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Hopes and obstacles 
 
After World War II, the extensive operation of social clubs was 
enabled by the unfolding new, democratic political system. The 
most typical organisations of the agrarian society which were 
established in the greatest number were the reading circles and 
the farmers’ clubs. These associations had already been playing 
an important role in the lives of the agrarian population for 70-
80 years. They united the local communities, helped to solve 
economic problems, and the modernisation of production, 
represented the inhabitants’ endeavours, organised adult 
education, and library services, and ensured cultural and 
entertainment programs. After the war, the radical economic 
changes, the agrarian reform, the more active public 
participation of the society put even more emphasis on the role 
of self-organisation and the social self-activity of the local 
communities. The new democratic self-governments and the 
national organs, as well as political or professional 
organisations and institutions handled reading circles and 
farmers’ clubs as partners in many cases. They involved them 
in providing information to the inhabitants, performing 
particular administrative tasks, widening educational and 
cultural opportunities, and displaying the interests of people 
living in rural settlements (Szathmáry, 1947:542-546; Pogány, 
2003:57). 

It was considered to be an important factor even at social 
level to extend the general education, professional and public 
life knowledge of the rural agrarian population and to transmit 
information that could be utilised well in their practice. Ensuring 
opportunities to adult knowledge acquisition, raising a demand 
for self-education, and developing people’s individual and social 
competences were considered to be a significant factor even 
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from the point of view of effective management, and the 
successful implementation of social endeavours. As a result of 
their wide-ranging public educational and adult educational 
activities, the network of reading circles across the country had 
been the most important local social partner of the state 
educational network, the most significant rural basis of popular 
education and the free-culture system in the years after the 
World War II. At the beginning of the 20th century the reading 
circles played an important role in forcing back illiteracy, 
acquiring fundamental knowledge, and providing the skills of 
reading and writing for the adult society, or perform public and 
economic further trainings, and disseminate professional 
knowledge (Pukánszky & Németh, 1997:617-618). 

After the end of World War II, despite substantial personal 
losses and serious material damages, the associations of the 
agrarian society almost immediately recover their operation at 
most of the places. The political changes and setting up a 
democratic structure taking place in the country favoured these 
organisations, since initially the new public administration 
organs considered the reading circles to be important local 
social partners to the state power. At most of the 
municipalities, the National Committees providing local 
representation to the democratic parties supported the activity 
of the agrarian associations because they regarded it to be 
extremely useful not only for their own members but also for 
the entire population of the municipality (BKML Bács-Bodrog 
1945:3910). 

There were considerable changes taking place in the 
management of education, too. Between the two world wars, in 
the era of the out-of-school popular education the general 
education was controlled centrally. Cultural programs were 
primarily organised by state organs and functionaries. This 
function was fulfilled by a dual institution system, i.e. a state 
and a social organisation, in close co-operation. The Ministry for 
Education and Religious Affairs nominated free-cultural officials 
in each county, village, town, and city to ensure the required 
coordination and quality control. But in addition to them, in the 
counties, villages, towns, and cities, there were free-cultural 
councils set up from elected persons operating, which 
represented the local inhabitants’ endeavours. At national level, 
the councils’ work was synchronised by the National Free-
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Cultural Council, which was an independent, non-governmental 
organisation (Dancs, 1988:9-12, 31-32). 

The popular educational activities of the reading circles were 
intense; regular lectures or series of thematic lectures were 
given on different public and cultural issues. Associations got 
widely involved in teaching illiterate. Teaching general 
knowledge was done with several curricula. If they taught only 
reading and writing, the course’s duration was normally 60 
lessons. If the curriculum also included counting and 
measurement, the course’s duration was 90 lessons. The 30-
60-lesson public knowledge courses organised by the reading 
circles were popular and well attended. This type of course 
mainly focused on brushing up, supplementing and adapting 
the information studied at elementary school to adult life. In 
the reading circles were organized 3 months (150-160 hours) 
lesson public knowledge courses. These courses were intended 
to refresh and bring up-to-date the knowledge acquired 
previously in elementary school, and to prepare the students 
for the possible continuation of their studies after the secondary 
school (Kaczián, 1990:40-41). 

