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Abstract In order to study complex transformation
of rural areas in the long term, our paper aims to
integrate the concepts of rural restructuring and
evolutionary economic geography. We argue that
these approaches can complement each other to
understand the mechanisms shaping rural evolutionary
paths. We apply our theoretical framework to the case
of rural areas evolving under the influence of large-
scale farms in Hungary, namely the so-called manorial
settlements. Tracing the processes on three different
scales (global, national and local) we claim that during
the last one hundred years the rural configuration in
these areas shows a number of continuities despite the
significant political-economic transitions throughout
this period. The global dependency and semi-periph-
eral position of Hungary is apparent, and also the role
of global agri-food regimes can be observed. Political
transitions on the national scale appear primarily as
‘external shocks’. Despite the strong path dependency
in terms of powerlessness and passivity of local
societies at manorial settlements, the role of certain
local actors in path creation should not be ignored.
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Introduction

Rural geography and the analysis of agriculture
underwent a number of ‘turns’ during the last decades:
different approaches emerged which resulted in
changes regarding research questions, theories and
methods (Cloke 1997; Maclaren 2019; Morris &
Evans 2004; Woods 2005). At the same time, the
analysis of rural economies has interested economic
geography as well, with a renewal in the approaches
by scholars (Woods 2009). The goal of this paper is to
combine the rural restructuring approach (grounded in
political economy) and the concepts of evolutionary
economic geography (EEG) for the study of the
changes occurring to rural areas.

The term rural restructuring in the western context
was used by authors investigating complex transfor-
mations and deep macrostructural changes, which
manifest in qualitative transformations of the eco-
nomic production, the role of the state and the civil
society (Cloke & Thrift 1987; Hoggart & Paniagua
2001a, b; Thrift 1987). This body of literature
predominantly takes the political economy approach,
since it focuses on the interplay between the political
and economic realms (Cloke 1989; Woods 2005). In
this paper we argue that besides paying attention to the
role of political-economic power in affecting eco-
nomic transformations, a dynamical approach is
needed in order to explain the role of routines and
organisational models inherited from the past in
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shaping the way of transformations (Martin & Sunley
20006).

In order to better understand the transformation of
rural areas, we develop a theoretical framework by
integrating the rural restructuring approach and the
key concepts of EEG. By doing so we wish to discuss
the relevance and applicability of these approaches in
a post-socialist context. In the post-socialist countries,
the social and economic transitions in the countryside
during the second half of the twentieth century are
often considered as restructuring processes (e. g.
Csurgd et al. 2018; Kovach 2012; Kovacs 2005),
which were primarily led by political decisions.
However, to reveal the material appearance of these
transformations, it is promising to pay attention to the
processes on the local scale, by focusing on the
changing strategies and practices of local actors. As
we aim to show below, rural restructuring refers to a
complex set of changes (in the role of the state,
economic production and local society) driven by
political and economic power relations, while EEG is
a more relational view focusing on how the economic
landscape is shaped through mechanisms of path
creation and path dependence driven by different
actors (be they individuals or firms).

To put these theoretical considerations into prac-
tice, we analyse the evolutionary path of rural areas in
Hungary, where the economic production was carried
out in large-scale farms from the mid-nineteenth
century. The features of agricultural production on the
national scale is well-documented for the period
before World War II (e. g. Berend & Ranki 1976;
Gunst 1970), for the state socialist period (e. g. Hann
2003; Juhasz 2006; Klenczner 1996; Schlett 2015;
Varga 2010, 2014), and also in terms of the processes
and outcomes of the transition starting in the 1990s
(Kovacs 2016; Kovach 2016). It is apparent through-
out this body of literature that despite changes in
technology, methods of production and labour organ-
isation, large-scale farms’ presence is a rather contin-
uous phenomenon in Hungary in the long term. These
farms are usually exceeding a thousand of hectares in
size and are oriented in production towards (interna-
tional) markets.

