. He fired twenty workers. (Erzsébet SRB, 

Appendix 3, 107.a/b)      

 

 

This brief summary demonstrates very well the general movement of the plot that Tito-nostalgia 

structures as well as the themes that are imbricated in it. The urge to show even hardships in a 

positive light is very apparent in the structuring of the anecdote via adequate causation, the 

argumentative purpose and the emotionally-charged tone. Erzsébet provides a summary of a 

longer stretch of time, partly in the form of a story, partly in the form of a description, where she 

takes her experience of the teachers’ plea for a raise as a point of departure and from that she 

expands into a more general depiction of how things were then: the 6am-2pm working hours, the 

large amount of free time, peaceful and supportive ethnic relations, and security, all 

complemented with the later fulfilled promises of development and affluence all elements that 

comprise Erzsébet’s account of ‘socialist life’. Along the threads of ‘work’ and ethnicity’, she 

temporally moves from early socialism (“when they were building the sugar factory”) to 

consolidated socialism (“by Tito’s time” (note the split!) and to post-socialist transitions “now”). 

The account is thematically framed by the sugar factory: its establishment and demise. For such 

a framed structure to be effective for argumentative purposes, Erzsébet inserts her own temporal 

markers. None of those are conventionally defined, however, but they are personal reference 

points, i.e. self-referential markers that are only meaningful in the context of the story. The initial 

temporal marker “at the time when they were building the sugar factory” expands into a theme 

which eventually carries the criticism of the post-’89 transitions and thus establishes and 

underlines the historical value of the post-war, pre-’89 period.   
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Reconciling the two images of Tito and his socialist state, in the women’s own discourse 

the peaceful co-existence of different ethnicities finds expression in several anecdotes of work 

which feature emotionally-charged descriptions of a peaceful mixed-ethnic and collegial-social 

environment. Further on, Erzsébet says:  

 

You know it was very good for us too because we felt that good relationship also among 

the school-staff, between the Serbs and the Hungarians, we were in the same shoes, they 

were poor, we were poor too, and… the relationship was very good. (…) Like a family, we 

were. (Erzsébet SRB, Appendix 3, 108.a/b) 

 

For these women of Hungarian minority, thus, spelling out good ethnic relations and lack of 

discrimination seems to be a necessary element of arguing for the historical relevance of state 

socialism in Yugoslavia. Even Eszter, who says that the “the partisans murdered the Hungarians 

in Tito’s name” when asked about ethnic relations under Tito’s socialist regime, claims that 

Hungarian-Serb differences were not felt by her. With a jovial but sharp-tongued critical edge, 

she remembers the decades of socialism as a time of growth and work, when the bosses “were 

almost fighting to get workers” but also as a time of “party persecutions” which were like a 

“dark shadow” behind her.  

Simultaneously with smoothing out ethnic differences, another equally necessary 

argument takes shape in their narratives. In their nostalgia for socialism the arguments for the 

past reality of the Titoist version of egalitarianist rhetoric become necessary parts of the overall 

argument for federalism, and ultimately for big Yugoslavia. Although these are seemingly 

micro-instances of individual yearning, it does have a resonance to the larger-scale cultural 

phenomenon that some have called “Yugostalgia” (Ferreira 2006). It was the regional variation 

of a more generally pervasive nostalgia that swept across the former socialist countries in the late 

1990s and 200s. It appears that socialist nostalgia in accounts from the former Yugoslavia is 

different from the building blocks of Kádár-nostalgia in two significant ways. One is the 

necessary splitting of the sovereign’s figure and the discursive construction of two Titos. The 

other is the dimension of ethnicity. While many ethnic communities have lived side by side in 

Hungary proper – enough to think of the Jewish, Slovak, Ukrainian and Schwab communities — 

interviewed women there hardly mention them and ethnicity is not part of their narratives of 

socialism nostalgia. Considering that the official post-1949 party rhetoric went to great lengths 

trying to erase ethnicity as an issue, and to represent the country as one of a single ethnicity 

whereas it was mostly a myth, this absence in the narratives did not come as a surprise to me. In 
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contrast, ethnicity figures in interesting ways in women’s accounts of Tito nostalgia from Serbia. 

It takes shape in the emphasis on the equality of different ethnicities of the republic, as well as 

the geopolitical unity of the federation. In this sense, Titoist socialist nostalgia is also nostalgia 

for the federation and thus the geopolitical entity and state formation of former Yugoslavia. In 

Matild’s account, it is especially poignant as she talks about issues of ethnicity, state and 

citizenship as related phenomena:  

 

In Tito’s time there was no such thing... as racism..whoa!! How could there have been?! 

That Tito punished severely. Every person, he said, even if he has black skin is like as if he 

had white skin. That black-skinned, I don’t like, this I don’t like because he has white skin 

(affectatiously imitating). Well it is not the skin you should look at but the person! (...) 

Now it’s only Serbia, before it was Yugoslavia… from sea to sea. (Matild SRB, Appendix 

3, 109.a/b) 

 

In these nostalgic women’s memories, a common argument crystallizes: that Tito was the one 

ruler in history who was able to sustain the peaceful living-together of different ethnic groups for 

a longer stretch of time than any of his predecessors or successors. According to this rationale, 

with Tito’s death, Yugoslavia’s demise started. “Since then, we have fallen down completely”, 

says Matild.  

Thus, while Kádár nostalgia consists in erasing ethnic difference, Tito nostalgia very 

much resides in reconfirming equality through appropriating the rhetoric of egalitarianism, and 

constructing an image of a multi-ethnic idyll. Nostalgic women narrators from Serbia seem to 

strategically ‘choose’ to construct elaborate narratives of nostalgia by splitting and re-molding 

the image of Tito, thus solving the otherwise irreconcilable aporia of two phases and faces of 

socialism in the so-called second Yugoslavia overseen by one and the same sovereign. Their 

memory-work is of course strategic and has a purpose: to contrast the socialist period with the 

succeeding turmoil of post-’89 and the Yugoslav war in order to establish historical rupture with 

the periodical marker of “Tito’s death”. In Matild’s words, “Tito died, good life died”. In other 

accounts, the social-economic and political decline set in with Milosevic’s ascendance to power. 

In Klára’s words, “And… you know when I noticed this world started? After Milošević [came to 

power], then everything went downhill... how could we have such a head-of-state, I don’t know”. 

Their Tito nostalgia is also a political move, which establishes historical rupture with the demise 

of state socialism and the strengthening of ethno-nationalisms in the former Yugoslavia in the 

1980s, which ultimately lead to the war in the 1990s. Many women resort to this nostalgia 

because it provides them with a niche to criticize the period of the transitions and to address 
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economic and political security that the 1990s did not provide them with. Klára, Matild, Piroska, 

and Erzsébet (SRB) all talk about their experiences during the Yugoslav war, how worried they 

were about their male family members as they were drafted and taken to the Serb army to fight 

for a cause they did not believe in. They mention how the large number of families in their 

neighborhood and among their acquaintances got torn apart because the young fled over to 

Hungary with their backpacks only. They all remember those years as terrible. Piroska mentions 

how she and her Serb neighbor kept helping each other out in bad times, thus letting me know 

that she supports the view voiced by Matild (who she does not know) that “it’s not the skin you 

have to see but the person”. Matild, following the statement she makes on race and ethnicity 

during the Tito era, expresses lament over a piece of news she recently saw on television about a 

“Gypsy-ghetto” that has been burned down where leaving at least a hundred children homeless 

in Vojvodina (see quote above). She sharply criticizes the larger social environment and the 

political regime that allows such racism to flourish. For these women, the economic and political 

upheaval and ethnic tensions culminating in the Yugoslav war and Serbia’s subsequent 

demonization on the international scene (the fact that up until last year they needed visas to visit 

their relatives in Hungary 60 kms away) very clearly puts the previous era in a different light. 

That era provided, in their eyes, all-in-all a better, safer life. It is, thus very visible how they use 

Tito nostalgia to structure their narratives in a way that allows them to express their anti-

nationalist political standpoints, which simultaneously informs the wider historical narrative they 

are creating both about pre and post-socialist eras.   

 

 

“It was the Dark Age not the Golden Age”  

Romania: Absent Nostalgia for Socialism 

 

 

In narratives coming from Romania, the socialism-as-progress framework can only scarcely 

be detected, as almost no account conforms to the pattern of socialist progress. Collapsing the 

four-decade period differently from the Hungarian accounts (where Rákosi and Kádár, the two 

illustrious sovereigns are put into contrast), women in Romania do not mention Gheorghiu Dej’s 

regime (1948-65) when detailing early-communist atrocities. Ildikó is the only one who 

mentions his name, while others leave him out completely from their stories. But they do talk 

extensively about the early-communist atrocities – only with the slight slippage that Ceausescu is 

the name that is stretched into a concept to hallmark the socialist period in its entirety. In some 
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situations during our interview, I had the impression that the whole interview was understood by 

some of my interviewees to be an account of communist crimes. Even though I was clear about 

my interests of the whole life story, this overemphasis may have had more to do with an 

unspoken speculation on their part as to what my expectations may be towards them, what I may 

have wanted to hear. I cannot know for certain but whatever produced these accounts and their 

tones and modes – the interview situation, experiential basis, expectations and misperceptions 

between interviewer and interviewee, or a specific discursive field — socialism narratives 

coming from women in Transylvania are mostly devoid of nostalgia. Through the collapsing of 

time, and concentrating mostly on early communist years which women often wash together 

with later years as all bad and full of struggles and experiences of ethnic and political tensions 

and clashes, the period of Transylvania as an independent province with Hungarian authority is 

made invisible and socialism itself is made to stand for a historical ‘mistake’ of a singular regime 

and system of institutionalized ethnic injustices and Romanian supremacy.  

Among all the accounts from Transylvania, only Margit’s life story carries nostalgic 

overtones akin to narratives of socialism-as-progress from Hungary and Serbia. In opposition to 

the above pattern, this account remains silent about the recession years under Ceausescu in the 

early 1980s. Her nostalgia is not a sovereign nostalgia, and she does not connect her favored 

period to any ruler. She goes to great length to emphasize how “good” the system of agricultural 

cooperatives was. She fits her affirmation of socialism and socialist economy into her overall 

argument for the importance of work in her life, which she also uses to argue for a higher moral 

value attached to work and struggle – virtues that are absent in her world of transitions. She also 

narrates state socialism as progress, as a system that provided her space for “evolution”, as she 

puts it. All other accounts from Romania display a pre-socialist nostalgia, concretized in 

yearnings for the so-called “Hungarian world” (Mária B., Teréz, Mária C., Amadil, Ildikó RO) 

of 1940-44, whose plot constructs a different narrative. That narrative reproduces an idealized 

framework of the nation as a basis of history. These accounts belong to the following category: 

narratives of pre-socialist nostalgia. These narratives talk about gendered ethnic difference and 

how it plays into mobilizing nostalgia and creating historical narratives of the nation. They 

require a detailed analysis, which I will do in the next section. 
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10.1.2. Pre-socialist Nostalgia 

 

“ghost features kept in existence by nostalgia”
444

 

 

Narratives of pre-socialist nostalgia have different general features than those of socialist 

nostalgia. Emblematized by the figure of Miklós Horthy, the governor of Interwar-Hungary 

(1920-1945) in interviewed women’s accounts from all three countries, this historical nostalgia is 

informed and charged by nationalist sentiments and an anti-socialist political stance. At this 

point, I would like to provide a quick overview of these narratives, with an outline of the 

common features that they all exhibit. I call them narratives of ‘pre-socialist nostalgia’ not only 

because there is space devoted to talking about the pre-1945 years as an ideal to get back to. 

Temporally this nostalgia also refers to different years in the different nation states. Paula (HU), 

for example, idealizes the Horthy era, as a whole, as a period of economic prosperity, social 

justice, and good morality. Klára (SRB) and Eszter (SRB) idealize the years 1941-44, the time of 

Hungarian occupation of northern Serbia in similar terms and often using the same phrases. 

Mária C. (RO) and Mária B. (RO) in their account talk extensively and passionately about the 

years of 1940-44, as they call it “the Hungarian world”.  

Interviewed women, however, recount these memories through the prism of having lived 

through socialism and its collapse. It is very apparent that much of their pre-socialist nostalgia 

actually consists in emphasizing their dismissal of the state socialist past as a whole. Although 

they go to great lengths to talk highly of the years preceding the communist takeover, they 

explicitly express critical arguments against their lived socialism and establish a sharp contrast 

between state socialism and its respective regimes and the Horthy years. In such narratives 

women often phrase the period of state socialism as one that had been “tragic” (Paula, HU), 

“ridiculous” (Klára, SRB) and overwrought with ethnic tensions (Eszter, Klára, SRB and Iluka, 

ldikó, Mária B., Erzsébet RO). There is a strong ethnicity subtext which underlines such 

narratives from Serbia and Romania, which have the appearance of aspiring to read timeless and 

ahistorical. When addressing socialism, these narratives reconfirm the thesis of the political logic 

of redistribution and the bureaucratic class thesis (two classes: party affiliates and the ‘people’ 

against the party and its cadres), a regime run by inadequate, ignorant and uneducated leaders. 

Their texts construct socialism as an ideology of ignorance as well as moral decay. The 

mechanisms of state socialism are seen to have been heavily gendered, as it is seen as an unjust, 

                                                            
444 Quoted in D. Lowenthal 1975, p. 7. 
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faulty regime that “made women into whores” (Paula, HU) by forcing them into the workforce. 

When they speak of their immediate social environment and figures of state authority, they also 

ethnicize power relations, as I have discussed in Chapter 7. These narratives of pre-socialist 

nostalgia, thus, strategically argue against the legitimacy of socialism as a system and as a 

historical era. Consequently, they talk of the 1989-transitions within the framework of 

democratization and in terms of gaining civil rights.  

 

 

 

“He who says it was bad in the Horthy years, was either a drunk or lying.”  

Insignificance, Loss and Horthy Nostalgia in Hungary 

 

 

In the narratives of Julianna, Anna, Jolán, and Paula (HU), work experience (or the lack of 

it) does not appear as a determining factor in the framework, in which they remember and narrate 

their lives, which is surprising in the sense that women’s work figured as socialism’s greatest 

achievement towards women’s emancipation. As many have argued before, by the inclusion of 

women in the workforce after 1950, women became full participants in the national 

transformation of industry. Although research has already shown that women viewed such 

opportunities in an extremely varied way and had different motivations for working
445

 — and my 

findings also corroborate the existing literature — nonetheless, the fact that no real consistency 

can be shown between work and the narrative construction of in/significance is remarkable. All 

four of my interviewees used to work outside their homes for a shorter or longer period of time. 

However, their evaluation of the working situation is different. Judit experienced 

industrialization in a most direct way: she worked three decades in a broom factory sewing 

brooms, which she did not like because it was “very hard work” and she got so little salary that 

she was ashamed to tell others how much the amount was. However, she says she liked her boss 

and colleagues. Her motive was thus mainly habitual.
446

 At some point of her life she had the 

possibility of changing workplaces and finding employment in the local tyre factory but she 

refused to exchange good colleagues for an easier and better-paid job. Júlia worked much of her 

life on a collective farm as an agricultural worker out in the onion fields. Her prime motivation 

was economic in nature, to earn money which seemed not to be of much use, since her husband 

                                                            
445 See for example I. Völgyes, N. Völgyes 1977 and M. Van der Graaf, Everything and Nothing Changed. 

Gender Relations in Hungarian Agriculture During the Transition, Wageningen 1996.  
446 Völgyes and Völgyes distinguish this as one kind of motivation a woman can have towards working besides 

economic and social. See I. and N. Völgyes 1977, p. 54. 
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spent most of it on drink. Anna worked mainly in her parents’ cloth-making business and then 

two seasons in the administrative unit of a state farm. But she had no motivation for work in the 

public sphere because, as she says, “I found my work at home”. She legitimizes her not working 

in an era when women’s working outside the home was the general tendency, by reinforcing her 

usefulness in the private sphere of her home.  

Paula’s narrative is slightly different. She worked only ten years but says she experienced 

it as a serious trauma. She sees public work as something that is useless and meaningless. 

Countering the state socialist official rhetoric regarding work she says:      

 

My soul hurt that now I have to close the door of the flat and have to go somewhere where 

they do not even benefit from me! I didn’t think it useful what I did there. It didn’t do good 

either to my body or to my soul. (Paula HU, Appendix 3, 110.a/b)             

                                                                                                

Paula did not buy into the ideal of the emancipated socialist working woman; quite the contrary, 

she expresses severe criticism of it. According to her, the “greatest flaw of communism was that 

they forced women to work”. She thinks of socialism as an evil mass manipulation that was 

based on misleading women by convincing them that working is good while, in the meantime, 

they did not take good care of their children. She denies the agency of women, blames the 

“communists” for having a negative influence on women, who blindly believed it to be true to 

their own and their children’s detriment. This image of misled, enslaved, morally and 

intellectually degraded socialist woman is an expression of absolute resistance to the image of 

the liberated and happy woman worker figuring in the public propaganda rhetoric of the time. 

Paula’s antifeminism has affinities with views on women’s sexual aggressiveness as maintained 

by the anti-politics discourse present in writings under socialism.
447

 But this absolute resistance 

finds its legitimacy. Paula’s life story as a whole represents, for example, an argument for the 

pre-socialist genteel womanhood of the Horthy era. It recalls and celebrates an ideal that 

prevailed among the upper-classes and which held that the woman’s domain was the home, and 

that her life was to be spent in the service of her parents, her husband, and her children. These 

were ideals of a social world she was socialized into. This is how Paula puts it: 

    

I say I experienced it as a tragedy. Because I grew up into a world where she educates the 

children at home, she does the housework, serves her husband dinner, lunch and breakfast, 

                                                            
447 See more on the discourse of antipolitics and how the image of the sexually engulfing emancipated socialist 

women gets constructed in Joanna Goven, “Gender Politics in Hungary: Autonomy and Antifeminism”, in 

Nanette Funk and Magda Mueller eds., Gender Politics and Post-Communism: Reflections from Eastern Europe 

and the Former Soviet Union, (New York: Routledge, 1993), 224-238. 
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and it was strange to me that we should go away from home. (Paula HU, Appendix 3, 

111.a/b) 

 

Paula, throughout her narrative, keeps emphasizing how much the home meant to her and that 

she has never had any girlfriends and never liked to be outside her home. In her 

conceptualization the workplace, instead of empowering a woman, degrades her both morally as 

“it is what turned women into whores” and also intellectually, since “it did not make her smarter. 

Nothing was there but gossip”. She worked for ten years as a technical secretary for the state-

owned bus company (Volán), but only in order to become eligible for her own retirement 

pension. On fulfilling the eligibility requirements she retired into the safe haven of the home, the 

sphere of her personal usefulness. Thus, Paula argues for patriarchal pre-1945 notions of upper-

middle-class womanhood, symbolized by the home as a kind of safe harbor from the amorality 

of the public sphere. Being free to work and go out to the public sphere (just like speaking out) is 

a dangerous business for her, for which one can easily be “shot in the head”. Nevertheless, from 

a much safer temporal distance of 2005, in a transitioning Hungary, she takes the ‘risk’ of self-

assertion when she expresses her nostalgic sentiments for the pre-1945 Horthy era and 

juxtaposes that mental world with a sharp critical image of post-1949 state socialism. 

Women’s accounts reflect a wide spectrum of work experiences and also attitudes towards 

work. Work cannot be accountable for making sense of one’s life. The sense of “usefulness” 

appeared only in Paula’s account in the context of work, yet in the overall context of her life 

story, it does not explain the frame she chose. Even though it was a “rational” choice for Paula to 

work and for Anna not to work, which would suggest a certain agency, their narratives 

nevertheless display the pattern of invisibility, a kind of strategic accommodation to the image of 

women as historically non-existent. Consequently, work, which used to symbolize women’s 

emancipation in the years of state socialism, does not necessarily serve as an indicator of how a 

woman makes sense of her life or constructs her subjectivity.  

