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1. Research question and sources

People are not consistently rational, but they frequently resort to ratio-

nalization–attempting tomake senseof their ownandothers’ life events

by constructing coherent narratives. The Soviet-style collectivization of

agriculture inEasternEurope challenged the creationof such coherence.

With the elimination of smallholding agriculture and the shift to large-

scale farming, it fundamentally altered the social fabric of rural com-

munities. This transformation led to the deprivation of many peasants,

whowere either stripped of their land and became employees of cooper-

atives or abandoned agriculture altogether, ultimately dismantling tra-

ditional rural life.2 The often violent methods employed during the col-

lectivization induced trauma,which, in turn, triggered a crisis ofmean-

ing. (Kaminer/Eagle, 2010, 60–79) How could peasants disclose their ex-

periences during collectivizationwhen propaganda propagated the nar-

rative of successful agricultural modernization?

1 The research was supported by the MTA BTK Lendület Ten Generations Re-

search Group.

2 For a comprehensive understanding of collectivization, please refer to:

Bauerkämper/Iordachi 2014; Radu/Budeancă 2016.
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124 Narrativity and Violence

The remarkable speed of de-peasantization became a subject of

contemporary sociological literature as well. In both Hungary and

Romania, even medical research has examined the psychological after-

math of this radical social transformation (Juhász 1973, Spielman 1984,

150–151). However, despite these efforts, the individual-level impact still

represents relatively uncharted territory, necessitating further explo-

ration. In my study, I intend to investigate the psychological impact of

the final phase of collectivization (1959–1961) in Hungary by analyzing

patient records from Lipótmező. Lipótmező holds a unique position

as Hungary’s oldest and largest psychiatric institute (Kovai 2015), and

its patient records often provide verbatim accounts of patients’ expe-

riences, along with narratives from family members and interpretive

insights from medical professionals. These texts enable the identifi-

cation of recurring themes in the narratives of patients belonging to

the same disease group. The primary focus is on examining how each

narrative addresses the traumas experienced during the Hungarian

collectivization period in the early 1960s.

It is crucial for trauma survivors to express their experiences, and

it is equally important for healthcare professionals to comprehend their

stories. Rather than merely containing knowledge, the patients’ narra-

tives themselves are a source of knowledge. However, both the formu-

lation of their messages and doctors’ perceptions are influenced by so-

cial conditions. As a result, each life story reveals an interplay between

narratives and psychiatry, highlighting the significant role of the social

context. The former dimension assumes particular significance due to

the fact that the information available to medical practitioners for for-

mulating psychiatric diagnoses predominantly relies on linguistic cues.

Simultaneously, the latter aspect holds weight as psychiatric illnesses

are among the most socially shaped conditions, and there is consensus

that mental illness requires contextualization within the social environ-

ment.3 I begin by introducing the theory and propaganda underpinning

3 This perspective was articulated by contemporary psychiatrists as well, such as

István Benedek in his 1956 paper: “what makes the schizophrenic mentally ill

can only be evaluated in its social relation.” p. 171.
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collectivization as the prevailing layer of social reality. Subsequently, I

will delve into the tangible social manifestations of collectivization, in-

tricately tied to the firsthand experiences of the individuals involved.

2. Theory and (social) practice of collectivization

InHungary,after 1948, the communistmodernization agendapromoted

strategies of industrialization and urbanization, with the kolkhoz, or

collective farm, playing a pivotal role in both processes. The primary

goal of collectivizationwas to enhance large-scale agriculture for amore

efficient food supply, thereby reducing the need for labor. This freed

up a substantial workforce, approximately a quarter of a million Hun-

garians, to support factory production in preparation for a potential

Third World War. Furthermore, modernization aimed to bridge the

urban-rural divide, encompassing technical advancements and cultural

elements such as radio, cinema, books, and newspapers. This cultural

effort also contributed to achieving the communist utopia, involving the

elimination of private ownership and human exploitation. The Soviet-

style modernization initiative primarily impacted rural life, embodying

this vision. (Petrescu 2016)

The 1956 revolution briefly halted collectivization, but János Kádár’s

government, despite its promises, resumed collectivization campaigns

in December 1958, coercing traditional farmers into producer coopera-

tives in less than three years. The rapid pace of this process astounded

contemporaries. On the surface, the official policy of collectivization re-

mained continuous with the pre-1956 period, as both promoted Leninist

principles of voluntarism and gradualism.These principles emphasized

the belief that peasants should willingly engage with cooperatives,

avoiding any form of coercion, and that the progression towards social-

ist development must adhere to specific socio-developmental stages.