The four case studies are on the so called manorial
settlements, which were the backbones of large-scale
farming until World War II. Scholarly investigation of
manorial settlements have already revealed the pro-
duction practices, working and living conditions under
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large estates (capitalist latifundia) (Erdei 1974; Féja
1938; Illyés 1993; Tamaska 2013), the transformation
of this system during state socialism (e. g. Csoori
1963; Lampland 2016), and the role of the post-
socialist transition (Kovacs & Vidra 2012; Németh
2016, 2019). These places are usually seen as localities
almost entirely shaped by the logic of large-scale
agricultural production, and were characterised by a
minor role of public administration bodies and local
society in shaping the local developmental paths. For
this reason, the investigation of these localities can
provide insight into the practical functioning of large-
scale farms in different eras. In our view, integrating
the rural restructuring approach and EEG might help
to put the transformation of the system analysed in an
international context: on the one hand we hope to
contribute to the scholarly debate on the applicability
of ‘western’ concepts in post-socialist settings, while
on the other we aim to provide additional conceptual
viewpoints on the research of agricultural restructur-
ings in East Central Europe.

This paper is structured as it follows: in chapter two
we introduce the theoretical framework and empirical
methods; chapter three we turn to the empirical
analysis and we point out four different evolutionary
steps; the analysis will be applied to three different
geographical scales (global, national and local); in
chapter four we report some findings and conclusions.
The paper is built upon the re-reading of scholarly
literature documenting the abovementioned transi-
tions, census data, documents of local history and
interviews. Empirical case studies were carried out in
four manorial settlements, where current and former
inhabitants and experts (former and current municipal
leaders, agricultural intelligentsia working for large-
scale farms) were interviewed. All the manors pre-
sented in the case studies are located in the northern
part of Transdanubia.

Theory and methods

The transformations of the rural economy in Hungary
in the last century or so are often seen as restructuring
processes influenced by political transitions. At the
same time in western contexts the bottom-up approach
of EEG is emerging, which focuses on the role of
individuals and firms in driving economic changes
(Boschma & Frenken 2006). We argue that EEG and
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the rural restructuring approach can complement each
other and help us to interpret the mechanisms that
drove the changes. Theoretical investigation of the
integration of EEG and political economy is not
unprecedented as it has been used as conceptual
framework for empirical analysis (e. g. Mackinnon
et al. 2019). Our paper aims to provide additional
insights to this topic by taking a long-term approach
and by structuring the argument on three distinctive
geographical scales: global, national and local.

On the global scale, we look at the large-scale
farms’ embeddedness in the world economy; in a
broader sense, we trace Hungary’s changing global
integration. According to the appliers of world system
theory (Bordcz 1992), Hungary has a semi-peripheral
position, which results in dependency upon global
political and economic power relations, and which has
a major and in many cases direct impact on local
processes (Gerocs & Pinkasz 2017; Pdsfai 2018). The
theory of global agri-food regimes (Friedmann &
McMichael 1989; McMichael 2009) poses similar
questions, as it scrutinizes the global dependency
systems as major drivers of change within the argi-
food economy. We evaluate the Hungarian large-scale
farms’ changing production methods and organisa-
tional forms in the light of these shifting systems of
dependency.

For the investigation of national scale processes, we
stress the importance of the restructuring approach,
and apply the lens of political economy (Cloke 1989;
Hoggart & Paniagua 2001a, b; Woods 2005). This
approach is relevant, because during the twentieth
century significant political transitions happened in
Hungary, which resulted in large differences regarding
political philosophy and class politics; individual
action has often been constrained. Here the focus is
on the major features of the economic environment on
the national scale and the role of state policies in
affecting its formation. Another key point is the
alteration of large-scale agricultural production as an
outcome of the differing political systems.

Any shift within a rural economy is not a linear
process, as it involves experimentation, learning
processes, new capabilities, new policies, adjustment
and reconfigurations. In addition, the geographical
dimension of the transition changes the background of
every process. In order to reveal the dynamics and
mechanisms that affect a rural transition, this paper
suggests to draw the analysis upon recent EEG

literature (Boschma & Martin 2010). As Boschma
and Martin (2007) put it, EEG is concerned with how
the processes of path creation and path dependence
interact to shape geographies of economic develop-
ment and transformation.

