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Between Persuasion and Coercion
The Collectivization of Agriculture in Romania
(1949-1962)"

SANDA BORSA

IMPOSED AND carried out in compliance with the model offered by Moscow, the
collectivization of agriculture became an essential component of the process of So-
vietization in Romania, which would be carried out by the new people’s democracy
regime regardless of the methods used and actions taken. If we consider that at
the end of the Second World War Romania was a country with a predominantly
rural population, the success of Sovietization depended, to a large extent, on the
subjugation of peasants through collectivization. Therefore, using discourse analy-
sis, comparative analysis and case-study, this article provides an extensive analysis
of the collectivization of agriculture, focusing on coercive (pressure, repression)
and persuasive (manipulation/propaganda) mechanisms enforced by the commu-
nist authorities in view of accomplishing the socialist transformation of agriculture.
These mechanisms were enforced on two levels: first, the oppression of the peasants
through inclusion in different cooperative units, created by the regime (collective
agricultural farms—GAGs, agricultural production cooperatives—CAPs, agricul-
tural associations of peasants—TOZs), and their submission to an absurd system of
quotas and taxes; the second level focused on the idea of class struggle, inflamed by
an excessive reference to the symbol of chiabur [kulak] as equivalent to the exploiter
and a symbol of capitalism.*

Officially, the process of collectivization? was launched during the plenary meet-
ing of March 3-5, 1949, which decided the socialist transformation of Romania’s
agriculture. At this plenary session, Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej stated: “the party will
systematically inoculate the poor and mid-level peasants with the need to deliber-
ately join collective farms.” The model-statute of the collective agricultural farm
(GAC) stipulated that its members should include diligent peasants aged at least 18,
and handymen, but not “the chinburi and the extortionists who live at other’s ex-

* This work was supported by a grant of the Romanian National Authority for Scientific
Research, CNCS-UEFISCDI, project number PN-II-RU-PD-2011-3-0030.
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pense.” Hence, in the beginning, some collective agricultural farms were designed
based on “freewill” to serve as models.® For instance, on July 24, the first five col-
lective agricultural farms were inaugurated across the country at: Turnisor, Sibiu
County; Luna de Jos, Cluj County; Zibrani, Arad County; Riscani, Vaslui County
and Lesnea, Tarnava Mare County.®

The idea of class struggle as an imperative of communist ideology was introduced
when the model-statute of the collective agricultural farm was first developed in
1949 by the Romanian communists. The goal of creating such a farm was, above all,
to ensure “by means of organized collective work and collective production means,”
“the victory over the chiaburi, extortionists and enemies of the workers”; Secondly,
it aimed at obtaining larger amounts of agricultural products, improving the labor
conditions and preventing the backwardness of small traditional households (Art. 2).”

In fact, by adhering to collective farms the peasants were forced to give up their
land as well as their entire farm inventory. The 1949 model-statute envisaged that a
member of the collective agricultural farm would be able to use only a small parcel
of land around his house, with the possibility, in regions with more arable land, to
extend it up to one hectare (Art. 5)%. On the other hand, the model-statute adopted
by Council of Ministers Decision No.1650/1953 stated that a peasant was allowed
to work 20 to 30 ari (approx. 2000-3000 m?) which excluded the area covered by
buildings (Art. 5).” Aside from land, in order to join a collective farm, peasants were
compelled to bring in their farming tools (plough, drill, reaper, transport equipment
etc.) and the livestock owned. What could remain in personal property (according
to Art. 8) was a cow or a buffalo, “two young bovines no older than 2 years, a sow
with piglets, a maximum of 3 pigs, 10 sheep and goats altogether,” poultry, unlim-
ited number of rabbits and no more than 20 bechives. '

It is important to note that the “freewill” principle mentioned by Gheorghe
Gheorghiu-Dej and the communist propaganda was breached in many cases, since
the organization of a collective agricultural farm “concealed” pressures and violent
actions by those in charge of the collectivization. The typology of these actions
reveals a few examples: when the GAC was set up in Geaca, Cluj district, the in-
habitants were threatened with losing jobs and being sent to hard labor at the Black
Sea—Danube Canal labor camp. Only six members joined the first day when a
GAC was organized in Cara, but when two chinburi were “picked up” by the au-
thorities, another 54 families joined the next day.!! In Odverem (Aiud district) the
process of collectivization began with three people being arrested and other peasants
threatened unless they agreed to join the GAC."? Also, in Gherla district, before the
official inauguration of the GAC in Sintioana, a few chinburi were arrested, which
prompted some of the peasants to submit applications to join the GAC; in Soimeni,
the peasants were invited to the Militia (local police) under false pretense and forced
to sign their “adhesion” to the GAC."?