The party-state, holding a monopoly of authority, adeptly projected the

observance of Leninist principles, occasionally acknowledging individ-

ual instances of excess. The awareness that the doctrine of voluntarism

didn’t always translate into practice was well understood by prominent
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statesmen too, but it was never communicated in public. As a result

of the influence of taboo mechanisms, Hungarian historiography has

conventionally focused on contextualizing physical violence primarily

as a coercive tool in the pre-1956 period. (Ö. Kovács 2012, 57–59)

The peasantry’s experiences were often documented by external

observers, primarily journalists from democratic countries. They fol-

lowed three distinct approaches: firstly, by disseminating the personal

narratives of the affected victims (a particularly prevalent phenomenon

among the citizens of the GDR, not only amongHungarians4); secondly,

by encapsulating the experiences of foreign observers within the so-

cialist state (Somogyvári, 2023); and thirdly, by critically analyzing and

dissecting content from the party-state press or other relevant literary

sources.

The latter is illustrated through an account penned by Erzsébet Gal-

góczi (1930–1989),whichwaspublished in theofficial literary journalÉlet

és Irodalom (Life and Literature). Galgóczi (1959) vividly described coer-

cive episodes during the ongoing collectivization of her homeland. She

recounted how certain farmers were ushered to the Red Star Hotel in

Győr, where they were confined until they acquiesced to join the coop-

erative. This drastic measure left the villagers with the impression that

these influential farmers had been detained against their will, prompt-

ing others to join the cooperative in solidarity. Additional pressure tac-

tics included unpaid leave for factory workers to influence their parents

to join the cooperative. Local leaders also lobbied Budapest universities

to withhold a degree from a young man whose father resisted joining.

(Galgóczi considered this article so significant that it served as the pri-

4 TheCompulsory Collectivization of Independent Farms in the Soviet ZoneofOc-

cupation in Germany. Federal Ministry for All-German Affairs, Germany (West),

1960. For example: „The agitators came day by day worked on us for hours, un-

til we were tired out and worn-down and finally signed the application. Wives

cried and begged their husbands and said: do sign now, we want to have peace

again. They had threatened the farmers that they would double the number of

agitators, drive loudspeaker trucks right in front of the farmhouses, cut off the

electricity and brick up the chimneys.” Doc. No. 24.
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mary inspiration for her 1980 novel, “Another Love,” seamlessly inter-

twining elements of fiction with her autobiography.)

However, it’s essential to note that all these events were framed

within the context of rumors. Thus, they were not narratives about

the events themselves but rather reflections of the fears haunting the

local peasantry, stemming from the practices of the early fifties. This

narrative technique was employed to align with the expectations of the

censorship and to convey the perceived atrocities. In the realm of Hun-

garian criticism, Galgóczi’s work has been regarded as an exemplar of

“cool objectivity” and “resolute optimism”. (Lázár 1966)The presentation

of rumors, in this context, served as a tribute to Leninist voluntarism.

(Bognár 1974)

Nevertheless, the foreign press has taken a more critical stance,

deconstructing these writings. Internationally, public opinion often

viewed the rumor framework as a “red tail” to appease censorship, a

perspective shared by the anonymous author of the Catholic Review5 in

Rome and the editors of Radio Free Europe,who evenwent on to publish

a partial translation of Galgóczi’s article.6 The Swedish journal, Sö-

dermharns Tidning, interpreted Galgóczi’s sociography as compelling

evidence of a “brutal campaign” intrinsically rooted in the ideology of

the regime, highlighting the longstanding perception that communists

consistently regarded the peasantry as potential enemies.7

The use of the rumor framework became a valuable strategy in later

publications. Nearly two decades after Galgóczi’s sociography, Simon

Serfőző skillfully portrayed prevailing fears as baseless rumors during

5 Dr. D. R (1959): Kommunista roham a magyar parasztság ellen [Communist as-

sault against the Hungarian peasantry], Katolikus Szemle. 11:2 138–141.

rope/Radio Liberty Research Institute: Publications Department: Background

Reports; Open Society Archives at Central European University, Budapest. pp.

13–16.

7 Söderhamns Tidning 1960–04-25: Kollektivisering till varje pris mottot för röd

jordbrukspolitk. [Collectivization at any cost is the motto for red agricultural

policy]. p. 4.

6 “New Tactics in Latest Hungarian Collectivization Drive a Review of Hungarian

Collectivization”, 27 May 1959. HU OSA 300-8-3-3328; Records of Radio Free Eu-
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the 1959 collectivization in his hometown. (Serfőző 1978)Writerswhodid

not conform to these censorship expectations, as illustrated by György

Konrád’s case, had their work barred from publication. In his novel,

’The Loser,’ he offered an unusually candid examination of the violence

inherent in the 1959 collectivization.