The economic landscape does not tend towards
some (predefined) unique equilibrium state or config-
uration, but is an open system that evolves in ways
shaped by its past development paths (Martin &
Sunley 2006). In order to reveal the rural transition
processes this paper stresses the analysis of past
development paths within rural regions. Our aim is to
investigate the local path dependency and path
creation in a micro-level view, by tracing the actions
of the most important local actors (farm leadership,
local state, local inhabitants) within each periods. Path
dependency is seen to be formed largely by local
economic histories through the routines inherited from
the past. Path creation can happen in different ways
(Martin & Sunley 2006), but the role of the broader
institutional and economic context is important in
helping or blocking certain ways of innovation
(Boschma & Frenken 2006; Essletzbichler & Rigby
2007; Randelli et al. 2014; Randelli & Martellozzo
2019).

Broadly speaking, we will explain economic tran-
sitions as a shift from a historically predominant
configuration to a new one, by the interplay of
processes at three different levels: micro (local), meso
(national) and macro (global). The key concept is the
rural configuration within a region, which concerns
with production process techniques, farm organisa-
tion, land use pattern, infrastructures and rural settle-
ments. A rural configuration deals with the semi-
coherent set of rules that orient and coordinate the
activities of the rural actors. On the one hand, actors
enact, instantiate and draw upon rules in concrete
actions in local practices; on the other hand, rules
configure actors (Giddens 1984). Examples of rules
are cognitive routines and shared beliefs, capabilities
and competences, lifestyles and user practices, favor-
able institutional arrangements and regulations, and
legally binding contracts (Geels 2012).

A total of 32 semi-structured interviews constitute
the backbone of our case studies, which were carried
out between 2018 autumn and 2020 spring at manorial
settlements and the neighbouring communities. Three
major groups of interviewees have been current
inhabitants, former inhabitants and experts. From the
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side of current inhabitants (22 interviews), we aimed
to get insight into how local society adopted to global-
and national-scale restructuring processes and to what
extent were they able to take part in path creation.
When it was necessary, we got in touch with former
inhabitants (2 interviews). These people were working
for the large-scale farms analysed during the state
socialist era, but left the manors during the 1970s.
They provided us further aspects of local economic
history, and made us better understand the reason why
a number of people left the localities.

Among the experts (8 interviews), we interviewed
current members of local governments to see the role
of these public administration bodies in affecting local
processes and how they evaluate the past, present and
future possibilities of local economy and societies. In
order to analyse the possibilities of large-scale farm
leadership in path creation during state socialism, and
to get a view on the political transition and privatiza-
tion beginning in the 1990s from a bottom-up
perspective, we asked some of the former municipality
leaders and former members of the agricultural
intelligentsia who started their career during the state
socialist period, to share their experiences on the
mechanisms shaping local processes during the last
couple of decades. Besides personal roles and expe-
riences regarding economic history, we also focused
on the relationship between these different groups of
actors. Interviews were in Hungarian; they were
recorded and transcribed. We use numbers (manors
number L., I, III. and I'V.) instead of the localities’ real
names for reasons of anonymity. We evaluate these
interviews in the light of global- and national-scale
processes documented by existing scholarly literature.
This analysis would help us understand the local
manifestation of the abovementioned processes and
the role of the local-scale actors in shaping develop-
ment paths.

