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The relationship between peasants and the state has long been a central topic in analyzing agrarian societies, such as Romania's in the first half of the 20th century.
  Important elements in this relation include the balance of political forces in the state (understood as a collection of groupings having potentially different agendas); the state's capacity for surveillance, the degree to which it can penetrate rural areas, and its technologies of rule (such as taxation, subsidies, or denunciations); the intermediate groups that affect how peasant-state relations articulate; the state's dependence on peasant production of food; and the resources available to peasants to fend off or evade the state's initiatives toward them.  In the history of modern Romania's relations with its peasants, these elements have changed decisively several times—with the end of serfdom, the creation of Greater Romania after 1918, the communist take-over in 1945-47, and the end of communist rule in 1989.  This paper concerns the third of these: changes in peasant-state relations with the communist take-over through the collectivization of agriculture.


After World War II, the new government that emerged under the Soviet-backed Romanian Workers Party (PMR) aimed to establish a relation with the peasantry that was more intrusive and more intimate than that of any prior regime.  It would not stop at techniques of taxation, increased dependence on markets, and occasional subsidies to agriculture, all typical of the interwar period.  Instead, the Party-state would seek to insinuate itself directly into rural communities and even into families, breaking down existing social relationships and creating wholly new alliances and enmities between newly formed groups while completely refashioning villagers' sense of who they were.  The prevailing kinship relations
 through which village social life had been organized were to be replaced by "class struggle," intended to usher in a new social order based in collective ownership and group labor.  

The means for accomplishing this was collectivization.  That policy would be essential to forming the "new socialist man" by eliminating "traditionalism" in the rural sector and subjecting the peasantry to intensive surveillance.
  In addition, it would enable the regime to establish greater control over the food supply, so as to promote industrial development by holding down food prices and forcing surpluses out of agriculture, as well as to ensure a proletarianized labor force from villages as industry developed.  Collectivization was therefore crucial to several aspects of the PMR's plans, all of which meant radically disrupting the way of life of the 75% of Romania's population who lived in villages—a humungous task.

The apparatus of communist rule in Romania, however, was still in the process of consolidating itself and of forming the cadres upon whose actions it would depend.  Given the resources available to it at that time, collectivization would depend entirely on the actions of local cadres—that is, the policy was so far-reaching that the center could not effectively oversee it.
  Membership in the PMR was approximately 1,000 in 1944, and its speedy increase to 710,000 a mere three years later indicates primarily that many of those people were "communists" in name only.
  Despite the presence of Soviet advisors, then, the PMR regime was not sufficiently well entrenched to control the behavior of thousands of new activists, most of them little schooled in the ideas and practices of Soviet-style communism, whose job it would be to turn life upside down for some 12 million villagers.  Thus, collectivization, so crucial to successfully creating a communist Romania, would be based on the interaction between a barely controllable mass of activists and the Party center, itself riven with factional conflicts and always subject to orders from the Soviet Union.  Simply from a structural point of view, collectivization was implemented against great odds.

What can we learn from collectivization about the new peasant-state relationship the communists hoped to introduce?  Through what techniques would local cadres attempt the tremendous undertaking of reordering the countryside, and to what extent would they be bound by central directives?  How did peasants react to the new criteria of social conformity handed down from above?  My paper offers preliminary conclusions to these kinds of questions, paying special attention to the Party's use of the notion of "class struggle"—particularly, the practice of making and unmaking chiaburi (kyaBOORi), a variant of Soviet practice concerning the kulaks or "wealthy peasants."  I also follow the divergent interpretations of these criteria by local authorities in the process of making chiaburi and the dialogic nature of the new peasant-state relation, most evident in the internalization of the criteria by the peasantry and its attempts at manipulating the Party through the process of filing contestations. 

Making chiaburi was fundamental to both destroying village traditions and promoting the formation of collectives.  To prepare communities to accept collectives, cadres created a new classification system containing three categories—poor peasants, middle peasants, and chiaburi, paralleling the earlier poor, middle, and rich peasants of village stratification.  The intention was to support the poor and attempt to ally the middle peasants with them by demonizing and punishing those defined as chiaburi.
  The Party expected resistance, which it chose to anticipate by establishing a category of people likely to resist and projecting onto it all other potential resistance to the consolidation of the Party-state, then overcoming that resistance by gradually annihilating that category through exorbitant taxes and quotas, arbitrary arrests, land confiscations, and physical violence.
  

"Chiabur," a word whose Turkish root means "good farmer," was quintessentially a label, a weapon, a tactic in battle, rather than referring to actual characteristics of actual persons.  It could be applied to all kinds of people, the point being to create examples, attribute resistance to them (sabotage of equipment, withholding grain, counterrevolutionary intent, etc.), and punish them for it.  Some people labeled "chiabur" may indeed have done the things or had the characteristics they were accused of doing or having, but many did not.  Moreover, the category's fuzzy boundaries—there was never certainty as to what, exactly, separated a chiabur from a middle peasant—made it possible for people to be moved in and out of chiabur status.  These possibilities for changing people's category meant that authorities at one time could "unmask" chiaburi whom traditional village social organization as well as laxity on the part of local officials might have enabled to "hide" in the category of middle peasants, at another time; later, authorities bent on unmasking would return them to the ranks of chiaburi.  Alternatively, once local cadres began to realize that villagers were more likely to join the new collective farms if chiaburi also joined them, then the category "middle peasant" would open up its embrace.

Such moves might accompany policy shifts in Bucharest or Moscow or might respond to the exigencies of local circumstances.  Conflicts over the proper treatment of chiaburi were central to the larger conflict in the PMR Central Committee between the "muscovite" and "national" factrions of the Party, associated with the names of Ana Pauker and Gheorghiu-Dej.  Massive dechiaburizing might happen wherever harsh treatment of chiaburi generated sympathy for them from poor peasants, thereby impeding the class struggle;
 cadres might speed up chiaburization to draw attention from their failures on other matters;
 and some local officials might press for dechiaburization (even while others made new chiaburi) for entirely personal reasons.  The subject of chiaburi, then, is an excellent indicator of larger policy shifts as well as of local relations, actions, and events.  The topic's intrinsic fascination is spoiled only by the great individual suffering of those upon whom the label was cast.