In order to prepare the peasants for full collectivization, an underdeveloped form
of organization was created, i.e. the TOZ. In the case of TOZs, the land and the
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farm inventory owned by a peasant when he joined the structure remained in his
property. All the land brought in was merged (ridges were abolished) and the mem-
bers conducted joint farming activities. Yet, the income was split according to the
area of land brought in by each member.'* After 1953, the collectivization of agricul-
ture in Romania was slowed down, and in 1956 a new collectivist structure was cre-
ated—the agricultural production cooperative on profit (CAP). This was “inferior
to the GAC, but superior to the TOZ.”"® This decision reflected the willingness of
the communist authorities to push forward the socialist transformation of agricul-
ture. The members of the new collectivist structure would submit their land into the
“use” of CAP'® When joining the CAP the peasants were forced to bring in their
entire farm inventory. The remittance for each member was calculated after counting
the working days (like in the case of GACs) and proportionally to the area of land
consigned (like in the case of TOZs).!”

Simultaneous to the “enrolment” of the peasants in cooperative units, the process
of collectivization required an arsenal of economic coercive means, which were funda-
mental to the functioning of the system imagined by the Romanian communists.

The system of quotas was improved along the way and became one of the most
powerful mechanisms of coercion and subordination of peasants, leading to abuses
of rural households: the peasants were forced to provide significant quotas of almost
all agricultural products. For instance, if the Council of Ministers Decision (CMD)
No. 774 of July 21, 1949 stipulated quotas on the 1949 crops of wheat, rye, bar-
ley and rice (Art. 1), in time, quotas were extended to most crops produced in
the Romanian traditional household. Hence, in 1950 (CMD No.571/1950) quotas
were applied to the following categories of crops: cereals (wheat, rye, barley, oat,
and corn), oleaginous crops (sunflower), leguminous crops (peas, beans and lentil),
vegetables (potatoes, onion), fodder (hay) and fodder plant seeds (alfalfa, trefoil,
vetch, Sudan grass)."” Also, quotas were set on meat, milk and wool. It should be
noted that the quota system put in place by the communist authorities was some-
times illogical as the peasants were forced to deliver milk quotas even if they did not
own a cow.?’ Similarly, peasants had to provide pork as part of the meat quota, even
if they did not own swine.?!

In most cases, by delivering the imposed quotas the peasants risked to put in
danger the survival of their families, but reversely; if the peasants did not obey they
were either jailed, forced to pay fines or their goods were seized.?? The statistical
data released by the General Attorney of the People’s Republic of Romania (on
November 15, 1951), concerning peasants who did not supply the quotas imposed
on the 1951 crops, revealed the following situation at national level: 2821 peasants
were under investigation and judged; 117 were arrested, being under investigation
or in course of investigation (among them, 36 middle peasants and 81 chaburi). In
the category of “convicts,” 145 were “convicted to pay fines” (8 poor, 85 middle
peasants and 52 chiaburi) and 203 were convicted to jail (27 poor, 67 middle peas-
ants and 109 chinburi).*?
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The agricultural tax was another instrument used by the communist regime in
order to subjugate the rural population. During the collectivization process, this tax
was subject to several legislative transformations which were often based on the text
of Decree no. 124/1952. The tax was paid per individual household, in particular
by those assessed as “rich.” According to Decree no. 124/1952, the agricultural tax
paid per household by TOZ members was reduced by 20% (Art. 13), while GAC’s
members were exempted for two years (Art. 15). Nonetheless, the agricultural tax
enforced on the households of the rich (chiaburi) (calculated in line with the param-
eters set by the Decree) was increased by 50% (Art. 14).2*

