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Resilience in post-socialist context: The case of a watermelon
producing community in Hungary

MARTON LENDVAY!

Abstract

The aim of this paper is to test whether the concept of resilience can be applied to rural communities in post-
socialist transition countries such as Hungary. Resilience, a concept engaged with the dynamics of change,
has gained popularity in recent years following the post-2008 crisis and has become a core theme of academic,
policy and lay discourses in the Anglo-Saxon world. The ongoing processes of socio-economic transition within
the post-socialist environment have also attracted wide attention in the past decades, although not within the
frameworks of resilience thinking. The concept of resilience is missing from post-socialist discourses and has
not been applied to rural communities before in an Eastern European context, although the nature of post-so-
cialist transition characterised by complexity, cross-scalar processes and multiplicity of actors involved make
it an especially suitable field for resilience studies. In this paper, we aim to flag the potential directions and
successful application of the concept of resilience both as a research topic and as a tool for researchers of the
post-socialist space while we caution for the potential pitfalls and misuses of the concept and critically analyse
aspects that attracted wide debates. We illustrate how rural community resilience may be conceptualised on
the example of the watermelon producing community of Medgyesegyhaza, Hungary.
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Introduction

The concept of resilience thinking — as un-
derstanding a system’s capacity to absorb
disturbances and adversity so as to maintain
its original level of functioning — emerged in
the field of rural geography, regional plan-
ning and popular discourses during the new
millennium. The notion of resilience arose as
a response to crises. Crises have always hit
rural regions and the post-2008 crisis is just
one of a series of socio-economic disruptions
affecting places, spaces, and systems. This cri-
sis, however, happened simultaneously with
the emergence of other environmental risks,
forming the coupling of “a deep economic
crisis with a perceived threat of an imminent
ecological crisis, above all because of climate
change” (Hupson, R. 2010, 12). This intersec-
tion of somewhat traditional scientific and

policy research interests culminated in the
emergence of the new research agenda, re-
silience, embracing research on economic in-
stability, environmental sensitivity and other
potentially profound domains of transition
(Scott, M. 2013). Beyond applications of resil-
ience focusing on urban regions, ecosystems
etc. ‘rural’ resilience is especially useful be-
cause it directly links peoples, economies and
the natural environment they rely on, live on
and make their living off. This wide applica-
bility and its growing popularity made rural
community resilience a catchword.

One may even pose the question what the
added value of introducing a new concept
could be, if, at all it would have a different
meaning from vulnerability, stability and es-
pecially sustainability. The recent success of
the notion of resilience is beyond doubt due
to the emergence of a ‘post-sustainability’
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discourse admitting that the ideal of sustain-

ability — as reaching eternity by a once in a

lifetime fine-tuning of systems — has failed

and shocks and stresses we cannot prepare
for will always occur. Conceptualising the
difference between sustainability and resil-
ience is not an easy task (Lupwig, D. ef al.

1997) and has not attracted sufficient atten-

tion until now. In his works on the dynamics

of sustainability StirLING, A. (2014) regards
durability, stability, resilience and robustness

— as dependents of temporality of change

and potency of action — as necessary but in-

dividually insufficient dynamic properties of
sustainability; in his formulation resilience is

a component of sustainability.

Although thinking about rural change and
persistence has a wide heritage and long his-
tory in fields such as community develop-
ment (ApGer, W.N. 2000), community health
(ALMmEDOM, A. 2005) and studies of resource
dependency and sustainability (MARSDEN,
T.K. 2003; Smrts, E. and Marspen, T.K. 2004),
the more explicit focus on ‘rural community
resilience’ feeds from two markedly differ-
ent strands of inquiry. Being situated on the
crossroads of various approaches, the com-
plex concept created a hybrid of ecology and
psychology (LExpvay, M. 2013a).

At the same time, another traditional
strand of works has been interested in post-
socialist transition; a process that has been
characterised by processes of change and
persistence on multiple scales in the former
socialist states in the past quarter-century.
More than 25 years after the regime shift the
notion of post-socialism is not a completed
process of change, but an ongoing transfor-
mation that includes:

— a mixture of the images of a pre-socialist
era,

— legacies and memories of (imagined) so-
cialist past (Kay, R. ef al. 2012),

— the results and images of a transition proc-
ess from the collapse of socialism through
the period of democratisation and priva-
tisation, the accession of the EU and the
global economic crisis since 2008, together
with joining a global competition,

— and the variability (HerrscreL, T. 2007) of
personal stories that determine how mem-
bers of the communities view the above
three (LENDvAY, M. 2016).