In order to foreshow other information related to the 
extension of farm management knowledge and farming, the 
associations organised 30-60-lesson farming courses. These 
courses dealt with the newly domesticating form of activity and 
familiarised the audience with new technologies, effective 
production procedures, and farm management information. The 
most frequently taught topics included poultry-farming, 
vegetable and fruit growing, viticulture and oenology, tillage, 
irrigation, and pest control. The 3-month-long (150-160 
lessons) winter farm management (Wheatear) course organised 
by the reading circles and farmers’ clubs, which was also 
acknowledged by the government represented the most 
comprehensive, the weightiest training with respect to its 
content. The first courses were organised in 1928. In 1938, 
there were 114, in 1943 there were 439 courses held in the 
country. In 1947, 695 Silver Wheatear courses were started 
with 34,557 participants (Lippainé, 1986:70; Huszka, 
1986:254). 

Families of the agrarian territories which lived under poorer 
conditions often supplemented their income with cottage 
industry activity. Therefore, such type of courses also had a 
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great importance, the basis of which was again the reading 
circles and the farmers’ clubs. The courses generally lasted for 
2-3 months and students who passed the examination 
successfully received an operating licence. The Ministry of 
Industry lent the necessary tools and technical accessories, 
while the participants needed to obtain the raw material to be 
processed. However, this was normally taken over by the local 
authorities or the organising associations. In addition to cottage 
industry courses, at several places they also organised few-
week long practical farm management and housekeeping 
courses called housewife or housekeeper courses. On them, 
they mostly dealt with skills concerning tailoring and sewing, 
cooking, fruit and vegetable processing and preserving and 
gave useful advices on other household activities (Szabó, 
1971:90; Knézy, 2008:503-504). 

The Free-Cultural Supervisors and the local Free-Cultural 
Councils made efforts to support reading circles as far as 
possible. They helped in organising or licensing the courses, 
tried to hire appropriate lecturers to professional further 
training courses, and distributed mobile libraries to 
associations. At many places, reading circles became 
permanent participants of officially organised cultural forums. 
The official cultural organs often asked for the associations’ co-
operation, e.g. in identifying and training illiterate people, since 
the circles knew the district’s inhabitants much more and 
people also trusted the circles’ leaders much more than any 
urban clerks even with the best intention (BML Békés, 
1947:1438). 

Immediately after the war, however, unfavourable effects 
also occurred. The Hungarian Communist Party having an 
extremely high influence in the political and cultural life was 
hostile towards the autonomous associations of the agrarian 
society right from the beginning. It envisioned a rival in these 
civil organisations that represented the efforts of the landholder 
farmer class, democratic values, and civic mentality. Therefore, 
at the municipalities where the members of the Hungarian 
Communist Party captured local leadership, they hindered and 
made the associations’ activity more difficult right from the 
beginning. The licensing or the potential dissolution of the 
reading circles’ operation belonged to the scope of authority of 
the Minister of the Interior, which department was captured by 
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the communist party in the coalition government. After the 
World War II, based on the laws in effect, however, most of the 
agrarian associations still had received the licenses required to 
their further operation. Between 1945 and 1948, only 
approximately 100 agrarian associations were banned or 
dissolved. These measures - for the time being - concerned 
only few specific groups (Köteles, 1980:97). 

Associations that had closer relationship with one of the social 
organisations or institutions preferred by the then government 
between the two world wars belonged to one of these groups. 
In 1945, with reference to the clauses of the armistice 
agreement, these organisations were many times labelled to be 
anti-democratic and banned. The reading circles of the German 
minority living in Hungary were also cancelled similarly. At the 
end of World War II, the allied powers stated that the German 
people were collectively responsible for any demolition during 
the war, thus the entire nation needed to bear the 
consequences of Nazism. Most of the almost 8.5 million German 
people living in the Eastern European states were forced to 
relocate. That fate awaited half a million Germans living in 
Hungary, too. Eventually, only 200,000 people were relocated 
from the country, but for 5 years, citizen’s rights of each 
German person were limited and their societal, cultural 
associations were disincorporated, even if their members did 
not agree with the Nazi ideals (Molnár, 2005:25; BKML Bács-
Bodrog 1945:3465).  