I draw my observations on the processes of making and unmaking chiaburi from the community of Aurel Vlaicu in Transylvania, where I have conducted research since 1973.  Instead of describing the process of collectivization in Vlaicu, I will use the matter of chiaburi to raise issues of a broader kind.  Although one case study is insufficient for answering the kinds of questions I pose, this case is useful for illustrating how a mix of ethnographic interviews and archival research enriches our understanding of collectivization.

The Community of Aurel Vlaicu

The Transylvanian village of Aurel Vlaicu (or Vlaicu, for short) is located in the floodplain of the river Mureş, in an area known as "The field of Bread" [Câmpul Pâinii], near the foothills of the Western Carpathians.  Its soils are relatively fertile (for Transylvania) and the main farming activities have long been the cultivation of wheat and corn, used to raise cattle and pigs.  The population in 1956 was 812, rising to 915 in 1992.  In 1893-96 the village had acquired some Swabian Germans, colonized on bankrupt noble estates; they formed 20% of the population in 1910, declining to 16% in 1948 (and to only 3% in 1992).  At the time of the 1948 agricultural census, taken with an eye to collectivizing Romania's villages, Vlaicu's surface area was about 1,200 hectares (ha), some 900 of it arable.
  During collectivization Vlaicu was part of Şibot commune in the district of Orăştie, Hunedoara region (an administrative unit later superseded by the county [judeţ]).
  The Orăştie district, according to a man who served as administrative secretary there for many years, had the reputation of being unusually thorough in its work, which may account for its well-kept archive, now housed in the state archives in Deva, the capital of Hunedoara county. 

Concerning Vlaicu's property structure, in the 1921 land reform the expropriation and redistribution of 350 ha effectively eliminated landlessness, even if a number of families had only a hectare or two.  The second reform in 1945 furthered that process, expropriating 250 ha (largely from the Germans) and redistributing it to war veterans.  According to a document from 1949, the richest villagers then were the priest, with 20 ha, and two others holding between 11 and 17 ha, but there were 34 other families holding five or more ha
—the threshold, villagers believe, for being named chiabur.  As elsewhere, forced requisitions of food and the creation of chiaburi began in the late 1940s, but although a state farm was formed in Vlaicu in 1948 and model collective farms in Şibot, Vinerea, Pricaz, and other nearby communes in 1950, collectivization was not seriously pushed in Vlaicu until 1958.  In some villagers' opinion, Vlaicu's late collectivization compared with villages around it resulted from the presence of Ioan Vlaicu, the brother of famous Romanian aviator Aurel Vlaicu, born in this village.  As the community's most influential member, Ioan Vlaicu was a force to be reckoned with, and although he opposed collectivization, the government mostly did not dare to persecute the brother of a popular national hero.  Having been named chiabur in 1952, he was dechiaburized in that same year and as far as I know was not (unlike several other villagers) later returned to chiabur status.
  He joined the collective farm on 17 April 1959, fairly late in the process.  

The village's late collectivization probably informs the lack of serious resistance in Vlaicu.  As several Vlăiceni commented to me, by 1958 they'd been hearing about collectivization for several years, and they knew that most villages around them had already been collectivized.  They knew that "we have no choice," that "you can't escape it," as they told me.  When the final push to collectivize Vlaicu began in early spring 1959, 222 households signed up in March and April alone.  The collective was inaugurated that summer. 


From evidence in the archives, the process of making and unmaking chiaburi in Vlaicu (and in Orăştie district more broadly) seems to have followed the general intensifications and relaxations evident in Central Committee documents of the time (see, e.g., Levy 2002).  Villagers I interviewed in 2000-2003, however, seemed unaware of these complexities, or had forgotten them.  Almost none with whom I spoke knew that people could also be removed from chiabur status.  Many hesitated to give me the names of chiaburi, but when they did, the lists were all smaller than the number of chiaburi I found in the archives.  When asked what made someone a chiabur, most used the criterion of land owned—anything over five ha; a few, however, would add that some people were "unjustly" made chiaburi with less land if they happened to have a mill or a tavern or a still for making brandy.  Their "confusion" about what made someone a chiabur was not unique to them, for General Secretary Gheorghiu-Dej himself acknowledged in a 1952 speech that local cadres had too much independence in defining what a chiabur was.
  For that reason, in 1952 the Party leadership sent down to officials in the regions a document defining chiaburi.
  I begin my discussion with some observations on that document, then turn to four cases from Vlaicu, augmented by some comments from several local officials involved in collectivizing the Orăştie district.  

Orders from Above

In 1952, the Chancery of the Secretariat of the PRM's Central Committee sent down to the regions a set of instructions entitled "Basic Indicators for Identifying Chiabur Households."
  These were occasioned by the Party's opinion that the number of chiaburi had been impermissibly diminished during the "rightist deviation" of the previous year and must now be rectified by careful application of the correct indicators.  For those who had assumed that the amount of land owned was the main criterion for identifying chiaburi households, this document surprisingly gave three other main indicators instead.

1) Any use of salaried labor, either permanent or seasonal, for more than 30 days (accompanied by the notation "in examining agricultural households to establish the category in which they belong, whether or not they exploit the work of others is of decisive importance"); 

2) regardless of the size of the household or whether it employs salaried labor, any households possessing other means of production that they exploit with the aim of obtaining income (mills, tractors, threshers, draft animals rented out; distilleries used for sale beyond household needs); 

3) any households (whether or not they have land) who have commercial enterprises or private commerce (shops, taverns, transport; lending money or goods against payment).  

The instructions ended with the following sentence: "To establish which households are chiaburi, each wealthy household must be evaluated closely in the light of the basic indicators given above, as regards both their past and their present situation."  The document distinguished labor exchanges at times of peak labor investment from permanent exploitation of non-family labor (defined as more than 30 days per year), and also stated that chiaburi often hid exploitation by referring to it as "help from kinsmen," perhaps via "work parties" [clacă] with pay in money or produce.  In short, the instructions drew attention to the invisible class content of certain village practices and to exploitation as a significant part of rural life, one the PMR intended to eradicate.