As far as nostalgia is concerned, among these narratives (Jolán, Paula, Anna, Julianna) I 

have not found any expression of bittersweet attitudes towards socialism, only criticism, which 

sometimes figures indirectly and sometimes in a very straightforward manner. The narratives do 

not try to patch up the gaps, but rather “dwell on the ruins” (Boym 1989, 133-166). They create 

no rose-tinted spectacles to reassemble the past as purely positive. Their nostalgia could be 

phrased as a sense of lamentation or mourning for some kind of loss, and an emotionally painful 

yearning. For these narrators, loss is understood in the widest sense of the word, meaning any 

kind of personal loss – material or immaterial - that has a traumatic effect on someone’s life. 
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These narratives are produced by acts of traumatic remembering, where loss can be seen as a 

recurring motif and the narrators render their own position towards history as insignificant. 

Insignificant in the sense that they express that they do not have – and have not had — the power 

or the agency to alter the course of events. Thus, they have a particular relationship to historical 

reckoning whereby the yearning for a past wholeness is pervasive, but the narrators are unable to 

smoothly patch up ‘the holes’ of their actual pasts and create seamless narratives of a particular –

simplified — history. This attribute is especially pervasive in two narratives, those of Jolán and 

Paula (discussed below) but it can easily be seen in the other two Anna and Julianna’s account as 

well. Apparently, loss is represented as an important component of these women’s lives. The 

theme of loss comes up time and again either as the loss of some property, or loss of family 

members (or both), but it appears on a more abstract level too as the loss of a specific moment in 

time. The fact that this theme creates a pattern suggests that “lack” and “emptiness” forms quite 

an essential part of these women’s identities, which they yearn to fill.
448

  

 Loss appears in the most literal sense of the word in Jolán’s narrative. The moment she 

marks as the starting point of her life is when her father lost his small piece of land of 7.5 cubic 

feet, “for which he had worked all his life”. Her father could not bear the loss of his land and 

committed suicide by hanging himself on a fruit tree. This happened in 1950. She does not make 

the immediate connection with the collectivizations by the new communist state in the late 40s 

and early 50s; it is rather her father’s traumatic early death that reminds her of the wider 

                                                            
448 This, however, is by no means to associate one layer of these women’s identities with the phallocentric notion 

of “female as lack”. I have no intention of suggesting that these women inherently possess this attribute; what I 

mean is that it is through the linguistic construction of their lives as (a series of) loss(es) that their “absence” 

comes to be seen: it is constructed by their discourse of loss. The highly essentialist notion of “female as lack” 

can be traced back to Freudian psychoanalytic theories of sexuality and subjectivity where female subjectivity is 

derived from the lack of penis (penis envy) which becomes the phallus in the Lacanian scenario symbolizing the 

(masculine) possession and (the feminine) lack of power. Feminists, mainly French feminists, such as Kristeva, 

Cixous and Irigaray but also Monique Wittig, contested the theoretical relegation of the feminine into the real of 

the ‘other’ based on their biological lack and they use the female body and its multiplicity and plentitude 

(“which is the other in herself”, Cixous) to argue for the possibility of a specific female language outside 

phallo(go)centrism (except for Kristeva who uses women’s role in language as providing oppositional forces in 

traditional discourses). These feminists turn the psychoanalytic image of “female as lack” inside out and praise 

the symbolic significance of the female body as a site of (sexual and textual) difference in language and 

representation too. See for example Hélène Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa, in Robin R. Warhol and Diane 

Price Herndl eds., Feminisms, An Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticism, (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 

University Press, 1991), 334-356, Luce Irigaray, The Sex Which Is Not One, or Monique Wittig, One is Not Born 

a Woman, in Katie Conboy, Nadia Medina, Sarah Stanbury eds., Writing on the Body, Female Embodiment and 

Feminist Theory, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 248-256, 309-317 respectively. French 

feminism is usually criticised for their implication of an ‘essential’ female sexuality by 

poststructuralist/postmodern feminists and queer theorists (coming out of the Anglo-Saxon tradition) because of 

perceived biologist and universalistic implications that ignore race and class differences that should be accounted 

for. For this see Ann Rosalind Jones, Writing the Body: Toward an Understanding of l’écriture féminine, in 

Warhol 1991, 357-370. 
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historical context and which she connects her personal history to the big historical narrative. The 

series of personal losses continue in her narrative with the likewise early death of her mother and 

the death of her middle-aged husband. As the narrative proceeds, it becomes filled with what the 

already dead people used to do, what they used to say. When she talks about herself, except for 

the dance school days that she considers the “happiest” period of her life, her memories are 

usually sad ones about duties and parental scoldings. The sad memories are accumulated in the 

loss of her own daughter, who died at the age of 48. Judit’s narrative is thus made up around 

these other characters who have acquired the protagonists’ role in her story.  

Loss, lament, and painful longing are common thematic elements that connect all of these 

life narratives. The nostalgia that emerges in their narratives is often critical, and also ironic as 

well as emotional, and does not always try to create continuity between past and present by 

smoothing over the memory gaps. This is highly evident in a fragment by Jolán: 

 

You know, sometimes I take out the photographs, I look at them, and then I think 

back…you know, when I can’t sleep, I remember, and then everything is running down 

[like a film, I mean - author] and then even sleep eludes me, and sometimes I get so 

nervous that… that… that why did I have to be so unfortunate that my daughter died at 48 

(crying), why am I so unfortunate that my father was 50, my mother 58, my husband 61 

and my daughter 48, I lost everyone so early, and here I am at 77 already and still stamping 

about? (Jolán, HU, Appendix 3, 112.a/b) 

 

This is a very definite expression of facing loss and the painful longing for wholeness resulting 

from that loss. It is not similar to the nostalgia in the narratives of struggle and poverty as Jolán’s 

struggle to put the pieces of her broken family together is destined to failure. Hers is an act of 

traumatic remembering, which leaves the narrator without goals and a positive outlook, a 

coherent narrative and a strong narratorial subjectivity and voice. All of the other three narrators 

have suffered losses of family members; however, in their accounts these losses do not become 

dominant. Sometimes, they displace their personal losses into more abstract realms. “Júlia”, for 

example, remembers the Horthy era as a by-gone, distant “world”, which belongs to her 

childhood when she did not yet know how different things could have been, a time of much need 

yet unspoiled happiness when her family was still complete. This is the only time she remembers 

fondly, a time which was still untainted by her brother’s and father’s death, a bad marriage, and 

the loss of their possessions after 1949. She has grown up to be a good Catholic, for whom 

prayer and going to church has always been important and a source of empowerment. She 

regularly practices religion. “Júlia” strongly laments the loss of a firm religious morality based 
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on respect of others, something she grew up with and, for her, thus belongs to the Horthy era. 

The Horthy era was characterized by a strong influence of Christian values, and the 

marginalization of all other religious communities sanctified by the political power of The 

Church – all in aid of constructing national purity. In her life story, religion has a strong personal 

connotation that has to do with her brother and his lost ambition to become a Catholic priest. His 

life got cut short in the Second World War. The anecdote she relates about her brother rehearsing 

the litany at home and Julianna playing the role of the altar-boy (quoted in Chapter 3) is 

representative of her secondary role as an assistant to her brother’s and also her sister’s life. Her 

anecdotes also testify to her conscious understanding of all the different attributes of these years, 

not all of them necessarily appealing to her: she talks about steep hierarchical social structure, 

gender inequality, a non-democratic political system, the underground communist movement, 

and the state’s repression thereof. She, however, refrains from expressing her opinions explicitly; 

she, similar to Jolán above, does not want to give an evaluation. Her recurring sentence that “we 

did not know then that it could be better, so we accepted it” is a characteristic trope of female 

complicity, which bears resonance with Jolán’s recurrent sentence: “It’s all right like this. What 

shall I do?”  

In the case of Anna and Paula, loss can be traced on a more abstract level. In Anna’s 

narrative, on a personal level the loss of youth and beauty is determining, whereas in Paula’s 

narrative, the loss (and an explicit lament over the lost historical period of the Horthy years) is 

more apparent. While other narrators remain tied to the events of their own, personal 

surroundings, Paula laments over the loss of a glorious and happy past that was represented by 

the Horthy era. First she talks about her childhood as a dream world, of which she was the 

ultimate center wearing the nicest clothes and eating the best food, she tells me about her dame-

like mother and intelligent father. She concludes her anecdote of this childhood dream-world 

with a vehement argument for the Horthy era as its historical background. Collapsing her 

personal experience of childhood and expanding it to people’s general experience of the era 

becomes, thus, generic and polemical: 

 

He who says that it was bad in the Horthy era was either drunk, or lies. It was not bad! It 

was not bad! If one worked… for those who lived a sober life, it was not bad. Not for one 

single person! And there were… these servants on those large estates. They lived nicely 

too! And s/he got his/her studio on the estate, they called it “convention” [konvenció]. And 

if s/he was hard-working, s/he could even earn money! That is what I can say but I am 

telling you the era before the war I can only praise.  (Paula HU, Appendix 3, 113.a/b) 
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Her memory of the sudden ending of her world is marked by an important site of collective 

memory, the Soviet invasion, when the “Russians” came in.
449

 That event had a painful personal 

coloring as her father was brutally beaten up by two soldiers, after which “he was not the same 

any more”. This anecdote is followed by an account of her husband having been taken away by 

the secret police, which caused her a life-long uncertainty as to why the whole thing happened. 

After these anecdotes, of which she figures as the witness rather than sufferer, she draws her 

conclusion that “I experienced communism as a tragedy” and what is more she over-generalizes 

that “the people of Pécs experienced communism as a tragedy”. She uses the figure of “the 

beautiful, slender, and elegant officer-wives” of the Horthy era as a symbol of nobility 

embodying value to contrast it with the image of “the sloppy and burly officer-wives” of 

communism, who symbolize deterioration. The “beautiful, slender and elegant dames”, just like 

her mother, appear in her narrative as symbols of all the good things that were lost with the 

Second World War: 

 

…but the women! You could tell what sort of officer-wives these were! Real burly peasant 

women! The old officer-wives, well, well… they could only be noble girls. They were 

beautiful, slender, elegant ladies, these were swept away by History, communism. Then 

came the, as we called them, “democratic officers”, it was ridiculous the way they looked!  

(Paula HU, Appendix 3, 104.a/b) 

 

 

The loss of all the luxury and elegance, everything of value the Horthy era represented for Paula, 

is embodied by the figure of the beautiful and elegant lady. All the disgust, ridicule, and 

mediocrity that she associates with the decades of communism takes shape as a sluggish and 

unintelligent woman (the word “peasant woman” here stands for low culture). In this imaginary, 

we can see how personal loss can become a grand and all-encompassing view of History and a 

basis of value judgments. Her account is illustrative of the fact that state socialism and the Kádár 

regime is not always remembered in positive terms – not even by this cohort who lived much of 

their lives in it. On the contrary, Paula criticizes and blames the regime for pulling women into 

the public arena by deceit and make-belief. Instead of perceiving wage labor as emancipator, 

both Paula and Anna see it as a burden that had to be endured and gotten rid of as soon as 

possible.  

Nostalgia here takes the form of sad lamentation over things and people that stand for 

ideals quite different from that of socialist womanhood. The norm that socialism created for 

                                                            
449 Pető Andrea 2000.  
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women is not seen by these narrators as glorious and positive, but rather, as something to be 

rejected as harmful, useless at best and, eventually, it is to be forgotten. They reject seeing 

themselves in these ‘communist’ terms. The trope of loss may not fully correlate with the overall 

frame of ‘insignificance’, but it certainly has much relevance in historically shaping these 

women’s identities as invisible. They do not want to identify with empty, untrue party slogans 

about ‘emancipated women’ but what is perceived by them as the only option to counter that is 

to reemphasize their own irrelevance. In all of the accounts that I have analyzed the authorial “I” 

has to be sought behind the figures of others such as parents, sisters or brothers, which is a long-

standing female way of narration.
450

 It is others’ actions and opinions and the events that 

happened to them that are in the foreground and are indirect expressions of the female story-

teller who would rather go unnoticed. Evaluative expressions such as “nothing remarkable”, 

“usual”, “ordinary”, “not very eventful” are also commonly uttered in reference to their lives. In 

this way they use the strategy of accommodation to the traditional gender roles and cultural 

norms of writing by refusing to be the authors and the main actors in their stories, but taking only 

that of a minor character and the narrator whose life bore witness to others’. Liz Stanley writes 

that the selves that written or spoken autobiographical or biographical accounts create are 

“actually invocations of a cultural representation of what selves should be: these are shared 

ideas, conventions about a cultural form: not descriptions of actual lives but interpretations 

within the convention”.
451

 Even though their nostalgia is often critical, it conforms to patriarchal 

notions of female invisibility and in Paula’s case to the interwar era’s ideals of the nation and its 

steep social hierarchical organization as the norm with its notions of traditional womanhood. It is 

precisely what their narratives argue for. They resist being associated with ‘extraordinary’ 

women, which they did not have the chance to become anyway and which, at times in the past 

few decades under the threat of totalitarian state power, has been all too dangerous. They 

sub/consciously reject this narrative technique to assert their agency and thereby cannot abandon 

the category of the doubly oppressed female refraining from making herself visible and from 

expressing a personal (critical) opinion. Yet, theirs is a political stance too.  

                                                            
450 For more on gendered ways of story-telling see for example Susan Gal, “Between speech and silence: The 

problematics of research on language and gender”, in Micaela di Leonardo, ed., Gender at the Crossroads of 

Knowledge: Feminist Anthropology in the Postmodern Era, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 

175-203. For an analysis that discusses the ways n which intersections of gender, race and class modify play into 

women’s practices of knowledge see Wendy Luttrell, “Working-Class Women's Ways of Knowing: Effects of 

Gender, Race, and Class”, in Sociology of Education, vol. 62, no.1 (Jan. 1989), 33-46. For the specific shapes 

gendered memory may take in Hungary in the 20th century see Pető Andrea ed., Társadalmi nemek képe és 

emlékezete Magyarországon a 19. és 20. században, (Gendered Imagery and Memory in Hungary in the 19th and 

20th Century) (Budapest: Nők a valódi esélyegyenlőségért Alapítvány, 2003).   
451 Liz Stanley, The Auto/biographical I, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992), 62. 
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“My dearest time is when the Hungarians were here.” 

Wartime Longings from Romania and Serbia  

 

 

Pre-socialist nostalgia translates into the concrete period of 1941-44 in case of Serbian-

Hungarian accounts (Klára and Eszter) and 1940-44 in the case of Romanian-Hungarian 

accounts (Mária B., Mária C., Erzsébet, Gizella). Given the fact that these were already years of 

the Second World War, the fact that women can develop nostalgia for war-time may seem 

incongruous for today’s listeners. In chapter 4 of Part 1, I briefly touched upon the ambivalence 

of expressions of the ‘most wonderful’ and ‘most terrible’, the two being a combined general 

feature shaping the memories of these years throughout the accounts. In that same chapter I have 

also elaborated on the nuances of periodization narrators from Vojvodina and Transylvania apply 

in order to re-interpret the early 1940s in light of their experiences. Accounts of ambivalence do 

reflect, however, a certain kind of longing for a space and time in the women’s youth when, on 

the one hand, they were adolescents and were studying at school, on the other hand, the Second 

World War was already a –as yet mostly economic— reality for them. Nostalgia, however, 

works these memories in a way that fills them with a kind of nationalism that is romanticized and 

laden with sexual tension. In the sentimental accounts of the young girls’ affection and desire for 

their “Hungarian soldiers”, a longing for the unity and wholeness with the mother country takes 

more concrete and tangible shape. It is, however, only in memories from Transylvania and 

Serbia that these specific years get a firm periodical definition as the ‘best’ years of the twentieth 

century.  

Mária B. talks about her childhood and school years almost exclusively focusing on the 

years of 1940-44. Her tone of elegiac musing and her sigh “Alas, it was nice, almost 

unreal”.(“Jaj, Istenem! Szép volt, igaz se volt!”) conveys Erzsébet’s, Gizella’s, Mária C’s and 

many other Hungarian women’s memory modes of reminiscing about these years in 

Transylvania. In narrating this early part of her life story, she lingers on this period to a great 

length and with a heightened emotional charge. She tells me several anecdotes related to her 

school years during the war, which was “happiness” to her. She tells me an anecdote about being 

greatly excited by seeing the Hungarian and the German soldiers setting up their headquarters 

and camp kitchen in their backyard (“I ran towards them with open arms”) – and how she fell in 

love with one of them, Müller Jóska. Later on in the story, she mentions that she married another 

man who looked exactly like that soldier, also by the name of Jóska. The anecdote is an 

effective, passionate way to connect nation and gender. In a string of anecdotes related to this 
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she also tells me how she and her friend skipped classes in order to write and send hundreds of 

anonymous sentimental postcards to Hungarian soldiers fighting on the Eastern front with the 

signature “a praying Hungarian girl”. After the school sisters had found out about her skipping 

classes, and she only escaped punishment at because of the cause she skipped those classes for. 

In yet another anecdote, she tells me, with glowing eyes, a story of an event where she and her 

friends performed nationalistic war-songs in the soldiers’ ward, which was an old Jewish 

hospital emptied and reorganized for Hungarian soldiers, thus giving the injured encouragement 

and support. She does not mention what happened to the Jewish patients and staff.  

In her summarizing-evaluating statements, she emphasizes the significance of this short 

period on her whole life. She says that it left an imprint in the national consciousness of the local 

ethnic Hungarian community, and it secured a sense of resistance to assimilate later in the post-

war decades. In her words,  

 

We gained so much in the Hungarian world, we received so much in terms of 

patriotism, because if there had not been those four years… there would not have 

remained such enthusiasm. (Mária B., RO, Appendix 3, 115.a/b) 

 

She does, however, reflect on her nationalism and attempts to explain it by recalling injustices 

and ethnic discrimination she had witnessed her father to suffer when she was a child “in the 

Romanian world”. She thus says that she had already developed an antagonistic attitude towards 

the Romanian rule and, therefore, was “endlessly happy” when “1940” happened. 

I repeat here again Mária B.’s war-time anecdotes echoed in other women’s stories, who, 

by being nostalgic of these years, construct “1940” as a periodical landmark, a powerful, 

emotional lieu de mémoire.
452

 It is, however, also important to stress that not only does the 

narrativization of these experiences into similar anecdotes form a pattern, they also bear tones of 

longing and elegiac musing, as well as the theme of romance and sexual excitement, that run 

through these stories. It seems that love, sexual excitement, and nationalist sentiments strike the 

same chords in these stories and, thus, go hand-in-hand as foundational life experiences in 

Transylvanian women’s accounts. A revealing example is Mária C’s account. She fell in love 

with a young lieutenant in Bábolnapuszta during the summer of 1943 and never fell in love 

again, according to her, despite later getting married and having three children. These anecdotes 

inhabit a prime ‘space’ in these life narratives, and narrators dwell on them and zoom in on them 

                                                            
452 For the discussion of women’s narrative patterns of periodization of the Second World War in the three 

countries see Chapter 4.1. 
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with great detail. Women’s eyes light up, as if they were those young excited schoolgirls one 

more time, young and strong enough to be able to assert their historical agency on ethnic 

grounds.  