A further group of reading circles that were disincorporated 
between 1945-1946 was comprised of associations that were 
already unable to perform regular activity due to economic 
difficulties (war damages, inflation), and personal problems 
(captivity, migration, joining various parties) after the world 
war. One part of them announced their disincorporation by 
themselves, while others were deleted from the list of 
associations by the Minister of the Interior upon the proposal of 
the local authorities. A larger number of associations were not 
disincorporated based on any reference to direct political 
reasons in the first years. Instead, they applied oblique 
solutions. Left-wing organisations being established after World 
War II had neither a club-house of their own, nor intangible 
assets, therefore in municipalities where leadership was taken 
by the communist party the real estates of particular civil 
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associations were expropriated with reference to democratic 
public interest and were transferred to left-wing organisations. 
This mostly jeopardised reading circles operating in 
towns/cities. Agrarian associations were unable to operate 
without a club-house, library or furnishings, consequently, they 
were forced to suspend their activity and then they soon got 
disincorporated (Molnár, 2005:22-23). 

The situation of agrarian associations had changed 
considerably from the beginning of 1949. The turn in the 
national political power relations, the left-wing appropriation of 
the power, the gradual unfolding of the autarchy of the 
communist party, and the centralising efforts getting stronger 
and stronger both in the fields of economy, society, and culture 
significantly restricted the gie of civil organisations. This change 
was also indicated by a significant increase in administrational 
requirements introduced with respect to associations, and 
repeated revisions. In December 1948, the Minister of the 
Interior ordained retrospectively until 1945 the increased 
review of the reading circles’ operation. Local clerks sent 
various instructions, and restricting resolutions ever-more to 
the associations. They strictly called upon the circles to 
democratise their management without delay, i.e. to replace 
their respected leaders who had been operating well until that 
time. The public administration authorities, the tax office, and 
the police repeatedly requested the submission of the 
associations’ documents for inspection which were only 
returned after several months, as a result of laborious follow-
up. More and more frequently, these inspections also involved 
the State Protection Authority what raised serious fear in 
people (MOL BM, 1948:621168; Darvas, 1982:164-174).  

 
Mass liquidation of agrarian associations 
 
Between 1949 and 1950, while the totalitarian dictatorship was 
deepening, similarly to other autonomous civil organisations, 
reading circles were also liquidated. By the liquidation of the 
associations, large groups of the agrarian society were deprived 
of the opportunities to organise their communities and have 
independent economic, social, and cultural activities. As a result 
of having no associations, local communities gradually fell 
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apart, the ability to collaborate, the sense of togetherness, and 
solidarity diminished. This was exactly the goal of the 
totalitarian power that wanted to “nationalise” not only the 
economy but also the society by forced industrialisation, 
collectivisation, and by winding up the independent land holder 
peasant layer (Kovalcsik, 2006:821-838; Stifnerné, 2000: 
45-48). 

The first step of the mass winding up of the reading circles 
was the group cancellation of the associations that joined the 
Hungarian Peasant Union earlier, which was banned back at the 
end of 1948. This was followed by the liquidation of the 
associations closely co-operating with the Hungarian Cultural 
Association that was also terminated. The Minister of the 
Interior actually regarded the involved reading circles as the 
branch associations of the two nation-wide organisations, thus 
together with the winding up of the national centres he 
automatically cancelled the local groups, too. In reality, 
however, the concerned reading circles basically preserved their 
organisational autonomy and did not merge with the two above 
mentioned nation-wide alliances. If they had been merely 
branch associations, they should not have been disincorporated 
in respective procedures (Köteles, 1990:93). 

