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pa  r adigms    

Vasile Puºcaş
Professor at the Faculty of European 
Studies, Babeº-Bolyai University of Cluj-
Napoca. Co-editor of the vol. Trianon, 
Trianon! Un secol de mitologie politicã 
revizionistã (Trianon, Trianon! A century 
of revisionist political mythology) (2020).

The Treaty of Trianon: 
History and PoliticsV a s i l e  P u ªc a ª

The First World War was a his-
toric event that surpassed the imagina-
tion of all belligerents and of the entire 
world. Set in motion by precise im-
perialist calculations and power plays 
aimed at instituting a new power bal-
ance within the international system, 
the conflict that started in 1914 put an 
end to the illusion that scientific and 
technological developments would 
only be used in service of mankind’s 
progress, that states and their leaders 
would conduct interactions intended 
only for peaceful relations. This war 
shocked the parties involved, as well as 
the civilian population from cities and 
villages, on account of the massive de-
struction of human life, of material re-
sources and of the disruption of social 
relations on a global scale.

The Armistice of 1918 and the 
Paris Peace Conference (1919–1920) 
did not proclaim the end of the war 
everywhere. They only meant the end 
of hostilities on the Western Front, 
while the battles on the Eastern Front 
between different states or socio-polit-
ical groups reignited. Thus, right after 
the Treaty of Versailles was signed (28 

Members of the Romanian delegation  
at the Peace Conference (4 June 1917),  

on the Trocadero terrace.
Source: Muzeul de Istorie a Moldovei,  

inv. 2092/2.
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June 1919), it was openly stated that the postwar peace treaties would not end 
the war, which would continue by other means.1 In other words, the peace was 
going to be conditioned by the war, rather than replace it once different social 
relations were established. This perception was a consequence of the fact that the 
First World War had lasted for more than four years, that it had involved actors 
from states across all of the continents and that the political leaders had declared 
during all this time—mainly in order to manipulate the public opinion, and not 
because they so desired—that the peace was close, but one more effort from the 
soldiers and the civilian population was required. Indeed, during the hard war 
years, the illusion of peace was always present in the mind of ordinary soldiers, 
in that of their families and of the civilian population, the latter also involved in 
the war effort.

Peace also represented a strategic dimension for some belligerent nations 
(Germany, Austria-Hungary), as well as for non-belligerent actors (usa). As an 
example of this behavior we have Germany’s failed endeavor from 1917, when 
the military command and the political leaders in Berlin tried to break the Anglo-
French alliance and to delay the partnership between the usa and the Entente 
by proposing a separate peace to London.2 On the other hand, another attempt 
made the same year by the same power, this time successful, was meant to create 
severe internal chaos in Russia, through Lenin’s Bolshevik “bacillus” (accord-
ing to Churchill), forcing Russia to sue for peace and thus weaken the Eastern 
Front, including through the fall of Romania, freeing up significant resources 
for the Central Powers to engage into a counter-offensive on the Western Front. 
What we underline here is the fact that this search for peaceful solutions was 
only of a military strategic nature, meant to ensure the continuation of the war, 
and above all to impose the peace conditions of the victors. This is why, to Great 
Britain’s answer, transmitted through the Papal Nuncio Eugenio Pacelli (1917), 
stating that they could not give up their status as a Great Power, and notably as 
the greatest naval power, Germany replied that they were emphatically deter-
mined to progress into “a decisive battle between two worldviews, one German 
and one Anglo-Saxon,” while the politicians in Berlin were firmly arguing that 
“the German future cannot rely on treaties, but on power and force.”3 After the 
fall of the Eastern Front, through the treaties made with Russia and Romania, 
Germany and Austria-Hungary concluded a “victors’ peace.” The two Powers 
devised a program of territorial and economic annexation, Germany gaining the 
Baltic area and the “Russian Poland,” while Austria-Hungary received territories 
from Romania and Serbia, and also secured outlets to the Baltic and the Black 
Seas, grain and iron ores from Ukraine, cotton, grain and oil from the Caucasus 
and Romania, etc.4 Therefore, a “victors’ peace” between Germany and Austria-
Hungary, a “peace” that aimed the continuation of the war, was envisaged in 
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1917–1918. This idea spread to other capitals of the states belonging to the 
former alliance of the Central Powers even after the signing of the peace treaties 
(1919–1920), and throughout the entire interwar period. 

The dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1918 had the Great 
Powers who participated in the Peace Conference organized after the First 
World War concentrate their attention on Germany. This is why the inter-allied 
negotiations from the first part of 1919 had in view the conclusion of the peace 
treaty with Germany, while all the other states that had been part of the Cen-
tral Powers were considered of secondary importance and somewhat separate 
from the arrangements regarding Germany. The topic of the postwar territorial 
reconfiguration in Central and Southeast Europe was of concern to the peace-
makers from the perspective of the national self-determination principle, but 
they also needed to take into consideration the Bolshevik designs that sought to 
spread from Eastern to Western Europe.5 It is noteworthy that at the end of the 
war, the leaders in Berlin, Vienna and Budapest often professed their adherence 
to Wilson’s doctrine, thus becoming even more “Wilsonian” than the leaders 
of the Entente. Their aim was to obtain peace terms from the usa, being aware 
that the European Powers would treat them as defeated countries responsible 
for starting the war. Also, knowing that the treaty’s stipulations could be en-
forced only in case of a coordinated pressure from France, Britain and the usa, 
Germany and Austria-Hungary tried to create dissensions within the Entente.

Fear was a general feeling at the Versailles Conference, thus prolonging the 
psychological consequences of the Great War. Firstly, France was under the 
influence of a “historical” fear of a potential German retaliation, which deter-
mined, to a large extent, its attitude during the negotiations for the peace treaty 
with Germany. In its turn, Germany, even if it was the only surviving empire out 
of four, was dominated by the pride of being left with an almost intact economic 
potential, but scared that it would be treated as the main culprit for the outbreak 
of the war and for the damages produced to Europeans. In truth, the stipula-
tions of the peace treaties (1919–1920) were the result of a compromise among 
“the Big Four/Five,” who redesigned the European balance of power and the  
postwar international system. Most German leaders declared, even before the 
Treaty of Versailles was signed, that Germany would not adhere to its clauses 
and that its objective was to have it reviewed. This became obvious right since 
mid–1919. Austria, with its territory cut down and a destroyed economy, rec-
ognizing its responsibility in starting the war, complied with the demands intro-
duced during the Peace Conference and immediately signed the Treaty of Saint-
Germain-en-Laye (10 September 1919). Even though the principle of self-de-
termination was invoked, the plan of a union between Austria and Germany was 
rejected, Paris being completely unwilling to accept the growth of Germany as a 
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consequence of the war.6 Budapest also tried to save its patrimony and the politi-
cal elite, even if the Austro-Hungarian Empire had fallen apart right before the 
end of the war. Taking advantage of the context, Count Mihály Károlyi and his 
supporters, wearing aster flowers, tried to blame Vienna exclusively for the war 
and, following in the footsteps of Berlin, to make separate arrangements with 
the French or the Anglo-Saxons. Further complicating the situation in Central 
Europe, the Hungarians postponed the signing of the Peace Treaty as much as 
they could, hoping that Germany and/or Soviet Russia would react and disrupt 
the work of the Peace Conference.7

President Woodrow Wilson came to the European continent (1919) with 
the idea of helping eliminate the chaos and conflicts within the international 
system.8 Most Europeans declared their support to Wilsonianism, but only a few 
truly embraced the ideas proposed by the us President, seeking to adapt them 
to the political mentality of the European capitals and mostly to the interests 
that the political leaders associated with specific states. As Gustave Le Bon said: 
“From the mentality of a people derives its conduct and, consequently, its his-
tory.”9 While President Wilson intended to send an optimistic message to the 
Europeans and the world about the future of international relations, the state of 
mind on the continent was, at the end of the First World War, rather traumatic, 
just as Le Bon estimated. As a bridge between the new and the old, from the 
perspective of diplomatic practices and international policies, the postwar peace 
treaties included elements for a reconfiguration of the power balance, but also 
for the development of cooperative relations between the victors and the de-
feated states, for the development of new types of political interactions between 
states, as well as of economic, financial, commercial ones, etc. All this would 
have requested a different attitude from the political leaders who were at the 
helm of the European states in the aftermath of the Peace Conference.

The history of European and international relations after the First World 
War presents us with governmental, partisan, and even individual behaviors that 
since the end of the conflagration have sought to prolong the state of conflict, to 
deepen the traumatic feelings of citizens or political groups, to generate radical 
political, nationalist, xenophobic, racist movements, etc. The political elite of 
Hungary also behaved in this fashion, as a manifestation of a vindictive spirit. 
In a very recent and extensive historiographical reconstruction of the first post-
war years, Jean-Yves Le Naour found out that Budapest instilled the feeling 
of humiliation felt while signing the Treaty of Trianon (4 June 1920) into the 
long-term memory of the Hungarian population, as proof of the rejection of its 
territorial arrangements. This approach still continues today, according to the 
French historian, and his argument involves the “right-wing populist” Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán, who “flattered nationalism” with the decision (in 2012) 
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to turn 4 June into a so-called “Day of National Unity.”10 This was meant as a 
message from the nationalists in Budapest, who showed that they do not under-
stand the historical developments that took place at the end of the First World 
War, nor those of the last century.

N iall Ferguson echoes the dominant opinion in the contemporary his-
toriographical interpretations when he claims that the old empires on 
the European continent were the architects of their own destruction11 

in the context of the First World War. And, with regard to Austria-Hungary, 
more recent research has confirmed an older conclusion, namely, that after 1867 
Vienna was a “prisoner” of Budapest, especially in terms of the foreign policy 
orientation.12 Of course, we must add immediately that the national movements 
in these multinational empires showed, through the decision to set up national 
states, the path these regions should follow. And Austria-Hungary was one of 
the powers that, following in Germany’s footsteps, wanted the war in order 
to prove to the Europeans that it was capable of acting as a Great Power, as 
the French ambassador in Vienna stated. István Tisza, the prime minister in 
Budapest, noted the weaknesses of the empire and was not so much concerned 
with the fate of Vienna, but with the prospect of the national movements in 
Central Europe affecting Hungary. This is why the skilled Hungarian politician 
showed, in June 1914, a moderate attitude towards the appetite Vienna and 
Berlin had for war, being worried about a possible Romanian inroad in Tran-
sylvania. In the end, he subscribed to the decision of starting the war, thinking 
about strengthening the Hungarian power within the empire, and the public 
opinion of that time actually saw him as one of the main architects of the war.13 
Among the Romanians, István Tisza was perceived as the strongman of the 
empire, while Take Ionescu saw in the Budapest dignitary the agent that led Eu-
rope to an unprecedented carnage only so that “Magyarism might triumph.”14 
This notion of the contribution and the responsibility of István Tisza, of the 
political elite in Budapest, for the outbreak of the First World War was quite 
widespread in the West as well. In an extensive postwar foreign policy treatise, 
the author noted Tisza’s desire that Austria-Hungary should attack Serbia in 
order to solve the border issues in Southeast Europe in favor of the empire. The 
fervor of the Budapest leader was noticed even by the Emperor Franz Joseph, 
who acknowledged Tisza’s involvement in “lighting the fire in the Balkans.”15 
And Count Ottokar Czernin, Vienna’s representative in Bucharest at the time of 
the conflict and the future foreign minister of Austria-Hungary, told Romanian 
officials how he saw the outcome of the war: “If we are victorious, we shall sup-
press Roumania. If we are beaten, Austria-Hungary will cease to exist.”16 Thus, 
the feigned innocence of the Hungarian political elite at the end of the war was 
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rather a self-preservation action amid a deluge of economic, social and political 
changes that were foreseen in Budapest as well. Hence, the utterly embarrassing 
performance of Count Albert Apponyi at the Peace Conference during the first 
half of 1920, when he tried to prove to the world leaders that he represented 
a civilized nation, while the nations of the ex-Austro-Hungarian Empire that 
claimed self-determination were inferior and unworthy of the designs proposed 
by the West.

Among the important transformations expected in Central Europe at the 
end of the war there was also the progress of democracy, which represented the 
way of the future, while theocracy was being repudiated as a thing of the past.17 
The oppressed nations of the Habsburg and the Russian Empires went for the 
establishment of their own nation states or joined other already existing nation 
states. This is how new states were built, such as Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Aus-
tria, etc., or populations and territories with similar ethnic and historical char-
acteristics were incorporated into states such as Romania. The establishment 
of the new nation states required, mainly, a special political and organizational 
effort. Even Austria, who found it difficult to discover a national identity in the 
Austrian constituency, managed to make its state a viable one, although the first 
postwar years brought about increased skepticism. Hungary was recognized by 
Emperor Charles I as an independent state at the end of 1918, this being a fur-
ther proof that the Hungarian state did not exist at that time. But Budapest’s po-
litical leaders refused to look towards the future, to build a nation state based on 
the concept of democracy, and preferred a return into a mythological past (even 
Horthy’s entry into the Hungarian cities in 1919 was associated with Árpád’s 
conquest). This way, the Hungarian political and intellectual elite prolonged the 
national identity crisis and refused to accept a projection of the future that would 
bring democratic substance to the new Hungarian state.18 It is to this end that 
the entire internal and external political activity of Budapest was orchestrated 
even before the end of the conflagration and continued with increasing intensity 
during and after the Peace Conference. As long as Hungary was treated as a de-
feated state by the Peace Conference, it was obvious that the image of “conquer-
ors” maintained by the postwar Hungarian propaganda only had a mythological 
substance. This is why nationalism and revisionism became keywords within the 
Hungarian nobility and military circles even before the Hungarian delegation 
left for Paris.19 Even the Bolshevik adventure of 1919 was rather an attempt to 
blackmail the West with the threat of Soviet Russia, although the anarchy in the 
Hungarian territory allowed for this game to maintain the state of conflict in 
the area even longer and to give the Hungarian political elite another argument 
for invoking the danger lurking in the neighboring states. A careful observer of 
the region, R. V. Burks, even noted that this kind of tactic was adopted by the 
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Hungarian elite at the end of the Second World War as well. As the interests of 
Hungarian irredentism were paramount, an alliance with the Hungarian nation-
alists, even with the communists, proved to be a lasting possibility.20 The option 
for an alliance with Nazism and fascism also proved viable. The same holds true 
today, with the illiberal system that Viktor Orbán proclaimed, not by accident, 
from Transylvania, and not from Budapest.