Appended to these instructions were 8 pages of examples, in question-answer form.  Most of the answers indicated the need for careful research into each situation, rather than the application of indicators in an abstract way.  Indeed, one question asked, "How should the criteria for classifying chiaburi be transmitted to local-level Party organizations and the interested state organs, given that the Central Committee specified that these instructions cannot be copied?"  The response was, "Regional Party committees must thoroughly train the Party apparatus and the district People's Councils in the basic indicators of the Central Committee of the P.M.R.; as is specified in the directive given by the C.C. of the P.M.R., the basic indicators cannot be copied and sent on.  They are orientative indicators, not a recipe or a formula into which an agricultural household can be mechanically and automatically inserted, without a thorough analysis of each separate case."  With this emphasis, higher authorities sought both to discourage a mechanical or formalistic approach to making chiaburi and to curb abuse of power by local officials.  They also attempted to assert greater central control over the process, expressing concern that "hostile elements infiltrated into the apparatus of the People's Councils" might be perverting it (a fear that, as I show below, was justified).  Perhaps most important, they were setting local cadres the nearly impossible task of carrying out careful research in countless villages to verify the status of recalcitrant peasant households.

Making and Unmaking Chiaburi
Even so, local cadres were quick to follow up on the instructions to verify chiaburi and increase their numbers.  In the Orăştie district in 1950 there were 175 chiaburi, and in 1952 there were 1,260 (a seven-fold increase), evidence of intense activity.
  One document from 1952 gives the situation of chiaburi at the end of July, with two columns labeled "number of chiaburi: old, new."  Şibot, the commune containing Vlaicu, went from 3 "old" chiaburi to 92 "new" ones, a thirty-one-fold increase.
  For Vlaicu, two undated lists from 1952 have 43 and 38 chiaburi, the second list apparently resulting from inquiries concerning the first (which bears penciled notations "Yes" and "No").
  This is a marked increase over lists from 1950, which have variously 8 or 10 names.
  Among the additional names were ten Germans who had already been expropriated in 1945 and by 1952 had nothing at all
— suggesting that the aim was to augment the numbers, not make sensible decisions about who realistically was an "exploiter."  Included in the same file is an undated notebook with handwritten comments on each of the 38 people in the second list.  The comments characterize the person named, in ways such as this:


1. Johan R.  40 yokes [23 ha], servant.  Land 29 ari.  1 cow.  Able-bodied workers 2.  Was expropriated 1945.  Economic power destroyed.  Can no longer be neutralized.  

Across this description was penciled "NO" in large letters.  [This kind of notation accompanied most German names, such as Johan R.'s].  The comment about his being neutralized [îngrădit] refers to the strategy applied to chiaburi: placing such heavy burdens on them that they were forced to produce as much as possible, then taking most or all of their harvest, leaving them with no means to reproduce their privileged situation in villages.  This would "neutralize" them as an economic and social force while using them to provide food for building urban industry.


10. Octavian D.  10 ha he donated to the state in 1951.   Possesses 87 ari, 1 cow.  Able-bodied workers 2.  Worked the land in sharecropping with servants until he gave it up in 1951.  3 houses, 2 in Vlaicu (1 castle called Vila N.) of which he sold one house in 1947 buying 5 yokes of land.  Economic power very good, can be neutralized in good conditions.

Across this comment was penciled "YES".


14. Gheorghe P.  Possesses 4.30 ha, 2 cows.  Able-bodied workers 4, of whom 1 employed at Hunedoara.  He was a blacksmith, did not work with employees [i.e., did not exploit labor], had 1-2 apprentices.  Had a thresher until 1936, sold it in 1938 [sic].  Economic power sufficient, will able to handle neutralization to some extent.  Did not and does not use salaried labor on his land.  NO.

The degree of detail in these observations would seem to follow precisely the directives of 1952: that each case should be researched with care on its own terms.  The end result of the investigation was that 22 names were crossed off the list of chiaburi and do not appear in lists for 1953 or 1954.

 
As is evident from the archives, the increase produced an avalanche of contestations, which in turn produced an orgy of work for cadres to verify chiabur status.  On May 11, 1953, the president of the People's Council of the Orăştie district reported to regional authorities that alongside his 623 chiaburi for that year, he had 484 contestations, of which 422 had not yet been resolved.
  In a report on 4 June 1953, this same man reported the results of a meeting held to examine petitions for dechiaburization: cadres had analyzed a total of 53 contestations, reconfirming chiabur status in 29 cases, reversing it in 24, and holding over 10 for further research.
  If in 1952 Orăştie district had 1,029 chiaburi, in 1953 that number had fallen to 623 and in 1954 to 443.
  The changes partly reflected Stalin's death, as well as struggles within the PMR over how to collectivize and how best to use chiaburi in doing so.  Then, with the renewal of the collectivization campaign in 1956, we see more chiaburi made and more contestations. 

I found a number of contestations from Vlaicu for 1950 (1), 1952 (9), 1954 (10), 1956 (5), and 1958 (3), some of them from persons who had already been dechiaburized earlier.
  After verification, the number of chiaburi in Vlaicu dropped: from the 43 names of a 1952 list (see above), a file from 1953 gives only 14 chiabur household,
 and another from 1954 has 13 names of which seven are crossed off.
  The most informative file contained 11 contestations from 1952 through 1954 with rich documentation for each, including several "references" from other Vlăiceni, "recommendations" from the district delegate sent out to research the case, decisions of the district People's Council, and occasionally communications from the region.
  Other files are less complete, including at most the petition, a recommendation from the Orăştie delegate, and the final decision.  I will summarize three cases and then suggest some thoughts that emerge both from them and from the larger set I examined, as well as my interviews.


"Radu B.  Has servant.  Practiced commerce with animals and grain.  Possesses 3.04 ha land," reads the justification on a 1952 list.
   Radu B. filed his contestation on 29 September 1952.  He noted that he had less land than had been attributed to him (3.58 ha. instead of 6.35, he says—the numbers differ from one mention to another); that he had inherited most of it or received it as his wife's dowry, and that he had received 1.5 ha in the land reform in 1945 for serving at the front—"precisely because I was not a wealthy man."  He argued that his parents were middle peasants who had worked the land on their own; that he never had any means of exploiting or a distillery that he might have commercialized, "as I have been mistakenly classified"; that he has sold only small amounts of produce for household needs, it being obvious that with only 3.58 ha he could not have much surplus produce; that he never did commerce with animals, as is obvious because from his marriage until now he has had the same horned cattle; that he did sell some bulls but only "from my own production, a fact that can be verified by examining the bills of sale"; that he had no house but rented his dwelling.  He asked to have his situation verified and to be removed from the ranks of chiaburi.


