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(Egyenlőtlen fejlődés és a munka világa Magyarországon) 

 
RESEARCH PLAN 

 
  
I. Background, state of the art and previous research 
  
Although spatial inequalities of the past 26 years of Hungarian capitalist development have been covered by regional 
studies (see for example Barta et al. 2005, Lengyel and Rechnitzer 2009), and research exists which conceptualises these 
processes from the perspective of capital (e.g. Rechnitzer 2014), only some accounts focus on geographically uneven 
development from the perspective of labour (for exceptions see Fazekas 1997, Timár 2002, Czirfusz 2014, 2015a). This 
‘underdevelopment’ of the concept of labour in Hungarian regional studies is highly problematic both from the scientific 
and the political point of view: Everyday experience shows that it makes a difference where one is involved in the capital-
labour relation, undertakes or is excluded from some sort of paid, unpaid or alternatively paid work (Gibson-Graham 
2006). This research aims to fill the gap in the literature between uneven development in Hungary and the perspective 
of labour. 

In the theory of uneven development (Smith 1990) crisis periods are fundamental in the reproduction of spatial 
inequalities. Former research in the field showed well that – apart from the ‘more historical’ crises of the 1870s, 1929–
33 and the 1970s – the more recent crises of the ‘transition to capitalism’ in the 1990s and that of 2008 played out 
geographically unevenly, also in the realm of labour (Smith and Timár 2010). Public (spatial) policies in Eastern Europe 
after 1990 were basically unable to mitigate these geographically uneven nature of capitalist development. That also 
means that in order to challenge geographically uneven development (Smith 1990) in public policies or other realms, 
such as trade union activism (see for example Cumbers et al. 2016) we need to refocus the research on spatialities of 
labour radically. 

This research proposal complements to another proposal submitted to the NKFIH (National Research, 
Development and Innovation Office) (call K_16, title: Effects of crisis and state job creation on relations of formal and 
informal labor in Hungarian households, project ID 119463) which investigates the relation between formal and informal 
work in crisis periods, as defined by both crisis effects (i.e. unemployment, lowering of wages/job security, soaring debts, 
restraining of consumption) and state interventions. In that research, we start from the assumption upheld by global 
labour studies that the coexistence of formal and informal labour in different localities is not a question of accidental 
historical residues, but a permanent, systemic characteristic within the development of the capitalist world economy. As 
research in global labour history, global informality or ‘diverse economies’ argues, the world economy has been 
characterized by a simultaneous presence of informal and formal work throughout the whole of its history, with the ratio 
of informal increasing in periods of crisis (Portes 1983, Grabher and Stark 1996, van der Linden 2008, Komlosy 2014).  

What this research proposal adds to the K_16 research proposal is the combination of question of labour and 
uneven development for the case of Hungary. Research in the past decades pointed out the interrelations of cycles of 
(uneven) development and labour, referring also to the inequalities between spaces, places and scales and the 
reproduction of these inequalities by public policies, such as state job-creation programmes. One part of this literature 
discussed the abstract concept of labour as being shaped by places and social institutions (Creed 1998, Stenning et al. 
2010, Csoba 2015, Lampland 2015), others referred to state job-creation policies in times of crisis as connecting spaces 
and places (Mitchell 2011), or showed empirical case studies in different localities about the interrelations of labour 
policies and economic crisis (Szabó 2013, Bartha 2014). Labour geography in Hungary, however, is still in its infancy, 
compared to its established role in the international literature (Herod 1997, Tufts and Savage 2009). Thereby, this 
research project also aims at strengthening a scientific sub-discipline, highly important in understanding current and 
historical forms of capitalism in Hungary (and implicitly, other semi-peripheral spaces in the global economy). 

This research combines a historical empirical work on state intervention and geographical unevenness in the 
sphere of work in crisis periods since 1870 with a theoretical part which re-conceptualises uneven geographical 
development from the perspective of labour at semi-peripheries of the world economy. In the research methodology, I 
focus on the relations between macrostructural processes (from the perspective of labour) and key institutions, policies 
and historical factors mediating between different scales. What I add to the existing body of work, thus, is the systematic, 
labour geographical inquiry of the relation between cyclical shifts in the global economy, and state interventions in the 
realm of labour in response to it.  
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Previous research of the principal investigator 
I have worked extensively in the labour geographies research agenda, also vis-à-vis the question of uneven development 
during the past years. Previously, I have made research on re-industrialization processes in Hungary (Barta, Czirfusz, 
Kukely 2008), and several sub-topics on geographies of the current Hungarian labour market (such as temporary staffing 
agencies or the current public works employment – Czirfusz 2012, 2015a). I have also conducted research on the history 
of economic geography and spatial planning from the perspective of work (Czirfusz 2011, 2015b); on which this project’s 
historical account is also built. This project is adjacent to the NKFIH K_16 research project proposal entitled Effects of 
crisis and state job creation on relations of formal and informal labour in Hungarian households. 
 
II. Research questions 
 
The main research question is how geographically uneven development is taking place under the effects of crisis cycles 
and how state interventions in response strengthen or reduce this uneven development. 

In the historical empirical part of the research, I ask how historical crisis cycles and state interventions in the 
realm of labour relate to uneven geographical development in Hungary since the 1870s. During the downturn of the 
1870s some suggested that the state should play a more active role in job-creation, but this idea was easily fobbed off in 
the heyday of economic liberalism. During the 1929–33 Great Depression, the government (both on the national, as well 
as on the municipal level) attempted to create jobs in public works programmes (Baksay 1987). Following the crisis of 
the 1970s the government put forward controversial labour policies, having direct effects on geographical unevenness 
(cf. Fazekas and Köllő 1985, Nemes Nagy and Ruttkai 1989). The public works programme widened after the 2008 crisis 
(Cseres-Gergely and Molnár 2015, Czirfusz 2015a) is another example of how the workfare state extends and re-
negotiates spatially the role and chances of certain regions or localities. This part of the research is fully encompassed in 
the K_16 research proposal mentioned above. 