Mass liquidation of the agrarian associations assumed 
considerable proportions from summer 1949. This was closely 
related to the political actions against the landholder peasantry. 
The underlying reason was that according to the communist 
party’s judgement the associations that had joined the forces of 
mostly autonomous landowners hindered the enforcement of 
left-wing influence over the agrarian society, and the socialist 
plan to transform private farming into Soviet type collective 
farming. In the Ministry of the Interior, all the reading circles’ 
files were taken out one after the other and if any complaint or 
objection was received against an association from the local 
communist organs or a left-wing organisation operating at the 
given municipality claimed the assets of an association, it was 
immediately disincorporated. As an explanation for the winding 
up, the documents of the Ministry of the Interior ordinarily 
included 2-3 stereotype reasons however, these frequently did 
not reflect the reality or covered an intentionally provoked 
situation (Hajdu, 2002:23-25). 
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It happened that the reason for disincorporation was loss-
making operation, loss of assets or a serious financial problem 
hindering operation. This was, however, caused by the official 
organs many times. They withdrew the liquor licence from the 
circle, did not approve holding events with admission tickets or 
expropriated the club-house for shorter or longer intervals. All 
these really brought the concerned reading circle into a difficult 
financial situation. At several places, the reasoning with 
reference to legal requirements was that the association had 
not been carrying out activities for a year. This was applied 
even in the cases of associations that held several events in the 
given year and also submitted the compulsory operational 
report to the local authorities. The most frequent explanation 
why reading circles were winded up was that the association 
was operating not according to its statutes. This general, 
inconceivable cause was not verified by any concrete facts, so it 
was not possible to deny it (BKML Bács-Bodrog, 1949:10,952).  

Behind all of these pretensions, in most of the cases, the 
reason was that the communist party that came to power 
attempted to gain control of the agrarian society that had 
relatively high autonomy due to its working conditions. In order 
to do that, it established a new nation-wide organisation under 
the name of National Association of Working Peasants and 
Land-Workers (Dolgozó Parasztok és Földmunkások Országos 
Szövetsége - DÉFOSZ). So that this organisation was set up 
even in the smallest municipalities, villages, and in the world of 
farms and could operate with appropriate infrastructure, the 
reading circles had to be routed so that DÉFOSZ could take 
over their members, club-houses, and intangible assets. The 
process of the mass dissolution of the reading circles 
culminated at the beginning of 1950 (Király, 1998:120; Sóber, 
2006:97). 

The disincorporation of the associations went together with 
the libraries’ immediate and almost total destruction. The 
communist culture policy blamed the reading circles that most 
of their book set was unworthy. Fiction belonged to the 
category of low standard writings which reflecting petit-
bourgeois taste or dreadful. The farm management books were 
uselessly obsolete, as they were built on the principle of private 
farm management, not on the socialist collective farming 
system. The historical and social study publications had 
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reactionary and nationalist approach and emphasised the 
values of the former political system. Therefore, it was ordered 
that the libraries of the disincorporated associations had to be 
revised by the authorities and all the books not proper for the 
new era had to be sorted out. The statements on the book sets 
of the reading circles did not correspond to reality. Justified 
criticism was well-founded for maximum 10% of the material of 
the associations’ libraries. Upon the disincorporation of 
associations, local authorities sorted out and sent 90% of the 
stock to the paper mill (Beck, 1985:244-247).  

The reading circles’ assets, club-houses, and furnishings, 
which were in many cases the direct reason for disincorporate 
the given association, were transferred to the newly established 
DÉFOSZ organisations. The ownership of the buildings was 
generally assigned to the municipalities of towns/cities and 
parishes; the DÉFOSZ groups became only the users of the 
rooms. The ownership of the furnishings was mostly assigned 
to DÉFOSZ, but it was not the local group that disposed of it, 
but the national centre. This type of asset and ownership 
distribution, namely that the local DÉFOSZ organisations could 
not feel the assets made available for them fully as their own 
either, later on highly contributed to the impairing of the former 
reading circle buildings, and the scattering of the furnishing. In 
addition to DÉFOSZ, the organisations of the communist party 
received parts of the circles’ assets at relatively many places. 
Earlier, this party did not have local grassroots in the country-
side, especially in the farm zones. It was a political force 
typically building on the urban and industrial workers, the class 
of employees. But at that time, it set up its village and farm 
organisations at an accelerated pace. In order to dispose of the 
new grassroots, it strongly needed appropriate rooms and 
various furnishings. Among others, this was the reason for 
urging the winding up of the agrarian associations as soon as 
possible (Barátné, 2015:117-118; Lőkös, 1991:10-11). 