Rural evolution influenced by large-scale farming

Building modernised large-scale farms
(1848-1945)

Hungary’s position, similarly to other economies in
East Central Europe, is considered to be semi-periph-
eral in the international division of labour since the
establishment of the capitalist world economy
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(Brenner 1976; Wallerstein 1974) a dependent posi-
tion further reinforced by the internal taxation system
of the Habsburg Empire, which Hungary was a part of
that time. Due to this system, Hungary became the
provider of raw agricultural products. When the
legislative introduction of capitalist economic princi-
ples occurred in 1848, most of large estates have
already relied upon hired labour. However, these
processes were further triggered by state policies, and
large estates intensified their agricultural production.
The estates produced grain crop in large amount to the
international agricultural markets, and many of them
was specialised in beef production (Gunst 1970;
Vigvari & Gerdcs 2017). In this period, the ‘first food
regime’ dominated the Great Britain-centred world
economy, which demanded the abovementioned raw
products, primarily from the colonies and settler states
(McMichael 2009).

On the national scale, the legal environment and
power relations resulted in significant land concentra-
tion, and protected status quo of large estates. Besides
the large-scale production, small-scale agriculture was
also present in many parts of the country; these two
models represented two different organisational
modes (Juhasz 2006; Kovach 2016; Maurel 2012).
Large estates were market-oriented, many of them
reached high levels of modernisation, and some of
their products were processed by themselves (in
distilleries, or sugar factories). The workforce con-
sisted of agricultural servants with one-year contract,
and agricultural labourers or poor peasants (some of
whom came from the neighbouring villages, but
masses of them were recruited at distant parts of the
country) during the harvest season.

Modernisation manifested first of all in the factory-
like mode of organisation and rational production
philosophy (Féja 1938; Illyés 1993; Lampland 2016;
Tamaska 2013). This model evolved first in private
estates, but in the last decades of the nineteenth
century it was also adopted by state-owned estates. On
the other hand, most smallholdings were family-based
peasant farms, trying to sell their products at the local
or nearby markets, and in many cases these families
were almost self-sufficient. Even if in many parts of
the country these two models existed next to each
other, in some areas only one of them was predom-
inant. The southern part of the Great Plain, the eastern
and southern territories of Transdanubia were almost
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entirely owned by large estates (Beluszky 1999;
Tamaska 2013).

On the local scale, manorial settlements became the
centre of production at large estates. Figure 1 shows
an example of the settlement network that evolved
under the influence of large estates. As it can be seen,
manors were built at the peripheral, non-housing zones
of municipalities. They belonged to the neighbouring
village or town de jure, but in most cases they were
detached from the municipality centre physically and
usually the role of public administration bodies was
minor in influencing local evolutionary processes and
path creation. At these localities, the owners and the
stewards (farm managers) were the most important
actors (Gyani et al. 2004; Féja 1938; Illyés 1993;
Mikle 2018; Németh 2019). Stewards organised the
everyday work in manorial settlements, they were
responsible for making the production as efficient as
possible, and they had to be aware of all the production
stages. Manors consisted of buildings to serve the
production (granaries, stalls), administrative and rep-
resentative buildings, and houses for agricultural
servants. Local inhabitants were predominantly

Yav. OV.

— O I I

Fig. 1 Settlement network and public administration system in
northern Transdanubia (late nineteenth century). —Commu-
nity border, II.—Community centre, IIl.—State-owned manors,
IV.—Church-owned manors, V.—Manors owned by noble

servants, who had little or no impact on the path
creation processes. However, it is also documented
that occasionally servants were provided by the estates
with small plots where they were able to carry out
small-scale production in order to cover their basic
household consumption needs (Illyés 1993; Féja
1938). In the beginning of the twentieth century the
average population of these settlements ranged from
40 to 200 differing in each county (Balogh & Bajmodcy
2011; Erdei 1974). Most large estates consisted of
more than one manor, eventually located at the
territory of numerous municipalities.

The manors analysed in our case studies are located
at the northern part of Transdanubia (Fig. 2). This area
was continuously among the better-off regions of
Hungary during the last century (Gyori & Mikle
2017), and also it was involved in the industrialisation
relatively early. Although this region was not entirely
dominated by large estates before World War II, their
presence and impact on the rural configuration (espe-
cially production practices, land use and settlement
network) was important. Two well-known state-
owned estates were located here, wealthy churches

families. Source: Edited by the author, based on ‘Habsburg
Empire (1869-1887)—Third Military Survey (1:75,000);
mapire.eu
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Fig. 2 Manorial settlements in Hungary in the nineteenth century and the area of the case studies. .—Manor, II.—Chernozem area,
III.—Area of the case studies. Source: Edited by the author, based on Tamaska (2013), p. 18

and noble families held significant amount of land in
this area.