In this paper, we argue that resilience is a
concept that may help us understand why
and how rural regions of the post-socialist
space change the way they do, how certain
legacies of the past remain dominant while
mixing with new processes and result in
multiplicity and a turbulent environment.
The question we aim to answer in this article
is: how can resilience thinking be applied to
a rural post-socialist context? We are also in-
terested in what the most promising avenues
for applying the approach are and how we
can avoid possible misuses.

This article discusses the potentials of re-
silience-thinking on the example of a water-
melon producing community of Hungary.
We start this paper by introducing the mark-
edly different origins and definitions of the
concept and indicate how these appear in the
existing literature and introduce a theoretical
framework we find the most useful approach
in human geography. In the following sec-
tions, we indicate three fields of debate and
also caution the readers to how resilience
should not be treated. We then turn to the
empirical analysis and discuss how resilience
thinking could appear in a rural Hungarian
context based on the theoretical foundations.
The discussion synthesises the lessons of the
empirical analysis and in the conclusions, we
briefly summarise our findings.

Theoretical foundations
Two traditions of resilience thinking

Works on rural community resilience origi-
nally apply one of the two significantly dif-
ferent approaches: social-ecological-systems
(SES) and community psychology. These two
coexistent ways of thinking about change
in rural regions have many implications
on how community, change and resilience
are viewed. Authors often claim the two
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approaches evolved simultaneously in the

1970s from the fields of ecology and child

development psychology, therefore, those
applying them either acknowledge HorLING,

C.S. (1973) or GarmEzy, N. (1973) as found-

ers of resilience thinking (CARPENTER, S.R. et

al. 2001; Brown, D. and Kutig, J. 1996/97).

Interestingly, deliberate attempts were made

recently to integrate the two approaches (e.g.

Berkes, F. and Ross, H. 2013).

SES approach is based on the idea that
instead of focusing on only one subject, we
should view a complex system that is built
up of many interrelated components placed
on different scales. This approach defines
resilience as a measure of the amount of
change a system can undergo and still retain
the same controls on structure and function
or remain in the same domain of attraction
(CARPENTER, S.R. et al. 2001). This definition
implies that the system possesses multi-equi-
libria where a change in the configuration or
stability of equilibria leads to the phenom-
enon of bifurcation (Lubwig, D. et al. 1997).
According to the SES model modifications
on a lower ‘faster’ scale can lead to changes
in the functioning of a higher ‘slower” scale,
and thus transform the whole system - this
is the basis of panarchy and the four-phase
adaptive cycle metaphor (growth, equilib-
rium, collapse, and reorientation) that are
key heuristics of this approach (GuNDERSON,
L.H. and Horring, C.S. 2002).

Economy-related studies such as those
on resource dependent communities often
apply this approach. In his reaction to com-
mon mistakes appearing in adaptive systems’
analysis WALKER, B. (2012, 29) highlights:

- “A system cannot be understood or man-
aged at one scale, they are inherently mul-
tiscale and their dynamics are dominated
by cross-scale interactions.

- Attempt to make a system very resilient in
one way, at one scale, can lead to it becoming
less resilient in other ways at other scales.

— Resilience is not about not changing. Trying
to keep a system in one particular state, or
protecting it from disturbance in an effort to
prevent change, lowers its resilience. (...)

— Resilience is neither good nor bad. There
are many examples of very resilient un-
desirable system states (dictatorships, sa-
linised landscapes). (...)”

The approach derived from community psy-
chology (GarmEzy, N. 1973; KarLan, H.B. 1999)
focuses much more on the adaptive capacities
of individuals and groups, and their ability
to recover after a disaster (‘bounce-back’ or
‘return to normal’ resilience) or to follow a sin-
gle development pathway (‘evolutionary” or
‘bounce-forward’ resilience) (Scort, M. 2013).
As ExTerckOTER, R K. ef al. (2015, 117) put it
very characteristically, most of such works
look at how “different communities react and
restructure themselves” when facing crises.
To cope with stresses caused by social, politi-
cal, and environmental change communities
engage community resources in overcoming
adversity and taking advantage of opportuni-
ties in response to change (e.g. AMUNDsEN, H.
2012; Buikstra, E. et al. 2010; Ross, H. et al.
2010). A very strong connection is assumed
here between resilience and social capital
(CHesHIRE, L. et al. 2015), the local power and
capacity of communities to maintain their own
futures. AmunpseN, H. (2012) Buikstra, E.
et al. (2010), Ross, H. et al. (2010) for example
identifies community resources, community
networks, institutions and services, people-
place connections, active agents, and learning
as dimensions activated in processes and ac-
tivities in the course of a respond.