In the theoretical part – as an ‘addendum’ to the K_16 research proposal – I revisit the literature and theoretical 
take of uneven development of labour from the Hungarian perspective. As the majority of current theories conceptualises 
uneven development from a perspective of the centre (see for example Timár 2004), the empirical case study will also 
offer the possibility to extend theoretical discussion on Eastern European semi-peripheral development. 
 
III. Methodology 
 
The empirical historical part of the research builds on document analysis of archival sources (primarily, but not 
exclusively at the scale of national politics) and official settlement-level quantitative data of work/non-work 
interrelations.  

Archival research analyses mostly public policy documents (both at the national and somewhat at local scale, 
such as the capital city Budapest) which are available at different places, and are different, relevant archival sources 
(Hungarian Central Statistical Office; Budapest City Archives – Budapest Council’s minutes; National Archives of 
Hungary – minutes of the cabinet meetings and relevant ministries’ archival sources). It is attempted to have a general 
overview with the help of public policy documents, whether the state ‘realised’ the issue of uneven development of 
labour and how it tried to solve challenges in the world of labour. 

The analysis of quantitative data covers building a coherent geographical database from censuses (on 
employment and unemployment) and other Hungarian Central Statistical Office data, as well as analysing existing 
harmonised official datasets at the Databank of the Centre for Economic and Regional Studies, Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences (http://adatbank.krtk.mta.hu/), with a focus on times of crises and uneven development. These datasets will be 
analysed using standard statistical methods and standard (however, critical) techniques of mapping, in order to describe 
the reproduction of geographical unevenness in the sphere of work, and how the state intervened directly to the world of 
labour. 

The other, theoretical part of the research revisits the literature of uneven development of labour from a semi-
peripheral perspective. This follows standard methods of literature review, with standard dissemination activities (such 
as a review article on the topic). 

This methodology feeds into the adjacent K_16 research proposal which follows state-of-the art global 
ethnographic research with mixed methods, extended by a field work on multiple sites (Burawoy et al. 2000, Gille and 
O Riain 2002). The common aims of the two proposals is to connect macro and micro levels in a scientific analysis and 
to be sensitive to the historical continuities that shape present labour relations. This methodological approach is less 
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prevalent in current Hungarian social science literature, thus both proposals extend theoretical perspectives on the global 
positions of local labour (cf. Coe and Hess 2013). 
 
IV. Expected results 
 
The basic contribution of this research is an integrated multi-scalar conceptualization of present transformations of 
labour in face of uneven development. My goal is the investigation of connections between historical cycles of crisis in 
the realm of labour, (direct or indirect) state job creation, and uneven development of Hungary. 

The research project offers key contributions on empirical and theoretical level – both shared with the K_16 
research proposal. 

First, empirically, the research project builds a new, solid body of knowledge about a long-term historical context 
on labour, state interventions and uneven development in crisis periods in Hungary. This empirical work, more generally, 
offers a systematic knowledge on recurrent problems of Hungary’s modern economic development: peaks of 
unemployment during crisis, the hierarchical centre-periphery relations that feed capitalist development regionally and 
locally. 

Second, theoretically, the approach of the research contributes to understanding uneven development, crises and 
state interventions in the realm of labour from a labour geographical perspective. In more broad terms, together with the 
adjacent K_16 proposal, the project offers a new understanding and a new conceptualization of semi-peripheral 
development in Hungary, from the perspective of labour.  

Academic research outputs are listed in the Work plan. The expected results, however, reach well beyond 
academia. I am member of the Public Sociology Working Group ‘Helyzet’ which is committed to disseminate the 
research results to inform public debates about the macro and micro implications of current challenges of uneven 
development. As present debates are almost exclusively dominated by aspects that appear on the level of state and state 
policy, I find it essential that the perspectives of micro- and macro-processes, as well as their inherent connections are 
brought into public debates. These kinds of dissemination activities will be covered by the adjacent K_16 research 
proposal. 
 
V. Research infrastructure 
 
The Institute for Regional Studies of the Centre for Economic and Regional Studies at the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences is one of the most important interdisciplinary research institutes currently in Hungary, qualifying as a competent 
and safe host institution for the project. The uneven development of Hungary at various geographic scales (such as 
regional and local level differences) has been an important topic of the institute in the past decades, thereby it represents 
an ideal academic milieu for this type of research, and also extends the Centre’s existing fields of research and 
international excellence. The Centre’s financial department has acquired significant expertise in administering 
OTKA/NKFIH-funded research projects in the past years. 

This research project will be carried out by myself, Márton Czirfusz. I possess all the relevant skills for a 
thorough co-ordination of a project of this size (also in the case, the adjacent K_16 research proposal receives funding): 
I was the principal investigator of a €175,000 project financed by the EEA Grants last year, and have been a participant 
of previous/current OTKA/NKFIH research projects with almost identical reporting and management structures. 

Basic research infrastructure (office space with internet access, library, meeting rooms, etc.) is offered by the 
institute itself or within easy reach of the researcher (e.g. libraries). The planned relocation of the host institution early 
2017 will only make this research infrastructure better.  

Costs of the research (apart from the salary of the principal investigator) are expected to be covered from the 
NKFIH K_16 research project entitled Effects of crisis and state job creation on relations of formal and informal labour 
in Hungarian households (#119463), because this post-doctoral call only funds salaries of the principal investigator. The 
overlaps between the two proposals (such as thematic foci, dissemination activities) were planned carefully. 
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