Alongside his contestation are five references from Vlăiceni, written in their own hand, all saying they've known him since childhood and he's a regular hardworking fellow who has always worked his own land except for a brief period in a factory or as day labor in the railway; that he received something in the 1945 reform; that his cattle were always well cared for, and that he raised beautiful bulls and allowed the People's Council to use them for hauling.  Şibot commune sent its own delegate to do research on-site, who concurred in almost the same words as Radu B.'s own petition, as did the delegate who went to Vlaicu from Orăştie to research the case.  On 11 May 1953 the district declared him "erased from the list of chiaburi."  (Oddly enough, a file from 1954 declares him removed again on 8 March 1954.
)  


"Petru I.  Had his own store and rented the village tavern until 1948.  Also had servants.  Possesses 7.31 ha land.  Uses wage labor."
  Petru I. had filed a contestation as early as 1950, and in 1954 he did three more.  The first one (filed 26 February) made the following points: he's a war invalid with 80% disability, aged 64; he has only 7.31 ha. of land, which he works with his family; he never did any kind of politics, "being handicapped"; he has only 2 cows, which he uses to work his land; he has never been convicted of any crime.  He claims to have been made chiabur because being an invalid, the commune leased him the communal tavern—"the permit belonged to the commune and was not my property.  The commune fixed the prices and the commune took the income."  Thus, he can't be seen as an exploiter.  On 18 June 1954 the district reported to the region thus: "He was not removed from the category of chiaburi for the following reasons: He possesses 7,20 ha.  There are two persons in his family, he had a servant until 1950, he uses more than 30 days' wage labor per year, he had a tavern and a store until 1950."  


Two days later, Petru re-filed his contestation with the People's Council at Şibot, making most of the same arguments but specifying that in fact he has 6.35 ha, not 7.46, the rest belonging to his son and registered as such since 1925.  He also adds, "All those who have had commune taverns have been removed from chiaburi."  On July 2 Petru submitted a third petition, to the district this time, and annexed to it 1) a copy of his 1924 medical examination by the Ministry of War stating the extent of his war disability, and 2) a statement from the Council at Şibot noting that he holds the tavern "in conformity with dispositions at the time, that war invalids should be asked to take over commune taverns" and confirming that the notary, not Petru, set the prices.  They added that in 1940 the invalid Petru I. had tried to get out of running the tavern because he couldn't manage it adequately but the commune forced him to take it back; he closed it again in 1944 but was again forced to open it, and in 1947 he closed it definitively.  The district sent its agent to research the case and on 30 July 1954 it declared him removed from the category of chiabur.

"Miron A.  Possesses at present 8.63 ha land.  Had servants until 1948.  Uses a salaried labor force for more than 30 days per year."
  Miron A. filed his contestation on 10 March 1954, having been made chiabur in 1952, "it being affirmed that I had a servant until 1949 and that I didn't work my 8 ha of land on my own."  He claims that he hasn't had a servant since 1925, and "only from the personal hatred of certain people of bad faith who reported on me out of spite has my status as a chiabur been determined."  He continues that in 1948 his fellow Vlăicean comrade Lazăr N. insisted that without any obligation, he take in Lazăr's nephew from a large and poor family in the mining town of  Petroşani.  "He stayed for five months in which time I bought him clothes and shoes out of the goodness of my heart, and he left very satisfied with the help I had given him.  This help that I gave to someone needy was seized upon by some of my enemies who affirmed that I had help in working my land, that is, a servant."  He presents a list of 32 Vlăiceni (many of them his ritual kin) who will vouch that he has never had servants or exploited anyone.  On 28 April 1954 the district delegate wrote a report in almost exactly the same words as Miron A.'s contestation, recommending that he be removed; two days later the president of the district Council approved it. 

Commentary

Miron A. was one of Vlaicu's most influential men, from one of its most influential families.  As mayor in the 1920s he had managed to acquire a substantial amount of land that was supposed to go to war veterans and poor people (this is clear from maps of the terrain of Vlaicu after the 1921 reform).  When I attended his funeral in 1973, nearly the whole village was there; people talked about how many villagers used to go to work his fields in "work parties," how many ritual kin [fini] he had, and so on.  He was, according to my conversations with a functionary from the district Council, just the kind of person whom authorities might want to win over, in hopes of using him to bring more villagers into the collective.  Was this why he was so readily removed from chiabur status?  (Unlike some who were dechiaburized in 1952-4, I did not find him in subsequent lists of chiaburi who had been rechiaburized and were filing new contestations in 1956-58.
)  

Miron A. was only one of several whose contestations strove to explain why someone who appeared to be his servant really was not; others excused their use of extra hands at harvest as being what any normal peasant does.  But among the points that his story shares with many other wealthy Vlăiceni is that they resignify behavior that used to be seen as a sign of high status into behavior common to most villagers.  For example, the criteria for chiaburi single them out for using other than family members to work their land—precisely the thing that marked Miron as a man of high status in his earlier years.  Wealthy peasants had always been recognizable for not working alone with their families but with servants, kin, and others; now they were having to present themselves as if they had worked alone.  They were compelled to adopt the terms of the Party and respond to them.  In petition after petition they rehearsed a new vision of themselves and their social relations, seen through a new lens.  The documents cited also highlight the inventiveness of the peasants’ petitions, which employed numerous techniques for evading official categories, such as: claiming that they owned less land than they were actually charged with; dividing their land into several plots and attributing those to other family members; pointing out that their land was inherited or was the wife’s dowry (i.e., not purchased) and thus should not qualify them for chiabur status; invoking in their defense their military service or their physical handicap (which went from being a social stigma to being a certificate of exculpation). 