Klára (SRB) talks about her best years, those of 1941-44, in a different way than her 

Transylvanian counterparts. She formulates her narrative of pre-socialist nostalgia in a way that 

appears more didactic, direct, reasoned, less romanticized, and more pinpointed towards a 

straightforward exposure of the socialism vs. pre-socialism binary: 

 

People were wealthy… the agriculture was smooth… the education system was fantastic… 

on a high level… everybody could and had to study… people lived a relatively good life, 

they enjoyed that we could be Hungarians, we had everything… In the time of the 

Hungarians, I can say, people lived well, there were jobs, who wanted to work could do so, 

everybody could study too, they demanded quality work. People were generally pleased, 

commerce was good and everything… so it was good. (Klára SRB, Appendix 3, 116.a/b) 

 

She reasons by saying that people lived well, they were wealthy as agricultural production was at 

its peak – as part of the war-economy her family was growing specific kinds of oily seeds on 

their farm — and trade and commerce was good. She legitimates the invading/ruling Hungarian 

war-time regime by emphasizing two components: the economy and the education-system, both 

of which she holds to have been highly developed and well-organized. She herself was at school 

during the period of 1941-1944 and she praises the education during that “time of the 

Hungarians”. In an interesting parallel to those who are nostalgic of Tito’s era, she also 

emphasizes similar features that were, however, characteristic of this era, not hat of Tito. These 

include the schematic “everybody could study”, “everybody could work”, “there were plenty of 

jobs” as well as “we had everything”.  

Thus, interestingly, we can observe that discursive constructions of socialist and pre-

socialist nostalgia, in an urge to see them as temporal units, often use similar elements, in order 

to create different representations of eras. Then, put side-by-side, these eras will eventually seem 

anachronistic: negatives of one another, as one is built out of the negation of the other’s building 

blocs. Klára, having listed all of these general(ized) features of the short “time of the 

Hungarians” that she favors to remember, then proceeds to give a negative evaluation of these 

same features when addressing the Tito-era. She is well-aware that her discourse is a 

‘reactionary’ one, in the sense that she knows about how others formulate their nostalgias for 

Tito’s time. She ‘answers’ an imagined audience by saying: 
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Now there are many who want this Tito-era back, because …well no one could be fired, 

there was money, salary, if one was well-positioned, then there was the party too, through 

that one could get this and that, I think…I would not have the conscience. I couldn’t do 

that.. you have to be born for that. Well, maybe because since our childhood we have been 

taught to be diligent, precise, to study, what you do, do it precisely, so we’ve been 

educated this way and then.. in the time of the Hungarians schools supported this and this 

is rather foundational in one’s life. So this era cannot be erased from the lives of those.. not 

at all. (Klára SRB, Appendix 3, 117.a/b) 

 

She lists some elements that her neighbors and other locals, who were supportive of Tito’s 

regime, usually bring up in ‘his’ defense. She, however, dismisses their relevance on moral 

grounds. For her, Tito’s socialism is no object worth longing for, and she does not remember it 

as a humane era of equal opportunities but one that was wrought with ethnic differences and 

power-tensions. Her narrative of socialism is not one of progress and gradual betterment: she 

picks out the property confiscations of early socialism, the loss of her father’s farm, his 

imprisonment, the fact that she was ordered to take up a teaching job after graduation in a 

“godforsaken place”, and her ideological-moral tensions with the school management and her 

Serbian colleagues as the main features that defined her experience of socialism. In Klára’s 

history ‘book’, thus, the abundance of work opportunities, security, economic betterment, and 

ethnic equality are attributes of a previous period.  

She says that after the “Hungarian’s time” of 1941-44 she does not remember fondly any 

successive eras – which automatically creates a view of historical decline talked about in terms 

of moral decline. The ultimate reason for this decline she also provides by saying, “And the fact 

that I could be Hungarian [between 1941-44], that is a plus... to be freely Hungarian..well..this.. 

this..is a thing that... cannot be erased from one’s life”. She repeats the fact that ‘people’ enjoyed 

that they could be Hungarians several times, which makes her version of nostalgia into that of 

the nation and, therefore, similar in effect with the other accounts of pre-socialist yearnings. 

What she understands by being ‘Hungarian’, however, she does not explain. But from her story, 

it seems that it is more than just civil and political rights, and it is endowed with attributes (such 

as hard work, diligence, morality) that would fall into the category of the linguistic-cultural 

realm of ethnicity. Her emphasis of her own morally superior position by not ‘getting involved’ 

with communism and her constant resistance to the communist (for her, Serbian) elite, makes her 

account comparable to Paula’s anti-communist and pro-Horthy discourse from Hungary, only 

with the extra dimension of stressing ethnic difference. At the end of her linear narration, she 

reflects a little bit on her not-so-bright present as well. She says:  
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Well now, now we are in a period that we are not wanted either here or there, so... this is 

the word that goes around here. This is quite a regrettable thing... But maybe the world will 

change there [in Hungary] it cannot remain like this, because the whole country will be in 

the rut... so I don’t know how it all will end up, what will happen exactly, that cannot be 

known. It’s hard, that’s for sure. (Klára SRB, Appendix 3, 118.a/b) 

 

 

Here she unmistakably refers to the December 5, 2004 referendum
453

 that was conducted for the 

dual citizenship of ethnic Hungarians and culminated without any result. She laments over the 

fact that ‘we’ are not ‘wanted’ either by Hungary or by Serbia. This impression – which runs 

counter to that of Matild’s or Erzsébet‘s, who do not want to ‘belong to’ Hungary — makes 

Klára pessimistic with regard to the future. The only perceived value she carries is those three 

years that she “enjoyed” under the Hungarian rule. As the reality of the Hungarian rule drifts 

deeper into the past, the memory of those years of 1941-44 gets magnified, simplified and 

glorified. Therefore, for her, it was not really ‘war’ and it was not at all ‘invasion’ but rather, it 

was the “dearest time” of her life.  

Looking at these particular life narratives in their entirety, I would argue that either it takes 

the form of romance (Mária B.) or that of listing facts (Klára), such nostalgia for ethnic 

Hungarian women is more of a political act of affirmative resistance against their countries’ 

majoritarian politics as well as political oppression under socialism, rather than simply a kind of 

‘sentimental musing’ produced by old age. Consequently, in accounts of Transylvanian and 

Vojvodinan women, in sharp contrast with the afore-mentioned accounts of pre-socialist 

nostalgia from Hungary, the frame of ‘insignificance’ does not apply. In their accounts, holding 

onto a nationalist imaginary, and forming their memories in such a way as to endow their early-

life actions as significant, transformative and sometimes even transgressive, allows them to 

construct a historical significance through this specific, temporally-bound pre-socialist nostalgia. 

Their nostalgia resonates with historical narratives of the nation that create a space for women as 

mothers of the nation, where they can assume the position of ones that ensure the continuity of 

their ethnic heritage. Klára, Mária B., Gizella, and Ildikó all became teachers in Hungarian 

schools where they saw their responsibilities as centered on educating “good Hungarians”. This 

gave them a sense of mission during the state socialist era, and provided a specific meaning for 

their working lives as well. It is in such a narrative context that stories of 1940/41-44 gain an 
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increased, often life-determining significance for these women. These stories are, thus, key 

elements of their version of history.    

In order to conclude this section on the different forms of women’s nostalgia of the oldest 

cohort, I would like to summarize some general features. Reading the narratives comparatively, I 

noticed that accounts from Southern Hungary exhibit two temporal nostalgias that I have called 

‘Kádár-nostalgia’ (socialist nostalgia, e.g. Magdolna, Ilona, Ibolya, Rozália, Szabóné Erzsike, 

Anna) and ‘Horthy-nostalgia’ (pre-socialist nostalgia for the nation e.g. “Mária”, Paula, 

Julianna). This is modified by accounts from Serbia as Tito-nostalgia which parallels but also 

differs from the Kádár-nostalgia of women in Hungary (e.g. H. Erzsébet, H. Piroska, H. Teréz, 

Sz. Matild, V. Katalin). Another group constructs narrative accounts of Horthy-nostalgia, which 

they directly express in words of longing for the period of the Hungarian rule of 1941-44 (pre-

socialist nostalgia e.g. Eszter and Klára). In the later batch of narratives women formulate a clear 

and explicit argumentation against Tito’s socialism, which contrasts the pre-and post-war 

regimes as fundamentally different. The main building-blocks of that argumentation are ethnic 

problems, perceived as a seed of decline due to the maintenance of higher living standards that 

ultimately caused the country to go in debt and to dissolve (Klára) and the onset of corruption 

expressed in ethnic, anti-Semitic terms as “Jewish communist entrepreneurs” (Eszter).  

Accounts from Romania pervasively exhibit nostalgia for the period of 1940-44, “the 

Hungarian world”, similar to what I found in interviews from Serbia (Mária B., Mária C.). The 

four years appear in a romanticized fashion as times of joy and love usually wrapped in stories of 

adolescence, school and romance. Socialist nostalgia, is almost non-existent in these narratives; 

in fact, the period of socialism is either talked about as a “dark age” (Amadil) or talked about in 

terms of political and ethnic injustices (Erzsébet, Ildikó, Mária B.) and economic hardships 

(Iluka, Margit), or simply summarized as if a period to be forgotten (Mária C.). Women have a 

tendency to elaborate on their working lives, however, but when they do that, their work 

experiences and accomplishments are not attributed to the political system, but talked about 

separately from it. Teréz L., Margit G., Mária B., Iluka K., and Erzsébet Sz. all emphasize the 

amount of work they have done, which makes their accounts appear similar to those from 

Hungary and Serbia. Since each of them talks about her life as working life, their accounts 

indirectly contribute to the socialist working ethos. Margit’s story – even though fragmentary 

and muted — does provide an account of communist progress, which is in most cases indicative 

of socialist nostalgia. Mária B., however, takes it in a different direction: for her working as an 

elementary school teacher meant educating “good Hungarians”. It was a form of activism, which 
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gave her a sense of commitment and vocation. Although her husband was in the party, she 

maintains that she remained religious and confronted her communist superiors on behalf of the 

nationalist cause. She has a strong nostalgia for the nation, which she concretizes in her 

affirmation that the 1940-44 “Hungarian world” was a period of happiness. In her sentimental 

reminiscences of that life phase (the Hungarian soldiers in the backyard, the event she organized 

to sing for the injured soldiers in the former Jewish hospital, the blind postcard-story, her first 

love who was a soldier), she paints the period with a “flattened brush”, to use Gayle Greene’s 

phrase.
454

 Mária, Iluka and Erzsébet all explicitly, and often vehemently, argue against socialism. 

They do that through telling stories of ethnic inequality, which illustrate the unjust political 

system, and argue against its main rhetorical element: equality. From historical scholarship, we 

know that in Romania Romanian nationalism strengthened especially during the reign of 

Ceausescu
455

, and these accounts corroborate this thesis with several anecdotes from the 

women’s own personal lives as well as from stories they retell about the experiences of the 

members of their close communities (villagers, neighbors, family acquaintances). These stories 

address forms of Ceausescu’s national-socialism through talking about closing down some 

Hungarian schools in northern Transylvania, canceling classes or Hungarian faculties, placing 

Romanian officials in high-ranking positions, and the growing tensions among colleagues of 

different ethnic backgrounds. Oppression in these life narratives is a major theme – not only 

regarding anecdotes of socialism but also those of the Interwar years — appears as ethnic 

oppression. The most important discursive tools that allow women to express these are stories 

that are about education, religion and work.  

Comparing accounts from the three countries along the lines of nostalgic remembering 

sheds light on the different narrative ways through which binaries of socialism and pre-socialism 

get constructed. The women I interviewed for this project, with the help of strategic nostalgia, 

create images of two antagonistic eras, or worlds, one of which is always the negative of the 

other. Nostalgia, therefore, is not only and exclusively a mode of memory, but it is a mode of 

historical narration that structures narratives in a certain way, a way that fits the pro- and anti-

communist political argument. In this way, the stories allow us to see how narrating the recent 

past by Hungarian women in Central Europe is never only about the story but as much about the 

argument of ‘when was it better’, or ‘what is worth remembering’. This way, they are tales that 

intricately integrate personal (micro) pasts with larger political pasts, thus aiming to legitimate, 

                                                            
454 Gayle Greene, “Feminist Fiction and the Uses of Memory”, in Signs, no. 16 (1991), 294. 
455 Vladimir Tismaneanu, “Understanding National Stalinism: Reflections on Ceausescu’s Socialism”, in 

Communist and Post-Communist Studies, vol. 32, no. 2. (June 1999), 155-174. 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                     Chapter 10 

406 

 

de-legitimate, or erase certain elements of those pasts. Pre-socialist nostalgia, because they do 

not fit the overall argument of the narrative, in some cases may re-produce the wide-scale 

socialist amnesia of the 1990s (Iren RO) by placing outside the flow of history. There is also an 

almost complete amnesia –erasure and denial— of the topic of the deportation of the Jews in 

their rendering of events of the Second World War. There is generally a tendency of forgetting 

about that Holocaust but in women’s accounts of pre-socialist nostalgia such forgetting is 

coupled with a tendency to display a heightened emphasis on socialist, Soviet, Romanian, 

Titoist, or “Jewish communist” atrocities against the Hungarian minorities –not acknowledging 

the reverse— and thus produce one-sided narratives of self-victimization. These forms of 

nationalist historical amnesia I will spell out in 10.2. Here I thought it important to indicate the 

points where nostalgia and amnesia as two narrative modes work together in women’s accounts 

and produce politically informed, local versions of the recent past. This way, emphasis by 

nostalgia and erasure by amnesia always work together. I turn to Amnesia next. 

 

 

10.2. Ruptures and Continuities: Amnesia 

 

Luisa Passerini writes “there can be memory within silence and memory through 

silence”.
456

 Up until now, I have been discussing memories of women as explicit utterances. I 

have written about women’s narrativization of their memories of certain periods and shown 

where their life events got intertwined with events in the life of their immediate or larger 

community. I have described widely-known or local characters of whom the interviewed women 

have a vocabulary and a genre of expression to speak. Indirectly this conveyed a message that 

memory is something that resides in words only. I now touch upon memory as also forgetting 

and silence. Interviewed women’s narratives, like all accounts of individual memory, speak 

about certain memories and keep silent about others in order to construct a meaningful story and 

a believable argument, or “life wisdom” (Leydesdorff). Silencing and articulation thus work 

together as two forms of memory. 

Amnesia, although a medical concept, has by now traveled to cultural studies, 

anthropology and history. It has become a metaphor for individual and cultural forgetting. Often 

theorized with the help of the trope ‘silence’, amnesia has, since the emergence of post-
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structuralism, been the target of great interest to oral historians as well.
457

 Similar to nostalgia, 

amnesia also has more faces, and can be seen as a psychological and a historical phenomenon, 

which, in this specific case of Hungarian women’s memories, is largely shaped by communist 

and anti-communist arguments.  

The importance of looking at the silences and the ‘forgettings’ in the narrative became a 

core project in testimonies of various survivor narratives. There are inevitable ethical questions 

that arise when scholars scrutinize the memory-oblivion dialectic. Several thinkers have 

pondered if silence and forgetfulness is more desirable than recollection in certain situations, 

mainly in connection with public forms of commemoration and memory politics. Aware how 

much memory as well as forgetfulness is complicity with the nationalist project, Nietzsche wrote 

that “we know how to forget at the right time just as well as we remember at the right time” and 

that “for the health of the individual, a people and a culture, the unhistorical and the historical are 

equally essential”.
458

 Yet others were wondering what difference there was between private and 

public forms of silence and which was more ‘harmful’ or ‘useful’ when memory can be 

mobilized for almost any aim. Zertal asked, “[w]hat is the right economy of remembrance and 

amnesia? How much history and memory do we need? Memory of what kind and for what 

purposes?”
459

 Also, when looking at it from the angle of power, a legitimate question has been 

about what difference there is between silence imposed from the outside – as regards the massive 

silence over the sexualized violence across the Soviet bloc in the aftermath of its occupation by 

the Red Army — or desired from inside a community. Instead of getting into these, nonetheless 

crucial, questions, I would like to address an important methodological issue, namely how to 

detect the presence of an absence in the narrative. Put in another way, “How can we find traces 

of forgetting and oblivion since they are not themselves observable?”
460

 In order to grapple with 

this question in light of the present research, I again looked at the collected oral narratives in 

their entirety, as accounts of whole lived lives. These I placed next to one another, as well as 

next to publicly available discourses. I was interested to see if any patterns would emerge, along 

the lines of which the individual accounts may become comparable – akin to the other mode, 

nostalgia, above. This made it possible for me to understand forgetting beyond individual 
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idiosyncratic occurrences and address it in more general terms: what does its morphology look 

like in the memories of the investigated cohort of women in Central Europe.  

Along this line of thinking, I distinguished common occurrences and I made two 

observations. One of them refers to the comparative aspect of the research and the other refers to 

the narrative aspect of life stories. As to the former, I wanted to see if national borders draw the 

line between what is ‘forgotten’/not mentioned and what is ‘remembered’/articulated or if the 

lines are more elusive than those of the borders, and here I found that the second assumption 

proved more accurate. With regards to the latter, in oral retrospective narratives, the elliptical 

narrative structure and the presence of gaps has often been interpreted as an indicator of trauma. 

Differentiating between silence and oblivion, a highly relevant dilemma here, proves to be an 

extremely speculative task. Passerini warns that in narrative approaches to memory there is often 

confusion between silence and oblivion. “Something may be unsaid because its memory has 

been actually repressed – by trauma, contrast with the present, conflicts of individual and 

collective nature – or because the conditions for its expression no longer (or do not yet) exist. 

Sometimes the change in these conditions may break the silence and allow memories to be 

expressed, while at other times silence can last for so long and under such conditions that it may 

contribute to the effacing of memory, and induce oblivion. At the same time, however, silence 

can nourish a story and establish a communication to be patiently saved in periods of darkness, 

until it is able to come to light in a new and enriched form”.
461

  

In the present context, however, I found, silence or amnesia does not only reflect trauma 

but rather is an underlying organizing principle of emplotment of each and every life story. 

Therefore, it is an equally significant indicator of how historical memory works, akin to different 

forms of nostalgia. Both have the particular function: to tell a story with a credible argument, and 

to make a political statement for the validity of which the life story is a proof. In this vein, 

amnesia, I found, is a similar story-telling device to nostalgia, a narrative mode. In fact, both 

work together and rely heavily on available public narratives whereby women connect their own 

lives to the larger context in which those lives have been lived. Consequently, indicating more 

than simply psychological or cultural trauma, I see amnesia to be reflective and symptomatic of 

more systemic historical erasure(s), the contents of which, if unscrutinized, could easily recede 

to the realm of oblivion.
 462
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Throughout the previous chapters, when analyzing different ways of addressing certain life 

events, I touch upon important patterns of holes in “the fabric of memory”
463

 in interviewed 

women’s narratives in their relation to publicized versions of history. Let me recall these ‘holes’ 

in an overview. In memories of childhood, I pointed out that although the stories are full of 

ancestral characters – those of parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, uncles, great-uncles – 

the fact that they lived in the Austro-Hungarian Empire is rarely taken note of. Narratives talk 

about fathers’ and grandfathers’ presence in the First World War, but the defeat and dissolution 

of the empire is left out almost without exception in the interviews. But for Mária, Sz. (RO), 

Ildikó (RO), Margit (RO), and “Maria” (HU), the treaty of Trianon would not have gotten any 

mention at all. When women did mention the word Trianon, it stood for something other than the 

famous peace treaty of 1920, one of which, in fact, was “silence” through repression.  