Cooperatives established by governmental enforcement were 
also among the heirs of the reading circles’ assets. The 
organisations having very modest assets for the time being, 
controlled by a management who were reliable for the 
communist party, but who had hardly any agricultural 
production experience had no buildings at all upon their 
establishment. That was why the circles’ buildings situated at 
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crowded points of the bourne were used as office centres or as 
the seat of one of their plant units. Besides them, several other 
economic or political institutions and organisations, including 
the National Centre for Police Associations, Association of 
Hungarian Freedom Fighters, Hungarian-Soviet Friendship 
Society, and left-wing youth organisations, e.g. National 
Federation of United Peasant-Youth also operating under 
communist influence shared the circles’ assets. A smaller part 
of the club-houses - even if in a transformed role - got at least 
functions useful for the inhabitants: a municipality’s community 
centre, a school or a grocery was set up in the building 
(Stifterné, 2000:43-44; Huszka, 1986:266). 

The assets handed over to political organisations, however, 
deteriorated, ran to waste within a few years. Soon the further 
strengthening dictatorship allocated bigger, better furnished 
real estates to the local communist organisations. Two years 
later, DÉFOSZ that had been organised with considerable forces 
was disincorporated itself. The left-wing power deprived the 
agrarian society from all of its organisations with this. The 
members and the area of the collective farms constantly 
fluctuated, terminated or merged with other farms. Thus, they 
similarly could not use the reading circles’ buildings handed 
over to them appropriately. Several former associational club-
houses were emptied and the furnishings were carried away. All 
over the country, the cultural centres and community spaces 
created once by the members of the reading circles with 
dedicated work, serious material efforts, and exemplary co-
operation disappeared. Although at the large agrarian 
territories, especially at the outskirts of the neighbourhoods, 
exclusively this heritage could have served as the basis of 
societal self-organisation, community education, and social life 
in the following decades (Nagy, 1975:406; Katona, 1988:104). 

 
One more chance 
 
After the first significant change in the national politics, after 
Stalin’s death and Imre Nagy’s getting on power, several 
reading circles were re-established. The new Prime Minister 
launched a wide range of reforms in order to manage the 
serious economic situation and the heightened social tensions. 
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These maintained the socialist conditions, but tried to make the 
system more flexible and operable. For example, the forced 
organisation of collective farms was stopped, the number of 
abuses by authorities and the rate of police brutality decreased 
and it became possible again to establish civil society 
organisations. It was in summer 1953 when Pál Szabó folk 
writer first mentioned during a discussion held in the Writers’ 
Association that the mass disincorporation of reading circles 
had been a wrong step. These organisations had varied 
functions that the newly set up community houses or public 
libraries could not take over. It was an extremely important 
feature of the associations that they provided opportunities to 
peasants working alone during the day to exchange their 
opinions, discuss questions important for them, mobilise people 
for important issues, and share information about new things 
with each other (Szabó, 1953:17; Kovalcsik, 2006:13-14). 

After Szabó’s speech, Lajos Mesterházi general editor 
published a keynote article about the merits and deficiencies of 
former reading circles in the journal of the Ministry for Popular 
Education titled Educated People. Following the article of 
Mesterházi an open debate started in the press on the 
associations’ role. Many people regarded it a mistake to 
liquidate the clubs by administrative measures and voted for 
permitting their operation. Péter Veres the well-known folk 
writer - who himself got to know literature in his youth in a 
reading circle - called the attention to the fact that associations 
not only had offered high standard reading to rural people but 
had been also operating as the home for community life and 
had joined the forces of local inhabitants. Several contributors 
criticised the erroneous practice in which the socialist culture 
policy had separated the community house from the library. A 
lot of libraries practically operated only as a place of lending. 
They did not provide opportunity for reading or talking either. 
The community centres did not have their own library. People 
participating at the performances were only passive observers 
(Mesterházi, 1953:29-30; Veres, 1953:22-23). 

There were, however, opponents to the revivification of 
associations. The Minister for Popular Education, being a writer 
himself, too, kept on regarding the reading circles as 
organisations representing the way of thinking and taste of the 
civic system, and the landholder peasantry which may hinder 
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the total set up of the socialist conditions in the country. He 
acknowledged that at the beginning of the 20th century they 
had significant role in spreading culture, but he emphasised 
that under the circumstances of socialism it was already the 
state-owned institution system’s task to transmit culture. For 
the time being, however, people supporting the associations’ 
operation were in majority (Veres, 1953:22; Darvas, 1953:12). 