Using a similar approach, while discuss-
ing community resources Maais, K. (2010)
highlights the role of community capital be-
sides other forms of capital, natural or infra-
structural capital for instance. She describes
community capital as resources invested in
community endeavours, defining it as “com-
munities’ ways of knowing the world, their val-
ues, and their assumptions about how things
fit together. It is represented by symbols in
language, art, and customs” (emphasis add-
ed) Maars, K. (2010, 406). Referring to FLora,
C.etal. (2004) Magars, K. (2010) adds it is this
cultural capital that forms perceptions of life
events and that is able to mobilise social rules
and trigger power within a community.
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As visible, the different approaches to rural
resilience tend to either focus on structures,
materials and establishments or foreground
to the agency of community members as in-
dividual actors. Recognising the shortcom-
ings resulting from the gap between the two
very different approaches recently there have
been calls for the dissolution of this binary
by applying a relational perspective focusing
on interactions (Dwiartama, A. and Rosin,
C. 2014, DARNHOFER, L. et al. 2016). We argue
here that resilience in human geography
should dissolve the theoretical dichotomy
and treat both large scale structures and
agency of individuals on the common on-
tological framework. We suggest applying
relational approaches such as Actor-Network
Theory or assemblage theory.

A relational approach

One such relational approach is Actor-Net-
work Theory (ANT) (LaTour, B. 2005) that in
this context draws on the idea of relationality,
contingency and distributed agency of ac-
tors and the boundlessness and ephemeral-
ity of actor-networks with especial regards
to how agricultural products constantly re-
produce the rural network and at the same
time modify its configuration (DwiaRTAMA,
A. and Rosin, C. 2014). Another approach,
assemblage theory of DeLEuzE, G. and GuaT-
TARI, F. (1987) — and its interpretation by De-
Lanpa (2002, 2006) — is concerned with in-
teracting parts and emergent wholes leading
to flat ontologies that are “made exclusively
of unique, singular individuals, differing in
spatio-temporal scale but not in ontological
status”, according to DeLanda’s definition
(DELaNDA, M. 2002, 47). Assemblages are
built up of components that are defined by
both physical and symbolic properties. As
these components come together they estab-
lish new entities that are both materially as-
sembled and symbolically coded with new,
emergent properties.

Both ANT and assemblage theory allows us
to consider structures and materials as having

an agency, but the major difference is that actor-
networks are extremely volatile, assemblages
are more tightly set together. What is more,
assemblage theory enables us to think through
how communities are stabilised through the
discourses and coding and meanings attached
to certain components. Therefore, it not only
concentrates on adaptability and new contin-
gencies as ANT does, but thinks of more fixed
entities that are still able to change in certain
ways if the components are put together in
new ways via ‘lines of flights” DeLEuzE, G. and
Guarrary, F. (1987).

Relational approaches such as assemblage
theory not only offer a theoretical but also an
analytical framework to think about change.
We find therefore assemblage theory an ap-
proach suitable to enable us to understand
how communities — including people, non-hu-
man components, discourses, rules and regu-
lations — come together and become a whole
of interacting parts where functions of compo-
nents are coded in one way or the other. This
allows us to think through how people engage
with each other, how they relate to large scale
events, to the agricultural products and the
land but assemblage theory also shows us how
agricultural products trigger the performance
of community actors for instance.

Uses and misuses of the concept

The different understandings and approach-
es to resilience generate three fields of debate
that require special attention when putting
the concept into practice. Unless we think
through how we relate to these questions,
we may easily apply the term resilience as
a catchword.

Awareness and intentionality

Until now until now resilience was dealt with
as a property that is visible, a process where
we follow events, a concept that is revealed
in some ways to community members,
planners, researchers etc. Disaster readiness
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(Norris, F.H. et al. 2008), tackling anticipat-
ed disruptions (Apky, P. and ANDERSON, B.
2011), climate change mitigation but also the
‘strengthening’ of resilience, in general are
all a part of an intentional process of coping
where deliberate actions are taken. However,
the ability to resist change and maintain func-
tion and identity are also coded attributes of
all systems. Communities are ‘resilient” and
perform some sort of stability and adapt-
ability subconsciously ‘by nature’, without
any deliberate, intentional or planned actions
taken. The resilience may lie in a structure,
a state of mind, a behaviour pattern that all
exist before a shock would hit the commu-
nity —and such properties may even absorb a
force of change without anyone noticing. Ru-
ral community resilience may, therefore, not
purely be interested in crises, shocks, distur-
bances and other drivers of change present
at a farm scale for instance (DARNHOFER, . et
al. 2010), but much more on how community
functions, operates, how resilience is domes-
ticated and embedded in everyday life.