In 1959 a truck drove into my yard, and the people on it were

all professors. I put my hands behind my back, to make sure

there wouldn’t be any trouble. They stuck a red pencil up my

nose and made me sign the application for membership. Those

professors were sure sold on the cooperative. (Konrád 1982, 26)

Such a portrayal of violence did not necessarily persist in subsequent

memoirs of former farmers. Even in the years preceding the regime

change in 1989—more than three decades after the events—there re-

mained a lingering sorrow over the loss of family estates and livestock

in these memoirs. However, the accounts were notably laconic and

reserved. (Bíró/Für 2013)

The level of openness akin to Konrád’s novel was primarily evident in

the anonymous complaint letters of the era. In February 1960, approx-

imately one-fifth of the letters received by the official daily newspaper,

Népszabadság—amounting to around 600 letters—addressed the in-

justices endured during the collectivization. (Kovács 2016) One elderly

individual listed the methods of collectivization as follows: tax assess-

ments, contemptuous spitting directed at the elder members who were

physically strained by labor. Those who remained unconvinced by these

means were summoned to the town council, where they were coerced

into signing through a combination of insults, physical intimidation,

and the menacing display of firearms. (Csikós et al 2023, 99–103)

In Konrád’s novel, the character Sam’s ability to recount his experi-

ences stems from his marginalized status within society. With nothing

left to lose, his land seized, and his residence confined to amental insti-

tution, he finds the liberty to speak his truth. Despite attempts by psy-

chologists to stifle his voice, he persists in sharing his anguish during

every group therapy session.As Konrád concludes: “the discussions usually
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begin with the pros and cons of small homesteads and endwith a trip to the treat-

ment room.” (Konrád 1982, 26) Consequently, his complaints were pathol-

ogized and addressed using psychiatric methods.

3. Narrativity and psychiatric diagnosis

The main distinction between Western and Pavlovian-inspired Soviet

psychiatry lies in the latter’s greater emphasis on studying environmen-

tal factors, particularly in the context of language. (Leuenberger 2007;

Marks/Savelli 2015) In the long 1950s, Hungarian psychiatry, influenced

by both Pavlovian and biomedical approaches, categorized illnesses

based on their origins, creating a distinction between endogenous

pathologies (depression, schizophrenia, or psychosis) rooted in inter-

nal biology and exogenous disorders (chronic alcoholism) influenced

by external factors but grounded in internal disposition. Despite the

focus on biological mechanisms, the diagnostic process heavily relied

on linguistic formulation. Pavlov believed that words could have as

much impact on the brain as external physical stimuli (Hárdi 1958). The

influence of words manifests in a dual nature: on one hand, they create

a certain distance from reality, while on the other, “it is words that have

made us human.” (Went 1956, 17)

In the first Hungarian post-1945 psychiatric textbook, Gyula Nyírő

outlined three sources for gathering information about a patient’s men-

tal state (physical examination, standardized tests, and interviews),

and advocated for the inclusion of other forms of documentation, in-

cluding photographs of family members. Among these methods, Nyírő

firmly believed that the patient’s history played the most critical role in

the diagnostic process. In his own words, “a well-documented anamnesis

often forms the cornerstone of a diagnosis.” (Nyírő 1962, 261) To establish

an accurate diagnosis, the doctor must build trust with the patient,

as addressed in contemporary psychiatry literature. The examinations

were recommended to be planned meticulously yet conducted in a

friendly manner, with detailed shorthand recording, except in cases

where patients were inherently distrustful. The patient’s narrative,
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while valuable, was advised to be approached cautiously. (Nyírő 1962,

261–300) Discussions ideally covered a wide range of topics, including

social and financial circumstances, familial and friendship dynamics,

and romantic relationships. Patient interaction was characterized by

the paramount importance of “openness and honesty”. Crucially, the

narrative itself, its presentation (Tokay 1956, 165, 167), and the identity of

the speaker were integral components shaping the diagnostic process.8

However, it is worth noting that language played a significant role

in both propaganda and psychiatric diagnosis, as it served as a means

to convey an individual’s relationship to social reality. For instance, the

concept of collectivization was presented as a manifestation of Lenin-

ist ideals. Speech, in this context, served as tangible evidence of one’s

commitment to communist ideology. An instructional publication from

the early 1950s directed at propagandists underscored the importance of

engaging their audience in detailed conversations to ensure their com-

prehension of the ideological content. (Garkusenko 1951, 48) However,

the relationship between diagnosis and political factors does not auto-

matically reduce the discourse to a simple dichotomy of resistance ver-

sus repression. Psychiatric care is not only a system of power dynamics

but also a unique blend of discipline and assistance. (Rose 2019, 15) Case

studies have sought to grapple with these complicated relationships in

both Hungarian and East German contexts (Kovai 2014; Le Bonhomme

2021)

Whenpatients begin to share their life stories,anuneven struggle for

narrative control ensues between the patient and the doctor. Both par-

ties seek to explain what has led the patient to their current situation.