Among all individual farms, those owned by chiaburi were most often exposed
to coercive actions of the communist regime in the course of collectivization, be-
cause they were “obsessively” associated with what was frequently referred to as
class struggle.” During the March 3-5, 1949 plenary meeting on collectivization,
referring to the social class of the so-called chinburi, Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej stat-
ed that, first of all, it was necessary to “contain the rich and limit their economic
power,” but “this policy of containment did not mean abolishing the chiaburi as a
social class.”® Why did the communist leader refrained from abolishing the chiaburi
and preferred to limit their economic power? Because these chinburi were in fact
good housekeepers and well oft people who played—as the communist leader ac-
knowledged— “important economic roles.”” Therefore, their economic power was
needed in order to guarantee the agricultural output and to offer food supplies to
the population, especially in urban areas.

The actions in view of “containing” the influence of the chiaburi revealed several
strategies pursued by the regime: 1) banning the chiaburi from joining collective
farms was mainly ideological and illogical, knowing that they owned large areas of
land, many animals and farming tools, thus being able to help consolidate the GACs
(this is the reason why the model-statute referring to the inclusion of the chinburi
was often breached); 2) the confiscation of the land owned by peasants in view of
“supplementing” the land fund of the GAC; 3) the use of excessive economic pres-
sures (quotas and taxes) lead to the bankruptcy of the chinburi.*®

Although in the beginning the policy of the communist regime was not aimed at
abolishing the chiaburi—for a very clear reason (“we need the chinbur’s goods and
thus we cannot chop his land”)?*~their extinction as a social class occurred in the
final phase of the collectivization of agriculture (1959-1962). Decree no. 115/1959
stated that “all traces of exploitation of man by man in agriculture must disappear
in order to allow the permanent increase in the material and cultural welfare of the
working peasantry and the development of socialism.” Also, the Decree banned land
leasing as well as any form of “exploitation” by farmers (Art.1).*

Propaganda, as an instrument of persuasion and manipulation, was aimed at
achieving the political and economic goals of the communist regime by censorship
and full control over the sources of information.*
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Hereinafter, we will focus on three types of propaganda—oral, written and visual
(audio-visual), and on dissemination methods from center to periphery and inside
rural communities.

The act of persuasion and discussions in groups of regular people were the main
instruments of the oral propaganda aiming at persuading the peasants to join collec-
tive agricultural farms. For instance, a delegate of the Organization Section of the
Romanian Workers’ Party’s (RWP) Central Committee described in a report issued
on February 7%, 1950 the unfolding of a propagandistic action in the village of Le-
gii, Geaca (Cluj district): 26 families of poor and middle peasants were visited and
“5 meetings in households groups” consisting of 10-15 peasants were organized,
each meeting analyzing the model-statute of the GAC. Obviously, the attempt to
convince the peasants was challenged by their mistrust in the welfare promised by
the propagandists once the GAC was organized. One of the middle peasants said
that he “would not join because he would lose his freedom,” which prompted the
RWP Central Committee to say that “some of them (the peasants) have reactionary
behavior and attitudes, such as: TE . . . after being told how the kolkhoz developed
and prospered in the Soviet Union, answered that everything was a lie used for pro-
pagandistic purposes.”?

Another set of persuasive actions were conferences, organized either by GAC
“comrades with a higher political level” trained to preach in local community centers
about activities pertaining to collective farms, or by specialists of the communist
propaganda apparatus.®* Acknowledging the positive effect of direct contact and
of the illustration by the GAC members of the importance of collective farms, the
propaganda and agitation apparatus invited the peasants to visit these cooperative
structures (as well as the machine and tractors stations, the state agricultural farms
and the stations for agricultural experiments).** A special emphasis was placed on
mutual visits by Romanian collectivists to the Soviet kolkhoz and by the Soviets to
the Romanian GACs and TOZs, in order to share the USSR experience.?® At stake
was the understanding by the peasants of the collectivist structure as solution to all
their economic problems. By accepting to sign a simple adhesion act the peasants
would be, according to the communist discourse, “overwhelmed by wealth.”3¢

The dissemination of information by the communist authorities in view of eas-
ing the implementation of the collectivization across the country, was mostly due to
the written propaganda, particularly in the press. The press was in fact a tool in the
hands of the regime. In order to fulfill its role as “propagandist, agitator and orga-
nizer of the masses,” the press was placed under the permanent control of the Party.?”
Stalin himself had decided that the press was “the most powerful arm by which the
party speaks to the working class every day, every hour and in all languages.”*® The
popularization of the socialist transformation of agriculture was made in central
newspapers (such as Scantein, Siteanca etc.) and in regional newspapers (Flacira
Iasului, Lupta Rodnei, Hiclin Ardealului etc).