Descriptive or normative assumptions

Secondly, when speaking about resilience, it
has to be unravelled (LEnpvay, M. 2013b) how
we understand the concept from the aspect of
normativity (Branp, E.S. and Jax, K. 2007). In
short, this means if being resilient is good at
all (and for whom): if stability, persistence or
the ability to transform and to adapt are the
desired pathways. Also, as resilience is more
than following change and implies maintain-
ing stability, it should be clarified in what
respects change should be allowed in order
to secure stability in other ways. This often
does not happen and more recent works — es-
pecially lay and policy discourses — seem to
forget about the highly normative manner
of the notion of resilience, thus, completely
oversimplifying the concept. Hopkins, R.
(2008) for example considers resilience it-
self as ‘a desired state’ — that is a complete
misunderstanding of the basic concept. Fol-
lowing such abuses to the idea of resilience

JosEepH, J. (2013, 51) even asserts “although
we can broadly agree on what resilience is,
the conclusion must be that it does not mean
very much”.

A form of neoliberal governance

Derived from the train of thought above,
when speaking about ‘rural community re-
silience’ it emerges a question what we con-
sider by ‘rural community” and even more,
what the function of the community is in
making the countryside resilient. More pre-
cisely, the question is whether ‘community’
is a) the subject of our enquiry and serves as
an unlucky synonym of rural region and is
the site of certain events in say, an economic
context (P1kg, A. ef al. 2010), b) perhaps it is
a metaphorical entity as the site that shall be
preserved in a changing environment or c)
whether it has some more function. Commu-
nity has often been viewed as an assemblage
of interacting individuals (BrIDGER, J.C. and
Lurorr, A.E. 1999; PaNkLLL, R. and WEeLcH, R.
2005) and their engagement through social
networks that is the key to personal well-
being via social support systems it offers to
individuals (MaGurtg, B. and CARTWRIGHT, S.
2008). Therefore, a community itself may act
as a tool for individual health and economic
wellbeing so the smallest entity of ‘rural com-
munity resilience’ is not the group but the
individual that actually takes certain actions.
This implies a downward rescaling opening
a discourse that “responsibilise risk away
from the state and on to individuals and in-
stitutions” (WeLss, M. 2013, 15). According
to Joserg, J. the concept is genuinely suitable
for neoliberal forms of governance and “de-
spite its claims to be about the operation of
systems, is, in practice, closer to a form of
governance that emphasises individual re-
sponsibility” (Josers, J. 2013, 38).

This neoliberal attitude often appears in
governmental plans and community toolkits
and guidelines. While the U.S. Homeland
Security Council (2007, 32) for instance, calls
for “high-level organization and efficiency
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among multiple actors”. The UK Government
goes even further as in its framework on com-
munity resilience it asserts its “commitment
to reduce the barriers which prevent people
from being able to help themselves and to
become more resilient to shocks” and states
that “communities (...) will have to look after
themselves and each other (...). Communities
will also need to work together, and with
service providers, to determine how they
recover” (Cabinet Office 2011, 3).

In the following sections we shall refer to
these points claiming that the adaptability of
a rural community is not purely the outcome
of intentional actions, resilience may be about
following a desired pathway as well as it may
be treated as a descriptive term on remaining
between threshold limits, and finally, that re-
silience cannot be confined to speaking about
powerful community actions.

Research methodology

This study looks at how rural community
resilience can be conceptualised on a case-
study focusing on the watermelon produc-
ing community of Medgyesegyhdza, Békés
county, Southeast Hungary. The study is built
on non-representational methods (THRIFT,
N. (1997) concerned with the performative
‘presentations’, ‘showings’ and ‘manifesta-
tions’ of everyday life (ibid, 142) as we follow
CARPENTER, S.R. et al. (2001) and DARNHOFER,
L. et al. (2016) believing that aspects of resil-
ience may not be directly observable and
measurable. In the course of data collection
25 semi-structured in-depth interviews were
conducted between July and December 2013
with farmers, traders, local politicians and
decision-makers and other stakeholders on
community members’ accounts and opinion
of the processes and phenomena they expe-
rience related to farming and community
life. Beyond formal interviews, numerous
informal conversations were carried out in
the frame of ethnographic research. This eth-
nographic research extended beyond the col-
lection of textual data as methods including

participant observation were also deployed
in order to have a broader picture of how
the community operates. This enabled us to
explore those themes and issues that farm-
ers either deliberately avoided to mention
for some reason, or did not mention as they
are simply not of any interest to them. Only
during the process of working on the water-
melon fields with day labour and loading
watermelons for the traders could we under-
stand how the fruits are treated, viewed and
handled. Although the original plan was to
treat the interview data and records on com-
munity life as factual, ‘true’ data it was found
necessary to develop the research with tak-
ing into consideration Weberian substantive
rationales (KaLBERG, S. 1980) people follow.