Patients aim to convey their truth, while the doctor’s role is to assess the

individual’s health. Sincemedical personnel are responsible for creating

documentation, their interpretation carries greater weight. (Antić 2017;

Schöhl/Volker 2019)

8 This influence on diagnosis is also exemplified in the Yugoslavian context,

where neurosis was largely associated with urban settings, consequently lead-

ing to a tendency to ascribe psychotic pathologies to individuals with rural

backgrounds. (Karge, 2021, pp. 107–118).
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Andwhat if there were breakdowns in communication?The case of a

forty-three-year-old daughter of a farmer who was under guardianship

illustrates this. Her behavior was purportedly influenced by changes

in the compulsory delivery system. Up until that point, she had been

described as a “good-natured, helping with everything” person. How-

ever, when hermother took grain to the village hall, a shift occurred; she

reportedly began to strike her mother, believing that everything taken

there was being stolen, causing her to refrain from work. In December

1951, during her institutional stay, her initial diagnosis of “idiocy” was

augmented by the presence of “delusions of theft.” Her investigation

faced limitations due to her condition as it was “impossible to establish

psychic contact with a deaf-mute patient who cannot read or write.

When introduced into the examination room, she remained calm and

serene in her chair, her expression blank and unresponsive, following

gestures as indicated, and cooperating with the physical examination.”

After a month, attempts were made to re-establish communication.

However, the exploration of her ’delusions of theft’ proved challenging

due to her ’idiocy’ and remaining non-verbal.9

In this extreme case, a question arises: who genuinely perceived the

state policy as theft? As the hospital records do not reveal the patients’

word, we only know the relatives’ interpretations. It’s more plausible

that, in the post-World War II era, the villages experienced heightened

fear and insecurity due to the pressures of collectivization.10 In this

context, the woman’s altered behavior could be logically attributed to

these factors. Her relatives likely framed her ordeal within a narrative

that was likely shared within the village community. However, various

other factors could have contributed to the behavorial changes of the

mentally handicapped relative.

9 OPNI/0161-006942 505. Institutional stay: 1951. 2nd December – 1952. 16th Jan-

uary.

10 Between 1948 and 1956, 400,000 Hungarian farmers were sentenced on

charges of “endangering the public food supply,” See: Csikós/Horváth/Ö. Kovács

2023: 61–63.
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In the forthcoming analysis, I will delve into the life narratives of in-

dividuals with peasant background.These individuals underwent trau-

matic experiences, including physical violence and land seizures, dur-

ing the period of collectivization. These events ultimately took a toll on

their psychological well-being, prompting either themselves or their rel-

atives to seek treatment in a mental hospital. Within this exploration, I

will categorize the patients into three illness groups, as outlined in con-

temporary literature. Rather than focusing on a singular life story, as I

have previously done in another study (Csikós 2020), my aim here is to

identify shared elements within these narratives and to identify differ-

ent explanatory models.

4. Sample

The sample size for this study may seem modest, consisting of 13 indi-

viduals from the years 1957 to 1966, with two exceptions between 1959

and 1961. However, it’s important to contextualize this seemingly lim-

ited sample. Despite its prominent status (it became the National Insti-

tute of Psychiatry and Neurology in the early 1950s), Lipótmező primar-

ily admitted patients from the Budapest area,with only themost critical

cases coming frommore distant regions.

Sample Psychiatric Diagnoses in Hungary 1957 to 1966

case

No

gen-

der

age at

admis-

sion

diagno-

sis

institutional stay

and archival num-

ber

reflections on

their speech

1 man 61 psy-

chosis

24th Dec

1958–23rd Febr

1959

OPNI/0161-

007286.1

speaking

out loud,

gesticulating
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2 man 55 29th Aug

1959–26thNov

1959

OPNI/0161-007278

loquacious,

excited

3 woman 45

psy-

chosis

30th Jan 1960–7th

Febr 1960

OPNI/0161-007753

4 woman 63 25th Aug

1960–24th Oct

1960

OPNI/0161-007754

5 man 48 11thNov 1957–23rd

Dec 1957

OPNI/0161-007278

slurred, dis-

oriented,

answers a

question only

after the third

or fourth

question

6 man 40 24thMar 1959–8th

Jun 1959

OPNI/0161-

007286/1

schizo-

phrenia

10th Nov 1959–4th

Jan 1960

7 woman 39

1stMar 1961–14th

Mar 1961

OPNI/0161-007752

8 woman 28 12th Dec 1960–6th

Jan 1961

OPNI/0161-007752

inhibited,

anxious,

barely audible

9 man 46

depres-

sion

10th July

1966–10th Aug

1966

OPNI/0161-005400
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10 man 75 30thMarch–13th