Based on agricultural census and documents on
local history, it can be seen that all of the localities
analysed had different owners and were characterised
by slightly different economic activities at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century. Manor no. I. belonged to
one of the four state-owned large estates of that time.
These estates were established as royal stud-farms:
they were responsible for breeding and training horses
for military purposes. Later they became responsible
for generating profit and to be the exemplar of large
estates by applying up-to-date production technolo-
gies (Molnar and Szaboné Medgyesi 1987). In manor
no. II. more families had buildings at the same time,
the neighbouring lands were owned by these families.
Besides crop production, the main profile of these
estates was beef and pork production. Manor no. III.
belonged to one of the most known noble families of
Hungary. The estate occupied the territory of more
municipalities and was specialised in breeding sheep.
Manor no. IV. was owned by a noble family of local
significance.
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Re-organisations and the Stalinist period
(1945-1960)

After World War I Hungary found itself in the Soviet
geopolitical sphere of influence, which constrained the
way of integration in the world economy. The goal of
the Soviet leadership was to separate the countries
under its influence from the other parts of the world
economy and to export the ‘Soviet model’ of orga-
nizing the society (Bordcz 1992; Gerdes & Pinkasz
2017). During the first fifteen years, international trade
and economic exchange took place in large part among
the Comecon countries, the agricultural export headed
primarily towards the Soviet Union.

Right after World War II a land reform took place in
Hungary which aimed to redistribute large estates, and
give land to the landless (including former agricultural
servants and agricultural labourers). Between 1945
and 1948 a democratically elected government was in
charge which supported individual peasantry and
small-scale agricultural production. However, in
1948, due to the increasing Soviet influence, the
Hungarian Working People’s Party started to rule the
country, started to nationalise private property and set
up Soviet-type planned economy. In this era, the state
was the primary driver of economic transformations in
two important respects. First, the aim was to eliminate
competition and capitalist market relations, and
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second, the state became the most important economic
actor, as the nationalisation of previously existing
companies and foundation of new state-owned com-
panies took place.

This era was characterised by an anti-rural and anti-
peasant attitude, and the propagation of heavy indus-
try. In agriculture, state farms and co-operative farms
were established; in practice, the reorganisation of
large-scale farming began (Maurel 2012), although the
state propaganda opposed to the pre-World War II era.
Despite this clear opposition, some aspects of conti-
nuity can be highlighted: in many cases, the former
land of the large estates gave the basis of newly set-up
state farms, and many of the former personnel stayed
at the same position." It was true not only in the case of
former servants (Sik & Tausz 1978), but also many of
the former manorial stewards became part of the new
agricultural intelligentsia (Lampland 2016). The
structure of work organisation and division of labour
was also similar (Cso6ri 1963; Izinger 1981; Juhasz
2006; Mendol 1963). Since state farms became
responsible for transmitting the know-how of up-to-
date production technologies, in the case of former
stud-farms it is another point of continuity.

Similarly to the previous era, the local state still had
little role in shaping local economic evolution at
manorial settlements as the expert interviews have
shown. Socialist agricultural companies were respon-
sible for the labour organisation, working conditions
and local living conditions, although farm leadership
was bound to central state directives, which largely
affected the development of the rural configuration.
However, under the two different models of socialist
farms (state farms and co-operatives), the organisa-
tional structure and the status of the workforce was
different as it can also be seen from our case studies.
The insight to this era from interviews with current
inhabitants is limited, as we found very few people
who have already worked at these localities before the
1960s. However, documents of local history and
scholarly literature complemented our knowledge
regarding local path creation processes.