Aspects of community resilience in the
watermelon producing community of
Medgyesegyhaza

Viewed from a broader perspective, the wa-
termelon producing community of Medgye-
segyhaza is located in a region classified as
‘socio-economically disadvantaged’. It is
characterised by a local economy based on
agricultural production and the primary
processing of agricultural goods coupled
with low-level education and high unem-
ployment rates that lead to a decrease in
population with massive out-migration.
The region is still seeking its new develop-
ment pathway following the regime shift that
caused the local economy to collapse — which
remains highly dependent on agriculture and
watermelon production since.

Although only rough estimates exist on
the volume of watermelon produced and the
number of people involved in farming, an-
nual sales of watermelon seeds, Single Area
Payment applications and productivity esti-
mates give a good indication of the location
and size of the industry. On a national scale,
farmers have an output fluctuating around
150-200 tonnes on 4,500 ha land involved in
watermelon production out of which above
2 000 ha land is located in Békés county in



Lendvay M. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 65 (2016) (3) 255-269.

261

the Southeastern corner of Hungary and es-
pecially converging around the nodal village
of Medgyesegyhdza (Figure 1). Due to the fa-
vourable natural conditions of the land and
the highly intensified technology deployed in
this location approximately 100-150 tonnes,
more than two-thirds of the national output
of watermelon is produced in the Békés re-
gion. As a consequence, whole community
economies and settlement identities rely on
its production.

[
Salgétarjan

The rise of watermelon production and
beyond

Despite its current role, watermelon has not al-
ways been the primary product of the region.
The local farming community has been domi-
nantly focusing on arable paprika production
before WW II, and peanut production until the
1970s before the whole community turned its
interest to watermelon production. Such major
transformations happened within a period of
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only a few years’ time: farmers recall the rise
of watermelon production to take place be-
tween 1980 and 1983. The ground for focusing
on one agricultural product was a response to
collectivisation, a key component of the social-
ist agricultural system. Within the socialist col-
lectives, farmers were allowed to privately cul-
tivate only 1 ha croft lands where they tried to
maximise their profit by producing crops they
could sell at a high price, but that required
intense care. The reason for shifting from pea-
nut to watermelon was a response to emerging
globalisation processes and pressures trickling
down to a local level and became embodied
by the cheap import peanuts of the Middle
East and North Africa. By transforming their
agricultural orientation, farmers managed to
maintain their income levels, but following the
changing trends had wider implications in the
local community. Farmers constantly question
whether they will be able to cope with external
shocks and stresses.

The stress any farmer would mention as the
most important factor jeopardising the com-
munity are low, and what is even more im-
portant, fluctuating market prices. As a result
of moving to a neoliberal economy in the past
years unpayable debt and bankruptcy of farm-
ers many turned away from watermelon pro-
duction, others even committed suicide — an
event locals refer to simply as ‘watermelon
holocaust’. Hungary’s EU accession of 2004 has
also been viewed as a threat bringing in new
discourses, reshaping established markets and
human connections and competitors embod-
ied especially by Greek and Italian producers
who not only flood the Hungarian market but
take over the export markets as well.

Interestingly, as the elderly generation still
has the knowledge of peanut farming, the lands
and climatic conditions remain unchanged,
universal machinery are sufficient for tillage,
and many households still have the peanut
roasters, there are no physical barriers to the
return of the peanut-age if the financial return
would be more favourable. However, currently,
more farmers consider extending corn produc-
tion instead of returning to peanut as it is more
calculable and easily mechanised.