Apr 1960

OPNI/0161-004350

Talks a lot,

narrative is

incomplete,

does not

distinguish

between

important

and irrelevant

parts

11 man 53 25th December

1958–7th January

1959

OPNI/

0161–007286/1

Speaks con-

fused

12 man 41 17thNov 1961–1st

Dec 1961

OPNI/0161 –

007737

13 man 43

(chronic)

alco-

holism

27thNov 1961–7th

Dec 1961

OPNI/0161–007737

Reality plays an important role in psychiatric diagnosis forNyírő cat-

egorized syndromes based on the patient’s relationship with reality. He

suggests that depression can be understood through an individual’s at-

titudes toward reality, while schizophrenia and psychosis are character-

ized asdisturbances in the comprehensionof reality itself. In the cases of

both depression and schizophrenia, he acknowledges the potential role

of psychotrauma as a pathogenic factor.However, he argues that the de-

velopment of these disorders depends on pre-existing biological predis-

positions. (Nyírő 1962, 593)

The discourse surrounding the third group of disorders discussed

here, alcoholism in the 1950s, underwent a notable transformation. In

cases related to party discipline, a shift is observable, where alcoholism,

once treated as an individual disciplinary issue, began to be framed as a
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health concern (Koltai 2018). However, remnants of moral judgment as-

sociated with education persisted within the psychiatric perspective of

that era. Alcoholism remained one of the most heavily stigmatized ill-

nesses, as highlighted in Nyírő’s book, which documented neglect and

rudeness as central behavioral symptoms linked to ’character degenera-

tion’ (Nyírő 1962, 431–434). In psychiatry, therewas a choreography of in-

tervention: the patient was expected to acknowledge the harmful effects

of alcohol andwillingly commit tomedical treatment.This approach also

drewfromPavlovian reflexology (aversive conditioning),wheredrugs in-

duced nausea as a response to alcohol consumption.

5. Trauma narratives

5.1 Psychotic and schizophrenic trauma narratives

The emergence of symptoms is typically linked by psychotic patients (as

well as their relatives) to the collectivization.The unreserved tone found

in anonymous letters finds an echo in the account of a man11 who was

hospitalized due to a suicide attempt. In his perspective,

he resists joining the collective because he believes it would

leave him with nothing. In our village, there are about 30 peo-

ple who are escaping the collective. Everyone is running from

it like they're fleeing from something terrible. [. . . ] On January

12th, I was brutally assaulted for refusing to join the collective.

The police subjected me to three days of relentless beating until

I yielded and signed up. They gave me a severe thrashing. My

back was covered in bruises from the truncheon.

These events are recounted in the medical records in a purely factual

manner,with collectivization being presented as a word-by-word, auto-

anamnestic communication. The loss of contact with reality becomes

11 Case 2.
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more apparent through the narration of the symptoms. The patient

described his symptoms as ’nervous collapses and moments of blacking

out’.

Two women reported experiencing hallucinations. One of their own

words was recorded in her patient file as follows:

something bright descended from the sky. Since then, she has

claimed to have conversations with her father, who speaks to

her from the heavens. He recently said, 'I'm waiting for you, my

daughter, although you still have 4 or 5 years to live, but you

are already very withered.' She also claimed to have spoken to

the Virgin Mary and the Lord God.

She further reported hearing various sounds, such as cannon thunder

and gunfire. While she did express concerns about the collectivization,

it was only in the medical interpretation that her deteriorating condi-

tion was explicitly linked to her “difficulties in contributing to the commu-

nity’s prosperity”.12 Another patient described her experiences as follows:

At night, a figure in black or white attire appears to them. Ini-

tially, I didn't see it, but I felt its presence. The next time, I

saw the figure, short and shrouded in light, passing through the

doorway. Even up close, I couldn't identify the figure clearly, de-

scribing it as some sort of witch-like form. My son has seen this

figure four times in total and has slept peacefully for several

nights”,

but not she. Three explanations have been offered for these symptoms.