The party and the government also accepted that the 
associations’ libraries, cultural programs, and role played in 
adult training were highly important for the rural population, 
especially for those living in smaller villages. In autumn 1954, 
at the Congress of the Hungarian Independence Popular Front 
(new name: Patriotic Popular Front) a resolution was passed, 
namely that local popular front organisations had to lend a 
helping hand to the re-establishment and operation of the 
agrarian associations. This solution that reading circles were 
allowed to operate within the frames of the Patriotic Popular 
Front was favourable under the given conditions. The Patriotic 
Popular Front was not a strongly centralised political 
organisation; it was rather a social movement. It was an 
“umbrella organisation” within the frames of which the most 
varied civil organisations could preserve their inner autonomy 
and could act with relatively broad autonomy (Kovalcsik, 
2006:823-827).  

Within the agrarian population, there was high demand for 
reading circles, therefore by utilising the new opportunities, 
approx. 300 associations were already re-established in autumn 
1954. However, the restart faced serious difficulties. The 
members became worn by the circumstances of the 
disincorporation, vexation of the authorities, and sometimes by 
the political persecution. Economic changes entailed lots of 
internal migrations, plenty of people moved to other territories. 
The former assets of the associations got lost. Practically, they 
had to start everything from the beginning. However, the 
government’s orders made it possible for the restarting reading 
circles to request their former club-houses back. They could 
also ask for the allocation of a smaller, 100-200 volume library 
from the Ministry for Popular Education (G. Tóth, 1987:300; 
Beck, 1985:243).  

Most of the restarting associations utilised these 
opportunities. However, it was not possible to put the club-
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houses into use everywhere. It happened that communist party 
organisations that had been made to move into the reading 
circle’s building did not return the place until the municipality 
management offered them another venue. At another place, 
the association’s club-house had been standing unoccupied for 
years and its status deteriorated. It could only be used again 
after a more serious renovation. The Ministry for Popular 
Education did not hurry either to allocate the book set 
requested by the associations. They only distributed very few 
books and even one part of them was made up of left-wing 
propaganda publications. Despite the difficult circumstances, 
associational life started to pick up again at the agrarian 
territories. The re-established reading circles announced their 
first events that again invoked great interest after the 4-5 
years break. Book collection was started. The books given to 
members on trust upon the disincorporation were returned and 
many people also donated some of their own books to the 
association. The faster recovering associations were already 
organising courses again to the inhabitants of the vicinity in 
winter 1954 (Lőkös, 1991:11; Simándi, 1957:4). 

In 1957, some of the restarted few hundred reading circles 
had to terminate its operation as a result of political pressure 
and sanctions taken after the revolution was suppressed. Even 
the remaining associations could keep on operating as a branch 
of the Patriotic Popular Front until the 1960-ies. At that time, 
already the Popular Front itself was under a stricter party 
control which entailed more fixity also for the joining 
associations. This made it more difficult to perform traditional 
reading circle activities to a certain extent but it did not hinder 
it. Bigger associations operated with 100-200 members. They 
organised celebrations, balls, informative lectures, farm 
management courses, and trips. They joined the movements 
initiated by the inhabitants for constructing outskirts roads, 
improving health service, and decreasing the rates of taxes and 
surrenders. Despite any restricting circumstances, the 
operating associations did whatever they could to provide their 
members and the population of the vicinity with community life, 
and the possibilities for gaining education and spending free 
time in a civilised way (Hajdu, 2002:29). 

At the beginning of the 1960-ies, however, forceful 
administrative interventions started again against the 
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associations. The collection of private peasants into 
cooperatives restarted again and the autonomous civic attitude 
and the efforts to have individual farm management 
represented by the reading circles’ members fundamentally got 
into conflict with the government’s endeavours urging the 
socialist transformation of agriculture. The power tried to force 
the associations to agitate for joining cooperatives and to 
propagate the necessity and the advantages of collective 
farming within the frames of their various programs and 
courses. However, the reading circles did not agree to perform 
this task what led to less and less space to move in. As a result 
of the intolerance of the political power, the new 
collectivisation, the transformation of village structure of rural 
areas (liquidation of farms) and the gradual transformation of 
rural life style, further operation of reading circles became 
impossible (Pleskovics, 1989:62; Berza, 1954:22).  