In stories of adolescence, women detail in great length the hardships and excitements 

during the Second World War. They dwell on stories of escapes from advancing soldiers, but 

they do that only in strictly schematic versions, which allow for the figure of the “Russian 

soldier” and its modified images of “the Serb partisans” in Serbian accounts and “the Romanian 

soldier” in Romanian accounts in order to designate the other as an object of fear. The “German 

soldiers” are positive characters in women’s war-stories where, interestingly, no such topos of 

the “Hungarian soldier” exists. Hungarian soldiers occur as young boys, who are romantic love-

interests in the girls’ anecdotes. They personify the first or the only love for these women, who 

depict the soldier as a figure of an unrealized life-path that has its background a dream-world 

period of balls, perceived peace, and well-being. These soldiers also represent a sentimentalized 

form of nationalism which, for ethnic Hungarian women, becomes the primary scene for the 

formation of their political identities. These war-time stories of adolescence, on the other hand, 

also show how much the theme of rape lingers behind stories of escapes. Both the theme of 

romance and that of rape make these stories highly gendered. Rape, even if uttered, is trivialized 

and distanced as something that narrators have heard of happening to certain other villagers. It is 
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made to sound like ‘gossip’, and therefore unrealistic and the stuff of legend. The escape stories 

are often presented in the form of funny caricatures, accompanied by lots of laughter.
464

  

The recurrence of rendering war-time stories in this way across the region suggests that 

neither female sexuality nor this specific type of political violence on the female body is open for 

direct articulation by these women. The stories reveal slippages, displacement, and silences. 

Matild’s account of having her first child by a young ethnic German soldier out of wedlock is an 

example of how the topic may be addressed in an implicit form, wrapped in silences. She says 

that the boy had his eyes on her but she was too young for marriage. But one day, as if an 

accident had happened, she “just realized that I somehow got pregnant” (“azon vettem észre 

magam, hogy theerbe estem”). Her father wanted her to marry that soldier against her will, but 

“Hitler would not allow his soldiers to get married” because, she reasons, in case they died, it 

would have cost a lot for the German state to pay widow pensions. “This is how sly Hitler was”, 

she concludes. She mentions that she did remain unmarried and three months later the soldier 

was drafted and sent to the Eastern front, where he died. Although she laments the fact that her 

daughter never had a chance to meet his father and that she never got recognized as the soldier’s 

widow, the child later on disappears from the life story altogether. The way the father of Matild’s 

child transforms into a young dead boy in Matild’s story – as it nicely conforms to the topos of 

the decent and morally acceptable German soldier — the child herself remains invisible, too. 

This is not a story of war-time romance, like the majority of other women’s accounts of their 

first love with a Hungarian boy. Neither is it an account of fear of the enemy’s sexual aggression 

embodied by the ‘Russian soldier’. With the available tools that Matild has at her disposal from 

the distance of more than fifty years, hers is an account that tells me about something which is 

culturally marginal and does not conform to the available ‘canonized’ images.   

There are deportation narratives. Magdolna (HU) talks about the Porraimos and Eszter 

(SRB) talks about her experience of deportation from one of the three villages in Vojvodina 

(Zsablya) where Hungarian residents were not allowed to return. Others also talk about being 

taken away or hardly escaping deportation to a labor camp. These accounts are, however, 

narrative depictions of the post-war collective punishment of Hungarian and Schwab 

communities, which many suffered during the period of 1945-47. In these narratives, however, 

there is an almost univocal, overarching silence about what happened to the Jewish neighbors, 

the shopkeeper where they used to go as children to buy candy (Anna, HU) or the drug store 

owner where they used to help out to make some money (Teréz, SRB). These Jewish neighbors 
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are integral parts of most women’s childhood stories, as members of their local communities. 

The fact that they always make a remark on their being “Jewish” testifies to the marked nature of 

the category, and still figures as a linguistic means of othering. The stories by Anna, Teréz, and 

Jolán ‘forget’ about these Jewish characters as their story progresses in time. Only Anna 

mentions an anecdote which indirectly points towards the ultimate catastrophe by referring to the 

growing anti-Semitism. She mentions an anecdote about one night at the dance school in 1943 

where on one occasion, a boy called Szőlősi refused to dance with a Jewish girl standing next to 

Anna. Turning to Anna his remark went, “Excuse me, miss, please forgive me but I will not 

dance with a Jewish girl. May I?” and thus he took Anna by the hand. She mentions this with 

critical sarcasm in her voice and tells me that the father of this boy and his twin brother were 

active in the local branch of the Arrow-cross party. This young boy, she says, was swayed by 

“that crowd” and “those ideas”. She sarcastically distances herself from extreme right-wing 

ideologies, although she did agree to dance with the Szőlősi-boy. Anna does not get any more 

explicit then this, however. After this anecdote, her narrative trails off into other directions: her 

impending but ill-fated relationship with the father of her yet-to-be-born baby.  

Each and every interviewed woman wraps the Holocaust in a veil of silence, signified by 

expressions such as “they disappeared”, “they were taken away”, and “they went away and never 

came back”. Only Magdolna, whose father was deported to a camp in Poland in 1944, talks 

about how Romany people suffered a similar uprooting and genocide as the Jewish population. 

All other accounts are structured in a way that does not leave any space for a mention of the 

Holocaust. It seems that there is no discursive space for these memories to make sense for the 

women I interviewed.  Deportations to labor camps in 1945 and 1946 – of the narrators or their 

relatives — are structurally part of the war-time stories, which, in all narratives from the three 

countries, are followed by the collectivization narratives of Stalinism. Following a pattern of 

periodization marked by the phrase “then...came”, in all the accounts there is a general silence 

about the transition period of 1945-1949. After the war ‘ended’ in the narratives, and they could 

return to their homes or occupy empty Jewish houses (Magdolna, HU), like a quick scene-cut in 

a movie, “then socialism came”. In connection to early communism, women recall different 

stories of political deportations, stories in which family members are taken to Gulags, the 

“Danube-delta” (RO), to mines (HU), or to prison (HU, SRB) and disappear or return sick. Thus, 

in personal life stories, the transition period from the pre-war to the post-war period gets told in 

the genre of ‘collectivization narratives’, which are narratives of drastic rupture and 

transformation of old ways of life. As I mentioned, however, in narratives of socialist nostalgia, 
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socialist persecution of the population and the ethnicized content of those persecutions are 

‘forgotten’ and left out. The women prefer to concentrate on the achievements of the 

reconstruction of a country in ruins. I have made the assumption above that this ‘preference’ may 

have a lot to do with their urge to underline the validity of socialism by selectively painting its 

beginnings (the late 1940s and early 1950s) as positive years of advancement. This act is an 

especially crucial element in women’s narratives of Tito-nostalgia from the former Yugoslavia, 

where the re-legitimation of a single sovereign is at stake. In Hungary and Romania, two 

sovereigns (or at least one of two) are susceptible for historical de-legitimation. In Hungary, 

women construct Mátyás Rákosi (1948-1956) and, in Romania, Nicolae Ceausescu (1974-1989) 

as emblems whose names hallmark the failures of socialism. Interestingly, the latter accounts 

from Romania tend to forget the first socialist sovereign, Gheorghe Gheorghiu-dej, from 1948 to 

1965. 

In stories of socialism, 1956 is again a largely ‘forgotten’ year. Only two women (Mária, 

HU, Margit (RO)) mention it fleetingly. This ellipsis, however, seems to have more to do with 

the fact that 1956 has not become an organic part of rural communities’ collective memory. 

When asked directly, women recall the revolution and they even tell me what they were doing 

when they heard about it, but they do not understand it as an event that changed their history. 

They do not weave it into their stories, either as a historical failure (“counterrevolution”) or as a 

turning point (“revolution”). This is yet again a common occurrence in accounts from all three 

countries.  

‘Socialist amnesia’, I found, is extremely rare in the collected material. It is mostly 

characteristic of some accounts from Romania (Irén, Éva, Iluka, Mária B.) and bear interesting 

resonances with women’s pre-socialist nostalgia, which grants narrative space and historical 

emphasis to the years of the “Hungarian world” from 1940 to 1944. Here, ‘socialist amnesia’ 

does not appear as one grand ellipsis, with one simple leap from stories about the end of the 

Second World War to atrocities suffered under early communism to post-1989. Perhaps such 

amnesia could not even be plausible, as forty years of socialism comprised half of a lifetime for 

interviewees, during which time they worked, raised children, moved houses, and went on 

holidays. Rather than being an absence, ‘socialist amnesia’ can be pinpointed in the fact that the 

narratives, after the tales of atrocities of the late 1940s and early 1950s, suddenly become 

extremely flat, uninteresting, dull, and uneventful. There are few events mentioned, and even 

those are listed (marriage, children’s birth, schooling, jobs, moving from one apartment to 

another) are glossed over quickly or marked for their ‘ordinariness’. Similar to some accounts 
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from Hungary I discussed earlier (Anna, Paula, Jolán, and Júlia), these narratives from 

Transylvania, when addressing socialism, reproduce the trope of ‘nothing remarkable happened’. 

Irén’s (RO) story is highly exemplary in this respect. She devoted a long narrative to her 

childhood and adolescence and proved to be an exceptional story-teller. With an anecdote of her 

failed attempt to leave Romania after the 1947 border-closure – the restoration of the Trianon 

borders — her narrative ended as well. ‘Rushing through’ her adult life in a few sentences, 

recounting experiences as more a list of events and hardships, her narrative is presented in a dull, 

flat, and uninteresting manner. Paula’s account from Hungary is similar to this, except that she 

even declares that after her husband’s experience of being taken away by the Hungarian secret 

police for investigation for six weeks (1950), “nothing remarkable happened”. That is fifty years 

of “nothing”.    

How much can we regard these patterns of not/relating life stories to historical events as 

women’s ways of recollection and how much can these dis-connections be regarded as silences 

that are suggestive of certain historical amnesias, such as the forgetting of Holocaust, socialism, 

or silencing elements of socialism? How much are these “holes” simply indicative of women’s 

ways of narration, or are they indeed forgotten historical phenomena that are characteristic of 

this specific generation of Hungarian-Central European women? These questions are, of course, 

difficult to answer, since any assertion would seem to require an interpretative leap from the 

level of individual memory to collective memory.
465

  One way of accounting for these ‘holes’ 

and gaps in the stories could be arguing that because of gendered memory, women remember 

differently than men. They have a different relationship to history because of their different 

experiences. Passerini’s writes, “[w]omen’s memories and silences offer different continuities 

and repetitions, through the specificities of their experiences in different times and spaces”.
466

 

One assumption that may follow from this statement is that when constructing a narrative, the 

connections they make between their own private life events and historical events may also be 

different, i.e. drawn along different lines rather than straightforward associations. The patterns 

that the narratives exhibit, both as they articulate forms of nostalgia, and as they balance those 

with certain omissions and silences, as well as the similarities these patterns show with certain 

politically-informed public (popular) discourses, do suggest that perhaps it is more than just an 

issue of gender and gendered memory. Having said this, the large-scale romanticization of 
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nationalism in the Second World War stories, or the effacement of rape by stories of escapes 

demonstrate that these stories are also infused with gender-specific memories. Rape, however, 

shows very aptly the point where historical memory, amnesia and gender get intricately 

intertwined.
467

 For forty years, it was not a possibility to publicly discuss it. It was, rather, a topic 

reserved for the more intimate sphere of the family.
468

 My interviews show that half of those 

forty years that has passed since the 1989-transitions has not been enough to “open the 

floodgates” of memory concerning wartime rape. This cohort clearly cannot make it part of their 

history in an explicit form but only through silences, vague references, and pointing to it as 

something that belonged to others. In other words, it is not presented as their personal 

experience, nor their personal memory, yet it is still a vital part of the collective memory of their 

past.  

Narrative patterns of ‘socialist amnesia’ are also a case in point that could suggest that 

women’s common amnesia is a dynamic part of the politics of memory concerning the recent 

past. Trivializing socialism in some of the personal narratives conforms to the mode of 

interpreting the region’s recent history in terms of rupture. Such a mode, i.e. seeing socialism as 

something that disrupted the flow of modern history, was extremely popular in the 1990s all 

across the former bloc. It still lingers across different conservative-liberal media, and political 

slogans, which attempt to erase four decades from people’s lives as a mistake that is best 

forgotten. It would be reductive to regard such silences as purely ‘women’s way of 

understanding history’, and thus disregarding the important political implications of the way 

history gets to be narrativized and understood by individuals or groups on different levels of 

discourse. The conservative-liberal interpretation of socialism suggests often that private lives 

were the core of resistance and the opposite of the immoral rule. Hungarian women who do not 

talk about politics but only about their private lives strengthen this historical perspective. 

                                                            
467 It was only after 1989 that discursive space opened up and women could talk about it, so research could start. 

On mass rape by the Red Army and the silence surrounding it before 1989, see Pető 1999, 85-108. On atrocities 

done by the Hungarian Army, see Ungváry 2005. On atrocities by the Wehrmacht, see Alfred M. de Zayas, The 

Wehrmacht War Crimes Bureau, 1939-1945, (Nebraska University Press, 1989), and for more on specifically 

sexual crimes see Birgit Beck, "Rape: The Military Trials of Sexual Crimes Committed by Soldiers in the 

Wehrmacht, 1939-44”, Karen Hagemann and Stefanie Schiller-Springorum eds., Home/Front: The Military, War 

and Gender in Twentieth-Century Germany, (London: Berg, 2002), 255-273; Birgit Beck, "Sexuelle Gewalt und 

Krieg”, in V. Aegerter et. al. eds., Geschlecht hat Methode, (Zürich, 1999), 223-34; Andrea Petö, "Stimmen des 

Schweigens. Erinnerungen an Vergewaltigungen in den Hauptstädten des 'ersten Opfers' (Wien) und des 'letzten 

Verbündeten' Hitlers (Budapest) 1945”, in Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft, no. 47, (1999), 892-913. 
468 Pető Andrea, “Átvonuló hadsereg, maradandó trauma –Az 1945-ös Budapesti nemi erőszak esetek 

emlékezete. (Transiting Army, Lasting Trauma –Memories of Rape Cases in Budapest in 1945)”, in Történelmi 

Szemle (Historical Review), vol. 54, no. 1-2. (1999), 85-108. 
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The most striking overarching pattern of amnesia that ‘echoes’ in almost every single 

account coming from relatively distant regions, regards the Jewish Holocaust. Deportation 

stories only zoom onto the punishment of the Hungarians and the kulaks leaving the 

disappearance of Jewish members of their community unaccounted for. It seems highly unlikely 

that this is solely a case of gendered memory since women do mention Jewish neighbors as 

positive characters and as organic elements of their scene of childhood/interwar era stories. 

Some of them also employ the trope of ‘Jewish communists’ as negative characters to talk about 

the injustices of socialism and thus construct a discourse of blame. The accounts (all but one), 

however, leave the Holocaust in silence by jumping over it in the story in the manner I have 

outlined above. Since the accounts are very much infused with politics and political 

interpretations of the recent past, this strikingly harmonized amnesia of the Holocaust, I find, 

also reflects a politicized form of forgetting. These stories suggest that the Holocaust has not yet 

become part of a wide-scale historical consciousness, as the history of the Second World War 

has only recently started to be written in a more nuanced and balanced manner. Popular 

historical consciousness, in some realms, is still occupied by fantasies of national purity and 

well-known histories employing the trope of ‘forced paths’, fortified by several officialized, 

publicized histories.
469

 These construct the image of a seemingly unified ‘Hungarian character’ 

founded on the subjectivity of being on the ‘losing’ side of history (Szabó 2009). In other words, 

I argue, this amnesia has strong affinities with the modality of nation-centered history-writing 

and placing a specific idea of Hungarianness into that modality. Rural women’s accounts show 

that in writing their own past into history, they are heavily influenced by this modality, it is 

familiar to them. In this scheme, they do not find a place for the Holocaust. It is, thus, the most 

large-scale forgetting that connects all accounts, and demonstrates an intersection where the 

individual level of memory and that of the collective connects. Their amnesia cannot be either 

psychological or gender-based, only one that itself has evolved historically.      

 

 

10.2.1. Laughter and Silence: ‘Gallows-Humor’ 

 

A distinctive form of politically informed amnesia which pops up in many accounts is a 

particular type of laughter and ridiculing humor. It is a kind of humor that Passerini, following 

                                                            
469 For a more detailed discussion of these historical narratives that are crafted around the trope of “forced paths” 

and use the category of the nation as the measuring stick to evaluate and interpret historical processes against, 

see the Chapter 2.1.   
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Freud, would classify as ‘wit’. It is made up of witty remarks when evaluating a historical 

regime, and becomes a mode of talking about a whole period. In my interviews, I find this 

particular form of humor, phrased by Paula (HU) as “gallows-humor”, to be common when 

formulating a narrative of socialism. I argue that it is a common device for expressing two 

things. On the one hand, it expresses how much silence and complicity resides in ridiculing 

socialist totalitarianism for citizens living under its oppression. On the other hand, however, it is 

a practice that is only possible in retrospective narrativization of history: to de-legitimate and 

erase a past historical period and its system by making fun of it without de-legitimating a 

narrator’s past that was tightly connected to that past period. 

 

I.A.: Were social differences visible during communism? 

P.H.: No, no, no, no. Nice, clean, tidy... oh now you are asking about the previous…the 

Horthy regime? 

I.A.: No, I am asking about communism. 

P.H.: Well, under communism, these [workers] had it better, better then under Horthy. They 

got apartments, or… well… it’s also not obvious what I am just saying because when we had 

the greatest religious persecutions in the ’50s, it was the miners who on the day of St. 

Borbala, because their patron saint was St. Borbala, they went on a church procession. Yes. I 

wouldn’t say that even they fell for communism. What’s more, many miners sent their 

children to religious lessons, their children had confirmation, first communion and the 

communists denied the stars of the sky even! So, angel, there were two groups: that which 

immersed themselves into communism and that which didn’t, who it passed by because they 

didn’t care. But then, there were these communist executives also, with their 6 grades or 8 

grades of primary school, they were made into heads of offices, or others with this so-called  

“minor maturity exam certificate”... they must have done  university at a rather low level also, 

I think, because they [schools] did screen  who they took. There was a certain quota and they 

said that “due to the lack of places we don’t take you”. But it wasn’t “the lack of places” but 

that, say, the father had been a Horthy-ist lieutenant. 

I.A.: So the family background did matter? 

P.H.: Yes, yes. And then there were cases when out of the blue one suddenly became an 

executive, he had many friends and all.. Now it will sound very ugly what I am going to say 

but the most ridiculous were these new communist lieutenants. Men were alright, if they 

hung the uniform on him, the uniform usually looks alright on anybody unless the man is very 

short but the women! Well, on them it was visible what kind of lieutenant wives these were! 

Clumsy, awkward, real peasant women! The old lieutenant wives... those could only be noble 

girls (úrilányok). They were beautifully slim, elegant ladies, but these were wiped away by 

history, communism, and there came the, we only called them, “democratic lieutenants”, it 

was ridiculous the way they looked like! For saying this they would have already shot me 

in the head under communism! (laughing) Oh, but this was so striking to me! 

I.A.: I’ve never heard this before. 

P.H.: No? Perhaps because others don’t even dare to say it. Or perhaps because they 

viewed the world differently. I’ve always kept an open eye, even if others didn’t even 

notice it. But, I am telling you, this was very ridiculous. And also... you know these old 

lieutenants, they used to ride horses, they were elegant, they were handsome. These others, 
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however, did not dare or did not want [to ride horses] so eventually they rode these big-bodied 

“Mura” horses [used in agriculture]. (laughing) So there were a lot of these ridiculous things 

also. This grim ‘gallows- humor’. This is how we lived, angel. (Paula HU, Appendix 3, 

119.a/b) 

 

Paula’s account here is a general description of the way she remembers socialism as a historical 

moment. Her humor has strong inklings to amnesia, however. Nurturing a pre-socialist ‘Horthy’-

nostalgia, her aim is to present a sharp contrast between the two historical eras through ridiculing 

socialist society, and political elite, and through downplaying the impact it all had on her own 

life and the way she ‘saw’ things. The common tropes that interviewees use to ‘speak against’ 

socialism – ideologically biased schooling, uneducated, unlearned elite — she uses sloppy 

appearance and ‘peasant looks’ to depict ‘communist lieutenants’ and their wives and, thus, 

construct an absurd image. This, of course, conveys her ideal of upper-middle-class educated 

elite of aristocratic descent, which she saw growing up as a little girl in the Hungary of the 

1930s. On the other hand, however, the fact that she resorts to the tool of making fun of and 

ridiculing ‘communists’ presents a strong urge to distance herself from that past, while, 

imagining her real and imagined audience. I interviewed her because she lived through socialism 

as an adult. But, being aware that her life was interesting to me because of her having lived ‘in’ 

it, Paula made sure that I do not associate her in any way with the regime. This very obvious 

urge created a brief, often hyperbolic and polemical account where she polarizes and extrapolates 

“good” and “bad” past periods. Her narrative as a whole, just like the above excerpt illustrates, is 

illustrative of a politically infused, schematized, either pro- or anti-socialism interpretative 

framework, which provides very narrow paths where individuals can negotiate their own 

experiences.  

