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GERGELY KRISZTIAN HORVATH

ATELIERS, CAREERS, METHODS

NEW PERSPECTIVES FOR THE STUDY OF VILLAGE RESEARCHERS
IN THE INTERWAR PERIOD

The unsolved problem of agrarian society and the grave social problems of peasant society
loomed large over the public opinion of interwar Hungary. In the early 1930s young
university students, then in their twenties, launched a movement with the aim of exploring
the real situation of village society. Their movement came to be known as the ,,village
research”. In the past seventy years scholarship has mainly integrated those aspects of the
research which seemed compatible with the leftish traditions. The present study formulates
four questions with regard to the village research movement, proposing suggestions for
the reassessment of the connected problems. 1) Research has so far concentrated on the
activities of individual persons, neglecting the issue of ateliers: who formed, and under
what kind of influences, those communities and colleges from which the career of any given
village researcher started? What role did the church play? The importance of provincial
centres, such as Sarospatak, Szeged or Kolozsvar, has received no attention at all, or their
assessment has begun only recently. 2) Little is known about the role of scouting, although
many among the key figures of village research were simultaneously scouts as well (Zoltan
Szabé, Imre Kovacs, Kalman Ujszaszy). As the leader of Hungarian scouting, the role of
the conservative Pal Teleki has likewise to be reassessed, as he frequently legitimated with
his authority those approaches of the village researches among his disciples which overtly
questioned the legitimacy of the Horthy regime. 3) The effort at locating contemporary
public figures, among them the village researchers, mechanically along a political value
axis ranging from right to left is regarded by the author as unfruitful. Instead, he proposes
the introduction of a value matrix where one endpoint of the y axis is constituted by the
defence of old feudal rights, and the other by the totalitarian state. This axis is intersected by
another one of individualist/liberal vs communitarian/nationalist. The negative or positive
attitude towards the regulating role of market is introduced as a third level. 4) Questions
of genre and terminology connected to the village research also present several problems
in the Hungarian specialist language. The author draws attention to the fact that, in the
wake of Steinmetz and Tonnies, sociography originally started as field-based analytical-
descriptive science, as opposed to statistics and sociology, which define themselves as
nomothetic. Yet precisely the activity of the village researchers brought about a change
in the meaning of sociography, which is still understood in Hungary as a genre which,
consciously operating with report-like elements, borders on literature.