Certain organisations were officially disincorporated, too, 
while other associations voluntarily terminated their activities 
because of the lack of the operation’s elementary conditions. By 
the beginning of the 1960-ies, even the last reading circles 
disappeared. The urban club-houses were taken over by the 
state-owned cultural institutions network. Buildings located at 
the outskirts were mainly taken over by cooperatives that used 
them as offices, workshops or warehouses. During the following 
decade, most of them were demolished. There remained almost 
no visible, tangible trace of the former rich associational life. A 
radical change in the living conditions also had its role in it. The 
number of people living in the world of farms radically declined. 
Most of the people moved in villages, towns or cities. The state-
owned cultural institution system was gradually set up in the 
bigger municipalities. Although this system did not provide cosy 
atmosphere similar to that of the reading circles and an 
opportunity to collaborate actively, but at least it was easily 
accessible. As a result of the political power’s conscious effort, 
people’s behaviour had also changed. Society got atomised 
quickly, people turned inside, public life and civil sphere took 
mostly a back seat (Szabó, 1995:610; Jobbáné, 1999:474). 

In the 1970-ies, however, affected by social changes, utilising 
the new opportunities for self-organisation, local civic 
organisations started to be organised again (garden fan clubs, 
village beautifying associations, etc.). They built on former 
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traditions of associations from several points of view. After the 
change of the political system, civil associations recalling 
former reading circles in their names and both in their structure 
and objectives were established in several towns and villages. 
At several places they claimed back the old club-houses that 
had been nationalised earlier, and the associations’ former 
documents, flags, and symbols were found. Several 
associations use their old names again. Today they represent 
only one type of the many civil organisations, but several other 
associations - especially in smaller rural towns and villages - 
clearly follow the former traditions of reading circles (Rostás, 
1994:6-7).  

During the approx. one hundred years of their operation, 
reading circles and farmers’ societies were the most 
fundamental organisations of the Hungarian agrarian society. 
Their activities were well suited to the habits and demands of 
rural life. In the years after the World War II, the reading 
circles played a determining role among the rural population 
living far from the urban centres, in arousing the demand for 
books, reading, the extension of the general and professional 
education, the acquisition of new modern knowledge, in the 
dissemination of the cultured behaviour. They enforced 
democratic norms in their objectives and during their practical 
operation their attitude was receptive, tolerant, seeking 
consent. The reading circles played a determining role they 
contributed to the results of the cultural socialisation by 
transmitting new community behaviours, forming the views to a 
large extent, in order to develop a more informed rural society 
having an opener view (Gunst, 1987:132; Márkus, 1996:17). 

In the first half of the 20th century, almost every member of 
the reading circles took part in some kind of training forms, 
many times together with his family members. The adult 
education organized by the reading circles and societies 
conformed well to the demands of the local community; in 
addition to general knowledge they provided possibility for the 
discussion of special themes, current issues. Owing to the 
prestige of the participating local experts, clear manner of 
lecturing or the familiar atmosphere of the building of the 
reading circle, this form of education was more attractive and 
assumable for the peasantry not accustomed to school desk. 
Thanks to courses going on in reading circles and farmers’ 
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clubs, the prestige of studying and being well informed 
substantially increased even among the peasantry. Their 
liquidation was a great loss for rural society, but their traditions 
may serve as important edification for us (Szathmáry, 
1947:542-546; Pogány, 2003:57). 

 
The socialist system that had been being set up by the 1960-

ies had a strongly centralised structure. It brought economic 
resources under central control, concentrated landed property 
into farmers’ co-operatives, instead of self-governance, it 
created strictly centralised public administration and even in 
the field of culture, government initiatives got enforced. Social 
manifestations were only possible within the frames of 
organisations and associations maintained by the power. Under 
such circumstances, there was no opportunity for the local 
inhabitants to build a community, to spontaneously organise 
themselves, and to express their opinion or to maintain new 
reading circles and farmers’ clubs. The quickly transforming 
agrarian society lost the tool, the organisational form that had 
been supporting it earlier for approximately one hundred years 
in organising co-operation, solving everyday problems, wording 
and enforcing their interests and widening the cultural and 
educational opportunities. All this led to a serious feeling of 
loss, therefore in the period of the political transition, when 
central prohibition could not be enforced any more, self-
organisation restarted. Several organisations among the newly 
established associations followed the traditions of former 
reading circles and farmers’ clubs. 
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