In the life story as a whole, this general non-narrative account appears as a follow-up to 

her story-cycle about her family’s many problems with the early-communist authorities. The 

father who was beaten and never recovered, the house search, and her husband’s persecution by 

the state secret police are anecdotes that gradually lead up to this descriptive summation of 

Paula’s anti-communist discourse. Her socialism-story is, thus, not that of success or progress 

told in a nostalgic mode. She tackles it in a curious way. As she conveys how “ridiculous” 

socialist politics and society were, the focus of her account recedes back into the private life-

sphere, thus confirming the often-voiced trope of the family as the only sphere of free 
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articulation and resistance.
470

 In that realm, however, she claims that “nothing remarkable 

happened”, which eventually has a similar effect of leaving a four-decade era and half of her life-

time untold. The interview is short, as she had nothing remarkable or nothing that she would 

think of as historically relevant, to add.  

Paula’s narrative strategy of erasing socialism through ridicule along these very lines and 

separating personal pasts from the historical ‘context’ is common among women in Serbia. 

Eszter and Klára, speaking of Tito’s socialism, also choose this mode to de-legitimate that part of 

their recent past while still retaining the validity of their own lives separately from it. They even 

use the same phrases as Paula in Hungary. Curiously, among accounts in Romania, I did not find 

instances of such forms of ridiculing and this type of ‘gallows-humor’. In those accounts, 

narrators have a tendency to illustrate the failure of socialism through its sins and cruel 

injustices, which produce grimmer stories and do not allow much space for humor. Paula, in her 

evaluative description, verbally conveys that the things she tells me break the silence about the 

previous regime (“For saying this they would have already shot me in the head under 

communism!” (laughing)). However, the effect that her discourse produces is a closed discursive 

frame, a part of history that remains untold with her in it.
471

 Humor, in this case thus produces a 

similar effect that Passerini found in her context of Italians remembering fascism: it becomes 

complacent with and, in effect, creates silence.
472

  

 

 

10.3. Ruptures and Continuities: Performative Laughter  

 

Lastly, I am turning to the third mode of narration of memory: a nonverbal, genre-specific 

story-telling practice that I will call ‘performative laughter’. Connected to this type of laughter, I 

will discuss a story of horror accompanied by laughter (Mária, RO). It seems paradoxical at first 

sight, but it is a common emotional response in story-telling, alongside tears. In what follows, 

however, I would like to support the argument that, similarly to nostalgic yearning, laughter can 

be more than just an emotional response expressing joy or standing in for silence. Just as 

                                                            
470 Several works have argued this. Just to mention two: Barbara Einhorn, Cinderella Goes to Market, 

Citizenship, Gender and Women’s Movement in Central Europe, (London and New York: Verso, 1993), 60; 

Ferenc Fehér, Ágnes Heller and György Márkus, Dictatorship Over Needs, (London, St. Martin’s Press, 1983).  
471 Here I am referring to the frame of ‘insignificance’ that constructs her narrative subjectivity I discussed in the 

perivous section on narratives of pre-socialist nostalgia. 
472 Luisa Passerini, Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin Working Class, 

(Cambridge University Press, 1987), 85-93. 
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nostalgia and amnesia are not only individual idiosyncrasies, laughter also can form a pattern and 

can, thus, be analyzed as a mode of memory and narration. Explained as an individualized 

psychological response, it could be seen as an expression of displacement of anxiety and fear. On 

the level of the narrative, however, it may be regarded as a way of presenting a story to the 

audience in the form of an easier way of telling, from a temporal distance. 

Jane Moodie writes that paying “close attention to patterns of emotional expression 

throughout life narratives may be a fruitful focus for oral historians in detecting historical change 

and/or continuity in emotional styles, and in alerting us to complex and conflicting values in 

society”.
473

 I share this point of view, which is why I would like to concentrate on the expression 

of a particular kind of ‘emotion’ in the oral history interview: the relationship between laughter 

and telling the story of atrocities. So this section is an experiment to start thinking about laughter 

and humor of a different type from wit and jokes: seeing it as a mode that resides in the act of 

telling history and coping with trauma. This is not a discussion of talking about laughing and 

what the interviewee once saw as funny. This is an analysis of laughing in the act of story-telling 

and how in that process both the interviewee and the historian (me) are “trapped together in an 

interaction of emotions”.
474

 Oral historians, in their transcriptions, usually mark emotional 

reactions in brackets or look for words that describe emotions.
475

 While there are analyses of the 

latter, words that describe or express emotions, direct emotional reactions that are signaled in 

brackets are often treated as ‘illustrations’ of something that defies articulation and are, with 

some exceptions, largely left unaccounted for.
476

 Paying a closer attention to it, I think, has 

ample potential in conveying and transmitting historical information that is specific to the genre 

of oral history narrations. It struck my ‘ears’ most when I was listening to Mária in Romania. In 

this dissertation, I have quoted her several times before for the utterances she made. This time 

                                                            
473 Jane Moodie, “Surprised by Joy’: A Case History Exploring the Expression of Spiritual Joy in Oral History”, 

in Oral History (Journal of the Oral History Society), vol. 38, no. 2 (2010), see online at 

http://www.oralhistory.org.uk/journals/journal_indexes/38A2.php, site last visited August 2 2011.  
474 Nancy Adler, Selma Leydesdorff, Mary Chamberlain and Leyla Neyzi eds., Memories of Mass Repression. 

Narrating Life Stories in the Aftermath of Atrocity. (New Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 2009), 

xiii.  
475 Mostly in accounts that aim to fuse cultural theories of emotions, the history of emotions and oral history. See 

for example, Carrie Hamilton, “Moving Feelings: Nationalism, Feminism and the Emotions of Politics” in Oral 

History, op. cit.; Jo Stanley, “‘We were skivvies/we had a ball’: Shame and Interwar Ships”, in Oral History, 

op.cit. 
476 A remarkable exception by Joanna Bornat, “Remembering and Reworking Emotions: The Analysis of 

Emotion in an Interview”. in Oral History, vol. 38, no. 2 (2010) where she specifically discusses emotions that 

surface throughout an interview with a person of old age while the person is relating a story from childhood.  
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however, I would like to bring her story as an example of its mode of story-telling, of the way 

she presented her story.  

Mária’s life narrative as a whole is characterized by an overabundance of detailed war-time 

anecdotes. The life story, in this sense, seems highly disproportionate, as it encompasses 

childhood (interwar period) and adolescence (Second World War), all of these presented in a 

detailed and lively manner. Socialist historical amnesia is constructed by her life story in a way 

that is similar to some other narratives coming form Transylvanian women I had interviewed. 

Mária’s narrative life story ends with the end of the Second World War and, correspondingly, 

her adolescence. She condenses married life and working life under socialism into a few flatly 

presented sentences. This suggests a radical shift that happens in narrative emplotment as well as 

presentation moving from narrating the pre-war to narrating the post-war era. Maria’s anecdotes 

of the Second World War are far from being emotionally flat: they are a string of stories 

masterfully wrought together along the lines of movement (through lines of kinship and informal 

ties) on the level of the narrative, and laughter on the level of performance. 

In the excerpt below, Mária is telling a story about a she and group of people hiding in a 

small village in Northern Transylvania. The Red army was advancing so the story probably takes 

place in October 1944, after harvest. The anecdote is not anything peculiar as far as its ‘content’ 

is concerned: it tells the story of a small ad hoc group of acquaintances, some of them family 

members down in a shelter waiting for the invading Soviet army to leave. The shelter belonged 

to the property where the boss of Maria’s mother, the village notary, lived at the time. The 

anecdote is, however, not a story of wartime suffering recited in a tragic or elegiac tone, which is 

another, regularly exploited, genre she could have chosen. Quite the contrary: it is a grim 

comedy whose objective is to extrapolate the absurdity of the extreme historical circumstance of 

war and to achieve that with devices belonging more to the realm of irony, humor and laughter. 

The story-telling was constantly accompanied by the narrator’s and my laughter, and with her 

lively facial and bodily gestures. To capture these in writing, I indicate the bursts of laughter in 

brackets below. The story reads and is performs as follows:  

 

M.C.: And then we marched down into the shelter and we were in deep silence. And then 

suddenly Manci comes. She stops in the doorway, there was no space for poor uncle Sterk, 

so he was just sitting on the top stair, just like that and his feet… and then Manci comes, 

she says, ’oh’, she says, ’we’re in big trouble. They started shooting!’ She says, ’first they 

shot Gergely’s picture off the wall, because they said ‘bourgeois! bourgeois! Someone who 

has all this stuff is bourgeois.’ They went into the pantry’, Manci says… ’they broke 

everything, they poured the lard into the honey, they pulled the feathers out of the duvee, 



Agardi                                                       On the Verge of History                                                     Chapter 10 

421 

 

they put it into the whatnot, they ruined everything’ she says, ’and now’, she says, 

’Gergely says he doesn’t even know where to go, because they say ’bourgeois, bourgeois, 

and now they have shot all the pictures on the wall, the first was his.’ Now, suddenly 

Manci leaves, and in dashes Gergely. But poor thing was also already drunk, because he 

had been drinking with the Russians… the notary. 

I.A.: Aw, because he had to… 

M.C.: He falls down into the shelter, bamm, the duvee underneath. (laughs) And we just 

sat there, I was trembling, my God what’s going to happen now? Then, suddenly Marika, 

the priest’s wife says, ‘You, Gergely’...she said it in Romanian, she says, ‘it would be best 

if you cleared out from here’, she says. (laughs) ‘At least we should not get hurt, now that 

they know Gergely anyway, they don’t know us, so go somewhere’, she said to him. ‘But 

where should I go?’ he says, ‘Where?’ She says, ‘There are these stalks, this corn... - as 

they harvested the corn and they piled up the stalks, and there were these big piles, you 

only had to go out of the village a bit further and - there are these corn heaps and the forest 

is not much further from there, you just go and mingle with the peasants somewhere there’, 

said to him this big-wise Marika. And then the notary, poor thing, got out, but by then the 

little child, little Gergely started to cry, he was a baby. My goodness, if only this child 

would be quiet! Well, let’s just say that that finally, we had gotten rid of the notary, who 

had been lying on top of everybody’s feet, because there was no space (laughs) the duvee 

was there and he curled up there. But, anyways, suddenly the notary got out and everybody 

was relieved… but how evil we were, you see, that.. let us get rid of you, even if you’re in 

the biggest trouble. But if you go out, then perhaps we’ll be saved because they don’t know 

us but you they already know and they may be looking for you. So, this is how human 

beings are. Well, but anyways, poor Gergely left but he got saved. God saved him. 

Anyways, where he went, where he didn’t, I don’t know, we didn’t see him afterwards... 

for days. Well, suffice it to say that Manci, too, comes down, poor thing, she sits down, 

and says, ‘they ruined everything.’ She says, ‘where is Gergely?’ ‘Well’, we said, ‘he left.’ 

‘Oh that poor thing!’ she says. But what could we have done? There were a few grapes and 

a little grape juice they brought and some little food for the children, so... and it was 

nighttime. Outside it got so quiet… old uncle Sterk says, - because there were no other 

men in there, only that one Catholic priest.. The Rom..Greek Catholic priest, and this 

engineer. But all of them were in such situations, priest and whatnot, in those times, I don’t 

know who was more afraid... Suffice it to say that Sterk… he says, ‘now I’m going to peek 

outside’, he says – because everybody was thirsty, one had to go out of the shelter, walk 

across the long garden and in the other end of it there was a water well... the well with a 

bucket. And then this Sterk climbed out with this big pot - because by that time a pot was 

put there too in case anyone needed to drink - ...he climbed out somehow, he went across 

the garden and there was this long porch and the Russian soldiers were sitting on this long 

porch.. do you know what a porch is? There was a long porch and you could only see the 

burning end of the cigarettes, as these soldiers were sitting side-by-side, by that time they 

were not drunk, they sat there so quietly! They must have gotten a signal from somewhere.. 

but suffice it to say that a soldier immediately went up to him. Sterk, said, ‘I am bringing 

water, water.’ And he went up to the well, but the soldier was coming with him, he dipped 

and then brought it down. And then he said, ‘there are children in the shelter’ he was 

explaining to the soldier with his hands and feet. This one was fine with it and went back. 

And there’s silence... deep silence. Suddenly they start... horrible shooting, my God! The 

enemy.. the Russian soldiers.. turns out that this was an outpost. The rearguard, who came 

after these, these knew that the Germans had their troops in Szatmárhegy. And a little 

further up from our shelter, they started shooting cannonballs, towards the...whatsitsname... 
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Gyűrűs and Szatmárhegy. And we were just sitting there cooped up and were terribly 

scared. And the sound of cannonballs, one after the other whoo, whoo... Well, now, we are 

in God’s hands, now whatever happens, happens. And suddenly around morning time, the 

cannon fire ceased. Again big silence. And then Manci says that now she doesn’t care, 

she’ll go outside, these children have to eat and next to the notary’s house there was a little 

hut, with a straw-roof - in the kitchen lived and old man - and she says, ‘I’ll go down to the 

old man’, she says, ‘I’ll look for some potatoes and make some potato soup, so that these 

children can eat, because now...now all’s quiet.’ And then Manci left and comes back in a 

little while and says to Marika, the priest’s wife, she says, ‘You can come out now’, she 

says, ‘there are a few Russian soldiers but not here...I didn’t go home only to the old man’s 

but these are so quiet, no one is here.’ So, Marika climbs out with her husband and sister 

and whatnot and they also went home – because the priest’s residence was not far from the 

notary’s. Now, suffice it to say that these went home, and we stayed: the children, and the 

old man and the priest and aunt Mariska and the little kids and Totyi and me. We didn’t 

dare to go outside and so Manci went and made potato soup. She comes back and says, 

‘Let’s let it cool down a little, one of us can go in a little bit to get it.’ And then what 

happens? The priest-wife Marika tumbles into the shelter. What happened? She went home 

and there were some Russians, still in their home. And then one of the Russians went after 

her and, for some reason, he wanted to catch her at all cost… and before that it had rained 

and there was this big pond, filled with water. This woman, as she came down the stairs, 

the Russian after her, she plunged into the pond, twirled around in it a few times and ran 

away (laughs). By that time the Russian had lost interest and stopped running after her. So 

she got saved.... Now, this is funny but back then it wasn’t funny at all. 

I.A.: I bet... 

M.C.: And then... then Manci says, now, alright, but someone should go and bring down 

the potato soup (laughs) 

I.A.: after all this... (laughs) 

M.C.: ...after all this... now, I say, ‘I am the bravest, and most courageous (laughs), I will 

go get the potato soup.’ No one volunteered. But Ancsi says, ‘You know, you just go, the 

sun is shining beautifully’, she says, ‘there’s not a soul here or anywhere.’ She says, ‘don’t 

be scared just go on this path, don’t go near our house, just go along the path – you know 

in these hilly villages – and there is the old man’s place.’ I don’t know the old man’s name 

any more, but an old pipe-smoking man lived there, some kind of watchman and he lived 

in a room with an earth-floor, but his room was so clean!.. I know exactly, it was very nice 

and warm, it was October 14. Now, I look around, no soul nearby, I go down, nicely, I was 

even humming to myself, the fresh air felt very nice, ‘oh god, I wish we’d get out of that 

shelter soon’... I take the pot of potato soup, it was a big pot, so that everybody... but I 

don’t know any more if there were spoons or we just ate it like that... God knows, now, 

anyways, I go there, I get the pot and I am walking back happily and I reach the top stair of 

the shelter, and suddenly next to me whoooooooo, like a... next to my ear, almost grazed 

me, you know? I freaked out so much I suddenly sat down, almost fell (laughs). I got so 

scared, I thought if these Russians shoot me to death now... (laugh) I don’t know what it 

was, or who… how they saw me, who knows, I don’t know anything. Anyways... luckily I 

didn’t spill the potato soup, but as I tumbled down... at least I had the brains to jump down 

quickly and then I slid down the stairs nicely. I say, ‘here’s the potato soup’, I say, ‘but a 

bullet just zoomed by my ear.’ I was shaking like a leaf. I didn’t want any potato soup, oh 

my Goodness… But anyhow... down there who ate, who didn’t eat, I don’t know. This was 

before noon sometime, suddenly, again...it’s nice, peace and quiet, whatever, and Manci 
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says again, ‘You know what? I’ll go out again. Now I won’t ask Marika though because 

she already... (laughs) she had enough. (laughs) (Mária RO, Appendix 3, 120.a/b) 

 

 

The anecdote does not stop here but continues and turns into other war-anecdotes. Mária’s 

performance is similar all throughout. Why does she laugh constantly while telling this story? 

Are these fond memories? Doubtful. I, as the listener, had difficulty in deciding whether to laugh 

with her or to express compassion. So I was trying to do both. What does it say about the Second 

World War as experienced in rural regions of Transylvania? Does it say that the war was ’not so 

bad’ after all? Hardly. Does it say that it was horrible but also absurd? Perhaps, but it is still not a 

satisfying answer. Although these are logical and legitimate questions, perhaps they are not the 

’right’ ones. They are not the ’right’ ones in the sense that they will not yield the kind of 

information that, in my view, is of much interest to or of practical value for historical inquiries. 

The relevance of the above example, however, has another point to make: it illustrates how much 

historical information resides in the act of telling (Thompson 2000). What the narrator, Mária, 

does in this act of story-telling is very similar to what literary scholars usually render as trying 

‘to articulate the inarticulable’ or ‘represent the unrepresentable’
477

 from a temporal distance. 

From a limited number of possible devices to express the multifaceted nature of the experience, 

however, she ’chooses’ one of the most abstract and artful: humor. The audience/listener/reader 

of the story, thus, laughs uneasily while the ambiguous story unfolds. Is it my reaction, the bursts 

of uneasy laughter that keeps on fuelling the story?  

As we have seen above, in Paula’s case, laughter may be part of the oral history narrative 

in the form of witty statements, which are suggestive of the individual’s mockery of and, through 

that, silence about a certain regime. It is a form of laughter in oral history that has already been 

theorized, or at least touched upon. The laughter in Mária’s story is less often talked about and, 

therefore, there is not yet a well-formed theoretical language to address it. For the purpose of the 

                                                            
477 Here I am thinking about the proximity established between violence, death, genocide, the Shoah and 

literature through a host of literary works as well as those of criticism (e.g.: Blanchot’s The Instant of my Death 

(Stanford University Press, 2000), 1-13 and The Space of Literature (University of Nebraska Press, 1989), Imre 

Kertész’s Sorstalanság, Anne Frank’s diary or Primo Levi’s If This is a Man or Toni Morrison’s Beloved) works 

which by exposing the self-referentiality of suffering which only art has the creative tools to capture and transmit 

to the audience constructed a chasm between history and art. Saul Friedlander’s work Memory, History and the 

Extermination of the Jews, (1993) was among the first influential ones –and the emerging memory studies— that 

put the issue of traumatic remembering, the transference of memories and the possibility of historicization into 

the spotlight, relegating trauma out of the realm of art and literature. Semi-autobiographical and theoretical 

accounts by the second generation of survivors (Marianne Hirsch or Eva Hoffmann) and the many works in the 

field of memory studies (Holocaust memory, War-memory, memories of colonialism and socialism) and oral 

history have further contributed to integrating painful, shameful and traumatic memories into historiographical 

canons.  
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present analysis I here tentatively term it as ‘performative’ laughter. Mária’s life story, with 

regard to this specific mode of memory is one of the most intriguing ones, even though this type 

of laughter, regardless of which country the account comes from, informs the telling of other 

women’s stories of horror as well (e.g. Eszter, SRB, Ilona HU, Matild SRB). In Mária’s story it 

is strikingly strong, however. She does not talk about or recall laughter, nor does she try to 

ridicule some regime, figure or idea in the form of jokes, or witty statements. Her laughter does 

not reside in the content or the verbal apparatus of her story itself, but in its presentation. The 

story itself is not even funny, and could have been presented in a serious manner, or in a sad, 

tear-filled way. It could also have been presented in a flat, distant manner as if the said events 

had not happened to the narrator but someone else.
478

 This leads me assume that laughter in this 

speech situation does not belong so closely to the past, but rather it is very much the product of 

the present, the narrow niche the 80-year-old narrator finds to tell me about fear and horror. 