' On the contrary, for the former individual smallholders and
peasants this new system meant radical changes in their way of
life, and production since they had to give up individual
cultivation and private land property, which was reached
through their aggressive insult by the state authorities. By the
first half of the 1960s the collectivisation was finished which led
to the depeasantization of Hungary.

In the case of manor no. 1., the lands remained state-
owned, as a state farm was organised on the basis of
the previous stud-farm. Besides continuing horse-
breeding, the farm bred cows in large amount. Manor
no. II. was organised into a state farm as well, and
started a similar evolutionary path like manor no. I. In
both manors, interviews with experts and elderly
inhabitants show that the former practice of short-term
employment of migrant labour during the harvest
season remained part of the work organisation; it is
one of the old routines that remained untouched
despite the political transition. Another point of
continuity is that the local population had minor role
in affecting local processes, and production practices
as they were state employees.

At manors no. III. and IV. new agricultural co-
operatives were organised. In contrast to state farms,
co-operative members were expected to organise the
production themselves. Contemporary propagandistic
reports on setting up co-operatives at manorial settle-
ments emphasized the significance of the historical
possibility for former servants to govern their own
fate. However, another narrative was that in most
cases former servants were unable to govern co-
operatives, as they were socialised as physical workers
with one single task (Sik & Tausz 1978). This way of
thinking also appeared in a number of expert inter-
views, who emphasized that the production and
organization was not optimal at these co-operatives
or it became outdated by the late 1960s. In this sense
local economic history and old routines blocked the
transition towards a new organisational form, in spite
of the clearly observable rural restructuring at the
national scale.

The ‘Hungarian model’ (1960-1989)

Political and economic dependency on the Soviet
Union started to loosen from the mid-1950s. Hungary
was in short supply of western capital and up-to-date
technology, hence the country started to look for the
possibilities of Western partnerships and assistance.
Besides the international trade on the capitalist world
market, the acceptance of western loans started in this
period (Borocz 1992; Gerdes & Pinkasz 2017). The
agricultural production became influenced by the
global ‘second food regime’ (McMichael 2009),
which meant the shift towards industrialised agricul-
ture and changes in the goods produced.

@ Springer



GeoJournal

With the distancing from Stalinist planned econ-
omy, a gradually broadening economic liberalisation
took place. In agriculture, these reforms were set in the
first half of the 1960s. On the one hand, the former
strict central control of state farms was replaced by
freedom in terms of strategic decisions, while on the
other hand, agricultural expertise became more
important than political trustworthiness when it came
to the nomination of farm leaders (Izinger 1983; Varga
2010). As aresult, state farms initiated experiments on
making the production more oriented towards the
global markets (Varga 2014). The state farm, which
held manor no. I. was prominent in these reforms: by
the end of the 1970s it became nationally and
internationally renowned, and built several interna-
tional connections, also with western firms and
adopted western-type industrialised agriculture (Sch-
lett 2015; Varga 2010).

By the beginning of the 1970s a large land-
concentration took place; the number of agricultural
companies fell, while the size of the land held by them
grew. Another important feature of this era was the
evolution of small-scale farming (hdztdji) due to the
legalisation of private production. The original idea
behind this reform step was that families would
produce vegetables and pork or other kind of meat for
their own consumption (as it occurred at pre-World
War II large estates), but in practice, most of the rural
population started to act like agricultural entrepre-
neurs, and sold most of the goods they produced. In
many cases the co-operatives had key roles in helping
the production and selling products (see e. g. Gyani
et al. 2004; Hann 2003; Juhdsz 1999; Swain 1985;
Vigvari & Gerdcs 2017).

On the local scale the role of farm leadership grew,
while the local state still had a weak impact on
manorial settlements’ development paths. The ‘win-
dow of opportunity’ opened by economic liberalisa-
tion led to innovative steps started by the agricultural
intelligentsia of the state farms; these attempts were
reinforced by positive feedback as they became
successful on international markets. At manor no. I,
the former technology, production profile and land use
changed remarkably. Crop, corn, poultry and egg
became the main products (Schlett 2015; Varga 2010).
As two of the former inhabitants reported, changing
production technologies and raising mechanisation
levels, accompanied by the state farm’s policy which
encouraged moving from the manors to the nearby
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villages led to a significant wave of migration at manor
no I. In the state farm which held manor no. II., this
model of industrial agriculture was also adopted: the
state farm developed several branches, including a
couple of side-line industrial activities.