The choice of the postwar Hungarian political elite to put Miklós Horthy at 
the helm of Hungary was a clear message in favor of restoration. This choice was 
both politically and socially motivated. The ultra-conservative aristocracy, pro-
moting its own interests under the guise of the Christian religious doctrine, ex-
ulting the tricolor flag that symbolized an aggressive nationalism and the crown 
of St. Stephen, as a metaphor for the mythologization of national history, was 
essential to both. In addition to this, there was also the trauma of the Treaty 
of Trianon, which inoculated the feeling of victimization and transferred the 
responsibility for the domestic political failures to foreigners. And the actions 
taken after 2012 by the Viktor Orbán government, to once again cast blame 
on the Treaty of Trianon, were accompanied by the overt rehabilitation of the 
personality and deeds of Horthy and his camarilla, by the propagation of the 
same political doctrine that had been dominant throughout the interwar period. 
This is today’s headline of the extremist organizations in Hungary, with visible 
manifestations in the government political circles as well.

A particularity of the Peace Conference in 1919–1920, something that had 
never happened before, was the involvement of experts in the negotiation and 
decision-making process. An explanation for this procedure could be the fact 
that the peace arrangements concerned the entire international system, and not 
even the leaders of the Great Powers could master the full complexity of the 
global interdependencies, even when dealing with a clear-cut topic (the situa-
tion generated by the Banat issue became anecdotal in this regard, as Georges 
Clemenceau had to ask Minister Stephen Pichon for details because for him it 
was more difficult to find the former Habsburg province on the map than to 
put his finger on Mosul).21 Even the Hungarian delegation to the Peace Con-
ference was accompanied by a relatively large number of experts, led by Count 
Pál Teleki. In recent years, the quality and objectivity of this expertise has been 
fervently disputed. Not to mention that, at times, the work of those experts was 
rejected on account of false conclusions about the subsequent evolution of the 
local, regional and international events. It is not by chance that the tone of the 
recent debates is set by the “geopolitical science” of the East and its Western 
connections.22 Also, in some recent works it is considered, echoing the posi-
tion of the Hungarian elite in 1920, that only the Hungarian expertise tells the 
truth about the Hungarian affair. Other accounts, mainly French and British,23 
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are also questionable, seemingly trying to revive the Hungarian issue from the 
end of the First World War. And all this without the slightest historiographical 
and documentary support! Nonetheless, even the revisionist works of the last 
two decades have to recognize that the territorial settlements of the Treaty of 
Trianon proved to be the most resilient in time.24 Even the experts who con-
tributed to the drawing up of the postwar treaties following the Second World 
War agreed that no other option could have proven more viable for Hungary’s 
borders.25 In a very interesting work devoted to Hungary’s borders in the 20th 

century, the historian Frank N. Schubert noted that the Treaty of Trianon was 
a favorite topic of Budapest, which maintained a state of conflict in Central 
Europe that did quite a lot of harm to the Hungarian people as well. While 
visiting Hungary after 1989, and for a more extensive stay after 2000, Schubert 
saw an intensification of the public discussions about Hungarians identifying 
themselves with the pre-Trianon space. He therefore predicted that this would 
become a persistent topic in the 21st century.26 The same author pointed out that 
such concerns could reinforce the “nativist hyper-nationalist” movement that 
will lead to racism and xenophobia in Hungary, as well as to tense relations with 
the neighboring states.

Racial theories and social Darwinism did not appear in Hungary only at the 
end of the First World War. The Hungarian nobility thought themselves su-
perior even to the Viennese aristocracy. At times, even the imperial family was 
considered inferior to some circles in Budapest. As the historian Marius Turda 
demonstrates, the postwar atmosphere favored the intensification of Hungarian 
nationalism. Attitudes of racial superiority became even more frequent in the 
process of redefining the ethnic identity of the Hungarians, with clear refer-
ences to moral traits that did not find their place in the construction of the new 
world.27 After 1867 it had become clear that the Hungarian aristocracy wanted 
to dominate more than just the empire’s nations, although the Hungarians were 
not a majority even in the territory entrusted to them by the Court in Vienna. 
Their penchant for dominance was expressed at the Peace Conference (1920) 
by Count Apponyi, in the name of the Hungarian racial superiority. It was pre-
sented in the same manner during the “white terror” (1919–1920), when the 
nobility’s reactionary units mobilized in order to “recapture the country” from 
the hands of Jews and foreigners. Starting to rebuild the country with such a 
dominant mentality, the same aristocracy found it difficult to accept that the 
Hungarians might become a minority in the neighboring states. Hence, the 
considerable revisionist reaction towards the Treaty of Trianon, combined with 
the territorial and financial aspects.

Even today, the revisionist historians consider that the principle of national 
self-determination was a mistake and the failure of the Versailles System was 
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caused by the insistence on creating nation states in Central Europe, entities 
that continued to have national minorities. However, the only solution was to 
recognize that the new state entities needed to incorporate a certain number of 
minorities.28 Even the Powers that devised the territorial reconfigurations after 
the First World War knew that the self-determination principle could not be 
mechanically imposed. For this reason, along with other sensitivities and inter-
ests, they proposed a Minority Treaty that would bring solutions through the 
legal framework of the League of Nations. It is also indisputable that the situa-
tion of minorities in the Central European area was better than the one before 
the 1918. Even post–1920 Hungary became a national state with a remarkable 
ethnic homogeneity.29 When Viktor Orbán was preparing to offer Hungarian 
citizenship to the Hungarians living in the neighboring states, an impressive 
volume (859 pages) on the issue of the Hungarian minority in the 20th cen-
tury, written in English, was published in a well-known collection in Boulder, 
Colorado, under the patronage of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.30 The 
main narrative was, of course, revisionist, recalling the illegal dismemberment 
of Hungary and the conspiracy theories that, reportedly, were at the basis of the 
arrangements in the Treaty of Trianon. The solution demanded even since the 
1920 was the restoration of the pre–1918 status. Another topic related to the 
Hungarian minorities was that of their compliance with the post-Trianon situa-
tion and of the actions that influenced their development in the new social and 
cultural space. Without going into any further details, we will just note that the 
subject of the minorities was also raised by Budapest when demanding a revi-
sion of the Treaty of Trianon. Also, the situation of the Hungarian minorities 
from the neighboring states was repeatedly exaggerated, in order to enhance 
the feeling of trauma within the Hungarian nation, but also to generate internal 
disturbances within the already mentioned Central European states. Today, the 
subject of the Hungarian minorities, overshadowed as well by Trianon, plays a 
clear electoral role for the governing party and for other radical groups in Hun-
gary. In the meantime, in some Hungarian political circles, questions about the 
legitimacy of the Budapest government are being raised.

We can agree with Margaret MacMillan that there are many similarities be-
tween the world of today and that of 100 years ago.31 While analyzing the les-
sons learnt by the Europeans from the Great War, François Cochet considers 
that the loss of human life amongst the belligerents was the most traumatic. 
We believe that these sufferings were forgotten after only a decade. Proof to 
this is the fact that not more than two decades later the Europeans were ca-
pable of starting a new global conflagration that was even more catastrophic (we 
apologize for the comparison!) than the previous one. We can thus subscribe 
to the view stating that at the end of the First World War humankind had to 
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overcome many other “massive, polymorphic and deep”32 traumas. The same 
applies to Hungary and the Treaty of Trianon, perceived by the Hungarian 
leaders of the time and those who came after 1989 as a “national catastrophe” 
and incorporated into the national identity.33 This is also because the Hungarian 
political leaders lacked the political culture of the modern state. Alfred Fouillée 
indicated, immediately after the end of the war, how important it was for the 
new and old states to follow the path of reason and common sense in the con-
struction or reconstruction of states.34 However, this was not an option for the 
leaders in Budapest, who proposed and supported their own mythology about 
the state, with many elements of irrationality that precluded a rational contract 
between the citizen and the state. And, at the height of this perversion of reason, 
in order to support a state mythology that was difficult to validate through the 
doctrine of St. Stephen’s Crown, political leaders and many Hungarian intel-
lectuals accused the new nation-states in the area of transforming their national 
history into a myth. This was nothing more than the continuation of the actions 
of Budapest from the 19th century, meant to reject the national idea as a major 
factor of change in Europe, Central and Southeastern Europe included. A proof 
of the fact that they did not understand this is the persistent tension displayed 
after 1989, when they interpreted the dissolution of the former Yugoslavia and 
Czechoslovakia as an opportunity for Hungary to escape the “Trianon dictator-
ship,” and not as an extension of the same national idea that favored the creation 
of national states in the area at the end of the First World War. Hyperbolizing 
their own image in history, the Hungarians developed, as James Traub writes in 
Foreign Policy, a “Trianon syndrome” that almost borders on the pathological.35 
However, in this case as well we are ultimately dealing with the guilt complex 
of some political leaders who pursue only the principle of power, and not those 
of justice/legality and democracy. In a few years, when the Hungarians celebrate 
the 500th anniversary of another historical trauma, namely the Battle of Mohács 
(1526), they will probably have the strength to recognize that this was the end 
of the medieval Hungarian state which was never revived. The “millenary” cel-
ebrations of the late 19th century were only an expression of the frustration that 
the Habsburgs did not recognize the Hungarian statehood either. A Hungarian 
state reappeared only in the context of the reconfiguration of Central Europe at 
the end of the First World War. And the Treaty of Trianon was the international 
legal document that brought the new Hungarian state back into history. Ironi-
cally, even before the treaty was signed (4 June 1920), the political elite in Bu-
dapest, led by Horthy, repudiated that same legal act, maintaining the Arpadian 
delusion. Not even the painful experience of the Second World War brought 
to justice the Hungarian political elite, even if it had to humiliate itself for this 
before the most dangerous dictators.
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Even if not very many people are acquainted with the content of the 
Treaty of Trianon, Budapest wanted to make public worldwide, as much 
as possible, the topic of “Trianon 100.” Attempts were also made to 

transmit the emotions of this political and propaganda program into the Ro-
manian media.36 Nonetheless, besides the persuasive message that came from 
the Hungarian press to the Hungarian readers, the Romanian media began to 
wonder more about the effects of the Treaty of Trianon on Romanians. In the 
context of the celebration of the Centenary of the Great Union of 1918, when 
the Romanian leaders and political parties did everything to praise the genera-
tion that built Greater Romania, the discussion on Trianon overshadowed the 
political narrative that only considered the role of the internal political action in 
the historical events that made possible the union between nation and state. An 
explanation was owed to the Romanian public, concerning the military and dip-
lomatic action that was taken in defense of the internal actions of the union, as 
well as the importance of the international legal recognition of Romania’s fron-
tiers after 1918. Beyond the alarmist tone of the political and historiographical 
discourse in Hungary, the Romanian public opinion was notified on the politi-
cal and cultural significance of the respective treaty for our country. We must 
highlight here the silence of the Romanian historiography on the subject of Tri-
anon, because most historians did not want to get involved, not even in a scien-
tific debate, as this served an obvious political purpose in Hungary. Moreover, 
for some historians this was a sort of self-censorship deriving from the memory 
of the early 1990s, when those who wrote about Hungarian revisionism were 
either vilified or accused, in the case of those who had published before 1989, of 
turning national history into a myth.

The public opinion in Romania was engaged even since the beginning of 
1919 in the so-called “political resistance” initiated by Prime Minister I. I. C. 
Brãtianu. We will not discuss here how the leader in Bucharest was opposed to 
the setting of the Peace Conference, to the manner in which Romania and other 
states in the Entente were treated, to the interpretation of the self-determina-
tion principle that he did not see as being in contradiction with Wilsonianism, 
and also to the manner in which the interests of Romania were treated in the 
settlements with Germany, Austria, Hungary, etc. All these subjects have been 
treated by Romanian historians, but also by renowned historiographers such 
as Keith Hitchins37 and Sherman David Spector,38 to which we can add a rich 
scientific bibliography on the interwar period. The manner in which the Great 
Powers solved the territorial issue of the Banat area also made Romania pro-
test against the Treaty of Trianon.39 This topic, but also others such as the war 
reparations, the treatment of the minorities, etc. generated political and histo
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riographical controversies in the interwar period, the dissatisfaction with the 
solutions proposed by the Allies for Central and Southeast Europe being repeat-
edly highlighted. For example, the diplomat Frederic C. Nanu pointed out that 
the disagreements between the Supreme Council and Romania’s representatives 
intensified as the Bolshevik threat kept growing around the latter, and the Great 
Powers were incapable to find military resources of their own and send them 
to the new conflict areas—either Bessarabia or Transylvania—, and could also 
not come to an agreement on the new Hungarian regime. During this period, 
the Romanians in Transylvania were exposed to the aggressions of Béla Kun’s 
groups, although in Alba Iulia (1 December 1918) they had decided in favor of 
self-determination and of the union with the Romanian Old Kingdom.40 None-
theless, both the Romanian government and the public opinion considered that 
once the Peace Conference had adopted a set of treaties, the attitude of the Ro-
manian state should have observed the pacta sunt servanda principle. E. H. Carr, 
a renowned advocate of realism in international politics, considered that the  
principle of the sanctity of treaties was a sign of civilization that structured the 
international society through its respect for the international law. Besides the 
aspect of power within the system, it also featured a moral dimension.41 This 
meant that any change in the treaties had to be peaceful, in order to maintain a 
balance in terms of power relations. Romania pursued this kind of foreign policy 
until the second half of the 1930s, when the revisionist states had already broken 
the balance of power, given the appeasement policy of the Great Powers that 
had to be guarantors of the Versailles system.