We also see from these cases that the process of making, unmaking, and remaking chiaburi involved a struggle between individualizing (or decontextualizing), on the one hand, and "communalizing" (or contextualizing), on the other.  The criteria given in lists of chiaburi individualized a person—always a single name, usually the male household head—while assigning him a set of characteristics specific to him (and significant to the Party)—he has a servant, owns a lot of land, has a mill, etc..  The contestations and their supporting references from Vlăiceni would then attempt to reposition the person in his community, making his behavior appear normal and like that of others, and establishing a context in which it could be seen as not what the Party's description of him claimed—not having servants but helping poor people; not exploiting labor but exchanging work like any peasant at the harvest; not owning a tavern but serving the commune.  In the process of making chiaburi, the Party strove to individualize and decontextualize them, while they reversed that procedure.  The status of "chiabur" thus becomes a kind of negotiation rather than an outright imposition.  Moreover, we see from these documents the failure of the Party's efforts to create a certain kind of solidarity among poor and middle peasants against wealthy ones,
 an effort they had intended to speed collectivization by expelling so-called chiaburi from community life.  The class struggle that chiaburization was to promote gave way, in many cases, to expressions of community solidarity with those labeled chiabur.

Perhaps an echo of this repossessing of community members is seen in the insistence of many of my respondents between 2000 and 2003 that there weren't "real" chiaburi in Vlaicu, only "made-up" chiaburi.  For example, Todor B.: "The majority of chiaburi in other places either had a mill or had a distillery or something like that.  Those were chiaburi.  But these ones here didn't have anything like that, it was just that they had to be made...  In every village some people had to be made chiaburi."  Others too recognized chiaburi as being like themselves rather than class enemies.  Here is Luca D. (his family were poor peasants who received land in the 1921 reform), discussing Vlaicu's chiaburi with me in 2002, particularly one Sandu B.:

And his father Andrei, who had a bit more land, were these guys chiaburi?  Should you make them chiaburi?  Because they worked like ... like slaves, that's how they worked their land!.  So you make him chiabur? . . .  A chiabur is someone who has a source of income like a mill, a car, other sources, not someone who just has a little land and works it. . .  Around here there weren't really any, here in Transylvania, as there were in Moldavia.  There people had bigger estates . . . they had nobility.

My first case above, Radu B., also shows someone made to stand out and then repossessed by his fellow villagers, who insisted on seeing him as a member of the community, someone they had known and observed since childhood.  Recontextualizing a person as a community member was therefore a way of resisting his appropriation by the Party.  Radu himself sought to keep from standing out by presenting his commercial activities (in which he indeed engaged—spending time in jail for commercial speculation) as just normal good farming.  In other words, his contestation tried to erase what had made him visible in the village by passing him off as just like others.  

How are we to understand, however, the process whereby Radu B. and others were learning to do this?  Given the handwriting, it is highly unlikely that he wrote his contestation himself; whoever did it must have coached him on how to present himself to the authorities—and that person was probably also in some sort of authority position.  The villagers' "references" in his case, however, are all different (and were handwritten by them), not copies of some model, though they share important themes.  That three of the five of them are from factory workers suggests that someone was "coaching" them in the new rules they had to learn—but who?  That is, what kind of official would help a chiabur be dechiaburized?  

Whatever the answer to that question, the process of contesting chiabur status was a pedagogical opportunity, in which petitioners learned the rules of the new regime so as to manipulate them.  Petru I.'s case above shows how he refined his petition, taking the Party's categories more seriously and using them to argue against it.  He not only reminded the Party of its own directives that war invalids should be given communal taverns; he learned to present more complete evidence, telling the district exactly who set the prices and took the profit from his tavern, as well as having the People's Council affirm how reluctant an inn-keeper he was, hardly the trait of a real chiabur.  

Janus-faced Middlemen:  Local Authorities
In the dialogue between peasant and regime, the critical players were, of course, local officials of various kinds.  It is very difficult to obtain unbiased information from such people in interviews after 1989, because all were understandably interested in presenting themselves as "dissidents" under communism.  Nonetheless, my interviews revealed information relevant to showing that local cadres charged with completing collectivization might fulfill their mission with zeal or might do so in only a formalistic way—i.e., that the center did not control their performance.  Their reasons for doing so could range from personal involvement with locals, to laziness and fear, to a determination that the Party not go overboard and precipitate excessive suffering.


For example, Tibi M. (born in the Banat) had been stationed in Vlaicu as commander of the nearby army garrison during the war; he had married a Vlăiceană and remained in the village until 1948, returning to it in the late 1980s at retirement.  When I spoke with him in summer 2003 about making chiaburi, he said: "There really weren't chiaburi around here, but they made some.  The police chief had the power to make and unmake chiaburi."  We reminisced about Isidor S., a Vlăicean who served for a time as police chief in a nearby commune.  "He would tell me that at Party meetings, they named all kinds of people chiaburi, and he would reply 'This one no, that one no.'  Isidor wasn't a Party member. . . .  The police chief at Şibot was a guy named Necula, who wasn't a Party member either. . . .  Necula wasn't really eager to make chiaburi in Vlaicu."  When T.M. knew him in the late 1940s, Necula would have been in on the process very early, before the campaign got seriously underway.  If he were like Isidor S. (whom I knew in the 1970s and 1980s), he had been given an important function because he was of poor social background; perhaps he too, like Isidor S., was an "very decent man," someone glad to have a new opportunity but one who was unwilling to cause misery to others.


Another example concerns Ion E., a Vlăicean of poor social origin who in 1945 was already a factory worker.  He was persuaded to become a Party activist, but as he told me in summer 2002, he soon discovered that he lacked aptitude for the work.  They sent him to Party School in Deva for a month and then sent him back to the Orăştie district as an activist.  His job was to go to his assigned villages and do "persuasion work" [muncă de lămurire] to get people into the collective, but, he told me, he didn't like the job.  He would say to his Party superiors, "I can't urge people to join when I know we haven't got enough tractors and other things to make the collective work properly," but they would reply, "You have to do it."  He hated the work so much that he would tell his superiors he was going off to do his job, then go hide in his hayloft and write reports saying he'd been where he was supposed to go, and send them in.  When his superiors questioned him about them, asking if he was really going to the villages, he would reply, "How can I lie, when I know there are no tractors—we say there are, but there aren't."  Eventually he was relieved of his post.


This man's story does not directly concern chiaburi, but nonetheless reveals a mentality that might.  My interviews with Mihai H. and Constantin D., two functionaries in the Orăştie district administration show us something more.
  Here is a lengthy quote from Mihai concerning how he and his colleagues struggled to reduce the number of chiaburi even as others were making new ones.  (This is how he presented himself; knowing him for 30 years, I find the presentation plausible.)  These observations emerged spontaneously from a conversation in which he brought up the question of whether or not functionaries followed orders from above.