Although it may be elusive and fleeting as a situation, to my mind, it still forms a significant part 

of Mária’s performance of history, which I now bring to my audience’s attention.  

Nonetheless, this type of laughter, through its performance, becomes an equally telling 

source of historical knowledge that only oral sources can convey. Perhaps this is what 

Alessandro Portelli meant when he particularly emphasized the oral nature of oral history 

sources. (Portelli 1991, pp. 46-48)) This laughter, as I see it, is very closely tied to the medium-

specificity of the genre of the oral history narratives and the often nonverbal communication 

between interviewer and interviewee. This very mode of narration is probably not the only mode 

in which these memories ‘live’ in Maria’s mind as frozen images, but the fact she presented them 

to me this way makes the mode as much part of her story-world for me as her actual words. The 

performance of history by these oral history accounts, I found, is an effective way of conveying 

information about the complexity of historical consciousness in the present: about how 

ambiguous meanings events gain with the passing of time and the affective components these 

memories transmit to people who were not ‘there’. Performative laughter is one mode of such 

‘embodied’ history-telling that imagines and needs an audience. Certainly, this is not to say that 

other types of narrating history can be effective without a receptive audience, here, however, it is 

more immediately visible. It exposes the fact that knowledge about what the Transylvanian 

population (amongst them Mária) experienced cannot be produced without the feeling of 

                                                            
478 Matild (SRB) with her appropriation of the popular folk tale genre for example opts for a more distant and 

emotionally less charged narratorial position when telling me her wartime experiences. Ilona (HU) and Eszter 

(SRB) also recount their experiences amidst lots of laughter.   
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discomfort produced by the incongruousness of laughter and painful events and the co-existence 

of power and powerlessness.  

Mária, in an instance of reflection, while she is wiping her tears of laughter, says “Now we 

are laughing but back then it wasn’t funny at all”. Stories of a series of escapes, deportations, 

deportation attempts, hiding or stories of other such hardships, economical struggles that once 

were experiences of direct or indirect threat but were somehow overcome, in the backward 

glance of the survivor sometimes become transformed into funny accounts. What once were life-

threatening situations now become adventures. The structuring principle of juxtaposing ‘then’ 

and ‘now’ is at work in such stories, which, in effect, makes the temporal distance visible. At the 

same time, the narrative stays blind/silent as to what happened in between the event then and its 

telling now. The process of how the terrifying and the horrific become comic and the funny 

remains unspoken, does not get revealed, it is only the final ‘product’ that the audience gets to 

hear and read. This product, on the personal level of the narrator and listener, effectively exposes 

the absurdity of certain historical situations when looking back at them with the gaze of the 

survivor. On the broader, cultural level, however, I see Maria’s story-telling laughter as a 

specific ‘genre’ which, besides the personal relief of positive outcome, is made possible by the 

de-legitimation of the respective historical event/period by public assessments, political 

discourses as well as cultural representations. The fact that since the 1989 transitions, meanings 

attached to 1944-45 have shifted, the once publicly celebrated ‘liberating’ Red army came to be 

seen as ‘invading’ army and April 4 did not have to be celebrated any more, experiences 

regarding that event could be articulated differently than before 1989. This somewhat diversified 

and politicized the public and individual memory field, depending on which social group one 

belonged to, opened up some types of memory and closed off others. This field, although among 

the members of this specific cohort of women did not produce the real possibility of directly 

articulating some subtexts (rape), provided ways to address others (atrocities, pleasant 

experiences, violence). It also produced this curious mode of narration through laughter in order 

to help to convey these subtexts of threat, ethnic identifications, ways of othering and gendered 

experience and find a way to transmit such information to an audience of different generations, 

who were not witnesses.  
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Conclusion to Chapter 10  

   

In the final chapter of this dissertation I have viewed life narratives by women equally as 

products of the narrators’ whole lived life, of their present life circumstances and, to make them 

intelligible and presentable, as products of available narrative forms, discourses, and modes. The 

urge to narrate a life story as a review
479

 that, despite the de-legitimation of former historical 

periods, strives for legitimation and the argument that the lived life has made sense becomes 

very important to narrators. The material I collected fully confirms these claims; in fact, I have 

argued that these important urges of making sense and validating personal pasts govern how 

personal lives and, through that, history get ordered into coherent narratives. Questions of 

continuity and rupture are relevant in the accounts I collected, especially because life phases 

coincide with vast historical changes in interviewees’ narratives. As interviewees negotiate these 

changes, while creating forms of grasping change through ruptures and strategies for establishing 

continuity, these narratives take stock of and evaluate a whole lived life. Nostalgia, amnesia and 

laughter as narrative modes help the narrators to establish rupture points and create continuities 

that are meaningful for their life stories and the arguments they aim to make with those stories. 

 In the final chapter I have examined life stories from the perspective of these three 

different modes of memory, which, as I have shown, are also political and crucial to 

understanding how gendered collective memory takes up different forms of expression that 

individual women negotiate constantly. The modes of nostalgia, amnesia and laughter were, at 

the time of interviewing, culturally available modes of narration, in which the past periods and 

lives lived under former regimes may be talked about and thus kept alive (legitimated) or erased, 

ridiculed and complied with. They, therefore, are crucial sources of historical information 

influencing content and narrative structure. Nostalgia, amnesia and laughter figure as three 

modes that are used to make political arguments and negotiate belongings –constructing an 

imaginary home— and identity struggles. I have shown that these three modes of memory do not 

only act as tinted glasses through which individuals view their pasts but that they are important 

indicators of possible ways the cultures these individuals belong to position themselves to their 

past periods, incorporating national and supranational discourses (socialism, EU). For instance, it 

was almost impossible to be nostalgic towards socialism in the early ‘90s as public discourses 

                                                            
479 Thompson calls these stories “life reviews”. See Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past, Oral History, 

(Oxford and New York, Oxford University press, 1988, 3rd and revised edition 2000). 
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did not create a space for it.
480

 By 2005, fifteen years later, avenues of different nostalgias had 

opened up when it became an important means to criticize post-socialist, liberal-capitalist 

regimes and its failures at democratization and economic stability. For women, living in 

Transylvania and Vojvodina, telling history without the storyline of ethnicity is as unimaginable 

as it is for the Romany woman living in Hungary. In a similar vein, for women of this generation 

living in present-day Hungary, to address the issue of “Hungarian as ethnicity” is a missing 

discourse. Now when we see the strengthening of extreme-right mobilization echoing 

Hungarian-supremacist slogans, this absence is even more relevant and a growing cause for alert. 

Nostalgia, amnesia, and laughter, as modes of constructing pasts in their different combinations 

and shapes, however, are effective ways to also construct different imaginations of belonging, 

for which other, not necessarily nationalist, public discourses may provide raw material. Certain 

straight, or thus far inevitable, connections and associations may be broken (such as Hungary 

equals its territory, socialism equals same experience of mindless oppression) and new, more 

nuanced connections can be forged. This is similar to what Passerini pleaded for in one of her 

works as being the utmost task of a cultural historian, i.e. “to break institutionalized links in 

order to establish risky ones” or “when trying to understand links between silence and speech, 

oblivion and memory” to “look for relationships between traces, or between traces and their 

absences” and to “attempt interpretations which make possible the creation of new 

associations”.
481

 

 

 

 

 

***

                                                            
480 Bela-Krūmina op. cit. 
481 Passerini 2003, 240. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

Published histories and private narratives about the twentieth century in Central Europe 

share an important characteristic: they both create cohesion between a multiplicity of processes 

and events by combining two narrative strategies of emplotment – rupture and continuity. At 

certain points in their narratives, narrators of oral life narratives analyzed here emphasize or 

downplay these two strategies. After 1989, with the end of communist rule in almost all 

countries of Central and Eastern Europe, narratives about rupture and change during a turbulent 

twentieth century have been told in many different forms, genres, and media alongside narratives 

of basic social and political continuities. The life narratives I collected for this research can be 

read as texts that provide commentaries on ongoing debates in several academic fields: national 

Hungarian history, agrarian and social history, transition studies, and gender history. This 

dissertation addressed the forms that tropes of rupture and continuity take through the words of 

women who lived through several regime changes in the course of the twentieth century. It also 

examined the relationship of personal life narratives to public narratives of history: how 

interviewees incorporate and appropriate public narratives and where they diverge from them.  

 The dissertation was based on the source material of thirty narrative life interviews that I 

collected over the course of three years (2005-2008). The interviewees were all Hungarian-

speaking women living in parts of a Central European agricultural belt that became border 

territories after the dissolution of the Habsburg Empire and the 1920 Trianon treaty. Ten 

interviewees live in the Western part of Romania (Northern Transylvania), nine in the Northern 

part of Serbia (the Bačka region of Vojvodina), and eleven in the southeastern part of Hungary 

(Viharsarok). All interviewees were over 65 years of age when the interview took place, which 

means that they were born in the interwar period (1920s and 1930s), were adults during the 

decades of socialism, and have spent their old-age as retired pensioners in three transitioning, 

post-socialist nation-states, two of which (Hungary in 2004 and Romania in 2007) recently 

joined the European Union. All informants came from peasant/artisan families, from relatively 

remote, rural areas where agriculture used to provide the main source of income. Given the 

profile of the region, the interviewees are representative of the category of “rural” insofar as their 

location, life form, and local culture are concerned.  

The life stories of these thirty women, I have shown, are worthy of historical investigation 

because they correct and complicate the way the twentieth century can be understood and written 
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by scholars working in different fields of history writing. Their narratives can be read and 

employed as useful sources that exhibit strategies of crafting coherence of personal life and 

larger history through ruptures and continuities. An analysis of these stories gives us an 

opportunity to assess not only factual corrections that oral narratives offer but also provides us 

with a deeper understanding of narrative strategies that these accounts employ. The former could 

be traced in findings such as the fact that not all women were losers of the 1989 transitions or, 

for example, the fact that ethnicity is not an issue for women in Hungary proper. Such 

corrections are helpful to reshape our assumptions about Hungarian national history, agricultural 

and social history, transition studies, and gender history. The latter aspect, concerning narrative 

strategies, is demonstrated in findings that show nostalgia to be politically motivated and 

amnesia to be systemic. Both nostalgia and amnesia serve as structural organizers of narratives; 

similarly, laughter as a narrative device combines power and powerlessness and implicates the 

audience in the production of oral history narratives. The deeper understanding of the ways in 

which interviewees employ narrative strategies and modes to merge private life stories with 

accounts of history contributes to memory studies and oral history.   

The thirty interviews show that rupture and continuity are two prominent narrative 

strategies that organize historical discourse in life narratives. Ruptures and continuities are not 

only inherent in the recounted events in life stories, but they are also significant strategies that 

construct cohesion in interpreting historical events. Circumscribed by parameters of gender, age, 

class background, national belonging, and ethnicity, women-interviewees bring new perspectives 

relevant to debates in distinct areas of history-writing. Before and after 1989, all of these fields 

of inquiry developed their own debates and stories of the twentieth century in Central Europe 

while creating conventional lines of ruptures and the drawing together of continuities. Below I 

will summarize my main findings and show how they relate to the six scholarly fields. 

National Hungarian history constructs the continuity of Hungarian ethnic identity and 

ruptures of different political regimes. In relation to writing Hungarian history, the interviews 

provide significant comments. They show that there are several differences among women’s 

accounts from Romania, Hungary and Serbia. On the one hand, they periodize differently: Old 

Yugo/Horthy era/the beginning of the Second World War are all placed on a chronological scale 

depending on their location. On the other hand, they do not appropriate an ethnicity-specific 

scheme that would be the same across the region: while accounts coming from Hungary tend to 

be blind to ethnicity, women from Serbia and Romania make it a marked category and employ it 

for their interpretations of past experiences. Also, the interviews subvert the revanchist nostalgia 
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for greater Hungary: the Trianon treaty is hardly mentioned, and only once is it regarded as the 

formative event of their twentieth-century history. They argue against ideals of “national 

cohesion” and unity which has recently been sanctified legally by the current political 

administration of the Hungarian center-right.
482

 This, of course, has implications as to women’s 

constructions of history being firmly rooted in continuities and discontinuities in their political 

citizenship and in ethnicity. The fact that their political citizenship status diverged in different 

directions – for some, ethnicity became marked and then unmarked and yet again marked – 

could not but affect their accounts of history as well. For some interviewees from Romania and 

Serbia, ethnicity is the single most important factor that has moved history. For interviewees 

from Hungary, it is an invisible, silent factor: only Magdolna’s narrative of assimilation, and the 

other ten interviewees’ silence over the Holocaust, gives away its importance in forming history. 

The personal micro-stories I collected resonate with publicly available narratives about national 

history and that of the Second World War. The thirty stories all formulate tropes of ‘us’ and 

‘them’ that express the sympathies, alliances, and political arguments that were formed during 

this period and developed throughout the rest of their lives after the Second World War. They 

express them in condensed images (Russian soldier, German soldier) and their stances all 

resonate with narratives that circulate in the wider public arena. The women take political 

stances and defend them through their way of telling about their past.  

Rural Hungarian-speaking women who belong to ethnic minorities in their countries 

(Serbia and Romania) construct continuity through their ethnicity much more, and in a more 

pronounced way, than their counterparts in Hungary. All my interviewees, regardless of where 

they are living, construct historical continuity on the basis of anti-Semitism and prejudice against 

the Roma; and they all remain silent about the rupture of Holocaust. Stories that speak of 

socialism in terms of politicized ethnic relations often reflect that despite historical change, 

racialized ethnic difference, concretized in lingering anti-Semitism and anti-Roma sentiments, 

provides an unchanging pattern throughout the century, one that deeply informs women’s 

memories outside Hungary. These patterns frame the story of ethnicity as unchanging, and 

difference as standing beyond history, which seems very difficult to change. Memories of travel, 

movement, and temporary migration are often also ways of talking about historical ruptures. 

They implicitly carry the continued legacy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the pre-Trianon era 

of dualism. While talking about their movements, migrations, escapes and travels, women 

                                                            
482 Bill about national cohesion passed on May 31 2010 (see full text in Hungarian at 

http://www.parlament.hu/irom39/00039/00039.pdf) 
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formulate expressions of their sense of belongings and, by making use of nostalgia, also point to 

a space and time in the past when they have felt at home. Nostalgia and amnesia, both used as 

narrative modes of historical narration, aid the narrators in harmonizing space and time in their 

memories in order to express their take on complex issues such as situated narration of ethnic 

tensions, changing contours of political citizenship and its close dependence on territorial 

changes, religious and ethnic persecution, and genocide.   

Social and agrarian history exhibits several unchanging frameworks through which 

scholars have interpreted historical processes during the twentieth century. The interviews are 

important for these debates as they show ways of constructing continuities and discontinuities in 

economic citizenship that characterized the twentieth century in the region. All women 

interviewed come from heavily agricultural areas, from peasant/artisan families whose lives were 

defined by working the land. The childhood narratives grasp continuities with the old pre-

Trianon (imperial) era, when family life forms were similar across these border regions, and the 

collectivization narratives mark the greatest rupture, when family life, values, careers, and social 

stances radically changed, and where deaths and deportation of family members sharply 

symbolize a historical shift that profoundly affected their lives. They grasp socialist 

restructurings and the post-1949 historical changes in terms of collectivization narratives, which 

speak to issues of social reengineering, land reallocation, and ethnic tension. These narratives 

detail the changing contours of social inequalities in condensed images (e.g. kulak, informer, 

Jewish communist) which often convey and stand in for newly created categories heavily imbued 

with embedded notions of ethnicity and race. These narratives do not have their mirror images in 

the 1989 transition-narratives, as there are no coherent patterns that could be called “de-

collectivization narratives”. In talking about economic changes, narrators establish continuities 

either in the form of their continued economic activities as pensioners on the personal level, or in 

terms of the reorganizing economies under the supervision of the EU, which is often perceived 

as a continuing trend and a utopian project similar to early Stalinism. Interviewees do not 

sentimentalize their own peasant origins and certainly do not talk about their origins as somehow 

a pure and uncorrupted characteristic of their ethnic background. In stories of agricultural 

activities of parents and the family, the basis of their belonging to a particular economic-social 

background is understood more in terms of location and, in the case of women from Romania 

and Serbia, multi-ethnic micro-communities of villages, where similarities in culture and 

everyday life was more locally shaped than ethnically, i.e. on some notion of common 

Hungarian-ness.  Agricultural origin-stories provide grounds for them to formulate experiences 
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and notions of social mobility. While falling outside of the broader trajectory of progress 

narratives, many of the narratives touch on the fact that while some of these women stayed close 

to their agriculturalist origins, some went on to pursue higher education, while many others 

entered the industrial workforce. Having salaried jobs, for the interviewees, meant a pension and 

a secure living during retirement after 1989. In crafting their life stories – and their working lives 

— this way, interviewed women themselves formulate their own personal detachment and 

rupture from the life they lived as children and adolescents. They tell the story of socialism and 

the 1989 transition period according to their memories of working life – the former as workers 

and as mothers, the latter as pensioners. 

The interviews also offer their take on narratives of modernization or modernity.  Although 

linked to different factors, belonging to Christian Europe has been a long-standing rhetorical 

expression for ideals that ideologues and political regimes in Hungary have been voicing 

throughout the twentieth century. In the interwar era, it was imagined through agriculture and the 

uplifting of the rural masses, during state socialism it was to be achieved through industry and 

the industrialization of agriculture and everyday life. Since the post-socialist transitions the same 

goal of catching up to modern Europe has been imagined through commerce and the flow of 

capital. Interviewed women refer to changing dominant ideals of modernity from agriculture to 

industry to commerce but emphasize the continuity of the same goal of modernization in their 

life narratives, especially when they address the topic of their family backgrounds and the family 

land or business that they lost for the socialist utopia. They emphasize their working lives as 

different from the old life form of their parents and their childhood and they parallel the socialist 

utopia with that of the EU. They express hope but also distrust. The implications are many: they 

perceive 1989 as yet another rupture in their country’s development, or as yet another attempt 

that has not failed yet and may provide hope. But also, they see it as a trend that is extrinsic for 

their economies to follow and they are content that they do not have to take an active part in it 

any more. The security that socialism has brought for many – in living standards, employment, 

and then in retirement during this new version of modernity – is missing for their grandchildren. 

Interviewees do not construct imaginations of telos in connection to this brand new form of 

modernity but express criticisms instead.   