After the 1920s, but especially between 1938–1941 and 1944–1945, Buda-
pest established a true cult of vengeance in the territories that were given to it 
by Nazi Germany or entrusted for temporary administration purposes by the 
Red Army. The borders of the communist states became part of a new impe-
rial order, this time led from Moscow. A line of defense for the East against 
the West was built, but a wall was also erected in order to prevent the citizens 
from traveling between the different communist states.42 The historical changes 
of 1989 restructured in singular fashion the system of European borders. The 
Central European states started a process of cooperation, including through the 
Visegrád Group, and proposed the elimination of territorial disputes that would 
help them accede to nato, the eu and the Schengen Area. In 2004, when Hun-
gary joined the eu, it accepted certain standards, including the ones related to 
border management, visas, data protection, etc. This was followed by the imple-
mentation of the Schengen acquis and it was believed that the divergent point 
of view related to the Treaty of Trianon would disappear. But, as it was seen in 
the case of the Slovak-Hungarian borders, the claims persist, and the Slovak side 
incriminated what was called the continuation of Hungarian irredentism.43 In 



Paradigms • 15

post-communist Hungary, transforming the public history and memory into a  
political subject was an opportunity used by the right-wing and far-right politi-
cal groups to raise, even within the Schengen Area, territorial claims to the ter-
ritories associated with Hungary before Trianon.44 But even if, in the end, the 
Western Hungarian border had to reflect the integrated Schengen concept with 
Austria, Slovenia, and Slovakia, this country continued to insist, in the east and 
the southeast, on the connection between the Ukrainian-Hungarian, Serbian-
Hungarian, Romanian-Hungarian borders and on the question of the Hungar-
ian minorities. Hence the frequent references to the Treaty of Trianon, which 
led to differences in terms of political and even social and economic approaches 
and attitudes between Hungary and the aforementioned neighboring states.

It has become more and more obvious that Romania has been the target 
of the current “Trianon 100” episode initiated in Budapest. In the last decade, 
Hungarian leaders have traveled to Transylvania more than ever before, sending 
almost every time messages insulting the majority population of this province of 
Romania, as well as Romanian national history. Identifying a tendency towards 
laxity in the state institutions during the post-accession stage of Romania (thus 
after 2004–2007), the lack of consistent internal and foreign policy initiatives, 
a state of mind directed in Bucharest only towards survival, and no appetite 
for a developmental competition, Viktor Orbán and his supporters in Hungary 
and Romania kept sending contentious messages meant to give Hungarians the 
feeling that the humiliation suffered by Hungary after the First World War, 
and especially the treatment to which it was subjected by the Great Powers, in 
1919–1920, had been avenged. Many Western observers have recognized the 
neo-Horthyst orientation embraced by Budapest also when it came to “sur-
rounding” Romania with “landmarks” set by a Great Power that dared modify 
the border with a neighboring state. This is a method that Horthy also prac-
ticed between 1936 and 1940. As recent sociological studies show, this policy 
of Budapest generates a reaction that can turn into a boomerang both for the 
Hungarian population in Transylvania, but also for the Romanian citizens. This 
by no means reflects the spirit of the countries’ membership to nato and the eu, 
organizations that promote cooperation and that Hungary has overtly defied in 
recent years. But if Romania continues to plead for the “spiritualization of the 
borders” with Hungary, Budapest only wants to take advantage of this in order 
to ease its Trianon-related historical trauma. This way, it will waste another 
chance for a balanced reconstruction of the relations between the two countries 
and peoples, at a time when the entire Central European region needs to reset 
the process of European and Euro-Atlantic integration. 

And then, once the damage is done, it will be useless to cry out “Trianon, 
Trianon!” It is better to listen to the voice of historian D. Prodan, who, in the 
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last year of his life (1992), expressed his concern regarding the cultivation of an 
atmosphere of conflict between the Hungarians and the Romanians: 

There is still enough room in the world for all of us to live peacefully together. We 
are the largest and the most homogenous people in Southeastern Europe, which 
makes us feel optimistic about the future. But, to pave the roade ahead, one must 
not mystify the past. On the contrary. Is it not much wiser to accept the verdict of 
history and reach an agreement?45

q

Notes

	 1.	Niall Ferguson, The War of the World: Twentieth-Century Conflict and the Descent of 
the West (New York: Penguin Press, 2006), 141.

	 2.	Pierre Miquel, 1918: De la grande peur à la victoire (Paris: Tallandier, 2018), 24–30.
	 3.	Ibid., 30.
	 4.	Ibid., 38.
	 5.	J. M. Roberts, ed., Europe in the 20th Century, vol. 2, 1914–25 (New York: Taplinger; 

London: Macdonald, 1971), 235.
	 6.	Walter Greinert, ed., Austria between Wars: Dream and Reality (Washington, D.C.: 

Smithsonian Institution, 1987), 6.
	 7.	Jean-Yves Le Naour, 1919–1921: Sortir de la guerre (Paris: Perrin, 2010), 315–319.
	 8.	Daniel Yergin, La Paix saccagée: Les origines de la guerre froide et la division de l’Europe 

(Paris: Complexe, 1990), 12.
	 9.	Gustave Le Bon, Enseignements psychologiques de la guerre européenne (Paris: Flam-

marion, 1916), 2.
	10.	Le Naour, 313.
	11.	Ferguson, 184.
	12.	Antoine Marès and Alain Soubigou, L’Europe centrale dans l’Europe de XXe siècle (Paris: 

Ellipses, 2017), 36.
	13.	Ibid., 48.
	14.	Take Jonescu, Some Personal Impressions, with an introduction by Viscount Bryce,  

O. M. (New York: Frederick A. Stokes Company Publishers, 1920), 122.
	15.	Émile Bourgeois, Manuel historique de politique étrangère, vol. 4, La politique mondi-

ale (1878–1919): Empires et nations, 3rd edition (Paris: Belin, 1932), 617.
	16.	Jonescu, 100.
	17.	Marès and Soubigou, 59.
	18.	Catherine Horel, Amiralul Horthy, regentul Ungariei, trans. Lia Decei (Bucharest: 

Humanitas, 2019), 106.
	19.	Ibid., 120.
	20.	R. V. Burks, The Dynamics of Communism in Eastern Europe (Westport: Greenwood 

Press, 1976), 158.



Paradigms • 17

	21.	Le Naour, 492.
	22.	See Svetlana Suveica, “Between Science, Politics and Propaganda: Emmanuel de 

Martonne and the Debates on the Status of Bessarabia (1919–1920),” Cahiers du 
Monde russe 58, 4 (2017): 589–614.

	23.	Horel, 132–133.
	24.	Margaret MacMillan, Peacemakers: The Paris Conference of 1919 and Its Attempt to 

End War, foreword by Richard Holbrooke (London: John Murray, 2001), 278; see 
also Roberts, 253.

	25.	Ignác Romsics, ed., Wartime American Plans for a New Hungary: Documents form 
the U.S. Department of State, 1942–1944 (Boulder, Colorado: Social Science Mon-
ographs; Highland Lakes, New Jersey: Atlantic Research and Publications; New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1992), 45.

	26.	Frank N. Schubert, Hungarian Borderlands: From the Habsburg Empire to the Axis 
Alliance, the Warsaw Pact, and the European Union (London–New York: Continuum, 
2011), 40. At the beginning of the 1990s, the historian D. Prodan thus voiced those 
opinions: 

It was only much later that the Treaty of Trianon sanctioned the rectification of a history 
of peoples’ subjugation, a history of spoliation, of appropriating another people’s work for 
one’s own benefit and to another people’s detriment, by placing it in the service of one’s own 
culture and thus damaging another people’s culture. On the contrary, the treaty did them 
more then “justice”: it allowed them to keep everything they had taken by force. Moreover, 
they received in the bargain the country’s capital with its riches, a capital that is more than 
a province, everybody’s creation. And now, instead of admitting that they were robbers, they 
are complaining that they are deprived of their possessions, that a spectacular historical 
injustice was done to them. But they were deprived of their spoils, in reality, by the final 
liberation for such a long time and to such an extent that now they think they are being 
deprived of their property. 

		 David Prodan, Transylvania and again Transylvania: A Historical Exposé, 2nd edi-
tion, English version revised by Virgil Stanciu (Cluj-Napoca: Fundaþia Culturalã 
Românã, Centrul de Studii Transilvane, 1996), 206.

	27.	Marius Turda, Ideea de superioritate naþionalã în Imperiul Austro-Ungar (1880–1918), 
trans. Attila Varga, foreword by Sorin Mitu (Cluj-Napoca: Argonaut, 2016), 160.

	28.	Ferguson, 164.
	29.	Le Naour, 318.
	30.	See Nándor Bárdi, Csilla Fedinec, and László Szarka, eds., Minority Hungarian 

Communities in the Twentieth Century, trans. Brian McLean (Boulder, Colorado: 
Social Science Monographs; Highland Lakes, New Jersey: Atlantic Research and 
Publications; New York: Columbia University Press, 2011).

	31.	MacMillan, 3.
	32.	François Cochet, Idées reçues sur la Première Guerre mondiale, 3rd edition, rev. and enl. 

(Paris: Le Cavalier Bleu, 2018), 139.
	33.	Le Naour, 320.



18 • Transylvanian Review • Vol. XXIX, No. 3 (Autumn 2020)

	34.	Alfred Fouillée, La Science sociale contemporaine, 6th edition (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 
1922), 17–18.

	35.	James Traub, “Hungary’s 500-Year-Old Victim Complex,” Foreign Policy, 28 October 
2015.

	36.	See Dilema veche (Bucharest) 717, 16–22 November 2017.
	37.	Keith Hitchins, Ion I. C. Brãtianu: Romania (London: Haus Publishing, 2011).
	38.	Sherman David Spector, Romania at the Paris Peace Conference: A Study of the Diplo-

macy of Ioan I. C. Brãtianu (Iaºi: The Romanian Cultural Foundation, The Center 
for Romanian Studies, 1995).

	39.	Bourgeois, 757.
	40.	Frederic C. Nanu, Politica externã a României 1919–1933 , trans. Liliana Roºca and 

Emanuela Ungureanu, eds. V. Fl. Dobrinescu and Ion Pãtroiu (Iaºi: Institutul Euro-
pean, 1993), 71.

	41.	Edward Hallett Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919–1939: An Introduction to the 
Study of International Relations (New York: Harper & Row, 1964), 222–223.

	42.	Schubert, 51.
	43.	Ibid., 133–134.
	44.	Ibid., 145.
	45.	Prodan, 9.

Abstract
The Treaty of Trianon: History and Politics

The history of European and international relations after the First World War presents us with 
governmental, partisan, and even individual behaviors that since the end of the conflagration have 
sought to prolong the state of conflict, to deepen the traumatic feelings of citizens or political 
groups, to generate radical political, nationalist, xenophobic, racist movements, etc. The political 
elite of Hungary also behaved in this fashion, as a manifestation of a vindictive spirit, prolonging 
the national identity crisis and refusing to accept a projection of the future that would bring demo-
cratic substance to the new Hungarian state. The actions taken after 2012 by the Viktor Orbán 
government, to once again cast blame on the Treaty of Trianon, were accompanied by the overt 
rehabilitation of the personality and deeds of Horthy and his camarilla, by the propagation of the 
same political doctrine that had been dominant throughout the interwar period.
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Paris Peace Conference, Treaty of Trianon, revisionism, Hungary, Transylvania
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Illiberalism and  
the Trianon Syndrome
The Orbán Regime and  
the Support of Ethnic Parallelism 
in Transylvania
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D â n c u

On 20 August 2020 Hungary un
veiled, in an atmosphere of national 
mourning, a National Cohesion Me-
morial that joined an already existing 
monument, thus changing the archi-
tectural landscape of Alkotmány Street 
(i.e. Constitution St.), a street connect-
ed to Szabadság Square (i.e. Freedom 
Square), found near the us Embassy 
and Kossuth Square, which lies in the 
immediate vicinity of the Hungarian 
Parliament. There, on a randomly ar-
ranged, 100 meter long platform, the 
names of over 12,000 localities are in-
scribed, namely, the ones that made up 
Magna Hungaria in the 1913 Index. 
Even if the project has been criticized 
by opponents of the Budapest regime 
as a return to revisionism or because 
it encourages a pointless nostalgia, this 
theme is the foundation of the entire 
political discourse of Fidesz, the party 
that leads Hungary today, which po-
litically legitimizes itself by using his-
torical memory. 

The “Trianon syndrome” is the best  
motivation for a so-called patriotism 

The signing of the peace with Hungary.  
A group lead by the Hungarian Ágost Bénárd 

passes in front of an honor guard at Versailles.
Source: wikipedia/commons/2/25/V3.jpg.
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that is meant to bring all Hungarians together, even if this reunion in historical 
memory is a less glorious one, being rather a wound that Hungarian politicians 
and intellectuals left bleeding for the last 100 years. Fidesz thus managed to mo-
nopolize the nation and the national feelings, but also to demonize the treacher-
ous opposition that does not care about the people and does not understand its 
great historical trauma.

I. The Politics of Memory and the Trianon Syndrome

When we look at politics in Central and Eastern Europe, we cannot 
help but notice that “history matters.” Especially in the case of Hun-
gary, which is the object of our study, we are talking about a de-

fensive national identity that has its origins in the controversial national (and 
state building) history seen as an unfinished process interrupted just before the 
eu accession, portrayed as a constant struggle for freedom against oppressive 
foreign powers. Most concepts of modernity—Europeanization or Western-
ization—must be analyzed against the background of this historical trajectory.  
Attila Ágh, a Hungarian writer, political scientist and philosopher, notes that 
the modern nations that emerged in Central Europe in the nineteenth century 
survived in more or less secularized forms; he gives as an example the Hungarian 
National Anthem, which is a prayer to God that constantly refers to “the loser-
nation syndrome.”