Deeply embedded practices

In this paper, we argue that the resilience is
more than the ability of a community to give
responses to external forces by deliberate,
planned actions. It is also a property unin-
tentionally reproduced simply by daily prac-
tices and thus, embedded in how people treat
materials and how they tie symbolic roles to
them. Shocks, disturbances jeopardising the
community, therefore, stem from internal
processes, not only global phenomena. Wa-
termelon production carries a number of such
peculiarities that make it different from other
cultures in many ways and these attributes,
coupled with the habitus of community mem-
bers, have a wider impact on how the com-
munity operates and is able to transform.
Firstly, current watermelon production is
highly labour and technology intense and
with the development of production tech-
niques, it is becoming even more so (see Photo
1). Transplanting, grafting, the use of plastic
tunnels, irrigation are all only recent devel-
opments in the farming technology. Before
the regime shift farmers were short of capital
to complete such investments and that these
activities became in common only in the past
10-15 years. Beyond the very high financial in-
vestment demand, another implication of tech-
nological development is that it revealed the
materiality of watermelons. Opposed to other
arable production forms, establishing plastic
tunnels, watermelon planting, hoeing and har-
vesting cannot be automated and is done by
hand. Due to the weight and vulnerability of
the fruits picking is done with a large number
of seasonal labour hired by the farmers and
picking follows a careful selection of ripe
fruits. The physical and financial exploitation
of the workers is an essential component to
securing competitive prices and cheap human
labour is a constant variable to the securing of
the existence of the watermelon culture.
Secondly, opposed to some agricultural
products (cereals, peanuts etc.) having a stor-
age life of months, watermelon is a perish-
able product that has to be consumed with-
in a few days after picking. Also, opposed



Lendvay M. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 65 (2016) (3) 255-269. 263

Photo 1. Watermelon grafting as a high labour intense activity. Source: LENpvay, M. 2014, private collection

to other perishable goods well-known in
Medgyesegyhaza (such as cucumbers, papri-
ka) the customer demand is not steady but is
extremely volatile — it highly depends on the
weather at the point of possible consumption.
Coded by how we consume watermelons, it
has an extremely high price in the times of
the season when the weather is warm, but
not many fruits are ripening. This causes in-
ternally generated shocks on the low scale
fast cycles of the adaptive system: farmers
seek to sell unripe fruits, thus, triggering cus-
tomers to turn away from Hungarian water-
melon and collapsing the markets. A farmer
described this situation as:

“the first watermelon fruits reach their size and
weight of picking around June. But their qual-
ity is way under the standards: you know, their
sugar content is low and they taste ugly, more
like squash. The season has not yet started but

customer demand appears in Germany with the
summer, and watermelon has a high price on the
market. Now this trader guy ‘Menyus’ appears
in the neighbouring village every single year and
is highly tempted to forward unripe fruits to the
market. He will always find producers willing
to pick and sell their products under quality but
at a high price, these fruits will enter the food
chain and eventually appear on the supermarket
shelves! Both producer and trader make a really
good deal — in the short term. Customers desper-
ate for the refreshing fruit will buy the unripe
watermelon, but only once. They will never trust
our watermelon for the rest of the season. Retail
dealers and foreign clients turn down future or-
ders and our complete watermelon industry will
face hardship because of a handful of producers
breaching rules of the community!”

Therefore, the changing materiality of the
watermelons reveals the habitus of many
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community members in terms of their low
willingness to stick to community rules and
their inclination towards following an oppor-
tunistic, neoliberal behaviour instead.

Coping and community answers

With all the internal and external pressures,
how could then watermelon production be
made more adaptive? The hardship wa-
termelon producers suffer are reported by
the media every summer (e.g. Kun, 1. 2006;
Szarvas, Sz. 2011) including accounts about
how community members try to tackle the
adverse situation. In the past years, images
have often appeared in the news about farm-
ers dumping watermelons in front of super-
markets as a protest against their pricing
practices (see Photo 2). This rather naive way
of attracting attention has often been criticised
and experts instead pointed on the unorgan-
ised food-chain, claiming that the post-social-
ist legal-economic environment is still short
of providing a calculable environment.

Recently, in 2013, more organised commu-
nity-wide action emerged when the so-called
Hungarian Melon Non-profit Association
was established, an organisation that became
notorious after it got engaged in a price-fix-
ing scandal with the support of the Ministry
and a number of retail chains (Csépral, B.
2015). According to farmers’ accounts people,
in general were happy that their issues have
been taken up by a pressure group, however,
the intervention was not long-lived at all and
had a limited reach especially as it hardly af-
fected the low export prices. At a first glance,
following the dominant discourse of what
community engagement, the result of social
capital and community resilience may mean
this pressure group would be responsible for
resilience, even though it was built on a very
few local elites and lay farmers were left out
of the discussions.