M.H. I had a chiabur, Ştefănie din Beriu.  The secretary of the People's Council was in very bad relations with him, and Ştefănie told me why: the secretary asked him for a sow and he refused to give him one.  So I was there right in that period when they were making people chiaburi, and the secretary denounced him.  I talked to someone at the Party offices about getting him out, but the secretary of the People's Council in Beriu had it in for him.  After we would leave, he'd put him right back on that list again.  I'd have barely left there, with Ştefănie no longer a chiabur and no longer having to pay those huge requisitions and other burdens, and my boss would come in and ask, "What did you do with Ştefănie?"  "I got him out of chiabur status.  Why?"  "Well, he just phoned me to say he's a chiabur again!"  

    K.V. How many times did that happen?

       M.H. About five or six times, until I went to that secretary and I said to him: "Listen here, comrade secretary.  If you pick up your pen one more time to make him a chiabur and to subject him to all the torment chiaburi go through, you're out of a job, you hear me?  because everyone knows about you, the First Secretary and the Secretary for Agrarian Problems and the President and the Vice-President, and they'll wipe the floor with you.  I know why you keep making him a chiabur, for a sow!"  And after that he stopped doing it.

K.V. Why was Ştefănie made a chiabur?

    M.H. He had land.

    K.V. So how did you manage to dechiaburize him if...

    M.H. Well, he had land, but I said to them, "He's not against the regime.  This is a prosperous guy who minds his own business and doesn't get involved in politics against the Party, so leave him alone.  When we start trying to make a collective there, he's the kind of person we'll have to appeal to.”  . . .  A well-to-do man had a lot of ritual kin, a lot of friends, had workers he worked with, and influenced the atmosphere in the village.  And this was the kind of person we would have to use for collectivizing.  If this kind of fellow signed up, he would break the line; after him all resistance would fall apart.


Here Mihai gives a sense of two strategies among Orăştie officials, which he attributed on other occasions to "those in administration" (such as himself) and "those from the Party" (such as the uneducated miners brought to Orăştie from Valea Jiului).  One strategy was to keep increasing the numbers of chiaburi; the other was to unmake them (as with Miron A. above, perhaps) so they would help with collectivization.  It is likely that the balance of forces between these two strategies shifted with the changing policies toward collectivization in the Central Committee.  

But Mihai saw it as a way of trying to make the regime more human.  In another discussion, when I asked him about his attitude toward the policies he was given to execute, he said (predictably) that he strove to mitigate their effects as much as possible.  I asked for an example.

M.H. For example, when chiaburi were being made.  They came with huge lists of chiaburi and from those lists I'd leave just two or three in each commune.

K.V. You mean you dechiaburized people?

M.H. I mean I communicated to them [the Party] that the others didn't fulfill the criteria for being chiaburi. . . 

Exactly the same points emerged from my conversation with Constantin D., secretary of the district People's Council. When I asked for an example of his attitude toward his work, he too mentioned the unmaking of chiaburi.  His goal, he said, was to take a village with 30-40 chiaburi and gradually reduce that number to three or four, as a way of modifying the Party's most unappealing policies.  There was an important difference, however, between him and Mihai H.: Constantin D. had attended industrial high school for a few years, and his family origins were fairly modest; Mihai H., by contrast, had a university degree in agronomy, and his father was a chiabur.  In describing the process of unmaking chiaburi, Mihai told me, he kept thinking of his father whenever he got other people out of chiabur status—and by the time he left his job, he'd gotten his father out too.  His comments suggest that among other things, making and unmaking chiaburi might be about class struggle not only within the villages but on a larger scale as well, with functionaries "in administration" (all of whom had educated signatures, indicating privileged family origins) preferring dechiaburization while those with untutored signatures ("those from the Party") preferred to make chiaburi.  Mihai H. was clearly one of the "hostile elements infiltrated in the apparatus of the People's Councils" that the Party worried about.

It was in part on cadres like Mihai H. and Constantin D. that the Party-state built up its power—cadres who had their own ideas about who should and should not be chiaburi, who were willing to listen to peasants' petitions to restore themselves into the village by recontextualizing themselves as nothing special, and who would help them do so.  But it was these same functionaries, ironically, who then used the dechiaburized whom they reintegrated into village communities as a means of breaking those communities open to form a community of a new kind, by doing continual persuasion work with them so their entry into the collective farm would draw in others as well.


 A final case of making and unmaking chiaburi, involving one Simion V., shows something of this kind of action by local cadres and also perhaps the kind of chiabur whom officials like Mihai H. would not find useful in attracting others into the collective.  

"Simion V.  Possesses 8.73 ha land.  Had servants until 1938.  Uses wage workers for more than 30 days a year."
  

This characterization was enriched in a second listing, from 1953: 

"Possesses 8.40 ha land, in the family are 4 people of whom one is away, has a servant until 1949, uses over 40 days of wage work per year."  

Nevertheless, in a meeting on June 9, 1953 to decide on the fate of certain chiaburi, he and two others were removed without explanation.  In an interview in summer 2003, his son, Iosif V., gave me his version of why.  Iosif was a gregarious fellow and had gotten to know two Hungarians, Gyuri and Feri, newly appointed to posts as mayor and vice mayor in the Şibot commune (he also had a Hungarian girlfriend somewhere around this time).  Although the two men were not supposed to fraternize with locals—especially not the sons of chiaburi—the three became friends.  They were miners from very simple backgrounds who had eaten nothing but black bread all their lives; Iosif V. would invite them over for a meal or give them food from time to time, including white flour.  In exchange, he said, they offered to recommend that his father and his uncle be dechiaburized.  Indeed, both names are missing from lists in 1953 (they had both filed contestations in 1952)
.  