The late 1980s reopened the search for identities, primarily for the national 
identity suppressed by communism. After the return to liberal democracy, the 
“Return to Europe” scenario was a successful one in the Central and Eastern Eu-
ropean countries, driven by discourses on Europeanization and modernization, 
but it also came in the context of messages related to the exceptionalism of some 
countries such as Hungary or Poland. 

These trends created very high expectations in the population. The dream of 
rapid Europeanization in the semi-periphery of Europe was based on the con-
ceptual framework of the “Western Fault,” according to which the rapid devel-
opment experienced by Western Europe after World War II1 could be repeated. 
Yet the approach proved rather naïve and, at the same time, counterproductive, 
because it led to increased apathy and to the dissatisfaction of the population, 
especially in the 2000s. On top of all this came the 2008 economic crisis. In the 
new situation, the public discourse was divided between two dominant trends: 
modernization centered on eu membership and nation-centered traditionalism. 
Due to the crisis, the traditionalist trend has gained ground, proving to be the 
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best argument to justify the rhetoric of those who promoted the need to fight 
the dependence on Brussels.

The discourse of the struggle for freedom proved to be a “successful political 
myth” and went through three phases: the “diffusion” phase, the “ritual” phase 
and the “sacredness” phase.2 In the third phase, the discourse was taken over by 
governments as an “official mythology”3 for “discursive opportunities,” being 
disseminated by them through all public media. The refusal to promote it was 
categorized by the power elite as “high treason” against the national interests. 

Abby Innes identified two types of political developments in Central and 
Eastern Europe: the “party-captured state” and the “corporation-captured 
state.” In the first type, political motivation is dominant for the new elite that 
transforms the state according to its own values and expectations. This has hap-
pened in Poland and Hungary, which is why “the eu’s leverage is necessarily 
limited.”4 Against the background of a deeper and earlier crisis, Hungary is the 
most negative example of velvet dictatorship.5 

Fidesz, the Hungarian populist national party, relied on a traditional his-
torical discourse built on the “glorious past that never existed,” i.e., the Greater 
Hungary defending the whole of (Christian) Europe for centuries, but later be-
coming a victim of the invasion of the Great Powers. The struggle for freedom 
against foreign powers has always been one of the main topics of the political 
discourse in Hungary, so it was easy for Fidesz to outline the historical Vienna–
Moscow–Brussels dependence as a basis for its political discourse. To this were 
added the trauma of the “dismemberment” of Hungary after Trianon and its 
“betrayal” by Western Powers at Yalta after World War II.

This ideological construction was the core of the political discourse of Fidesz, 
which was promoted by key leaders and especially by Viktor Orbán in several 
speeches, especially on national holidays, as “the Hungarian journey back in 
time.”6 According to the Fidesz nationalist-populist discourse, Hungary lost its 
sovereignty in 1944 following the German occupation and regained it in 2010, 
when the second Orbán government drafted the new Constitution (adopted in 
2011) and restored historical continuity. This ideological construction is in line 
with the “populism from above” trend and uses historical memory to legitimize 
the authoritarian political regime.7

The Orbán model of velvet dictatorship poses a real threat to all Central 
and Eastern European (cee) countries and raises some legitimate questions: (1) 
why have these cee countries been so vulnerable to the global crisis of the late 
2000s?; (2) which are the factors responsible for the negative reactions to the 
internal crisis in 2010?; (3) how is it possible to claim that there is a need to 
strengthen the policies of velvet dictatorships in order to protect countries from 
“new invasions” in the event of a refugee crisis?
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Fidesz consistently practices a double discourse: one for the international 
public that simulates a pro-eu behavior, and a completely opposed discourse 
when addressing its domestic public. It is known, however, that velvet dictator-
ships do not aim at convincing the majority, but rather at mobilizing the active, 
stubborn minority and silencing the majority by forming a permissive consensus 
around the dominant discourse.

The recourse to memory, as an essential dimension for the political legiti-
macy of Fidesz, appeared already in one of the first public speeches of the Hun-
garian leader Viktor Orbán, delivered on 16 June 1989, on the occasion of the 
commemoration of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution. In this speech, which was 
considered a significant moment of his political career, Orbán called for the 
withdrawal of Soviet troops from Hungary and for the end of the “communist 
dictatorship.”8 

Overall, in Fidesz’s speech, Hungarians are portrayed as a nation that has long 
suffered under the yoke of external oppression—the Ottomans, the Habsburgs, 
the Soviets and, finally, the Europeans. Key moments of their suffering are 
evoked in order to generate the feeling of belonging and a sense of national 
pride: the Treaty of Trianon (1920), the Nazi occupation (1944–1945) and the 
socialist period (1948–1990). History is used by Fidesz as an instrumentum reg-
ni to outline and spread the idea that, for the Hungarian nation, independence 
is important because it has been repeatedly violated, and now Fidesz wants to 
restore and protect it.

As the recourse to memory is used in the current electoral competition in 
Hungary,9 its legitimation makes it possible for this type of policy to be used 
both for internal political disputes at the level of one society and for inter-state 
disputations. However (and this is only a topical distinction), analyzing the in-
ternal and external dimensions (as two distinct layers that are affected by the 
politics of memory) allows us to identify different declinations of this type of 
politics. Both dimensions fall within the scope of the abovementioned global 
political project carried out by Fidesz.10 

In the first phase of its political life, between its establishment in 1988 and 
Hungary’s accession to the eu in 2004, Fidesz always pursued a pragmatic pol-
icy, showing a high degree of adaptability. Perceived at first as a liberal and 
moderate right-wing party, it gradually advanced more conservative views, only 
to later doctrinally take the place of the former Hungarian Democratic Forum.11

Fidesz proved to be very good at capitalizing on the passivity of its political 
opponents, and this ability was also confirmed in the politics of memory. When 
a pluralistic democracy was restored in Hungary, Fidesz’s main opponents, the 
social democrats and the liberals, did little to outline their own global vision of 
history and rather embraced the rhetoric of Central European states that were 
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reorienting towards Europe, a vision best illustrated by Milan Kundera in the 
concept of “a kidnapped West.”12 In the case of Central European states, how-
ever, another reason stood behind their similar approach to history. Political 
calculation was the main reason behind the reluctant post-communist approach 
to history: at a historical moment, when this social system was portrayed as a 
dictatorship that had oppressed its citizens for half a century, detachment from 
the communist legacy was politically convenient in order to avoid any reference 
to the sensitive past. For liberals, however, it was more a matter of ideologi-
cal values, according to which history should be analyzed only by professional 
historians, and politics should refrain from manipulating history (as it had hap-
pened, for example, during communism). As a result, in the 14 years of the pre-
eu accession period, neither the post-communists nor the liberals committed 
themselves to developing a coherent narrative that would incorporate the Hun-
garian transition and its aftermath into a broader and more engaging historical 
perspective.

Fidesz often complained about the lack of satisfactory pluralism among Hun-
garian historians, arguing that key topics and events in Hungarian history—such 
as the Treaty of Trianon, the interwar period and the Hungarian Revolution of 
1956—were described only from one perspective and that Hungarian historiog-
raphy should be subjected to a rebalancing process, giving voice and public rel-
evance to opinions that were marginalized especially during communism. Thus, 
the Veritas Institute was established on 2 January 2014, an institution that can 
be considered the quintessence of Fidesz’s memory-based politics. The insti-
tute’s presentation site clearly mentions the need to establish historical truth and 
explains the reason for its creation: the government founded this institute with 
“the explicit purpose of studying and re-evaluating historical research done in 
the last one hundred and fifty years of Hungary, especially the study of those his-
torical events which have generated much debate, but which have never reached 
a consensus” and with the aim of “bringing the nation back to its true destiny, 
pointing it to the true historical direction.”13 

The Veritas Institute focused its attention on three main topics: 1) post-
Compromise Hungary, the Treaty of Trianon, identified as “the greatest tragedy 
of Hungary in the twentieth century, whose wounds remain open even today”; 
2) the interwar era; 3) the postwar era, trying to assess “whether the Hungarian 
people passively accepted the situation (i.e., communism) without protest or 
whether there was any resistance.”

Last but not least, political analysts14 talk about Fidesz’s strategy to equate 
Nazi dictatorship with communism. The action that most eloquently exem-
plified this idea was the establishment of the House of Terror Museum (Ter-
ror Háza Múzeum), located on Andrássy Boulevard in Budapest in a building 
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that once also hosted the Hungarian National Socialist Party headquarters, and 
which later became the main office of the State Protection Authority (the secret 
police of the communist regime, between 1948 and 1956, which tortured and 
killed many of the regime’s opponents). According to the official website (www.
terrorhaza.hu), in order to regain “freedom and independence” through the sac-
rifice of freedom fighters, Hungary had to fight against “two systems, the most 
cruel ones of the twentieth century,” Nazism and Socialism. Because of her work 
in promoting a revisionist interpretation of World War II and the Holocaust, 
the museum’s director, historian Mária Schmidt, is considered to be “the main 
ideologue of the current government’s highly controversial views on history.”15

The second fundamental historical event that continues to play a role in Hun-
gary’s foreign policy—the Treaty of Trianon (1920)—is more deeply rooted in 
Fidesz’s ideological and historiographical background. Labeled as a “defeated 
state” at the end of World War I, Hungary was “dismembered,” losing almost 
two-thirds of the territory it had had under the dual Austro-Hungarian Monar-
chy. Consequently, a considerable part of its population is now found in some 
of the states that were later formed (especially in Slovakia and Romania). Since 
the signing of the treaty, the issue of the Hungarian minorities living abroad has 
been perceived as a burning and fundamental question, which deserves full in-
terest; this is demonstrated by the very strong role played by the Deputy Prime 
Minister for Hungarian Communities Abroad.

Granting Hungarian citizenship to Hungarians living abroad, who have 
Hungarian ancestors born before 1920 or between 1938 and 1945, was a strat-
egy of Fidesz that was part of a larger project of political legitimation by re-
course to memory.

From the perspective of some Hungarian historians, however, the way in 
which Fidesz makes use of the Treaty of Trianon in its rhetoric is a permanent 
political strategy, not one necessarily based on historiography. According to  
Gábor Egry, director of the Institute of Political History in Budapest, despite the 
wishes of Hungarian nationalists to portray this event as a national trauma, there 
is no solid basis for interpreting Trianon as a traumatic experience, but it is rather 

a concept of cultural trauma that postulates that trauma could develop through 
a conscious effort mediated by public actors who, through repeated efforts . . ., can 
in fact instill in the population the idea that there was something that has been 
traumatic to them.16 

The memory of the Treaty of Trianon as a narrative of common suffering could 
only be created and disseminated at a time when no living witness to the event 
would have questioned the widely accepted assertion that the splitting of the 
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country was immediately and exclusively perceived as a tragedy by the popula-
tion. Such an interpretation offers to the government in Budapest the opportunity 
to exploit symbolic meanings in order to carry out its regional foreign policy and 
divert the public’s attention from internal issues by playing the nationalist card. 
However, political analysts note that while Fidesz now attaches major importance 
to the commemoration of the Treaty of Trianon, presenting it as a national catas-
trophe whose disastrous consequences still haunt Hungarians today, the attitude 
of the party in regards to this historic event was not always consistent. 

When, in 1990, the President of the Parliament, György Szabad, asked the 
National Assembly to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the Treaty of Tri-
anon, the Fidesz members left the hall in protest.17 Therefore, we can see Fidesz’s 
“pragmatic” attitude towards collective memory in the very issue of the Treaty 
of Trianon. Fidesz has constantly adapted its discourse on collective memory to 
different audiences and contexts, allowing it to be shaped by different interests, 
depending on transient priorities in domestic and foreign policy. Thus, given 
the population’s disappointment with democracy and with the neoliberal model, 
from which people had high expectations after 1990, Fidesz capitalized on it by 
offering the population an alternative version of history.18

Various actions such as erecting monuments, renaming streets, setting up an 
educational policy with an emphasis on textbook selection, the organization of 
public events and commemorations, along with an explicit political discourse, 
demonstrate Fidesz’s policy to propagate specific views on Hungarian history. 
These include equating Nazism and communism under the banner of “totalitari-
anism,” the self-victimization of the Hungarian nation, an ideal homogenization 
of the nation that conceals subnational conflicts, the annihilation of the histori-
cal left by erasing its legitimacy, the rehabilitation of the interwar period and of 
the Hungarian personalities associated with the effacing of the Hungarian state’s 
responsibility for the anti-Jewish policies implemented before and during World 
War II.19

II. Hungary, from the Politics of Memory  
to the Protection of Minorities

The European Union noticed, especially after the end of the East-West 
conflict, that there are conflicting memory policies in Europe that pre-
vent the construction of a united Europe founded upon common values 

and a shared identity, and based upon civic citizenship. These are the so-called 
“memorial regimes,” as Johann Michel calls them.20 European policies have tried 
to inhibit these contradicting memories through various forms of collaboration 
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in which the actors have been forced to position themselves non-conflictually or 
collaboratively, as in the case of cross-border funds through which neighbors 
undertake joint projects, in which they are forced to work together in order to 
receive European funding. The main topic of this kind was the “Trianon issue,” 
because this massive loss of Hungarian territory created a policy of conflicting 
memory, which was masked and somewhat inhibited only during the commu-
nist period in the name of proletarian internationalism. In 2001, by its Statute 
Law, Hungary ignited tensions with the neighboring countries by granting dual 
citizenship, while justifying this in Brussels with the discriminatory treatment of 
minorities, in spite of the fact that all countries in question actually met all eu 
criteria in this regard. 