The doctors attributed them to biological causes, with their explanation

centering onmenopause.The husband, on the other hand, believed that

the onset of the symptoms coincided with the collectivization. Mean-

while, the wife presented a third explanation: that she had fallen “under

the influence of devils and witches ... due to her abandonment of God.”13

12 Case 4.

13 Case 3.
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These explanations are not necessarily mutually exclusive, as they

can all be integrated into a comprehensive model. Research conducted

in regions outside of Europe has demonstrated that specific cultural

traditions often externalize anxieties induced by high levels of stress,

causing internal anxiety to manifest as encounters with malevolent

spirits. Notably, such sightings tend to coincide with periods of mass

violence (Igreja et al. 2010), and the constant presence of agitators

tormenting the peasants day and night is not far removed from the

persistent apparitions that haunt them. While the medical perspective

predominantly adopts a biological interpretation, the husband em-

phasized identifying external causes, whereas the wife attributed her

experiences to her inner psychological state. The psychiatrist inter-

preted the woman’s experience as a hysterical reaction of a “primitive,

superstitious female patient living in a rural environment,” invalidating

her viewpoint and other interpretations as purely biological. (Herman

2015, 7–8)

In the account of a seemingly “quiet” man, he described being pro-

foundly “shocked” when the local agricultural cooperative attempted to

seize his vineyard.Much like the narratives of the two women, religious

themes are prevalent here as well:

God, the Government, or the Party can do what it wants to me.

They punish the guilty... I can't tell you what I stole... I committed

adultery... If innocent people are being strung up, why shouldn't

I be strung up, guilty as I am. ... It was God's will that you came

here. It could be punishment. It could be coercion.

In his patient file, a dominant theme emerges where doctors made

efforts to distinguish between his perceptions grounded in reality and

those rooted in delusion. Terms such as referring to his doctor as an

“angel of death” or harboring unfounded fears of the doctor’s wife en-

gaging in a sexual relationship with him were considered instances of

misinterpretation. However, the patient’s concerns regarding his social

status received validation from themedical staff aswell.Thiswas further
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confirmed by a note highlighting his anxieties, stating, “He talked about

where he was going to live.There is a realistic background to this.”14

Frequently, it’s not the alteration in speech but rather shifts in

behavior that the surrounding environment interprets as the onset of

psychosis. In one case, this becomes quite paradoxical, as it involves a

man, otherwise a beneficiary of the communist regime, whose trans-

formation in behavior was characterized by his sudden alignment with

communist ideology. The family, originally of servant origin, had been

granted a small estate during the 1945 land redistribution, which they,

contrary to the general trend, had successfully developed into a pros-

perous farm. The man’s previous demeanor was described by his son

as “hard-working, honest, family-oriented, eager to learn, interested,

abstemious ... with a circle of friends.”His altered behavior wasmarked

by “a heightened interest in worldly affairs, a newfound enthusiasm for

travel,” and increasing mobility since September. During this time, he

even took it upon himself to organize a collective farm, something he

wouldn’t have considered previously.” During psychiatric assessments,

“he ardently affirmed his communist allegiance, denouncing priests

and aristocrats.”While this may seem like an attempt to pathologize be-

havior that was expected of communists, the family sought psychiatric

assistance due to domestic conflicts and the man’s nocturnal wander-

ings.15 This presents an atypical pathology, with no religious content

evident (unlike other schizophrenic patients) and no indications of

possessions being lost. Nevertheless, the pressures of collectivization

and the resultant reversal of status (from being an agitated landowner

to an agitator) underscore the immense stresses experienced during

this period.

Another case, marked by its atypical nature and multiple diag-

noses, concerns a man16 whose primary symptoms included “stomach

complaints and unexplained anxiety.” This was the second occurrence of

such symptoms, with the first episode taking place in 1945 upon his

14 Case 5.

15 Case 1.

16 Case 6.
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return from a prisoner of war camp. On both occasions, he expressed

deep apprehension about people, death, and illness. Unlike previous

cases, he refrained from discussing collectivization; it was the doctor

who introduced it as a potential contributing factor: “When asked about

his involvement with the local cooperative, he mentioned it might have played

a role and that his symptoms began around that time”, while reiterating his

neurotic complaints.The absence of hallucinations, the omission of cir-

cumstances surrounding collectivization (implying a perceived taboo),

suggests that thismanwasmore likely experiencing neurotic or depres-

sive symptoms. Furthermore, the subset of schizophrenia related to his

case, known as somatophrenia, also exhibits characteristics, such as a

tendency to imagine or exaggerate bodily ailments, commonly found in

milder pathologies.

A young woman17 sought treatment due to insomnia. However, only

after extendedquestioningdid she reveal a deeper concern that hadbeen

troublingher–questioning the existenceofGod.Shedescribedepisodes

when she perceived someone as God but then reverted to seeing them as

an ordinary person. Abruptly, she exclaimed,

I'm already searching for the day when our cooperative will be-

come a proper one – so far, no issues, but I'm frightened because

everyone seems to be eager to quarrel and steal. So many things

trouble me.