Searching for other forms of cooperation
between farmers, the local cooperatives
— or Producer Organisations — as multi-ac-
tor networks (TREGEAR, A. and COOPER, S.
2016), namely Medi-Fruct TESZ Producer

Photo 2. Watermelon producers protesting against low retail prices in 2008. Source: http://www blikk.hu/ak-
tualis/dinnyeozon/54zmz9w
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Organisation and Magyar Termés TESZ
Producer Organisation have to be taken into
account. Interestingly, these should be the es-
tablishments that fulfil the organising, knowl-
edge sharing roles the above-mentioned as-
sociation aimed at. The POs, however are
characterised by a very low level of trust be-
tween farmers and the management and so
farmers seek alternative ways of cooperation
instead. There is a thread of inquiry here into
the post-socialist transition worth mention-
ing: the struggle between winners and losers
of the regime shift (Swain, N. 2003), the bad
feeling towards socialist cooperatives lead to
the limited role of the formal cooperatives.
Fuzzy and uncoordinated interest networks
leave the community dispersed and vulner-
able to low market prices.

The possible solution to tackle some of the
issues comes from establishing a more strict
definition of what ‘quality watermelon’ should
be. A ‘recoding’ of the fruit by the amended
Hungarian 82/2004 (V.11.) FVM statutory
order on quality requirements watermelons
should match attempted to restrict the ability
of the fruit as a non-human object to modify
the complete community assemblage. It is
once again a change in the coded relationship
between farmers, their produce and markets
that determine how and when they connect.

Discussion

The question whether the rural community of
Medgyesegyhaza is simply ‘resilient or not’ is
incomprehensible. Medgyesegyhaza is resil-
ient in so far as watermelon production has
been the flagship product of the municipal-
ity for the past 30 years; farmers have been
constantly learning and developing their
technology and were able to implement un-
orthodox measures when it came to securing
farm gate prices. However, both the number
of local population and farmers engaged in
watermelon production is decreasing and
the community may easily loose its identity
if they drop watermelon farming for other
cultures — the question is where the thresh-

old limits are. Here resilience is much more
embedded in structures of daily life than the
planned agency of community actors.

We argue here that resilience in this sense
is an extremely ambiguous term. Viewing
community change from a wider perspec-
tive, we may ask what happened at all if the
watermelon industry collapsed and the farm-
ing community of Medgyesegyhaza ceased to
thrive on watermelon farming. Would that
be a sign of resilience? It should be visible by
now, that resilience is more than the response
of a single entity to an individual shock, but
the interplay of overt actions and processes
and deeply embedded structures. We may
determine what properties of the rural com-
munity shall remain constant (e.g. the income
level of the farmers, the identity of a unique
farming culture) and treat resilience thinking
as a normative tool of governance to reach
this single goal. Resilience, however, will
always remain a value-free way of thinking
about change and cross-scale relationships.

Despite all the risks surrounding the con-
cept of resilience, there are potential avenues
where the concept could be harnessed to bet-
ter understand the changing post-socialist
environment. In any of the following cases,
a holistic approach must be applied unfold-
ing the interconnectedness of components
of the rural environment and the impacts of
certain events on different scales.

Firstly, by applying a historical perspec-
tive we may seek to answer questions about
how the ongoing post-socialist transition
from planned economy to a neoliberal sys-
tem tousled existing structures, built new ties
between people, institutions, markets, dis-
courses etc. and how these filter down and
become a lived experience. It is important to
understand in what ways agricultural com-
munities may have gained new possibilities
and became vulnerable to previously unseen
globalisation processes at the same time. Of
especial interest here is the EU accession of
many post-socialist states that may have of-
fered the reach of new markets, but that re-
quired more discipline and vigilance from
farmers. New relationships were established
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between farmers and markets that clashed
with the traditional habits. These new, hy-
brid forms of capitalist, neoliberal and the
remaining socialist attitudes created a unique
economic and social environment.
Secondly, the post-socialist environment
has been characterised by ‘low” social capital
where the low level of general trust, the high
role of kinship, the opportunist behaviour of
actors or an excessive role of elites may re-
strain the adaptability of the community and
may make it vulnerable to shocks. In practical
terms, this arrangement of social capital re-
veals itself in the all-pervading impact of local
politicians, the high socio-economic influence
of those persons already in some sort of power
before the regime shift. Also, due to the mem-
ories of the socialist cooperative, there is a low
willingness to take part in formal cooperation.
By building on the concept of social capital,
we may investigate the structures of human
and institutional relationships and networks,
explore the forms of community engagement
and cooperation, and unfold which actors the
drivers of the existing community-wide ac-
tions actually are. Critically analysing social
relations and structures of the community
leads us to understand how people are able to
determine their own futures via cooperation,
and to what extent they are vulnerable to — or
even, are the source of — economic shocks.
Thirdly, extending our inquiry to non-hu-
man components such as materials, technolo-
gies, discourses, we may investigate how such
components, their physicality and the mean-
ings people attach to them exert power in both
stabilising and reshaping the community with
special regards to the impact they may have
on human relations. In particular, a potential
pathway for such investigations is to tie to-
gether broader properties of the post-socialist
space and the changing materiality of objects,
such as the agricultural products. Farmers of
Eastern Europe have traditionally suffered
from the lack of capital which prevented them
from introducing new technologies and prod-
ucts. Grafting, for example, a very investment
demanding technique could only appear ten
years ago, but the spread of the use of expen-