Suppliment no. 3 2012 bun.indd 465 11/29/2012 12:44:11 PM



466 © TrRANSYLVANIAN ReviEw © Vor. XXI, SuppLeMeNT No. 3 (2012)

As part of the written propaganda, books and brochures were printed to serve
as instruments of persuasion and manipulation. Here is a selection of a few rel-
evant titles: Ion Bianu, Drumul glovios al agriculturii sovietice (The Glovious Journey of
the Soviet Agriculture), Editura Cartea Rusa, 1951; Agitatorii in lupta pentru prima
rvecoltd a cincinalului (The Agitators Struggling for the First Harvest of the Five-year
Plan), Editura Partidului Muncitoresc Roman, 1951; Am vizut belsugul colhozurilor
sovietice. Din notele de drum ale taranilor muncitori cave an vizitat Uniunen Sovieticd
in vara anului 1950 (I saw the Opulence of the Soviet Kolkhoz. Notes from the Journeys
of the Working Peasants who visited the Soviet Union in the Summer of 1950), Editura
Partidului Muncitoresc Roman, 1951. Three recurring topics of written propaganda
were present in the press and in books and brochures, illustrating methods used in
the collectivization of agriculture in Romania: the “obligations” and “duties” of each
peasant toward the State were to deliver quotas, pay taxes, seed/harvest the land; the
representation of the kolkhoz and of the Soviet experience in agriculture as sources of
wealth; and the “demonization” of the chiaburi.

The propagandistic pressure, intended to serve the collectivization of agriculture,
was also fostered by visual and audio-visual means. According to the communist
regime, the visual propaganda and agitation were aimed at “disseminating the best
results in terms of agricultural output by leading farmers, and the mobilization of
the working people to execute various agro-zoo-veterinarian activities on time.”*’

Following the Soviet experience, the visual propaganda* was largely diffused in
various Romanian villages and expressed under various forms: posters, exhibitions,
slogans, honor boards, cartoons or graphics.*!

A poster was a drawing, a notification, a convocation notice or an incentive to
action. In order to fulfill its mission, a poster had to catch the eye and, most im-
portant, to be understood by each and every peasant.** If the poster contained a
drawing, it had to express ideas in a clear manner, to avoid extra details in order not
to distract, and to have a concise and simple text.** In order to be visible from the
distance the poster was painted in blue, yellow, red and green.**

It is worth noting what the regime recommended. In order to consolidate the alli-
ance between the working class and the peasantry the posters and the wall gazettes*
would emphasize the urban workers’ craving need for more and more agricultural
products as food supplies and as raw materials for industry. Thus, the support of-
fered to the industry would enrich peasants because the villages would receive more
tools and various other industrial products. Therefore, it was crucial that in order to
produce more agricultural products all the necessary labors be executed on time.*
The posters depicted, following the kolkhoz example, the “commitments” taken by
farms*” or the unfolding of the collection of crop quotas. For instance, in 1951, a
poster entitled “The unfolding of collections in Huedin district” informed about
the status of the collections by means of four images (from left to right: a plane, a
tractor, a bullock cart and a snail). Under each drawing were written the names of
villages according to their performances.*
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In order to stimulate labor and, in some cases, to attract the peasants into joining
the collective structures, the names and even the photos of the best performers in dif-
terent agricultural activities were written down on honor boards.* Also, exhibitions
had an important role in disseminating the achievements of the collective structures.
According to a note sent by the Regional Committee of the RWP Cluj, dating back
to 1957, the zoo-technical and agricultural exhibitions organized at regional and
district levels displayed the results obtained by the cooperative units and informed
about the methods used to produce large quantities of crops and livestock.*