In the midst of the nascent conflict, Hungary managed to put quite a bit of 
pressure on the European agenda, introducing the issue of Budapest’s relations 
with the minorities and even making a certain shift from a topic presented in the 
domestic discourse as “reunification of the Hungarian nation” to a topic of civic 
resonance: “defending the rights of national minorities,”21 as it was presented 
in Brussels. The eu’s diplomatic negotiations were rather ineffective, and the 
consistent and noisy mobilization of politicians in Budapest led to the inclusion 
of the “national minorities” category in the eu treaties.

As early as 1990, the Treaty of Trianon and the trauma it created became the 
most important mobilization topics in the Hungarian political space. Budapest 
links the Treaty of Trianon, seen as a blow to the heart of the Hungarian na-
tion, to the principle of responsibility of the Hungarian government towards 
Hungarians in neighboring countries, especially those in Transylvania; this is 
based on two directions that coexist in defining the nation: a political or civic 
one, which defines the population living within the national borders, and an 
ethno-nationalist one, which encompasses all territories where Hungarians have 
a significant presence.

In fact, in 1989, one of the first amendments to the Hungarian Constitution 
was this statement: “The Republic of Hungary bears a sense of responsibility for 
the fate of Hungarians living outside its borders and shall promote and foster 
their relations with Hungary” (art. 6, para. 3). Between 1990 and 1998, the 
“Antal doctrine” strengthened a triptych consisting of: assuming the diplomatic 
protection of national minorities, creating a Central European model for the 
treatment of minorities, and the principle of consultation of minorities.

Starting with 1998, things changed a lot, because the political program of 
Fidesz-mpp (Magyar Polgári Párt) (the alliance led by Fidesz) put at the core of 
their policy the will to “promote the national interest, i.e., the interests of all Hun-
garians in the Carpathian Basin and the rest of the world”; it also spoke for the 
first time of the “inter-Hungarian relations,” intended to provide full support to 
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the Hungarian population in neighboring states. The idea was that, in this way, 
Hungary could use European integration and its rules to overcome the trauma 
caused by Trianon so that the “Motherland” could bring home her children who 
were stranded abroad.

On a political level, the European standard aimed primarily at legitimizing 
a “national policy,” which in neighboring countries was perceived as implicitly 
irredentist, while Western Europe saw it as a potential source of conflict. The 
Hungarian leaders presented the national minorities as a vector of cross-border 
cooperation and regional stability by making use of notions promoted by Euro-
pean organizations, such as “regionalism,” “subsidiarity” or “decentralization.” In 
the following years, Hungarian officials continuously pressed Brussels and Wash-
ington to acknowledge them as guardians of minority rights in Europe, trying to 
impose related criteria in the assessment of candidate countries. 

After having joined the Council of Europe in November 1990, Hungary 
tried to sign bilateral treaties containing clauses for the protection of national 
minorities with Romania and Slovakia, and because of their refusal, Hungary 
did everything possible to block their accession. These actions were always ac-
companied by an attempt to impose on the agenda of most European organi-
zations legal norms that would state the responsibility of states in regards to 
minority rights and that would justify demands for autonomy. Although these 
demands exceeded the legal framework of integration and many Western politi-
cians saw them as dangerous to their own states, two specific conventions were 
adopted after 1990: the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages 
(1992) and the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minori-
ties (1994). These texts were not ratified by most European countries, but were 
an important reason for propaganda and for stirring the minorities in Romania 
and Slovakia, especially during electoral periods.

The Hungarian governments achieved some success, such as the Final Dec-
laration of the Stability Pact in Europe, adopted in 1995, which stated that the 
settlement of bilateral disputes should be a necessary condition for accession, 
inviting the concerned states to “deepen their good neighborly relations in all as-
pects including the rights of persons belonging to national minorities.” Although 
some standards were stated, they were neither clear nor universally valid, and 
Community requirements for the protection of national minorities varied from 
one candidate country to another in accordance with political or legal criteria.22 

It is probably because of this that the Community treaties ignored the rights 
of national minorities; compliance with these was an obligation imposed only on 
the candidate countries. Even when the Treaty on European Union was revised in 
Amsterdam in 1997 and in Nice in 2001, the Community acquis did not mention 
the rights of national minorities despite pressure from Hungary.
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After having thus tested the waters, Hungary built the most important tool 
when it comes to using the memory of Trianon for the purpose of political legiti-
mation and identity reconstruction: the Statute Law. Presented in Brussels as a 
non-conflict instrument aimed at protecting the identity of Hungarians abroad, 
the Statute Law was accompanied by a political body through which it was pro-
moted (the “Permanent Inter-Hungarian Conference”), a body created in 1992 
and which, according to a then minister, embodies the Hungarian nation with its 
15 million members. The law also included the issuing of a document that had the 
value of a passport: a kind of Hungarian nationality certificate. Viktor Orbán pre-
sented this law, which was already met with disapproval in neighboring countries, 
as a great contribution given by Hungary to the future of the continent, recalling 
that Europe is not a union of states or regions but a Europe of communities.

From this perspective, if all of Hungary’s neighboring states joined the eu, the 
Hungarian nation, although separated by different state borders, would be united 
in a single supranational entity. Naturally, all of Hungary’s neighboring countries 
noticed and objected to the Statute Law considering it an implicit attack on the 
provisions of the Treaty of Trianon. But the Venice Commission’s Report, while 
criticizing some issues, such as the extraterritoriality of the law or other discrimi-
natory issues, rather legitimized the protection of minorities abroad. The Venice 
Commission Report did not seek to mediate between the countries in dispute and 
remained a fairly general and consensual document. Because of this, Dutch parlia-
mentarian Erik Jürgens later categorized it as too general and inapplicable, even 
too favorable, requesting its abandonment. Jürgens spoke about “pro-Hungarian 
proselytism” and the implicit intention to annihilate the Treaty of Trianon.

After 2003, Hungary negotiated with Romania and Slovakia a substantially 
changed text, which would expire after three years once the two countries were 
to become full members of the eu. But the Statute Law had already produced 
its effects: it had revived the Hungarian “nation” everywhere and it had man-
aged to give a legal justification and a political legitimacy to an illiberalism that  
Viktor Orbán had managed to put into practice perfectly and without suffering 
too many international sanctions. The “virtual reunification” of the Hungarian 
nation was already taking place and with it came a deterioration of the intereth-
nic climate in the neighboring countries, as well as an important pool of voters 
for Viktor Orbán.

One can note here that the politics of memory reveal the current interplay of 
interests in the European Union; the lack of precise decision-making tools and of 
legislative frameworks allowed Hungarian political actors to influence the Euro-
pean agenda and even impose a progressive codification of a category invented 
especially for Hungary and neighboring countries, the category of “national mi-
nority,” which is not being applied in other countries and to other European reali-
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ties. According to the opinion of politicians in Budapest, this allowed Hungary 
to get rid of the accusations of irredentism and of border-changing intentions. 
Although it failed to build a new foundation for the concept of nation, the 
Statute Law was followed by many initiatives of subsequent Hungarian govern-
ments, all of which succeeded in consolidating “the injustice of Trianon” in the 
collective mind, managing even to put it on the European agenda. Finally, as 
L. Neumayer writes, a careful case study of the Statute Law shows us the limits 
of the Europeanization of memory-related problems: despite the resolution of 
the 2001–2003 conflict and the strengthening of legal standards allowed by 
the Lisbon Treaty for the protection of national minorities, the persistence of 
antagonistic regimes in national memory articulated upon deep-rooted concep-
tions of nationhood might reignite bilateral tensions between eu member states.

III. The Perception of Hungary and Hungarians  
in Romania

In an opinion poll conducted in 201323 by ires (the Romanian Institute for 
Evaluation and Strategy), Romania’s relations with Hungary were seen as 
good by 56% of the interviewees, and very good by an additional 1%. The 

same relationships were seen as bad or very bad by 31% and, respectively, 8% of 
the interviewees. Women tend to rate these relationships more positively than 
men, as do people under 50, compared to those past this age. When it comes 
to Romania’s relations with other European Union countries, they are seen as 
good by 83% of respondents, while 6% see them as very good; at the same time, 
9% rate them as bad and 1% as very bad. There are no significant differences in 
the perception of participants depending on their socio-demographic character-
istics or the type or area of ​​residence. 

The country that most Romanians consider as a friend of Romania is Spain 
(88%), followed by the Republic of Moldova (85%), Italy (84%), Austria 
(82%), and the usa (80%). Those who are seen as less friendly towards Roma-
nia are France (which is considered rather an enemy by 13%, although 78% see 
it as a friend), Great Britain (11% enemy vs. 75% friend), Russia (27% enemy 
vs. 50% friend) and Hungary (41% enemy vs. 43% friend). The older or less 
educated the respondents, the less they tend to consider Russia as an enemy of 
Romania; when it comes to relations with Hungary, on the other hand, the 
younger the respondents, the more positively they evaluate them, while the dis-
tribution according to the education level remains valid. Respondents in Tran-
sylvania and Banat tend to see the relations with Hungary in a more positive 
light than those in the south of the country and those in Moldavia.
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The Image of Interethnic Relations in Romania

Regarding the relations between Romanians and Hungarians in Ro-
mania in recent years, the analysis reveals that 58% consider they were 
good, while 6% consider that they were very good; cumulatively, 34% 

of respondents would say that they were rather bad or very bad. The more edu-
cated the respondents, the more positive the answer to this question. Respon-
dents from Transylvania and Banat are the ones who assess to the highest extent 
the relations between Romanians and Hungarians in Romania as very good or 
good (72%), while those from the Romanian region of Moldavia assess it to the 
lowest extent (56%). The relations between Romanians and the ethnic Germans 
living in this country are seen as good or very good by the majority of respon-
dents (89%). Only 6% of them tend to consider them rather bad or very bad.

The ires study reveals a very good opinion of the Romanian inhabitants 
about the Hungarians. Thus, 73% of those who participated in the opinion poll 
state that they have a good or very good opinion about this ethnic group. A bad 
opinion about Hungarians is present to a greater extent among the people with 
basic education (27.8%), to a lesser extent among graduates of secondary educa-
tion (16.3%), and to an even lesser degree among those with higher education 
(8.1%).

Transylvanians in general (69.7%) say to a greater extent than the inhabit-
ants of the southern area (59.6%) and of Moldavia (60.6%) that they have a 
good opinion about the Hungarian ethnics. A significant proportion of study 
participants, 57%, say they have visited the counties Harghita or Covasna for 
various reasons: vacation (25%), visits to friends and relatives (12%), business 
(7%), merely passing through (25%). In this context, the subjects (82%) de-
clare themselves very interested in visiting the two counties for tourism purpos-
es. Again, young people show a more open attitude, 91% of those between 18 
and 35 years old being interested in visiting Harghita or Covasna, unlike other 
age groups, where this interest is less manifest: 36–50 years (85.4%), 51–65 
years (81%), over 65 years (64.6%). The desire to visit the two counties with a 
majority Hungarian population also increases proportionally with the increase 
in the level of education. In the same empirical study, the relations between 
Romanians and Hungarians in Romania are seen as better than before 1989 
by 32% of respondents, and as worse by 38% of the study participants. Many 
more young people (between 18 and 35 years old) consider that the relations 
between the two ethnic groups are better now than the people over 65 years of 
age (26.5%).
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Visiting Hungary and the Opinion  
about the Neighboring Country

Most Romanians (51%) have never visited Hungary. Men, in a great-
er proportion than women, visited Romania’s neighboring country 
several times (25.3% vs. 11.9%). Also, as the level of education in-

creases, the proportion of those who declare that they have repeatedly visited 
Hungary increases (no schooling or primary education: 5.7%, secondary edu-
cation: 17.7%, higher education: 26.5%). Not surprisingly, most likely due to 
their physical proximity to Hungary, the inhabitants of Transylvania and Banat 
declare to a greater extent than the other inhabitants of the country that they 
have been to the neighboring country several times.

In general, the opinion of Romanians about Hungary is rather positive. Ac-
cording to the data, 28% of respondents say they have a very good opinion of 
this country, while 63% have a good opinion. Education intervenes in shaping 
the opinion about the neighboring country: thus, only 14.3% of the respondents 
with a low degree of education say that they have a very good opinion, while 
more people with secondary education (29.3%) or higher education (27.2%) 
share this opinion.

Statute Law and Dual Citizenship

The majority of Romanians (52%) see the acquisition of dual citizenship 
by Hungarians positively; however a significant proportion of partici-
pants in the study disapprove of the initiative of the Orbán government 

(bad opinion and very bad: 41%). Positive opinions about the possibility to ob-
tain dual citizenship by Hungarians in Romania are more present among young 
people (18–35 years: 57.6%), decreasing proportionally with the increase in 
the respondent’s age (36–50 years: 42.8%, 51–65 years: 41.2%, over 65 years: 
35.4%). The region where the respondents live also seems to influence their 
opinion regarding the possession of dual citizenship by Hungarians in Romania. 
Thus, higher proportions of respondents from the south and Dobruja (33%), 
respectively Moldavia (34.3%), state that they have a bad opinion on this issue, 
compared to those from Transylvanians and Banat (24.4%). Also, the gesture 
of some presidents of County Councils in Transylvania (that is, officials of the 
Romanian state) to apply for Hungarian citizenship is strongly disapproved of 
by Romanians (70%). Moreover, the majority of respondents (56%) believe that 
people will change their attitude towards Romania after obtaining Hungarian 
citizenship.
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The Small Social Distance between 
Romanians and Hungarians in Romania

Overall, figures do not show hostile attitudes towards Hungarians, 
as most Romanians are happy to have Hungarian co-workers (85%), 
Hungarian neighbors (78%), Hungarian friends (80%) and even Hun-

garian family members (71%). Romanians are more reluctant, however, when 
it comes to political representation by Hungarian leaders (51% would not agree 
to have citizens of Hungarian origin as political representatives).