sive, quality seeds is also a new achievement
that results in more expensive produce and
changing relationships between farmers, sea-
sonal labour and agricultural products.

Fourthly, a resilience approach may help us
understand the ‘limits” of communities, and
define those points in space and time where
and when they irreversibly lose some func-
tions or develop others. This inquiry may look
beyond the financial reasons (such as chang-
ing subsidiary payments) and consequences
of functional changes and investigate what
impact this may have on culture and identity.
Processes characteristic to post-socialist states
such as mass out-migration and subsequent
hardships within the labour market, the loss
of local knowledge, but also changing envi-
ronmental conditions such as climate change
and the following demand for irrigation may
all lead to shifts in agricultural cultures and
irreversible loss of community identity. Itis a
question, however, where the tipping points
for these events take place and defining the
threshold limits is also a resource for well-
grounded policy interventions.

No matter which one of these approaches
we follow in our research, we have to keep
in mind a number of general rules. There is a
high risk of conducting comparative studies,
as selecting the right case-studies and the set
of common denominators for analysis may
narrow the scope of the study. Also, not taking
into consideration the very local factors dur-
ing comparing, the whole concept may easily
become simplified and the required holistic
approach may collapse. Similarly, research
on ‘strengthening’ resilience is a very risky
task. Such an undertaking will also implicitly
have to focus on a limited number of vari-
ables and selected processes. We highly rec-
ommend to clearly define ‘resilience of what
to what” CARPENTER, S.R. ef al. (2001) shall be
strengthened, also to assert what identity,
form of functioning, economic output level,
population number etc. is meant to be pre-
served and ‘what lines of flight’ (DeLeuZE, G.
and Guartrtary, F. (1987), forms of transforma-
tion we consider as acceptable when speaking
about resilience itself as a policy goal.
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Conclusions

Resilience thinking in geography has become
extremely popular in the past decade in the
Anglo-Saxon literature. Its popularity in
academic, policy and lay discourses quickly
resulted in resilience becoming a catchword
with a limited meaning as it carried two
conflicting meanings at the same time: re-
silience either meant an ability to change or
an ability to remain in a stable condition. At
the same time, having its origins in ecology
and psychology, traditional applications fo-
cus either on broader structures or actions of
individuals, and so the existing literature is
characterised by a structure-agency dichoto-
my. Resilience has also become imbued with
neoliberal values as works on community re-
silience often used the term in a normative
way assuming intentionality, what also made
it a tool of neoliberal governance.

However, resilience means much more than
a respond to a shock, or the adaptability of
a community to cope with adversity. In its
original meaning, it is the interplay of process
embedded in daily actions involving humans,
institutions, non-human objects but also be-
liefs and discourses that mark the directions
of possible transformation and stabilise the
community assemblage at the same time.
When used as an analytical tool, resilience
is a concept that helps us understand the
dynamics of such adaptability and persist-
ence, and unfolds why and how regions and
communities change or manage to maintain
functioning and sustain their identity.

At the same time, resilience has not been
used in a post-socialist context so far. We
argue here that the characteristics of the
post-socialist environment make it an ideal
field for applying resilience thinking, and
vice versa, the post-socialist transition and
the processes within post-socialist states can
be better understood by applying resilience
thinking. We find possible uses of the con-
cept in a rural post-socialist context to focus
on how large-scale economic and political
processes of post-socialist transition trickle
down and become lived experiences, to ana-

lyse the impacts of community engagement
and cooperation, to investigate the role of
changing non-human components, and to
examine where the points of irreversible
community transformation are in post-so-
cialist transition. Resilience thinking has a
significant potential in research in the fields
of geography in post-socialist states and we
expect the spread of works on resilience in
the forthcoming years following the intro-
duction of the concept to the post-socialist
research environment.
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