The co-operatives established at manors no. III. and
IV. were annexed to neighbouring co-operatives at the
beginning of the 1970s. This step meant that the most
important means to influence local processes were
taken from the local society. Interviews have shown
that local inhabitants reacted to this ‘external shock’
by encouraging the younger generations to find a job
outside the locality, or to leave the locality. Inhabi-
tants’ argument about the annexation was very similar
in both manors, as most of them think it was unjust and
not necessary. However, they think it was impossible
to do anything against it, and pointless to get
organised.

At the same time, the legalisation of farming at
private plots turned out to be an important catalyst of
path creation. This enabled a strategy of capital
accumulation that was present in all the four localities
analysed. Furthermore, a new rural configuration
evolved through the co-operation between companies
and individuals. Interviewees at manor no. IIL
reported that almost every family stall-fed pigs in
their private gardens, which were given by the
neighbouring state farm (which held manor no. II.).
The co-operative members were responsible for taking
care of them, and once the pigs were grown-up
enough, the state farm also bought them. This strategy
was not only a secure way of accumulating capital, but
also was efficient, since the members received a
certain amount of fodder, or had the possibility to
grow it, which they could use to feed livestock.”

Privatisation and land (re)concentration
(after 1989)

At the end of the 1980s the former state socialist
countries undergone political and economic transition.
Hungary’s dependency on Western core states grew,
as the country opened its economy to Western
investors, and initiated intensifying global

2 This developmental path of the localities analysed in our case
studies was a general phenomenon throughout rural Hungary as
it has already been revealed by several scholars (e. g. Gyani et al.
2004; Hann 2003; Juhasz 1999; Swain 1985; Varga 2014).
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relationships. The integration into the world economy
is primarily happening through the European Union,
which Hungary is a part of since 2004. In agriculture
and first of all in food industry international investors
appeared, and the presence of the ‘corporate food
regime’ (McMichael 2009; Woods 2007) can also be
observed.

The former central control of economic production
was replaced by neoliberal policies and the restitution
of market relations. In agriculture, the consequence of
the transition was the privatisation of co-operatives
and state farms. Co-operatives were sold or trans-
formed by the mid-1990s, the privatisation of state
farms demanded more time, and some of them
remained nationalised until the 2000s (Klenczner
1996; Kovach 2016; Varga 2010). The large majority
of co-operatives disbanded, which meant that the
significance of large-scale farming diminished. As the
former eastern markets were not reachable anymore,
many agricultural branches and food industries down-
graded. Not only large-scale livestock breeding
diminished, but also market-oriented private breeding
went through a remarkable fall, as this sub-system was
only attractive until the socialist agricultural compa-
nies organised it (Agécs & Agdcs 1994; Kovacs
2005). From the late 1990s a growing land concentra-
tion can be observed, and with the introduction of EU
subsidies, landowners became even more interested in
gaining land, which led to a revival of large-scale
farms. In this process the former leaders of socialist
agricultural companies have an important role, and a
rising group of investors with good political connec-
tions can also be observed, while masses of rural
population were excluded from agricultural produc-
tion as business opportunity (Kovach 2016; Maurel
2012; Swain 2000).