The degree of acceptance of Hungarian colleagues increases proportionally 
with the level of education, as follows: no schooling or primary school: 69%, 
secondary education: 84.9%, higher education: 96.5%. Also, the tendency of 
accepting colleagues of Hungarian ethnicity is stronger among urban dwellers 
and among the inhabitants of the Transylvania region. More women than men 
and more people with higher education than those with a lower level of educa-
tion state that they would agree to have Hungarian political representatives.

The degree of acceptance of Hungarian neighbors is higher among the people 
with higher education (91.9%), among those living in cities (84%) and among 
those living in Transylvania and Banat (89.6%).

Friendship with ethnic Hungarians is more widely accepted by respondents 
with higher education, by urban dwellers and by the inhabitants of Transylvania 
and Banat. 

50% of the participants in the study consider that the role of the Democratic 
Union of the Hungarians in Romania in Romanian politics is a negative one 
and only 39% view it as positive. 41.6% of young people up to the age of 35 
state that the role of the Democratic Union of the Hungarians in Romania is 
positive, while much smaller proportions of older people share this opinion.

The Raising of the Szekler Flag

D isplaying the flag of Székely Land (or Szeklerland), which was pro-
moted by Hungary as a symbolic sign of autonomy, has in many cases 
been the subject of political and media scandals. At the time of con-

ducting the aforementioned research, 8 out of 10 study participants stated that 
they had heard of the various scandals regarding the raising of the Szekler flag 
in various contexts.

Most of the interviewees consider that justice is on the side of those who 
oppose the use of this flag (68%), while 17% agree with those who support 
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its use, and 14% either do not know or do not want to answer this question. 
77% of respondents say they have heard of the involvement of the Hungarian 
authorities in this scandal, by expressing support for the use of the Szekler flag, 
while 79% of respondents believe that the Hungarian authorities should not get 
involved (although they did). 

A high proportion of respondents believe that such a gesture by the Hungar-
ian authorities can affect relations between Romanians and Hungarians: 57% 
believe it certainly will, and 25% believe it probably will. Two-thirds (74%) of 
those who participated in this study believe, at the same time, that such a gesture 
can affect relationships between Romania and Hungary.

IV. Orbán’s Illiberalism and its Echoes in Transylvania

In an empirical study, using the opinion poll method, we tried to see if 
the continuous pressure exerted by Hungary, especially in recent years, on 
the Hungarian population in Transylvania, in regards of Trianon, has had 

any effect upon the Hungarian public’s opinion in this area of Romania. We 
started from the fact that the upcoming Trianon Centenary produced a higher 
frequency of related topics in the Hungarian press, provoking reactions also in 
the Romanian press, especially since at that time the Centenary of the Romanian 
national state was in the attention of journalists. The research was conducted 
with the support of the ires team24 which interviewed 659 Hungarian subjects 
living in counties of Harghita and Covasna, where ethnic Hungarians constitute 
the majority, a region continuously targeted by the messages and actions of the 
Budapest administration. 

The interviewers were Hungarian speakers, and therefore we believe that 
the results gained a lot in terms of reliability. In addition, more than half of the 
sample consisted of Hungarians with dual citizenship, close to their proportion 
in the real population, where out of 1,227,623 ethnic Hungarians, 515,000 had 
dual citizenship (in 2016).

Our paper does not seek to compare the attitude of Hungarians towards Tri-
anon with their position in regards to other issues pertaining to the interethnic 
climate, because some studies conducted in recent decades by the author of this 
article or other sociologists are relevant for those topics; instead, we wanted to 
test the adherence or non-adherence to certain important “theses” of the “Tri-
anon issue,” such as: knowledge of the topic, the attitude towards the future 
of Transylvania’s affiliation to Romania or Hungary, the discussion of the col-
lective imaginary related to Trianon, the intensity and the ways in which this 
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“drama” was being lived, and which were the socializing agents related to this 
topic. In brief, we intended to examine the specific ways in which the topic of 
the Trianon “drama” acts within the collective memory of the Hungarians living 
in Transylvania.

64% of the sampled Hungarians who heard the term “Trianon” said that it 
evoked something; from these a greater proportion were men than women, 
more were urban than rural, and more were older rather than young.

Table 1. Trianon: Collective imagination (%)

When you hear  
the word “Trianon,” 
does it bring 
anything up?

Sex Age Education Area of 
residence

M F 18–35 36–50 51–65 65+ Low Medium High Urban Rural

Yes 68 60 64 59 65 72 53 68 84 71 59

No 21 31 32 24 24 22 34 23 12 26 26

Declined to answer 11 8 4 18 11 6 13 9 4 4 14

Regarding the content of evoked images, most correspond to the traumatizing 
identity transmitted through the official propaganda of the Orbán government: 
the loss of Transylvania by Hungary, separation, the dismemberment of Greater 
Hungary, loss, mourning, sadness, regret, resignation and the loss of Hungarian 
rights. It is labeled as a historical event, so it gets a neutral definition only with 
16% of the sample.
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In fact, to the question “Do you think that Hungary was wronged by the 
Treaty of Trianon, which caused it to lose several territories, including Transyl-
vania?” the sampled population answers affirmatively in a proportion of 81% 
and only 8% gave a negative answer.

Analyzing the sources of information regarding the loss of Transylvania by Hun-
gary, we note that family and school are the most important: 65% have heard of 
this in their family, 54% in school, 45% in everyday life, and 41% in the media.

Table 2. Sources regarding Hungary’s loss of Transylvania (%)

Where did you  
hear about Hungary 
losing Transylvania?

Sex Age Education Area of 
residence

M F 18–35 36–50 51–65 65+ Low Medium High Urban Rural

In school No 44 48 20 52 46 78 51 44 41 47 45
Yes 56 52 80 48 54 22 49 56 59 53 55

In everyday life No 56 55 55 54 50 65 69 47 51 53 57
Yes 44 45 45 46 50 35 31 53 49 47 43

In my family No 48 39 53 42 36 42 50 42 30 42 45
Yes 52 61 47 58 64 58 50 58 70 58 55

In the media No 59 58 62 53 59 60 61 58 56 60 58
Yes 41 42 38 47 41 40 39 42 44 40 42

From books No 95 93 96 95 98 83 91 95 96 95 93
Yes 5 7 4 5 2 17 9 5 4 5 7
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Hope regarding the likelihood of Hungary regaining Transylvania (an idea pres-
ent in the extremist speeches of some Hungarian politicians from both Romania 
and Hungary), was tested by the question “Do you think that in the future it 
would be possible for Hungary to regain Transylvania?” Only a third (32%) of 
Hungarians in Harghita and Covasna are optimistic about this possibility, 55% 
no longer believe this would be possible, and 14% do not know or do not an-
swer. Hope is more present (53%) among those aged between 18 and 35 who 
live in urban areas.

Testing the hypothetical situation of Transylvania’s return to Hungary, most of 
the respondents (48%) stated that they would neither gain nor lose anything, but 
there is also a significant proportion (37%) who consider that they would have 
something to gain; 5% think they would only lose by this. 

Most Hungarians in Transylvania do not see Hungary as a land of promise; only 
about 20% would be tempted to move to the neighboring country if they had a 
good opportunity to do so.

The last aim of the study was to evaluate Orbán as a leader (good or bad): 
only two percent of the ethnic Hungarian population in the sample disapprove 
of his leadership.

We also analyzed the differentiated behavior of Hungarians having only Ro-
manian citizenship and of Hungarians with dual citizenship (Romanian and 
Hungarian), who have benefited from the Statute Law. Regarding the collec-
tive imaginary related to Trianon, the population with dual citizenship is much 
more connected to this topic, the term leads to much richer evocations and in 



Paradigms • 37

a higher proportion than in the Hungarian population that only has Romanian 
citizenship. The conflict-related imaginary is more present among Hungarians 
with dual citizenship, while the spontaneous evocation of neutral images is more 
present in the population that only has Romanian citizenship. Regarding other 
indicators, such as the hope that Transylvania will return to Hungary, those 
with dual citizenship are much more ideologized and active and believe to a 
greater extent in the more or less hidden revisionist imperatives of the Budapest 
governments.

Conclusions

The research presented above has clearly shown that the Statute Law 
and the propaganda of the Budapest governments have succeeded in 
creating, at least in the counties of Harghita and Covasna, communities 

that resonate with Budapest’s projects. If some Hungarian researchers talk about 
a weaker influence on young pupils or students in Hungary, the policy of “Nem! 
Nem! Soha!” (“No! No! Never!” in Hungarian) massively influences the com-
munities of Hungarians beyond the borders, through the propagation of the 
Trianon trauma and even through a rather manifest revisionism. Viktor Orbán’s 
illiberalism also influences the diplomatic and the imagological relations with 
the neighboring countries, Hungary being at the top of the list of “enemies” 
in the Romanian public perception. Illiberalism is openly assumed by Viktor 
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Orbán, who said that Fidesz aims at building an illiberal state, a non-liberal state 
that does not reject the fundamental principles of liberalism, such as freedom, 
but does not make this ideology a central element of state organization, promot-
ing instead a different and special national approach.

In Transylvania, the Viktor Orbán government spends large sums of money 
to support ethnic parallelism. There is a press that is supported from dedicat-
ed funds of the Budapest government; schools or kindergartens, stadiums and 
gyms are built so that the Hungarians in Transylvania can live “as in Hungary, 
not as in Romania,” a Hungarian official declared. Promising the “virtual reuni-
fication” of the nation, Hungary spent over 145 million euros in Transylvania in 
2017 and a similar amount in 2018. Also, in 2019, Hungary launched the Pro 
Economica foundation, through which it promised to pay 312 million euros in 
the form of small funds for the development of agriculture.25 However, we do 
not know the final destination of these amounts or the total expenditure, because 
the Orbán government does not make these data public, not even at the request 
of the press. As a result, the already great social distance increases even more and 
leads to a true ethnic parallelism, which is necessary for the Orbán government 
to obtain the half a million votes from those who have dual citizenship.

In a longitudinal study in which a number of “ideal types” of identity mani-
festations in the Transylvanian space were delineated based on secondary analy-
ses, the sociologist Marius Lazãr outlined a “portrait” of the Szekler Hungar- 
ians where he noted that, in the case of the population of Transylvania, we are 
talking about subjects whose self-identification is done in ethnic terms, through 
references such as “Hungarian” and “Transylvanian Hungarian.” Hungarian 
families are almost entirely homogamous, with a spouse of the same national-
ity. Favorite interactions are intra-Hungarian, at all levels, including family and 
friendships, Romanians and other ethnic groups remaining at the level of visual 
contact (“I know them by sight”). The closedown/keeping the distance, in this 
case, is associated with poor territorial mobility: “subjects interact preferentially 
with other Hungarians and always speak Hungarian among friends and never 
Romanian, even if they have completed the school year in both Romanian and 
Hungarian.” The sociologist also noted a self-pity cultivating identity, expressed 
by the fact that moderate agreement with the statement “Being born Hungar-
ian makes my life harder” is combined with the pride of being Hungarian and 
with the total disapproval of people of other ethnicities (Romanians or Roma), 
who in no case “would contribute to creating a better world.” Finally, this form 
of ethnic skepticism is combined with a rather firm distancing from the status 
given by the Romanian citizenship, which is somewhat stigmatizing, and with 
the withdrawal of unconditional moral support for such a state.26 
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The recent case in Ditrãu (Harghita County), where the local community 
(composed almost entirely of Hungarian ethnics) revolted against the hiring 
of two Sri Lankan workers at the local bakery and expressed concern that this 
could set a dangerous precedent in terms of safeguarding the local security and 
their traditions, further proves that Hungarian minorities in other territories are 
a much better sounding board than the Hungarian society in Hungary proper 
for the separatist policies stimulating ethnic parallelism promoted by Budapest 
under the illiberal regime of Viktor Orbán. Hungarians in the Szeklerland are 
held captive in the ethnic cage, and the Orbán regime is quite successful in pre-
venting their integration as citizens of the Romanian state.
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Abstract
Illiberalism and the Trianon Syndrome: The Orbán Regime and the Support  
of Ethnic Parallelism in Transylvania

Contemporary Hungary has been defined by a defensive national identity that has its origins in 
the controversial national history seen as an unfinished and constant struggle for freedom against 
oppressive foreign powers. Fidesz, the party that leads Hungary today, politically legitimizes itself 
by using historical memory. According to the Fidesz nationalist-populist discourse, Hungary lost 
its sovereignty in 1944 following the German occupation and regained it in 2010, when the second 
Orbán government drafted the new Constitution (adopted in 2011) and restored historical continuity. 
Budapest links the Treaty of Trianon to the principle of responsibility of the Hungarian govern-
ment towards Hungarians in neighboring countries, especially those in Transylvania. This paper 
discusses the results of an empirical study intended to determine whether the continuous pressure 
exerted by Hungary on the Hungarian population in Transylvania, in regards to Trianon, has had  
any effect upon the Hungarian public opinion in this area of Romania. The results clearly show 
that the Statute Law and the propaganda of the Budapest governments have succeeded in creat-
ing, at least in the counties of Harghita and Covasna, communities that resonate with Budapest’s 
projects.

Keywords
Hungary, Treaty of Trianon, historical memory, revisionism, Hungarian minority, Transylvania
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Introduction

The World War I centennial has 
been celebrated in the whole of 
Europe in the spirit of recon

ciliation and integration. There was 
no victory to be remembered, but the 
memory of the fallen ones was to be 
honored and the necessary lessons had 
to be learned. Nowadays, France and 
Germany, the adversaries of 1914 and 
1940, are the vectors of reconciliation 
and integration. Their example is in-
strumental for the construction of a 
whole and free Europe, and their part-
nership is to be followed by all other 
countries.

In Central and Eastern Europe, 
the reconciliation occurred soon after 
the fall of the Berlin Wall. The first 
Romanian-Hungarian reconciliation 
program started in the mid–1990s. 
France and Germany offered generous 
support. Diplomatic missions to Bonn 
and Paris learned what a mariage de 
raison* meant for the European unity. 
Hence, both reforms and bilateral co-

Council of Four at the Paris Peace  
Conference: David Lloyd George,  

Vittorio Orlando, Georges Clemenceau,  
Woodrow Wilson (27 May 1919).