Her initial diagnosis was schizophrenia, though she had previously vis-

ited the institute in December 1960, at which time she was diagnosed

with depression. Her case offers a valuable opportunity to compare the

narratives of illness associated with different pathologies.

17 Case 7.
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5.2 Depressive trauma narratives

Before this woman18 was admitted to the psychiatric ward following a

suicide attempt, she received diagnoses of depression and psychosis.

She shared that she hadbeen “forced” into joining the cooperative.When

summoned to a council meeting, she began to fear being forcibly taken

away.Themere sight of a policeman terrified her. She struggled towork,

suffered from headaches, dizziness, and insomnia, with her condition

steadily deteriorating. Two weeks prior, she had begun speaking about

her husband and son being taken away, and she feared execution. In her

ownwords,her distressed statewas attributed to being “forcibly” admit-

ted to the cooperative in the spring. She had heard rumors circulating

in the village about villagers being rounded up and taken away. What

is noteworthy here is the medical interpretation: the violent nature of

her suicide attempt was documented, and a biological approach took

precedence in her diagnosis. Her family’s medical history, including

her brother’s neurological treatment and her mother’s post-war heart

problems, played a significant role. What might be perceived as the

psychotic element in her narrative? Notably, there were no religious

hallucinations, only overwhelming, paralyzing fear. It’s plausible that

this fear of death was regarded as irrational behavior. If collectivization

were truly voluntary, in accordance with Leninist principles, it could

indeed be seen as a loss of contact with reality. But if not...

Four months after giving birth, a mother19 attempted to resume

work. However, she quickly found herself overwhelmed and unable to

work for extended periods.

Thoughts about their future started to consume her. Her older

child was struggling in school, adding to her worries. How would

she manage to care for the little one? What would she feed him

when her milk ran low? What was she supposed to do after cook-

18 Case 7.

19 Case 8.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471579-006 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471579-006
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Gábor Csikós: Judgement of God, Inadequate Adaptation, or Simply Menopause? 141

ing? She felt an overwhelming sense of having tasks to complete

but no clear direction.

Shementioned experiencing something similar before, in October 1956,

though she didn’t explicitly refer to the revolution. Although she didn’t

mention it, the medical assessment suggested that exhaustion from

childbirth and “external circumstances” may have contributed to her

physical decline. The husband’s statement in January, where he men-

tioned their joining the collective farm, hints at collectivization possibly

being a causative factor, a notion acknowledged by the patient herself.

The lasting repercussions of the traumas endured during collec-

tivization become evident through the account of a man20 grappling

with a range of distressing symptoms: “sleeplessness, loss of appetite,

and an overwhelming sense of isolation.”He unfolds the narrative of his

family, which was branded as “kulaks” during the early 1950s, leading

to exorbitant tax burdens causing them every-day struggles. In 1962, he

joined the cooperative. Notably, within his concise medical history, he,

akin to other individuals recounting their struggles with depression,

draws a parallel between his current state and past traumatic episodes: a

strikingly similar bout of affliction in 1945 that persisted for a harrowing

six months.

5.3 Alcoholics’ trauma narratives

Compared to previous psychiatric disorders, the history of alcoholism

exhibits a remarkable continuity, with no single event being attributed

to its onset. For instance, a 75-year-old farmer21, who had seen his small

plot of land taken, expressed, “I’ve always drunk; you can’t live without

it.” Another individual, who had previously considered his alcohol con-

sumption as moderate and failed to recognize its harmfulness, found

himself indulging in heavy drinking following collectivization. In his

20 Case 9.

21 Case 10.
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inebriated state, he engaged in conflicts with his wife and coworkers.22

Similarly, the wife of a 53-year-old farmer acknowledged her husband’s

long-standing drinking habit, noting that “he has always been a drinker,

but when he doesn’t drink, he is a very good and hard-working man.” Between

1951 and 1953, he worked as a sharecropper and endured the loss of his

land, which drove him to excessive alcohol consumption, reaching up to

3 or 4 liters a day.This led to confusion and various symptoms, especially

at night, such as hallucinations of dogs and cats. In 1953, he decided

to quit the cooperative due to the cloudiness in his mind and extreme

nervousness, but his recent admission was prompted by an incident

where he threatened his family with a knife while intoxicated.23

A farmer24,who resisted collectivization pressures, arrived at the in-

stitute drunken, accompanied by his wife. He exhibited delirium and

tremors. After a few days of treatment, he clarified that his nervous-

ness stemmed from an incident a month prior when he was kicked by

a horse, resulting in three broken ribs. He also mentioned an incident

with compressed air in 1942, acknowledging that, given his nervous sys-

tem, he should abstain from wine. However, he denied the harmfulness

of alcoholism. His wife’s narrative emphasized family matters, includ-

ing the death of her mother-in-law and the illness of her father-in-law,

who suffered a stroke, contributing to her husband’s nervousness. She

recountedhis rude behavior upon returninghome frommarket days,his

trembling hands, and overall physical agitation when intoxicated.