On the scale of manorial settlements, case studies
show that former farm leaders and new investors are
the key actors of local path creation. It can be seen that
the former subordination of these localities is renew-
ing, as economic evolution is mainly formed by
absentee owners and the role of land property relations
is usually very strong. Local residents were usually not
able to influence processes of privatisation and the
evolutionary path of localities. In this sense, path
dependency is an important feature, which emerges
from local economic history. In the case of manor no.
L., the state farm was sold to private investors, who are
still using the majority of the old buildings for poultry

and egg production. Due to the upgraded production
technology, the workforce demand has diminished,
but some of the locals still work there. Inhabitants’
experience is that since the privatization of the state
farm, working conditions and production quality
worsened remarkably. In manor no. II. the production
transformed more significantly as a foreign investor
decided to finish beef and milk production and started
to produce pork with a highly mechanised production
method; the connection between the local population
and the farm is observable no more. Due to the
exclusion of local inhabitants from path creation
mechanisms a wave of selective migration and grow-
ing unemployment can be observed and both manor no
I. and manor no. II. are on the way of becoming
‘slums’ according to some of the inhabitants and
experts.

At manor no. III. the co-operative was privatised
mainly by the former farm leadership, which resulted
in the closure of local employment possibilities. As
this case study revealed, local governments also has a
role in forming the rural configuration through regu-
lating the land use possibilities around the manors: the
local government responsible for manor no III.
changed the land use regulation for a large part of
the neighbouring lands, which now gives place to the
largest industrial park in the county. In manor no. IV,
the former co-operative transformed into a holding
company. The company created new economic path
by carrying out significant technological reforms and
introducing new specialisations. The reforms made the
company competitive, the main products are currently
milk and potato. Certain elements of the rural config-
uration changed (such as the land use and production
technologies), but continuity is also observable, as
local inhabitants are still employed by the Ltd., and the
company managed to carry on intensive large-scale
farming.

Conclusion

We aimed to show how the integration of the rural
restructuring approach and EEG can foster the com-
prehension of rural economic transformation in a post-
socialist context. By framing the analysis on three
different geographical scales, we attempted to point to
the changing interrelatedness of the processes observ-
able at these scales on the long-term. As emphasized
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above, the empirical scope of our analysis is specific,
but some general conceptual statements can be done
regarding the mechanisms shaping the rural
configuration.

Looking at the global scale, the most important
feature of the system we analysed is dependency,
which means the national scale restructuring and local
scale evolution are strongly influenced by interna-
tional political and economic effects. Large-scale
farms show a clear orientation towards international
markets, which is observable during all the periods
analysed, although under the Stalinist period the
possibilities of western exchange were cut back. The
role of global agri-food regimes (McMichael 2009)
seems to be strong and this system of dependency has
important consequences on the changing rural config-
uration by influencing the evolution of agri-food
branches.

In terms of national scale processes, the changing
political power relations had paramount impact on the
local evolutionary paths of manorial settlements.
Broadly speaking, as a result of the political transi-
tions, the possibilities of individuals and firms were
remarkably different during the different eras; the
transitions can be seen as fundamental ‘external
shocks’ (Martin & Sunley 2006) to certain economic
sectors. Furthermore, during state socialism, the state
was the primary driver of economic transformations.
Especially during the era of Stalinist planned economy
the ways of path creation were constrained both
through the strict central control of economic activities
and due to the nationalisation of land, farms, and
foundation of state-owned companies.

We were able to analyse the changing rural
configuration through case studies. Documents on
local history and agricultural census data was useful
regarding the first two eras presented, while from the
1960s onwards we could gain insight into local
evolutionary processes via interviews with different
groups of local actors. On the local scale, the duality of
path dependency and path creation characterizes the
settlements analysed. The historically continuous
subordination and passivity of the local society is
present during all the four periods, and constitute an
important feature of rural configuration. Path creation
is usually initiated by farm leadership, or the agricul-
tural intelligentsia during times when economic liber-
alisation opened up ‘windows of opportunity’. The
case studies presented show that during the last
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century, manorial settlements have been considered
by local actors as places of economic production first
of all, and not places of residence, which is apparent if
we look at the moderate role of the local state in
shaping the rural configuration.

With the revival of large-scale farming during the
2010s, and the growing role of property relations, it is
expected that the localities analysed will move
towards further exclusion of local population from
path creation processes. The impact of foreign capital
and national absentee owners seem to strengthen as the
neoliberal turn of state policies becomes dominant and
the land concentration grows.
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