Transition studies have constructed the end of socialism as a major discontinuity in 

narratives of democratization, of capitalist transitions, and of crisis. They also counter the 

missing history, i.e. the silence about communism and, as such, attempt to forge some continuity 

with the pre-1989 period. The interviews bear out some of these narratives themselves: they talk 
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about the transitions in terms of political democratization and growing civil rights, as well as of 

capitalization in terms of privatization. Some narrators even talk of crisis and social and 

economic decline. The urge to create continuity between the pre- and post-1989 periods is very 

strong; in fact, the interviewees put them in a larger perspective in their own stories. All women 

interviewed were over the age of 65-70 at the time of the interview, so the 1989 political 

transitions were not their first experience with such events. They see 1989, and the years that 

followed, in relation to their previous experiences of regime changes, and they weigh the 

continuities and similarities accordingly – often, with much criticism. Almost all of them draw 

parallels between powerful administrators and officials from the communist era and from post-

communist regimes. They also draw such parallels when they address the changes of 1940/1941 

and 1949. These comparisons would have been missing had I only interviewed those born after 

1950, the generation of their children. Such also was the logic behind oral histories collected by 

Losonczi in Hungary and Svenka Savič in Serbia (Losonczi 2005, Savič 2007). Interviewing this 

generation has allowed me to see constructions of (dis-)continuities in women’s stories, in terms 

of their economic and social status (Chapters 3, 6, and 9); their memories of political rights 

(Chapters.3, 7, and 9); and ethnic identity before 1945, between 1949 and 1989, and after 1989 

(Chapters 3, 4, 5, 8, and 9). 

For most rural women in Hungarian-speaking villages, the period of communism meant 

change in their economic position: from working mainly in agriculture to salaried jobs in service. 

All of them expected a pension after their retirement. Coinciding with the 1989 transitions and 

the end of the socialist period, women’s narratives of retirement from the workforce complement 

debates on transitioning post-communist economies of nation-states that were transforming to 

capitalist free-market economies. All interviewed women narrate the post-socialist period in 

terms of comparing what had been before they had retired and what came after, i.e. things that 

changed radically around them and things that were retained and continue to remain the same. 

These are elements in their narratives that I see as indicating the simultaneous presence of 

rupture and continuity. Women often told me, for example, the story of their retirement as a 

single event; they had made a decision to retire, actively carried it out, and now they enjoy its 

benefits. Relating the act of retirement in such a way translates the event of the transitions as a 

rupture narrative. At the same time, seen as a time to pursue other forms of active work, such as 

small-scale agricultural activity, retail, or participating in a larger civil sphere by doing charity 

work, they posit retirement as a continuation of their life as paid workers. Their position as 

retired workers also affords the women a platform to criticize post-transition reforms. Many feel 
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that these reforms have deprived younger workers, the generation of their children and 

grandchildren, of the benefits of job security that they had enjoyed under socialism. The 

retirement/transition narratives reflect the larger changes transpiring for these women in the 

realms of social status, economic status, and family relations. They especially speak of their 

children’s and grandchildren’s diminished social and economic rights and of their increasing 

poverty. Without exception, all narrators frame retirement as their own decision, as an act of 

self-assertion. This fact counters standard historical interpretations that position retirees as the 

“losers” of the transitions (Ferge 1996). Another significant aspect of the stories from this life 

phase is the returned importance of religion in their lives. In addition to being a discursive site 

for them to express anti-communist resistance, the importance of religious expression in the 

narratives is reflected in their intertwining of Christianity with nationalism (marked against 

Orthodoxy and Judaism), which is partly a legacy of the interwar period and partly an attribute of 

the attempt by ethnic Hungarians living outside Hungary to locate a subject position that resists 

the majoritarian ideology of the country in which they live. 

Political and civil rights emerge as significant elements to locate subjectivity for rural 

Hungarian-speaking women. They all tell stories about some form resistance against communist 

power, thus affirming their agency as well as constructing their subjectivities as political. They 

have colorful stories of encounters with party officials, employers, and state institutions which 

assert their ability to productively function in a non-democratic power regime. Religious identity 

is spelled out in the anecdotes as a site for them to articulate historical continuities. They speak 

of the importance of religion in terms of their education and socialization into a certain moral 

code and value system specific to the interwar period. But that is not the only resonance of 

stories of religion. For women living in Serbia and Romania, religion has been the single most 

important carrier of ethnic difference in stories of childhood. In stories of adulthood, wrapped in 

stories of secret church weddings, baptisms, and clandestine church-going, religion further 

served the purpose of carrying political resistance against the communist political regimes. In 

most stories from Romania, the post-1989 period is narrated in a way where Catholicism and 

Protestantism are correlated with national sentiments and manifest in stories of volunteer work in 

religious charity organizations run by women. There, religious identity becomes a building block 

of cultural citizenship, where their notions of Hungarian ethnicity and Western forms of 

Christianity (marked out as sharply different from Orthodoxy, its culture, and its political-

institutional structural formations) form common grounds of belonging. 
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Gender history has been invaluable in showing the structurally gendered nature of history. 

In the context of the twentieth century in Central Europe, by employing gender as an analytical 

category, historians have shown the gender-specificity of historical processes in this region. A 

consistent trope in history writing that emphasizes continuity with earlier periods describes 

women as mostly victims or, at best, as marginalized social groups throughout the twentieth 

century and during socialism in particular (Goven 1993). Simultaneously, gender historians have 

forged a discourse of discontinuity, by presenting illustrious, famous, or infamous women as 

agents of change, where agency is understood as resistance, the taking on of a public persona, or 

participating in the body politic (Pető 2003, Pető 2007 on Júlia Rajk). In women’s history of 

Central and Eastern Europe, the story of women being victims or losers of the transitions is very 

dominant (Marchand and Runyan 2000). Together with the workers, they are usually put on the 

list of other social groups that lost out economically and socially on the promise of post-socialist 

transitions (Rosenberg 2001, Weiner 2005). My interviews with women who had careers as 

adults under communism dismantle any singular notion of continuity, and show the era as more 

complicated. Their stories, especially ones that deal with their education, their mothers, the 

experience of working motherhood, marriage, and active retirement allowed me to draw some 

conclusions about constructions of continuities in women’s gender roles, and the forms they 

themselves find to express those changing and unchanging roles. Interviewees do not define 

themselves in relation to their husbands, bosses, or the state but they tell stories where they are 

the protagonists who struggle through hardships, thanks to their own efforts. They express hard 

work, planning, wit, strength, endurance, or strong morals as the reasons why they could 

“survive the many systems”, as Ildikó (RO) puts it.  

All rural Hungarian-speaking women construct continuity by telling stories about their 

struggle for survival, about work and motherhood under different regimes, and about their 

cleverness and savvy ability to maneuver the system. They do not speak of themselves as victims 

of historical forces that are larger than the individual. When they talk about historical changes in 

the abstract, they reproduce a certain sense of having been swept and swayed by a faceless, 

nameless force of history; however, when they bring the discussion close to their life 

experiences, then the abstraction dissolves into actors, characters, and concrete life events that 

spell out, in most cases, the narrators’ roles as central-acting characters. The act of telling their 

stories orally plays a significant role for the narrators to forge such agency, and shows the many 

ways the past can be experienced and told in different stories. The dual position of each and 

every narrator towards historical forces, as both agent and sufferer, proves that the duality 
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intrinsic to history writing – intimate, affective, and personal, on the one hand, and distant and 

detached, on the other – is also simultaneously present in women’s discourses. This duality of 

power and powerlessness that is produced by and during each narrative act of oral histories adds, 

I have argued, to a better understanding of history (and the writing of it) as a whole and of 

women’s role in it specifically. For example, interviewed women juxtapose their wartime stories 

of threat and danger with sentimental stories of courtship and sexual excitement and they 

juxtapose the stories of early communism, poverty, the loss of possessions, and a shortage-

economy with stories of working motherhood and images of a negligent, exploitative early 

socialist state. Women’s narratives of adulthood and socialism are pointedly gendered. As 

working mothers, these women formulate very distinct imaginations of the socialist state. These 

are stories of a forgotten generation of young mothers at a time when care was not yet socialized 

and state subsidies for welfare provisions not yet formed. Motherhood was considered a duty for 

these women, which I connect to the gendered construction of social citizenship. Because of 

belonging to this specific age-group, their memories of not having been supported by the 

socialist state as working mothers formulate a rarely told story, one where social citizenship is 

insufficient to universally account for women’s situation as a group during socialism. Interviwed 

women express betterment duing socialism in terms of their own work and efforts and criticize 

the party state for not getting anything in return. In their accounts, bargain theories that posit a 

kind of unwritten pact between citizens and the socialist party state, i.e. economic wellbeing 

exchanged for political complicity, thus prove unfounded. The correlation between economic 

betterment and the pro-socialist argument therefore cannot be located in some imaginary bargain 

but in women’s political convictions that attempt to validate work and workers in the post-1989 

era.  

With reference to gender history, I argued against a straight correlation between women's 

employment and the narrative strategies women employ to construct meaningful identities for 

themselves. Contrary to the common view in feminist sociology that employment, for which 

state socialist regimes did or did not provide ideal settings and provisions, is the main factor of 

women’s agency, I pointed out that no real consistency can be shown between work and the 

narrative construction of women’s sense of themselves as significant or insignificant. Leftist 

intellectuals, who have prioritized work and employment for women, created a myth that post-

socialist changes have proved false. Women’s narratives of nostalgia expose blind spots in the 

academic literature by showing how an easy correlation between women’s sense of self and their 

employment history cannot be made. Some narrators represent themselves as heroines of work, 
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thus legitimating their past, but some do not. For them, silence and refraining from remembering 

overwrites even the positive aspects of their pasts. These narrators have difficulty placing 

themselves into the story of their life and into the larger historical processes: they prefer to 

assign active roles to other family members and tell their stories or voicing disembodied 

opinions mostly borrowed from public narratives to substitute for their embodied knowledge 

(e.g. criticizing political regimes in the abstract). The third option for them is to reflect on their 

memory process, or the failure of it and to list grievances as factors that have moved their lives 

and their narratives forward in time until old age. For them, however, there is no real forward, no 

progress and no telos either. Oral history narration has helped them to formulate these stories 

too, which otherwise would most certainly have remained invisible, keeping these women and 

their rather representative experiences in the shadows of history.  

Memory studies have made crucial contributions to the study of interactions between 

collective and individual memory (Kansteiner 2002). They provided me with an important 

framework to study the interaction of the two, which were at all times in dynamic connection in 

the narratives. My study confirms the tight and dynamic nature of the interaction of private and 

public narratives. Women refer to the national historiographies from the point of view of their 

present sense of belonging. They take over many popular, commonly known public narratives 

(e.g. ‘the Russians came in’, ‘the Germans came in’, ‘the Hungarians came in’ or the silence 

about the Holocaust). Two conclusions I draw are that narratives about rupture get repeated, and 

silence about the Holocaust almost universally gets repeated in interviewees’ accounts. But there 

are also some unique individual stories – such as those of movement and home, retirement as 

liberation, continuities between communism and capitalism/EU — that have not found their way 

into public historical discourse.  

Each and every woman I have interviewed constructs her life narrative based on her 

political convictions, and in this sense their accounts are never purely individual, but are always 

filtered through not only available genres of articulation but also political sensibilities and 

rhetoric. They manipulate their uses of different modes of narration in order to create believable 

and convincing narratives according to these convictions, their historical interpretations, and 

events in their lives. Collectively, they often serve the narrators’ purpose of making a political 

argument. Because individual life experiences tend to be richer than available frameworks of 

narration, often a split happens, where women narrate historical events or periods (those 

belonging to the realm of the macro) in abstraction, using schematic formulas, and when they 

narrate personal stories, they refrain from squeezing them into any one interpretative rubric. This 
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split results in very complex, often contradictory, accounts of each and every period/life phase. It 

is along these lines of split that I observed the points where women’s personal accounts of their 

memories clashed with the collective/national memories. 

Oral history maintains the importance of the act of telling a life story, as it carries countless 

possibilities for individuals to stress their agency. My focus all throughout the dissertation has 

been concentrated on different acts of periodization, the connection between women’s 

experiences and their political preferences, and the fact that continuity and discontinuity have 

both been elements of telling life stories. The main conclusion on the connecting point between 

oral historical life narratives and the trope of ‘forced paths’ in Hungarian national history writing 

has been that, in my material, there are no stories that only describe the narrators’ life as pure 

victimhood: ‘forced paths’, in other words, are not mirrored in individual life stories. In the 

national histories that employ the trope of ‘forced paths’, the nation is imagined as a 

homogeneous cultural and political unit whose attempts at development and modernization have 

been obstructed by outer, alien forces. National history, in that scenario, is moved by trials and 

tribulations of a community that has little room for agency, for complexity, and for diverse 

processes that occur within the imagined community. Such histories are written with a 

retrospective bias that imagines few alternative outcomes and crafts a story of fatalistic 

inevitability. Oral stories are different. When relating specific life events, all women – even the 

ones whose short life-summaries give the impression that they had been swept away by large 

historical forces — described themselves as active and forceful agents of their own lives. In 

doing so, they point to a major difference between history as written and history as told in the 

form of memories: victim-hood has no straight mirror image in orally told life narratives.  

In the final chapter of the dissertation, I discussed modes of memory, nostalgia, amnesia, 

and laughter as significant modes of narration. These modes impact individuals’ accounts at its 

very basic levels of structure and influence themes, frames, and tones. As for silence and 

historical amnesia, I argued that the large-scale silences over events of the twentieth century –

most importantly the overarching veil of forgetting the Holocaust and the gendered memory on 

war-time rape — had a lot to do with the ways in which historians can read such pattern-like 

silences. Since the narratives did not indicate trauma or simple nuances of forgetting, I argued 

that such silences are systematic and, thus, possible to account for. They closely reside in the 

culturally and publicly available and unavailable discourses on historical transitions, which make 

certain events possible and others impossible to narrate explicitly, in forms that are available for 

individuals. Laughter and silence in interviews indicate ruptures that cannot be told with words 
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or in the form of stories. The third argument concerns another mode of memory and narration: 

performative laughter. I argued that laughter during the act of story-telling is a significant carrier 

of historical information. I drew attention to it because I see that it has an important function in 

connecting the narrator with her audience, and it exposes the extent to which their interaction 

creates the narratives. Performative laughter has a close relevance to the temporal distance 

between the experience, its memory, and the act of telling. Such a distance that exists between 

the event and its narration, as well as between teller and listener (exacerbated by a large 

generation gap), endows memories with ambivalence and ambiguity while establishing power 

and powerlessness as coeval in historical narratives. The presence and the reactions of the 

listener – whether I laughed together with the narrator or not — influence how the story gets 

told, what gets emphasized and downplayed. This political level of the interview situation 

(Grele) becomes visible when the narrator and listener laugh. It shows that talking about history 

is always a performance that requires an audience, and that the coexistence of power and 

powerlessness is not only in the narrative, but also in the commitment of the audience. 

Interviewed women’s memories all resemble each other, as all thirty narrators live in post-

socialist countries, and they are all similar in age. The urge to negotiate the past regimes (the 

periods and their changes) while giving them a positive or negative evaluative connotation, 

remains strong. Because of the series of political regime changes in Central Europe, all women 

show the need to legitimize their own political role in their narratives. Their memories exhibit a 

host of different features in the choice of what they evaluate and how they go about doing it, 

what they forget to mention, and what they express strong emotions towards. All of these traits 

show women’s interpretative agency. Their nostalgia is not uncritical, their amnesia is strategic, 

and their laughter works for these female subjects to maneuver between expressing power and 

powerlessness. Interviewed women employ different narrative modes in order to create coherent 

narratives of the journey of the self: they mark ruptures and create continuities on their personal 

timeline, appropriating public narratives for their private stories. Involving their audience, they 

are working through the legacies of their region’s contested past and a turbulent twentieth 

century.  

 

 

 

*** 
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Summary in English 

 

 

 

After 1989, with the end of communist rule in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, 

narratives about rupture and change during a turbulent twentieth century have been told in many 

different forms, genres, and media alongside narratives of basic social and political continuities. 

Rupture and continuity are different narrative strategies that create coherence in personal life 

stories, just as much as they do in larger histories. Published histories and private narratives 

about the twentieth century in Central Europe share this characteristic: they both create cohesion 

between a multiplicity of processes and events by combining the two narrative strategies of 

emplotment. That is what this dissertation is about. I investigate how ordinary people, ordinary 

women in Central Europe, i.e. women who are not famous, not well-educated, not active in the 

public sphere, see this turbulent century which they have lived through. At certain points in their 

narratives, narrators of oral life narratives analyzed here emphasize or downplay these two 

strategies. I am interested in the different ways that they speak of change and place themselves 

into a sequence of change while maintaining their sense of integrity: how they talk at the end of 

their life about childhood in the Interwar era, their maturing during the Second World War, 

starting married life and work in socialism, and their retirement years after 1989. Throughout the 

analysis I address the forms that tropes of rupture and continuity take through the words of 

women who lived through several regime changes in the course of the twentieth century. 

Just as one may think of different ways to tell the story of the twentieth century in Central 

Europe based on the principle of emplotment –that of ruptures and that of continuity—one may 

also think of different subject matters and different ranges of circulation. Public historical 

narratives deal with the macro level of political regimes and economic systems, while private 

narratives talk about the micro level of individual experience and family life. In this book I trace 

the interaction between micro and macro narratives. The dissertation examines the relationship 

of personal life narratives to public narratives of history: how interviewees incorporate and 

appropriate public narratives and where they diverge from them.  

 The dissertation is based on the source material of thirty narrative life interviews that I 

collected over the course of three years (2005-2008). The interviewees are all Hungarian-

speaking women living in parts of a Central European agricultural belt that became border 

territories after the dissolution of the Habsburg Empire and the 1920 Trianon treaty. Ten 

interviewees live in the Western part of Romania (Northern Transylvania), nine in the Northern 
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part of Serbia (the Bačka region of Vojvodina), and eleven in the southeastern part of Hungary 

(Viharsarok). All interviewees were over 65 years of age when the interview took place, which 

means that they were born in the interwar period (1920s and 1930s), were adults during the 

decades of socialism, and have spent their old-age as retired pensioners in three transitioning, 

post-socialist nation-states, two of which (Hungary in 2004 and Romania in 2007) recently 

joined the European Union. All informants came from peasant/artisan families, from relatively 

remote, rural areas where agriculture used to provide the main source of income. Given the 

profile of the region, the interviewees are representative of the category of “rural” insofar as their 

location, life form, and local culture are concerned.  

The life stories of these thirty women are worthy of historical investigation because they 

correct and complicate the way the twentieth century can be understood and written by scholars 

working in different fields of history writing. I read all thirty life narratives as texts that provide 

commentaries on ongoing debates in several academic fields: national Hungarian history, 

agrarian and social history, transition studies, and gender history. I argue that the narratives can 

be read and employed as useful sources that exhibit strategies of crafting coherence of personal 

life and larger history through ruptures and continuities and are thus amenable to be put aside 

scholarly debates in several areas of history writing. An analysis of these stories gives us an 

opportunity to assess not only factual corrections that oral narratives offer but also provides us 

with a deeper understanding of narrative strategies that these accounts employ. The former could 

be traced in findings such as the fact that not all women were losers of the 1989 transitions or, 

for example, the fact that ethnicity is not an issue for women in Hungary proper. Such 

corrections are helpful to reshape our assumptions about Hungarian national history, agricultural 

and social history, transition studies, and gender history. The latter aspect, concerning narrative 

strategies, is demonstrated in findings that show nostalgia to be politically motivated and 

amnesia to be systemic. Both nostalgia and amnesia serve as structural organizers of narratives; 

similarly, laughter as a narrative device combines power and powerlessness and implicates the 

audience in the production of oral history narratives. The deeper understanding of the ways in 

which interviewees employ narrative strategies and modes to merge private life stories with 

accounts of history contributes to memory studies and oral history.  

The thirty interviews show that rupture and continuity are two prominent narrative 

strategies that organize historical discourse in life narratives. Ruptures and continuities are not 

only inherent in the recounted events in life stories, but they are also significant strategies that 

construct cohesion in interpreting historical events. Circumscribed by parameters of gender, age, 
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class background, national belonging, and ethnicity, women-interviewees bring new perspectives 

relevant to debates in distinct areas of history-writing. Before and after 1989, all of these fields 

of inquiry developed their own debates and stories of the twentieth century in Central Europe 

while creating conventional lines of ruptures and the drawing together of continuities. 