Psychology, as a professional perspective, was a rarity at the insti-

tute until the late 1960s when psychologists were introduced, gaining

professional autonomy by the end of the decade. In contrast to the

man’s emphasis on physical accidents and the woman’s focus on family

conflicts, the psychologist considered the process of collectivization as

a significant factor. According to their assessment, the man’s drinking

was rooted in the “fear of losing his land”, which caused nervousness,

22 Case 13.

23 Case 11.

24 Case 13.
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even though “he understood the futility of such anxiety”. The psychol-

ogist’s opinion carried a strong value judgment, noting that the man

failed to grasp the evolution of their times, holding a “deep attachment

to the past”. In the previously mentioned case25, the psychological as-

sessment also framed the alcoholic patient’s experiences within the

context of modernity versus backwardness. They described the patient

as a “child of simple peasant parents, accustomed to independence,

struggling to accept the shift away from individual land ownership

towards community-based reality”.

6. Conclusions

Collectivization signifies the definitive transition from the traditional

peasant farming system to the emergence of socialist large-scale agri-

culture. In my study, I delved into this societal transformation at an in-

dividual level within the context of psychiatry, an arena inherently at-

tuned to changes, particularly those in people’s behavior. Doctors, rela-

tives, and patients all endeavored to elucidate the symptoms. Language

serves as a tool for constructing reality, whether it’s in propaganda or

in the narratives of psychiatric patients describing their conditions. In

the cases presented, a dual interpretation unfolded: patients sought to

clarify their experiences by sharing their narratives, yet these accounts

also formed the foundation for a professional comprehension, as doc-

tors drew conclusions regarding their mental state and diagnosis from

these narratives.

There’s a pivotal moment in the lives of individuals affected by

schizophrenia or depression, which marks the onset of their illness

from amedical perspective.This shift in behavior is noticed by their sur-

roundings, and it often corresponds with some form of physical,mental

or spiritual experience for the patient. An exception to this pattern is

the narratives of alcoholic patients, where a clear starting point is not

evident.This might suggest that alcoholism was not considered a fully-

25 Case 12.
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accepted psychiatric illness.Themoralizing tone of textbooks of that era

supports this interpretation. It’s also important to note that from the

perspective of the patients, psychiatric intervention added to theweight

of their existing problems, often accompanied by a deep sense of shame.

In the quest to understand a patient’s condition, various narratives

come into play. Specialists often adopt a biological standpoint.However,

some also delve into the patient’s life history, particularly addressing the

transformation in lifestyle associated with collectivization. While they

interpreted these disorders as symptoms of individual maladaptation,

they appeared to be more open-minded than the psychologist in Kon-

rád’s novel. But still, the accounts of violence during this period are con-

sistently framed within quotation marks, reminiscent of contemporary

literary techniques that place themwithin the context of hearsay.

Narratives from individuals experiencing depression tend to be

relatively coherent.Their central theme often revolves around not com-

prehending the drastic changes happening around them, aligning with

prevalent stress theories that suggest an inability to adapt to the rapidly

evolving external world. An illustrative case is when a psychiatrist in-

troduces the notion of enervation as a pathogenic factor, linking the

depressive patient’s struggle to adapt to the pace of modernity.This ap-

proach aligns with Nyírő’s psychiatric perspective, which understands

depressive syndromes as problematic attitudes toward reality.

In contrast, narratives from individuals with schizophrenia or psy-

chosis are less coherent and often introduce supernatural elements,

such as religious themes.Mentioning God in these narratives may serve

to counteract experiences of violence, seek meaning in their condition,

or reflect doomsday feelings linked to the cessation of traditional farm-

ing practices. However, these explanations also subject these victims to

another circle of stigmatization: being religious was often perceived as

primitive and superstitious.

Notably, these experiences often reveal taboo stories, openly ac-

knowledging the violence endured during collectivization. This open-

ness is unusual, as the public sphere in the party-state context typically

allowed discussions of violence only when immediately framed as a

rumor. These narrative elements likely played a significant role in the
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construction of diagnoses such as psychosis and schizophrenia, al-

though it’s crucial to consider that not all information was preserved

in the documentation. The patients’ struggle to convey their truth was

met with limited success. Although healthcare practitioners inadver-

tently reinforced other aspects of anti-peasant practices, such as being

persecuted as kulaks, the violence they endured was never validated.

Therefore, it can be argued that while survivors could communicate

the broader message about rural transformation, they struggled to

articulate the full extent of their personal experiences.
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