But Simion V. did not remain a middle peasant for long.  In April 1956 the Şibot Council recommended he be rechiaburized, which he was, on the grounds that he exploited non-family labor.   He contested the decision on 14 July 1956 and again on 21 August, the second time emphasizing his decorated service in World War II and the government's promise that it would be grateful to its soldiers.  The result was a notation dated 27 September 1956 that proposes he be dechiaburized because he no longer has means of exploitation.
  But then, on January 22, 1958, the Şibot Council again recommended to Orăştie that he be "put into the category of chiabur households," a decision they justified with a simple listing of his land, animals, implements, and permanent use of salaried labor.
  Simion again contested his status (although without mentioning his army service), this time to the regional Council in Deva, which ordered Orăştie to follow up.  The Orăştie functionary sent out to research his case was someone new to these investigations, who saw him as "a recalcitrant resident, who doesn't respect the dispositions of local Party organs," and recommended that "seeing the economic power of resident Simion V. as well as his position toward the popular democratic regime I propose that he should continue to remain in the category of chiabur."  This annulled the earlier 1956 decision of dechiaburization; Simion V. was given a 50% increase in taxes, retroactive to '56, and was refused entry into the CF then forming.

Why Simion V. was bounced in and out of chiabur status is unclear (perhaps, as his contestation says, it was a matter of personal hatred).  But it is noteworthy that for most of the 1950s, the same functionaries had been involved in making and unmaking him a chiabur, but in 1958 many had changed.  For the new ones, Simion V. had no history, nor was he the kind of person whom authorities could use as a positive example, like Miron A., discussed above.  Simion did not have many ritual kin and was indeed a somewhat withdrawn person, not friendly to the regime.  He himself told me in 1996 how he had taken a pitchfork to the people who came to make him join the collective.  This was the kind of man who had to be kept as a negative example, used to compel Vlăiceni into the collective—even as other chiaburi were being turned into middle peasants in hopes that they would lead Vlăiceni into the collective farm.

Conclusions

The above discussion has many implications for the matter with which I began—the relation of peasants to the state—although these implications raise more questions than I can answer (at least, on the basis of my limited sources).  In closing I will briefly mention three of these implications.  The first concerns the efficacy of contestations by chiaburi against the Party.  In discussing the case of Petru I., I observed that district officials listened to him, researched his situation, and granted his request.  I believe it would be a mistake, however, to see this result and the other successful contestations such as those of Radu B. and Miron A. as a victory of peasants against the state.  1954 was a significant year, for the collectivization campaign had been relaxed and would not intensify again for another two years.  Perhaps it was easier to be dechiaburized in that year than in earlier or later ones—in short, perhaps the efforts of Petru I., Radu B., and Miron A. to learn the new rules were less effective in their dechiaburization than was the timing of their petitions, in a period when cadres were under less pressure to make chiaburi and could even unmake them without repercussions.  

Moreover, in contesting their chiabur status, these people had had to respond to an agenda set by the Party; to avoid persecution, they had had to learn its reasoning, its categories of significance.  The Party had indeed established a new peasant-state relation, a dialogic one based on a conversation between two parties.  But it was not one of equality.  To call a relationship "dialogic" does not mean that its participants enter it on equal terms, for in a "dialogue" it often happens that one side sets the terms of discourse for the other, as with making and unmaking chiaburi.  The authorities created new ways of speaking and thinking; then with various forms of coercion they forced certain categories of villagers to adopt those new ways (helped, we have to assume, by those officials who aided chiaburi in writing their contestations).  Even though the peasants tried to manipulate and reinterpret the terms, it was the Party that reached the final verdict (or simply disregarded the petitions, lacking the bureaucratic capacity to resolve them).  Although the petitioners in the cases I have described may have felt they had defeated the Party at its own game, they had in fact lost their autonomy: they—MIiron A. most of all—had had to create a vision of themselves different from the one they were accustomed to, using values and categories different from those in which they enjoyed social status.   


Second, behind the process of making and unmaking chiaburi lies a much closer penetration by the regime into people's daily lives than had ever occurred before.  Each contestation required a field trip by a district official to research the situation; in these trips they might collect "letters of reference" from certain villagers or talk with others in order to draw up their final recommendation.  The contestations I read show that the Orăştie Council took seriously—at least some of the time—the instructions communicated in 1952, requiring cadres to look closely into every case and not make chiaburi according to abstract criteria.  In Miron A.'s contestation, he lists 32 villagers who will witness to his character; there are check marks next to seven of the names.  In this way the Party would enter deeply into villagers' lives, as its delegates traveled to rural communities and held discussions, perhaps even visiting the houses of the chiaburi and their referees. Here, then, is a state that appears in its subject's courtyard and house, buys drinks for his friends or goes to visit them, approaches his relatives, all so as to know him more intimately.

But, third, the number of man-hours implied in the work of these investigations is tremendous, greater than the capacity of the Party-state so soon after it took power, and this raises questions about the limitations on the Party's ability to impose its designs on its peasants.  One reason why so many ill-prepared people became communist cadres was that there weren't enough good ones to do the work.  Thus, in order to extend its span of control and to deepen its penetration of villages—in order to achieve the new peasant-state relation it intended—the Party proposed measures that may have been effectively impossible.  Did all those cadres really go to villages as they were told to, or did they (like Ion E. above) hide in the barn and write the required statements from the models at their disposal?  Or, instead, did they go where they were told, and then drink all evening with someone whose information about co-villagers they would then write down as truth?  (Is this part of the reason why so many Party documents about the behavior of activists complain about their excessive drinking?)  Might the wording of some of the "recommendations" that district delegates wrote in response to contestations—wording often almost identical to that of the original petition itself—reflect similar "formalism" in work habits?  Given the unpreparedness of the PRM for the immense task it faced in 1948, how could it control its activists effectively?  Do we see here some germs of the later workings of Romanian communism, the result of an administrative ambition far in excess of its organizational capacities?
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� See, for example, the essays in Eric R. Wolf, Pathways of Power: Building an Anthropology of the Modern World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), as well as other works by Wolf, the foremost U.S. scholar of peasantries and peasant societies.


� Kinship relations include fictive kinship, such as the institution of naşie in Romania.


� Gheorghe Onişoru, Instaurarea regimului comunist în România (Bucureşti: [no publisher], 2002), 90-91.


� The same was true of decollectivization after 1991.  See Katherine Verdery, The Vanishing Hectare: Property and Value in Postsocialist Transylvania (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2003), chapter 3.  My research on decollectivization shaped the way I approach its obverse.