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/ 
wiki/File:Big_four.jpg.

* The author took part in these missions.
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operation facilitated the former socialist countries’ integration within nato and 
the European Union. 

However, things changed to a certain extent as early as the 2000s. Bucharest 
and other capitals in the region acknowledged a political change in Hungary 
followed by a reconciliation reversal. As a consequence, Budapest stated there 
was nothing to be celebrated in 2018. On the contrary, in 2020 Hungary com-
memorated one hundred years since the signing of the Trianon Treaty. 

A certain interest for the interwar period has been rediscovered in neighbor-
ing Hungary, first as historical nostalgia and then in the more severe forms of the 
Trianon trauma. This study examines the social and political rationales that keep 
the interwar nostalgia alive and feed the current collective trauma of Trianon.

Against all odds, for the neighboring countries this is once again a good op-
portunity to express consideration for the dedicated Hungarian efforts to find a 
convenient solution to a historical problem. Romania has nothing to ask from 
Hungary except reconciliation and European integration. Nevertheless, Bucha-
rest is fully aware that, in the current European context, European reconciliation 
takes priority against national myths and prejudices.

However, one could notice that the anguish of the past, albeit diminished, 
has not been entirely forgotten in East Central Europe. This nostalgia is cur-
rently veiled in the symbolic clothing of the traumatic events of the past. Thus, 
through collective processes one could experience nostalgia for past events oc-
curred long before his birth. This is how one could explain why a young citizen 
25 years of age or a prime minister aged 56 on occasion nostalgically contem-
plate the map of Greater Hungary.

Nostalgia tries to confirm or deny extraordinary past circumstances by cur-
rently engaging a conformist or a revivalist attitude. With the help of memory 
we usually confirm what our grandfathers already decided. As a consequence, in 
public life we act against the injustice of the past and strive to correct it by mak-
ing the best use of current circumstances. The process has been described among 
others by F. Davis (1979), P. Sztompka (2000), R. Eyerman (2001) and more 
recently by J. C. Alexander (2004, 2012).

Incidentally, the Greeks invented tragedy in order to pass their experience on 
to the next generations. It was performed in public places to a selected public 
and it could be considered as one of the first cultural works in ancient society. 
Modernity invented collective trauma to fulfill a similar purpose.

In order to describe the transfer of political nostalgia (in this case the adora-
tion of the historical and apostolic role of Greater Hungary) into the cultural 
codes of the present-day Trianon trauma, I shall first present the trauma theory. 
As R. Eyerman (2001) pointed out, trauma is not so much an institution (slav-
ery) or experience (being a slave) but rather memory (remembering the servi-
tude). P. Sztompka (2000) pointed out as well that unexpected events could be 
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triumphal or traumatic in the same time. However, not any suffering could turn 
into a trauma. Thus, with J. C. Alexander (2004, 2012) a number of conditions 
aggregate in order to create a trauma. 

Second, I consider what happens when suffering is collectively experienced as 
a social or political crisis and turned into a cultural crisis which is eventually an 
identity crisis. Thus, the nostalgia for a glorious past is adapted to current condi-
tions and it is also culturally expressed in various social circumstances.

Third, I describe the repertoire that is engaged to transform trauma into 
a cultural frame. The issue of minorities and the academic infrastructure are 
the vehicles that propagate the Trianon century-old sufferings. A number of 
opportunities, such as the resuscitation of Vienna’s fin-de-siècle in the 1980s, 
offered to the Central European intellectuals the opportunity to discuss the clo-
sure of this great time with the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. How 
could it happen? For the Hungarians, 1900 is grandiose while 1918 is a tragedy. 
Against this background, somehow anticipating the 2018 European Centenary, 
the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán used the opportunity to remind us 
not what Europe has to celebrate but what Hungary has to reclaim. For Buda-
pest there was nothing to celebrate in 2018, while the year 2020 is all about the 
commemoration of the tragic international context that led to the signing of the 
Trianon Treaty on 4 June 1920.

Fourth, I present the mechanism by which other social causes associated with 
collective sufferings—the Jewish Holocaust of the 1940s, the Soviet occupation 
at the end of WWII, the military intervention of 1956—are substituted by the 
collective suffering of Trianon that eventually turns into a sort of causa prima. 
Starting with the 2000s, Vienna’s fin-de-siècle and the multinational Mitteleuropa 
are replaced with the more historical and grandiose Visegrád as well with the 
memory of Trianon. That is, the 1920s have replaced the 1900s and even the 
1940s. The interwar period is the embodiment of the Hungarian suffering and 
nothing is more important. To a certain extent, rediscovering the 1920s with 
their culture of grandeur and the nostalgia of Visegrád has meant the end of 
post-socialist transition in Hungary. A new national objective should be made 
available to all Hungarians home and abroad. 

Last but not least I evaluate the impact of the Trianon trauma on the inter-
national stage. One of the points made by trauma supporters takes aim at “the 
biased international context” of the 1919–1920 Peace Conference in Paris. It is 
thought that a sort of exaggeration of the Wilsonian principles of self-determi-
nation and self-government favored the new nation states in Central Europe at 
the expense of historical Austria-Hungary. Therefore, the context of the peace 
talks held in Paris at the end of WWI it is a good source to check such allega-
tions. However, instead of referring to the already known official documents or 
media coverage, I use more recent published memoirs and private correspon-
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dence. For instance, the journal and letters of the British diplomat Allen Leeper 
are an astonishing contribution to the debate.

For the neighboring countries, the Centenary of the Trianon Treaty has re-
vealed the existence of a sort of European dilemma for Hungary, which has to 
choose between reconciliation and postponement. A hundred years after the 
peace settlements in Paris, Central and Eastern Europe enjoys a certain stability 
and most of the countries in the region look for better integration into a whole 
and free Europe. A better integrated Europe certainly encourages reconciliation 
and coming to terms with a traumatic past.

1. The Power of the Past:  
Nostalgia As a Meaning-Making Tool

Until not so long ago, the obsession with the past has been approached 
with the tools of physicians or psychoanalysts. Nostalgia was consid-
ered a backward-looking stance. Living in the past is a sort of melan-

choly that usually requires treatment. However, a recent experiment on indi-
viduals (Routledge et al. 2012) proved that, if properly used, the past is a source 
of power for the present. Sociology took the collective side and maintained that 
nostalgia is definitely neither pathology nor depression. In this sense, F. Davis 
argued that the passion for the past is less related to how distant or recent events 
are, but to how they contrast—or rather how we make them to contrast—with 
events, moods and dispositions of the present (Davis 1979, 12). It means the 
nostalgia indeed helps us in making sense of the present. It is about who we 
were and how to make it a tool to be engaged in the relentless work of building, 
saving and reconstructing our own identity (ibid., 22).

With nostalgia, Fidesz and the conservative establishment in Hungary have 
made Trianon an object of concern in the present. The politics of memory ad-
vanced by Viktor Orbán took over Trianon in order to contrast it with the 
metaphor of historical Hungary and his own political imagination. A number of 
monuments reveal how important it is for the Hungarian identity to remember 
the humiliation of 1920, to deny it and to look for the exemplary leadership of 
that time that eventually saved the country’s honor. Monuments dedicated to 
the memory of Admiral Horthy were erected in Kereki and Csókakø (2012), as 
well in Debrecen (2014).

 “Nostalgia can be seen as not only a search for ontological security in the 
past, but also as a means of taking one’s bearings for the road ahead in the un-
certainties of the present. . . . Nostalgia can be both melancholic and utopian” 
(Pickering and Keightley 2006, 921). Thus, in its sociological meaning, nos-
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talgia has been closely linked with the notion of collective, social and cultural  
memory as a way or first step in attempting to explain how memories are gene
rated, altered, shared and eventually legitimated within particular social and 
cultural environments (ibid., 922). Collective memory plays the central role in 
defining nostalgia, as its main function is to signal there might be divergences 
between experience and expectation. 

Facing alien designs or utopia, memory mobilizes nostalgic moods with two 
distinct components: retreat from the present and a retrieval of the future. Seen 
in this light, the Hungarian nostalgia as induced by the conservative establish-
ment signals a divergence with the local as well the continental design currently 
operating in Central and Eastern Europe. It seems that Viktor Orbán does not 
share the multicultural past that resembles Mitteleuropa as he does not endorse 
the federalist Europe either. The historical Visegrád and the traumatic Trianon 
have somehow combined in competing against a culturally homogenous Mit-
teleuropa as well a politically integrated European Union.

Therefore, the Trianon trauma as retrieved after 2010 uses nostalgia as a criti-
cal tool to distinguish between positive, productive, and active uses of the past 
(Pickering and Kneightley 2006, 938). Being just a mood, a predisposition, 
something like a collective emotion of the past, nostalgia, as any human emotion, 
is neither rational nor reflexive. It has the potential to be progressive, to offer a 
future or just a sense of it. One could see it in the public discourses on the im-
portance of history, on the significance of values, or in the attendance of religious 
processions and the like. Fidesz somehow reinvented much of the conservative 
and nostalgic repertoire of Hungarian politics, most probably with the potential 
of turning it into a positive or even a progressive if not a utopian future.

2. On the Sufficient Conditions of Cultural Trauma

In describing the transformation of Central and Eastern Europe after the fall 
of the Berlin Wall, P. Sztompka (2000) pointed out that historical events 
could be equally triumphal and traumatic. As such, the year 1918 is per-

ceived as triumphal by most of the European nations and as traumatic by those 
defeated or downright dismembered. When sufferings occur, there is indeed 
some ground to look for a social trauma. The question is, what are the necessary 
and sufficient conditions to talk about a cultural trauma?

If nostalgia is rather contemplative, trauma calls for action to remove the 
source of the pain or to compensate for it. J. C. Alexander pointed out that, in 
order to make the individual and group sufferings a collective trauma, it is neces-
sary to employ cultural work. Collective action means there is a central narrative 
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which is multiplied by the media techniques for various audiences and performed 
in public spaces, mentioned in the names of squares and streets, transferred in 
movies, books and cartoons. Thus, trauma turns into an identity narrative of 
everyday life (Alexander 2012, 4).

Other authors also suggest that trauma narratives represent an interplay be-
tween personal stories and culture and, therefore, are indeed cultural construc-
tions (Kienzler 2008, apud Mohatt et al. 2014, 131). Sometimes they even give 
space for utopia about the past with the associated exaggerations in the present 
time. It seems that this is the power of memory, as it is able to reconstruct the 
trauma of past events within the nowadays social and cultural context that, most 
likely than not, determines what is to be remembered and how to interpret it. 

Mohatt et al. argued that 

historical trauma can be understood as consisting of three primary elements: a “trau-
ma” or wounding; the trauma is shared by a group of people, rather than individu-
ally experienced; the trauma spans multiple generations, such that contemporary 
members of the affected group may experience trauma-related symptoms without 
having been present for the past traumatizing event(s). (Mohatt et al. 2014, 129)

Sufferings and shared anger over the generations make trauma a public narrative 
indeed.

J. C. Alexander suggests there should be at least five elements or conditions 
of a cultural trauma, understood as the collective feeling that members of a com-
munity have been subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks 
upon their group consciousness, marking their memories forever and charging 
their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways (Alexander 2016, 131). 
Thus, there are a number of necessary conditions of a cultural trauma: there is 
a group that experienced a horrible event considered as such by the members 
of a community, stigma and marginalization have left an irrefutable imprint on 
group consciousness, and these experiences are transferred into the group mem-
ory which eventually reshapes collective identity (Alexander 2012, 6).

Intellectuals, artists, politicians, and social movements leaders create narratives about 
social suffering. Projected as ideologies that create new ideal interests, trauma narra-
tives can trigger significant repairs in the civil fabric. . . . My concern is with traumas 
that become collective. They can become so if they are conceived as wounds to social iden- 
tity. This is a matter of intense cultural and political work. (Alexander 2012, 14)

Taking into account the literature on trauma that has developed to a great ex-
tent after 1990 in Central and Eastern Europe, one could notice how much the 
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Hungarian trauma narrative has been fostered and then insinuated itself in the 
cultural practice in the past decade or so. The Trianon trauma, as constructed 
and performed in public spaces, is close to the definition of cultural trauma.

Previously, other authors called it “the Trianon complex,” meaning that is-
sues of the past generate a sort of solidarity in the search for a compensation 
nowadays (Michela and Vörös 2013). Essentially, the ascent to power of the 
Fidesz political party is associated with turning the past into a good reason to 
look for a better future and with transforming the memory of Trianon into a 
national cause. The Treaty of Trianon is therefore considered a collective suf-
fering, as it stigmatized the historical role of Hungary in Central and Eastern 
Europe and transferred past greatness into the collective memory that defines 
the Hungarian identity.

Hence, the nostalgia for apostolic Hungary keeps the dream alive and adapts 
it to the current conditions in Europe.

3. The Hungarian Trauma Reservoir and Repertoire

Hungarian suffering occurred at the beginning of the interwar period, 
it was somehow frozen during the Cold War and it has been revived 
soon after the early days of freedom made possible the exercise of 

collective memory. In 2010 the Parliament in Budapest decided that Trianon 
should be officially commemorated. In its current version, the Trianon trauma 
is constructed in such a manner that the sufferings of the past are included in 
the social practices. Thus, trauma is played as part of daily life in various social 
encounters, it is written in textbooks, transferred in the literature, mentioned 
in street names, it is officially commemorated and internationally promoted. A 
number of vectors and social avenues such as diaspora (minorities) and educa-
tion are used to keep it alive.

In this manner the real or just imagined suffering is turned into a collective 
thing, it is stimulated as a source of emotion and collective adoration and even-
tually transformed into a sense of cultural belonging.