Following the discussion of methodology and the historical-theoretical framework of my 

analysis, the discussion of the narratives takes place in a chronologically arranged format. In 

order to make the life stories resonate with the available historical accounts and point out 

similarities and differences, I arranged my account of the narratives in a manner that places 

stories of a particular life phase in parallel with the respective historical era in which it was lived, 

along with the metanarratives that are prominently used to tell about the particular era. 

Accordingly, chapter 3 discusses stories of childhood and the Interwar era and chapter 4 

discusses memories of adolescence and the Second World War, i.e. the pre-1949 era. Chapter 3 

first focuses on narratives of the Trianon treaty (June 4 1920), then on women’s strategies of 

placing childhood in the larger context of the interwar era, and finally on narrators’ articulations 

of politics and ethnicity in stories of religious education. As to the first part of this chapter, I look 

at women’s discursive formulations of Trianon, the frequency and narrative context within which 

they mention the event, its connection to or disconnection from childhood memories, and the 

meanings that they ultimately attach to it. At the moment of the interviews, these women lived in 

countries different from the countries in which they were born – Hungary, The Kingdom of 

Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, Yugoslavia and the Romanian Kingdom. In the discussion of 

childhood memories, I draw out the connections as well as the disconnections between women’s 

life events and the larger account of period and geopolitical context (nation-state) in which those 

years were lived. Stories of parents’ struggles to make a living and the young girls’ efforts to 

help out around the house, work, and get an education speak about larger issues of socio-

economic inequality, gendered hierarchy, and figures of authority. In the third part of the 

chapter, I examine school stories where language and religion are shown to be carriers of ethnic 

difference in accounts of women from Romania and Serbia. The chapter as a whole shows that 

rural women of this cohort remember the interwar era/childhood in the context of, and weighed 

against, later periods.  

Chapter 4 discusses memories of the Second World War in parallel with adolescence. It 

first highlights differences in periodization by women of the three nation-states. Secondly, it 

introduces two major tropes of national and gender identifications – Russian soldier, German 

soldier — that, for the narrators, also serve the purpose of political identification. Thirdly, the 
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chapter discusses articulations of ideals of femininity through the figure of the mother. 

Throughout this chapter, I touch upon strategies women use to break up time and the ways in 

which it conforms to the histories of the countries they live in. I also touch upon the manner in 

which they tell wartime stories, in terms of what they articulate and what they keep in silence. 

Chapter 5 discusses the theme of movement in memories of childhood and adolescence: 

stories of journeys, trips, migration and escapes. Although the interviewees are not migrants in 

the strict sense of the word, it struck me that movement forms the core of many of the narratives. 

Through an analysis of three accounts, therefore, in this chapter I ask what relationships there are 

between the theme of movement and discursive formulations of home. I explore what 

connections the theme of spatial movement has with temporal change and continuity. Going 

further than simply grasping spatial dislocations, I read the stories as speaking to continuities in 

time amidst personal and political ruptures.   

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 relate stories of adulthood and state socialism, i.e. the post-1949 era. 

Many stories are told about socialism. Some are nostalgic, some about terror, and others convey 

the violence and deprivation of the period. Some stories talk about the four decades in a manner 

of slow but steady progress and some do so in terms of stagnation. I divided the three chapters 

according to the different themes addressed in the stories. Chapter 6 analyzes memories of early 

socialism in terms of collectivization narratives and I analyze narratives of socialism that are told 

along the lines of economic changes and adjustments. These are narratives of socialist progress 

and can be interpreted in terms of women’s changing economic citizenship status. Chapter 7 

discusses stories that tell stories of socialism along the lines of political clashes and struggles. 

These are narratives of stagnation that grasp the period in terms of women’s political and civil 

rights, or the lack thereof. Chapter 8 analyzes stories that tell about state socialism in Hungary, 

Romania and Serbia in terms of ethnic tensions and differences. This chapter points out ways in 

which ethnicity circumscribes interviewees’ interpretations of their past and it shows that in 

some narratives women construct it as a factor that moves their history.   

In chapters 9 and 10, I arrive at the current phase of interviewees’ lives. Chapter 9 zooms 

in on stories of old age and retirement in the context of the post-1989 transitions. Here, I discuss 

stories pertaining to this most recent life phase/era as accounts of a host of transformations which 

are balancing acts of rupture and continuity. Stories of retirement are stories of the 1989 

tansitions and they provide politically-charged, critical accounts of both post-socialism and 

socialism. Chapter 10 zooms out again on the collected life narratives and sees them as narrative 

entities, as wholes in and of themselves, and possessing their own logic in terms of structure, 
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argument and characteristic modes of memory and narration. In this chapter I discuss forms of 

nostalgia, amnesia, and laughter as important modes of narrating history in all thirty accounts. I 

trace the forms they take in the narratives and I argue that they are strategies that interviewees 

employ together in order to create coherence in their accounts. Through the last narrative mode, 

laughter, I point out the perfomative nature of oral history accounts and the significance of the 

audience in the production of such historical narratives.  
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands 

 

Na 1989, toen er een einde was gekomen aan het communistische bewind in Centraal- 

en Oost-Europa, zijn verhalen over breuken en verandering tijdens een turbulente twintigste 

eeuw in veel verschillende vormen, genres en media verteld naast verhalen over fundamentele 

sociale en politieke continuïteit. Breuk en continuïteit zijn verschillende narratieve strategieën 

die samenhang creëren in persoonlijke levensverhalen, net zoals ze dat doen in grotere 

historische verhalen. Gepubliceerde geschiedenissen en privéverhalen over de twintigste eeuw 

in Centraal-Europa delen deze eigenschap: ze creëren beide samenhang tussen een grote 

verscheidenheid aan processen en gebeurtenissen door de twee narratieve strategieën van 

emplotment te combineren. Daar gaat dit proefschrift over. Ik onderzoek hoe gewone mensen, 

gewone vrouwen in Centraal-Europa, dat wil zeggen vrouwen die niet beroemd, niet 

hoogopgeleid, niet actief in het publieke domein zijn, deze turbulente eeuw waarin zij geleefd 

hebben zien. Op bepaalde momenten in hun verhalen benadrukken of bagatelliseren de 

vertellers van de mondelinge levensverhalen die hier geanalyseerd worden deze twee 

strategieën. Ik bekijk de verschillende manieren waarop ze over verandering praten en 

zichzelf in een reeks veranderingen plaatsen terwijl ze hun gevoel van integriteit behouden: 

hoe ze aan het eind van hun leven praten over hun kindertijd in het interbellum, volwassen 

worden tijdens de Tweede Wereldoorlog, trouwen en werken onder het socialisme, en de 

jaren na hun pensionering na 1989. In de analyse bespreek ik de vormen die de stijlfiguren 

breuk en continuïteit aannemen in de woorden van vrouwen die in de loop van de twintigste 

eeuw verschillende regimeveranderingen hebben meegemaakt. 

 Niet alleen zijn er verschillende manieren om het verhaal van de twintigste eeuw in 

Centraal-Europa te vertellen op basis van het principe van emplotment –van breuken en van 

continuïteit – maar er zijn ook verschillende onderwerpen en het is op verschillende manieren 

in omloop. Openbare historische verhalen behandelen het macroniveau – politieke regimes en 

economieën – terwijl privéverhalen over het microniveau – individuele ervaringen en het 

gezinsleven – gaan. In dit boek bestudeer ik de interactie tussen het micro- en het 

macroniveau. Het proefschrift onderzoekt de relatie tussen persoonlijke levensverhalen en 

openbare geschiedenisverhalen: hoe geïnterviewden openbare verhalen incorporeren en ze 

zich toe-eigenen en waar ze ervan afwijken. 
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 Het proefschrift is gebaseerd op het bronmateriaal van dertig narratieve 

levensinterviews die ik in drie jaar tijd heb verzameld (2005-2008). De geïnterviewden zijn 

allemaal Hongaarssprekende vrouwen die in delen van een Centraal-Europese 

landbouwgordel wonen die grensgebieden werden na het uiteenvallen van het Habsburgse 

Rijk en het Verdrag van Trianon van 1920. Tien geïnterviewden wonen in het westen van 

Roemenië (Noord-Transylvanië), negen in het noorden van Servië (het Bačkagebied in 

Vojvodina), en elf in het zuid-oosten van Hongarije (Viharsarok). Alle geïnterviewden waren 

ouder dan 65 toen het interview afgenomen werd, wat betekent dat ze in het interbellum 

geboren zijn (jaren 20 en 30), volwassen waren tijdens de socialistische jaren, en hun oude 

dag als gepensioneerden in drie veranderende, post-socialistische natiestaten hebben 

doorgebracht waarvan er twee (Hongarije in 2004 en Roemenië in 2007) recentelijk lid zijn 

geworden van de Europese Unie. Alle informanten kwamen uit boeren-/ambachtsfamilies uit 

relatief afgelegen, landelijke gebieden waar landbouw de belangrijkste bron van inkomsten 

was. Als we naar het profiel van het gebied kijken, zijn de geïnterviewden representatief voor 

de categorie “landelijk” wat hun locatie, levensstijl en lokale cultuur betreft. 

 De levensverhalen van deze dertig vrouwen zijn historisch onderzoek waard omdat ze 

de manier waarop de twintigste eeuw begrepen en beschrevenen kan worden door 

wetenschappers die werkzaam zijn in verschillende gebieden van geschiedschrijving 

corrigeren en compliceren. Ik heb alle dertig levensverhalen gelezen als teksten die 

commentaar leveren op lopende discussies in verscheidene academische onderzoeksgebieden: 

nationale Hongaarse geschiedenis, agrarische en sociale geschiedenis, overgangsstudies, en 

gendergeschiedenis. Ik betoog dat de verhalen kunnen worden gelezen en gebruikt als nuttige 

bronnen die strategieën tonen waarmee door breuken en continuïteiten een samenhang kan 

worden bewerkstelligd tussen privéleven en de grotere geschiedenis en dat ze dus kunnen 

worden vergeleken met wetenschappelijke discussies in verschillende gebieden van 

geschiedschrijving. Een analyse van deze verhalen geeft ons niet alleen de mogelijkheid om 

feitelijke correcties die mondelinge verhalen bieden aan te brengen, maar zorgt er ook voor 

dat we narratieve strategieën die deze relazen gebruiken beter begrijpen. Het eerste punt kan 

bijvoorbeeld gevonden worden in het feit dat niet alle vrouwen verliezers waren van de 

overgang van 1989, of het feit dat etniciteit geen punt is voor vrouwen in Hongarije. Zulke 

correcties zijn nuttig om onze aannames over Hongaarse nationale geschiedenis, agrarische en 

nationale geschiedenis, overgangsstudies en gendergeschiedenis te hervormen. Het tweede 
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aspect, betreffende narratieve strategieën, komt naar voren in bevindingen die laten zien dat 

nostalgie politieke redenen kan hebben en dat amnesie systemisch kan zijn. Zowel nostalgie 

als amnesie dienen als structurele ordenende factoren van verhalen; op dezelfde manier 

combineert gelach als een narratief instrument macht en machteloosheid en betrekt het 

publiek bij de productie van mondelinge historische verhalen. Een beter begrip van de manier 

waarop geïnterviewden narratieve strategieën en vertelperspectieven inzetten om 

levensverhalen samen te voegen met verslagen van de geschiedenis draagt bij aan 

geheugenstudies en mondelinge geschiedenis. 

 De dertig interviews laten zien dat breuk en continuïteit twee prominente narratieve 

strategieën zijn om historisch discours in levensverhalen te ordenen. Breuken en 

continuïteiten zijn niet alleen inherent aan de gebeurtenissen die in de levensverhalen worden 

naverteld, maar het zijn ook belangrijke strategieën die samenhang creëren bij het 

interpreteren van historische gebeurtenissen. Beperkt door kenmerken als gender, leeftijd, 

klasse, nationale gevoelens en etniciteit, brengen vrouwelijke geïnterviewden nieuwe 

perspectieven die relevant zijn voor discussies in verschillende gebieden van 

geschiedschrijving. Voor en na 1989 hebben al deze onderzoeksvelden hun eigen discussies 

en verhalen over de twintigste eeuw in Centraal-Europa ontwikkeld terwijl ze conventionele 

breuklijnen creëerden en continuïteiten samenbrachten. 

 In navolging van de discussie over methodologie en het historisch-theoretische kader 

van mijn analyse, vindt de discussie van de verhalen plaats in een chronologisch geordend 

format. Om de levensverhalen overeen te laten komen met de beschikbare historische 

vertellingen en overeenkomsten en verschillen aan te kunnen wijzen heb ik mijn beschrijving 

van de verhalen zo geordend dat de verhalen over een bepaalde levensfase parallel lopen met 

de historische tijd waarin ze zich afspelen, samen met de metaverhalen die gebruikt worden 

om over een bepaalde tijd te vertellen. Dienovereenkomstig behandelt hoofdstuk 3 verhalen 

over de kindertijd en het interbellum en hoofdstuk 4 herinneringen aan de tienerjaren en de 

Tweede Wereldoorlog (dat wil zeggen, de tijd voor 1949). In hoofdstuk 3 worden eerst 

verhalen over het Verdrag van Trianon (4 juni 1920) besproken, daarna de strategieën van 

vrouwen om hun kindertijd in de bredere context van het interbellum te plaatsen, en ten slotte 

de uitspraken van vertellers over politiek en etniciteit in verhalen over religieuze opvoeding. 

In het eerste deel van dit hoofdstuk kijk ik naar de manier waarop vrouwen over Trianon 

praten, de frequentie waarmee en de narratieve context waarin ze de gebeurtenis noemen, de 
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relatie of het gebrek aan een relatie met jeugdherinneringen, en de betekenissen die ze er 

uiteindelijk aan verbinden. Op het moment van de interviews woonden deze vrouwen niet in 

de landen waar ze zijn geboren – Hongarije, Koninkrijk der Serven, Kroaten en Slovenen, 

Joegoslavië en Koninkrijk Roemenië. In de discussie over jeugdherinneringen beschrijf ik 

zowel de relaties als het gebrek aan relaties tussen hun levensgebeurtenissen en de grotere 

verslagen van die tijd en de geopolitieke context (natiestaat) waarin die jaren plaatsvonden. 

Verhalen over de moeite die hun ouders hadden om rond te komen en de moeite die de jonge 

meisjes deden om in en rond het huis te helpen, te werken, en een opleiding te genieten 

vertellen ons meer over algemene zaken als socio-economische ongelijkheid, 

genderhiërarchie en gezaghebbende personen. In het derde deel van het hoofdstuk onderzoek 

ik schoolverhalen waarin blijkt dat taal en godsdienst etnische verschillen meedragen in 

verhalen van vrouwen uit Roemenië en Servië. Het hoofdstuk als geheel laat zien dat vrouwen 

van het platteland uit deze cohort zich het interbellum/hun kindertijd herinneren in de context 

van latere perioden en het hiermee vergelijken. 

Hoofdstuk 4 behandelt herinneringen aan de Tweede Wereldoorlog parallel aan de 

tienertijd. Eerst komen de verschillen in periodisering van vrouwen uit de drie natiestaten aan 

bod. Daarna worden twee belangrijke stijlfiguren van nationale identificatie en 

genderidentificatie geïntroduceerd – Russische soldaat, Duitse soldaat – die, voor de 

vertellers, ook als politieke identificatie dienen. Dan worden uitingen over idealen van 

vrouwelijkheid via het moederfiguur besproken. In het hele hoofdstuk stip ik strategieën aan 

die vrouwen gebruiken om tijd in te delen en de manieren waarop het zich aanpast aan de 

geschiedenis van het land waarin ze leven. Ook bespreek ik de manier waarop ze 

oorlogsverhalen vertellen: wat uiten ze en wat laten ze achterwege. 

Hoofdstuk 5 behandelt het thema beweging in jeugdherinneringen en de tienertijd: 

verhalen over reizen, uitstapjes, migratie en vluchten. Hoewel de geïnterviewden in de strikte 

zin van het woord geen migranten zijn, viel het me op dat beweging vaak de kern is van de 

verhalen. Zodoende vraag ik mij in dit hoofdstuk door een analyse van drie relazen af welke 

relaties er bestaan tussen het thema beweging en uitingen over thuis en het vaderland. Ik 

onderzoek wat het thema ruimtelijke beweging te maken heeft met tijdelijke verandering en 

continuïteit. Om verder te gaan dan simpelweg ruimtelijke veranderingen benoemen, lees ik 

de verhalen als continuïteiten creërend te midden van persoonlijke en politieke breuken. 
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Hoofdstukken 6, 7 en 8 leggen een verband tussen verhalen over volwassenheid en 

staatssocialisme (de periode na 1949). Er worden veel verhalen over socialisme verteld. 

Sommige zijn nostalgisch, sommige gaan over terreur, en andere brengen het geweld en de 

ontbering over. In sommige verhalen zit in de vier decennia langzame maar gestage 

vooruitgang en in sommige alleen stilstand. Ik heb de drie hoofdstukken onderverdeeld naar 

de verschillende thema’s die aan bod komen in de verhalen. In hoofdstuk 6 worden de 

herinneringen aan vroeg socialisme geanalyseerd in termen van collectivisatieverhalen en 

analyseer ik verhalen over het socialisme die verteld worden aan de hand van economische 

veranderingen en aanpassingen. Dit zijn verhalen over socialistische vooruitgang en kunnen 

worden geïnterpreteerd in termen van de veranderende economische burgerschapsstatus van 

vrouwen. Hoofdstuk 7 bespreekt de verhalen over socialisme aan de hand van de politieke 

conflicten en strijd. Dit zijn verhalen over stilstand die de periode bespreken in termen van de 

politieke rechten en burgerrechten van vrouwen, of het gebrek daaraan. In hoofdstuk 8 

worden verhalen geanalyseerd die vertellen over staatssocialisme in Hongarije, Roemenië en 

Servië in termen van etnische spanningen en verschillen. In dit hoofdstuk komen manieren 

naar voren waarop etniciteit interpretaties van geïnterviewden over hun verleden beperkt en 

wordt er getoond dat, in sommige verhalen, vrouwen het construeren als een factor die hun 

verleden bepaalt. 

In hoofdstuk 9 en 10 kom ik aan bij de huidige fase van het leven van de 

geïnterviewden. Hoofdstuk 9 zoomt in op verhalen over hun oude dag en pensionering in de 

context van de overgangen die na 1989 plaatsvonden. Hier bespreek ik verhalen over deze 

meest recente levensfase/tijd als verslagen van een massa veranderingen die 

balanceeroefeningen van breuken en continuïteit zijn. Verhalen over pensionering zijn 

verhalen over de overgangen van 1989 en ze leveren politiek geladen, kritische verslagen van 

zowel het post-socialisme als het socialisme. Hoofdstuk 10 zoomt weer uit op de verzamelde 

levensverhalen en beschouwt deze als narratieve entiteiten, als gehelen op en van zichzelf, 

met hun eigen logica wat betreft structuur, redenering en kenmerkende vertelperspectieven en 

manieren waarop herinneringen geuit worden. In dit hoofdstuk bespreek ik vormen van 

nostalgie, amnesie, en gelach, die in alle dertig verslagen belangrijke instrumenten waren om 

de geschiedenis te vertellen. Ik ga de vormen die zij in de verhalen aannemen na en betoog 

dat zij strategieën zijn die geïnterviewden samen inzetten om samenhang in hun relaas te 

creëren. Aan de hand van het laatste instrument, gelach, laat ik de performatieve aard van 
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mondelinge historische vertellingen zien en het belang van het publiek bij de productie van 

zulke historische verhalen. 
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