� See Ioan Chiper, "Considerations on the Numerical Evolution and Ethnic Composition of the Romanian Communist Party, 1921-1952," Totalitarian Archives X (Spring-Summer 2002), 11.  Chiper also discusses alternative figures for membership in the PRC in 1944 and settles on the figure of about 1,000.


� Onişoru, Instaurarea, 91; Dan Cătănuş and Octavian Roske, Colectivizarea Agriculturii în România: Dimensiunea Politică, vol. I (1949-1953) (Bucureşti: Institutul Naţional pentru Studiul Totalitarismului, 2000), 13.


� Cătănuş and Roske, Colectivizarea, 25.  The authors note specific instructions that local cadres should not liquidate chiaburi at the outset but only neutralize [îngrădi] them, lest the food supply be jeopardized.


� Cătănuş and Roske, Colectivizarea, 21.


� Cătănuş and Roske, Colectivizarea, 25.


� See, for example, Marius Oprea, Banalitatea Răului: O Istorie a Securităţii în Documente, 1949-1989 (Iaşi: Polirom, 2002), 217-218.


� For this project, I interviewed 29 elderly Vlăiceni (two of them were low-level party cadres active in collectivization) in the summers of 2000-2003; they were from families of all major wealth groups as well as some who had been employed outside agriculture.  Nine interviews included husband and wife, seven were with the husband only (some of them widowers), and 13 were with widows; about half were tape recorded.


	In addition, I interviewed three people who did not live in Vlaicu but had held jobs in the district People's Council (its secretary, head of the agrarian section, and prosecutor), and the widow of a fourth who had been president of the district Council for several years in the early-mid 1950s.  In Deva I consulted the archives of the PMR, Hunedoara region, for the 1950s and also archives from the Orăştie district.


	All names are pseudonyms.


� I say "about" because figures are inconsistent.  For example, two different listings of the raw data from 1948 give the total surface area as 2,235 yokes (1,287 hectares) and 1,122 hectares; one puts the arable surface area at 920 hectares, the other at 808.  The first source was the nominal listing of households with their land, animals and agricultural implements, known as the Borderoul Agricol de Producţie, or BAP (Institutul Central de Statistică, Recensămîntul agricol şi al populaţiei din ianuarie 1948; Arhivele Statului, Bucureşti). The second source is in  Direcţia Judeţeană Deva a Arhivelor Naţionale (henceforth DJAN Deva), Hunedoara county ("Recapitulaţia generală a tarlalelor din hotarul comunei Aurel Vlaicu", fond “Camera Agricolă Deva”, dos. 49/1948, Aurel Vlaicu). Figures in an unnamed file kept in the offices of the former CAP in Vlaicu give the total at the end of collectivization as 1,309 hectares, of which 948 were arable.


� Vlaicu is now in jud. Hunedoara, Geoagiu commune.


�  DJAN Deva, fond “Sfatul Popular al Regiunii Hunedoara, secţia agricolă”, dos. 2/1949 (n.p.).


�  Ioan Vlaicu's daughter Aurelia claims that she was the one to get the family dechiaburized, through a visit to Bucharest to Prime Minister Petru Groza himself (a native of Deva).  Whether or not she did so, it is true that Ioan Vlaicu and Groza had met one year when Groza came to the village for the Aviation Day celebrations.  According to Tibi M., quoted later in this paper, Ioan Vlaicu approached Groza and begged to be dechiaburized.  Groza replied that he would have to write a petition—he couldn't dechiaburize out of thin air.  The petition was approved.  In addition, documents concerning the chiabur status of Aurel Vlaicu's sister Valeria do suggest that officials in Deva had received instructions from above to leave the Vlaicu family alone (DJAN Ministerul de Interne, Filiala Arhivelor Statului Deva, Referitor la Sfat Raion Orăştie (henceforth MISR Orăştie) dos. 7/1954.)


� Cătănuş and Roske, Colectivizarea, 16-17.


� This document may have resulted from a visit to Moscow to clarify the matter (Robert Levy, personal communication).


� DJAN Deva, fond 16, “Comitetul regional PMR Hunedoara,” dos. 430/1952, f. 252-263.  The four pages with the basic indicators did not have a date, though they mention a Central Committee Plenary of 29 February-1 March 1952; the 8 pages of explanations, which would seem to be responses to questions that arose from implementing the indiciile, were dated 11 September 1952.  Given statistics from Orăştie that show a large increase in the numbers of chiaburi during 1952, I am assuming that the indiciile were sent down soon after the Plenary ended on March 1.


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 10/1951 (n.p.). The date on this file is 1951, but some of the documents have later dates.


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 37/1952 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 37/1952 (n.p.) and dos. 6/1952 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 9/1952 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 9/1950 (n.p.).


� I have modified the original text for easier reading by adding punctuation.


� DJAN Deva, MISR  Orăştie, dos. 20/1953 (n.p.), and dos. 6/1954 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 10/1951 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 20/1953 (n.p.).  The totals add up to 63, not 53.


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 10/1951 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 9/1950, 6/1952, 7/1954, and 30/1958 (all n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 20/1953 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 6/1954 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 7/1954 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 37/1952 (n.p.).  The details of the contestations come from MISR Orăştie, dos. 7/1954 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 7/1954 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 37/1952 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 37/1952 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 30/1958 (n.p.).


� See Bogdan Tănăsescu, Colectivizarea între Propagandă şi Realitate (Bucureşti: Editura Globus, n.d.), 29.


� Constantin D. was a functionary of the Orăştie district People's Council from about 1948 to 1978; Mihai H. collaborated with the Orăştie agrarian section at various points and was its head in 1956-57; he was recruited to help with the "muncă de lămurire" both before and after.  I met Constantin D. only at the time of the interview, but I have known Mihai H. since 1973 and discussed the question of chiaburi with him frequently from 2000 on.


� DJAN Deva, MISR  Orăştie, dos. 37/1952 (n.p.).


� DJAN Deva, MISR Orăştie, dos. 6/1952 (n.p.), and dos. 20/1953 (n.p.).  


� Both these contestations and the result are in DJAN Deva, MISR  Orăştie, dos. 30/1958 (n.p.).


� These contestations and replies are in DJAN Deva, MISR  Orăştie, dos. 30/1958 (n.p.).
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