The slogan was another element of the visual agitation used as a collectivization
strategy. It often consisted of a short phrase which “appealed to struggle or work,”
easy to read and written in big and brightly colored letters.5! Several slogans were
used when different collective farms were inaugurated, and most often they included
a morphological construction which began with the verb “to live” in the subjunctive
mode, present tense, third person: “Long live . . .72,

Slogans, posters, cartoons or honor boards were used simultaneously in the fight
against the chiaburi. Thus, “the prevention of sabotage” or “the public unveiling of
their wicked acts” were common representations of visual propaganda, aimed at in-
forming the poor and middle peasants about the “methods used by chiaburi in order
to hinder the socialist transformation of the agriculture.”?

Similarly, the Romanian radio broadcasting network was used as a propagandis-
tic tool by the regime. Broadcasts such as Radiojurnal and Ora satului (“The village
hour”) discussed the agricultural achievements of the Soviet Union and the most
“innovative” methods used in the “rich” kolkhoz of this country. Above all, they
emphasized the “benefits” of collectivization and the need to eliminate the “exploi-
tation” of the Romanian villages by the chiaburi* The inauguration in 1949 of
several GACs in different Romanian districts was a good opportunity for “worship-
ping” the collectivization system. For instance, the 2.30 p.m. Radiojurnal broadcast
on August 2™, 1949, while referring to the creation of the “6™ of March” GAC in
Selimbidr, Sibiu County, also broadcast a declaration of a member of the newly cre-
ated farm: “It is the hard-workers who are privileged now because the GACs are
made only for those who work.”*

Other attempts to convince the peasants to join the socialist transformation of
the agriculture were by means of theater plays and films. Such theater plays were:
“Stafia dintre hambare” (“The ghost in the barns”), by A. Gheorghiu-Poganeti; “Su-
fletu’ arenddgsoaiei” (“The soul of the tenant-woman”), by Aurel Baranga; “Lampa
din munti” (“The lamp in the mountains™), by Petru Vintild. All these were pub-
lished in the “Indrumitorul cultural” (“Cultural Guide”) magazine distributed to
the directors of local culture centers in rural areas.®® According to a review made in
February 1953 at the collective farm in Dorolea, Bistrita district, it seems that the
characters of the plays were “brought to life” at times by members of the GACs:
“After toiling the fields, most of the members gather at the GAC center in order to
listen to radio broadcasts and read newspapers in group. Right now, the play called
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“Dulapul cu oglindd” (“The mirrored wardrobe”) is being rehearsed and played by
22 people, young and elder.””

By challenging the eyesight and the hearing, images mixed with sounds lead to a
simultaneous and deeper reception of the propagandistic message.*® This prompted
the propaganda regime to run movies during film caravans and in district theaters.
Some of these movies were: “O pildd mireatd” (“A Great Example”),% “Mai mult
ulei”(“More Oil”), “Mai mult zahar” (“More Sugar”).%

Designed and enforced as an instrument of subjugating the rural population by
the people’s democracy regime, the process of agricultural collectivization enforced
through persuasion and, above all, coercion not only determined the transformation
of agriculture, but triggered a “new man” metamorphosis of the Romanian peasant
in line with the ideological precepts of the communist regime.

Q
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Abstract
Between Persuasion and Coercion
The Collectivization of Agriculture in Romania (1949-1962)

Officially launched during the March 3-5, 1949 plenary meeting, the collectivization of agriculture
caused deep transformations of the Romanian villages. Given the vast rural population at the end
of the Second World War, the Romanian communist regime decided to pursue the socialist trans-
formation of agriculture at all costs as long as it accomplished the subjugation of the rural popula-
tion. For this purpose, the communist authorities used manipulation and persuasion, on the one
hand, and, on the other, an entire arsenal of coercive means: economic pressures, imprisonments
and convictions of the peasants.

Keywords

collectivization, persuasion, propaganda, repression, rural community

Suppliment no. 3 2012 bun.indd 471 11/29/2012 12:44:11 PM



Suppliment no. 3 2012 bun.indd 472 11/29/2012 12:44:11 PM