As in the 1920s, the prevailing content of the trauma is related to the minori-
ties. It is claimed that every Hungarian family has at least one member affected 
by the Trianon trauma. It is worth mentioning that the Hungarian minorities 
in (Czecho)Slovakia, Yugoslavia (Serbia), Ukraine and Romania are mentioned 
every time the Trianon trauma is brought up. 

Currently, minorities enjoy rights and obligations as established by the 
Council of Europe and the osce. The eu also has high standards on minorities. 
In spite of that, the Fidesz minority policy looks for cultural autonomy abroad 
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and promotes a sort of all-encompassing Hungarian community in the so-called 
Carpathian Basin. It is quite astonishing how Fidesz has managed to revive the 
policy of culturally contested spaces and it is no less astounding how Viktor 
Orbán reminds us the political leadership of the 1920s.

There must be a sort of reservoir that feeds the Hungarian leadership of al-
most every generation since 1920. K. Gerner pointed out the education system, 
reorganized after Trianon, starting with the science of history, which, with some 
hiatuses in the 1950s, has remained part of the core teaching ever since (Gerner 
2007, 91).

On the other hand, G. Schöpflin, a Hungarian refugee and professor at the 
University College of London, mentioned that the Hungarian empire survived 
Trianon due to the Diaspora in Western Europe and the us, which cultivated the 
memory of past grandeur during the difficult time of the Cold War. 

Thus, a lasting education infrastructure at home that preserved its core func-
tions in spite of political turmoil and a highly educated and influential Diaspora 
have managed to keep and then resuscitate the memory of an imagined glorious 
past, only to put it in the service of a rather utopian future. 

4. Substitution of Other Social Traumas

A s mentioned earlier, in the late 1980s, Mitteleuropa dominated the pub-
lic debate about the future of Eastern Europe. Soon after 1989, the 
writings of Milan Kundera and György Konrad became the textbooks 

of the Hungarian post-communism. The nostalgia for the Viennese Secession, 
the paintings of Klimt, the Art Nouveau architecture, the novels of Stefan Zweig 
and Claudio Magris and, last but not least, the multicultural Austro-Hungarian 
fin-de-siècle insinuated themselves into the souls and minds of the Central Euro-
pean intellectuals. As Kundera mentioned in 1986, Central Europe was geopo-
litically part of the East but it never left the cultural environment of the West. 
No wonder that as soon as 1990 the laboratory of post-communist culture—the 
Central European University—established its headquarters in Budapest.

However, starting with 2001 and 2004 and clearly with the ascent to power 
of Fidesz in 2010, the Hungarian preference has moved towards the interwar 
time. In the public discourse, Mitteleuropa is replaced with the more significant 
Visegrád, and the references to Trianon have become the prevailing subject. 
Multicultural Vienna was replaced with the ethno-cultural regional and supra-
national contour of the Hungarian speaking-nation in Central Europe. Admi-
ral Horthy and a few other interwar characters replaced Kundera and Konrad. 
Shortly after, the Central European University took refuge in the West (Vienna) 
as its founder did in the 1930s.
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É. Kovács pointed out that a sort of Historikerstreit or controversy has been 
somehow responsible for such polarization (Kovács 2016, 527–528). After all, 
Viktor Orbán and Fidesz were the champions of democratization and integra-
tion since the early 1990s. It is an evolutionary change that put the Hungarian 
conservatives on the other side of the transition in the 2000s. The Trianon trau-
ma certainly contributed, as it was declared a national trauma and other social 
sufferings were considered secondary. Thus, the intellectual dispute between 
András Gerø from the Central European University and Ignác Romsics from 
the Hungarian Academy has generated a public debate on the significance of the 
Jewish Holocaust, the Trianon trauma, and the Stalinist persecution during the 
communist regime.

É. Kovács contends the Trianon trauma has been constructed as a self-under-
standable historical happening, in spite of a rather amorphous social memory 
and a weak historical resonance among ordinary Hungarians. Political traumas 
seem to be more important than social consequences, and the wounds of World 
War I were minimized by the Trianon metaphor. É. Kovács thinks that any 
discussion on this subject should have started with the recognition of the suf-
fering occurred, in Trianon’s name, during World War II. On the other hand, 
K. Gerner pointed out that Fidesz has managed to mobilize a good part of the 
public in the service of the Trianon cause. A sort of mutual distrust it is consid-
ered to have emerged between the Hungarian elite and most of the minorities, 
suspected of having abandoned the country’s political ideals. 

For the next period of time, a more balanced domestic policy should some-
how bring more stability and predictability to Hungarian politics. The sooner 
the better. A liberal coalition of big cities is expected to generate this change.

5. Hungary’s European Dilemma

M inorities have been lately labeled as the soft dimension of Hungar-
ian politics. This is because minorities are important in Europe and, 
therefore, the European standards have certainly improved the status 

of minorities in all countries neighboring Hungary, except perhaps in Ukraine, 
where specific conditions apply. However, the Trianon dilemma continues to be 
the hard dimension of the Hungarian politics.

In 2018, the European World War I centennial somehow precipitated the 
Trianon-related decisions made by Budapest. For all interested parties and for 
Hungary as well, the Paris Peace Conference ensured the stability and continu-
ity of the European political order as established at the end of World War I. It 
is a long lasting peace deal that survived the next war and the Cold War as well. 
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Therefore, its centennial was properly celebrated in the whole of Europe. Yet, 
a number of publications questioned the fairness of those decisions. The treaty 
Hungary concluded with the Allied Powers on 4 June 1920 in the Palace of 
Trianon is no exception.

From a documentary point of view, the centennial celebration was a good 
opportunity to review already published documents but also to study new 
ones. Memoirs and diaries have lately complemented the official documents. It 
emerged once again that the Paris Peace talks were intense, lasting more than 12 
months and the negotiations were informed by qualified technical expertise for 
each delegation. It is quite illustrative to see how the delegations approached the 
work at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919.

Writing about Trianon, G. Palsky recently mentioned the instrumental role 
the French geographer Emmanuel de Martonne played in drawing the new bor-
ders (Palsky 2010, 111). He thinks de Martonne offered a subjective point of 
view as inspired by the French geographical school. 

Indeed, there were two prevailing geographical schools that offered their 
knowledge to the Peace Conference. The key question was how to decide on the 
various former imperial provinces in Central Europe and the Balkans. The Ger-
man school of Anthropogeographie, as developed at the end of the 19th century 
by F. Ratzel, maintained that natural borders should somehow determine the 
shape of provinces. Rivers, valleys and mountains could eventually be political 
frontiers as well. The French school, as inspired by Vidal de la Blache under 
the name géographie sociale, considered the provinces as autonomous regions, 
as “pays” in themselves. The criteria to determine the geographical extension of 
a “pays” was the ethnographical balance between the stable population and the 
fluctuating one. That limited or even excluded the former imperial administra-
tion and, therefore, the numerically superior stable population, mainly from the 
rural areas, eventually made the difference. Yet, C. Benoist, the leader of the 
French group of advisers, complained that their work was to a great extent ne-
glected by politicians and, therefore, most of it was useless (Palsky 2010, 116). 

The British attitude was, at the beginning, distinctly favorable to the 
Habsburg Monarchy, which had provided stability and predictability to the old 
generation of politicians and civil servants. However, this attitude changed as 
a new generation of politicians and diplomats considered it important for the 
peace and stability of Europe that new democracies should be built in Central 
and Eastern Europe (Cartledge 2011, 6).

Hence, the British delegation, otherwise considered sympathetic to the Hun-
garian expectations, maintained that technical advisers were actually precise and 
effective in informing the political decisions, taking into account that the bor-
ders on the new map of Europe were eventually much closer to the actual eth-
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nographic divisions than ever before (Charles Seymour Memoirs, 1951, apud 
Palsky 2010, 118).

In the British delegation, Allen Leeper played an important technical role, as 
one of the few to have travelled to the region and to know it directly. His let-
ters were recently investigated and they show the thorough work he performed. 
A good knowledge of the Russian occupied province of Bessarabia (nowadays 
the Republic of Moldova) helped him to report to the Council in Paris on the 
realities in the field. The Scottish geographer Alan G. Ogilvie, that traveled in 
the region as well, submitted to the British delegation the maps that informed 
the Trianon deal. We are lately informed by their private correspondence and 
memoirs that these maps were discussed, modified and redrawn with the con-
tribution of American experts (especially Isaiah Bowman) a few years before 
the break of the WW I. Gyøri and Withers revealed that British and American 
geographers had actually been cooperating since 1912, when a number of other 
European geographers were invited to the us (Gyøri and Withers 2019, 2).

To conclude, the Versailles peace system was an expression of the Allies’ po-
litical will that put the ideals of peace and reconciliation ahead of their personal 
or national wishes. It seems quite eloquent delegations made best use of their ex-
pertise and alleged influences were diminished to a great extent. Nowadays, one 
could find it unproductive to transfer political responsibilities to the technical 
advisers. Therefore, if there is a dilemma for a European country as to whether 
it should follow the path of reconciliation and integration or instead pursue 
revisionist policies, this is just an exception. If there really is a Trianon trauma, 
then it should be healed within a whole and free Europe.

q
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Abstract
From Political Nostalgia to Cultural Trauma? Hungary’s European Dilemma  
a Hundred Years After Trianon

This study uses a sociological perspective in order to illustrate the transfer of Hungary’s politi-
cal nostalgia into the cultural trauma of the Trianon Treaty. The author describes the collective 
journey that persuades domestic and foreign audiences to observe the making of a new narrative 
by using the legendary ingredients of the past. In the process, the Hungarian Diaspora is playing 
a surprising active role. Along the road, other narratives—the 1940’s deportations, the Holocaust 
and the Soviet invasion of 1956—are substituted by the collective sufferings generated by the 
international decision of 4 June 1920 that eventually turned into a sort of cultural trauma. Hunga-
ry’s post-socialism tends to be inspired by the interwar period once again and therefore to become 
revisionist and litigious. However, taking into account the current quarrels between Budapest and 
the European institutions in Brussels, the author evaluates the possibility of Hungary solving its 
European dilemma and looking for a reconciliation with its neighbors. It seems quite reasonable 
that parochial wishes should not to clash with the European ones.

Keywords
Treaty of Trianon, Hungary, cultural trauma, nostalgia, revisionism, reconciliation
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Premises

The consequences of the Great 
Union of 1918 were far-rea
ching and covered a broad spec- 

trum of political and economic aspects, 
whilst raising pertinent questions which 
remain, to a certain extent, unanswered, 
especially when it comes to the contri-
bution of the newly-acquired territo-
ries to the country’s economic output. 
The premises are easy to comprehend, 
if only from an empirical standpoint, 
given that the territory of the coun-
try more than doubled, and so did its  
population, which rose from roughly 
7.5 million to a staggering 16 million.1

This also changed the nature of the 
economy, given the increase in the 
industrial potential of the country, a 
route that was to be followed by the 
successive governments in the interwar 
period, amid the modernization that 
would turn Romania from a chiefly 
agrarian state into an agrarian-indus-
trial one. The contribution of Transyl-



Tangencies • 55

vania to this latter phenomenon was undeniable, given its greater industrial de-
velopment, compared not only to the Old Kingdom, but also to Bessarabia and 
Bukovina. Due to the former’s annexation the country acquired new industries, 
chiefly in the field of metallurgy, while other branches, such as chemical indus-
try,2 developed considerably also due to Transylvania’s contribution.

The higher level of economic development of Transylvania, as compared to 
the Old Kingdom, along with its infrastructure and considerable surface area 
and resources, were merely the more obvious elements accounting for its role in 
the configuration of Greater Romania. This aided in the recovery efforts after 
the losses and destruction of the First World War, albeit amid internal fears re-
garding Transylvania’s place in the new economic context. For instance, in mid–
October 1919, the Romanian National Party, in its political program, insisted 
that the new Constitution should provide for the protection of small businesses 
and trade, both of which were significant for the Transylvanian market.

With regard to the rural population, predominant in all parts of the country 
at the time of unification3 and comprising, in 1920, 77.8% of the total popula-
tion,4 the data shows that Transylvania was home to the wealthiest settlements, 
with an average revenue per village of 251,635 lei, compared to 51,095 lei in 
the Old Kingdom, 140,482 lei in Bessarabia and 229,680 lei in Bukovina.5 It is 
also noteworthy that Transylvania held 59.1% of the country’s combined forest 
areas, along with numerous other resources, such as iron ore.6

 

Research Methodology

W ith regard to the materials we have used in this research, the most 
important are Statistical Yearbooks of Romania, published in the 
aftermath of the First World War, i.e. following the Great Union, as 

well as before the Great Depression. This has enabled us to resort to a compara-
tive analysis, chiefly focusing on the configuration of the national budget of Ro-
mania, in order to comprehend the nature and extent of the contribution of its 
provinces, as well as to understand the principles guiding the distribution of the 
budget. We have also performed a literature review, in order to assess the most 
prominent contributions made by Romanian scholars with regard to the topic 
at hand, selecting the texts according to their reliability, time of publication, and 
the reputation of their authors. We employed both qualitative and quantitative 
methods, with comparative approaches attached to both endeavors, within a 
multidisciplinary approach entailing a historical and an economic outlook and 
methodological focus.7
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The use of qualitative methods chiefly refers to the analysis of the nature of 
Romania’s economy in the period envisaged, namely the first decade after the 
Great Union, with a particular focus on its industrial branches, underpinning 
our assessment of the configuration of the national budget. The same techniques 
have been useful in explaining the principles according to which such budget al-
locations were made, in keeping with a considerable number of factors, from the 
political to the social and even the geographical. A comparative outlook com-
prised within the broader qualitative methodology takes into account the indica-
tors that pertain to the historical provinces, with special emphasis on Transylva-
nia. Moreover, a different comparative approach is connected to the timeframe, 
with two key moments taken into consideration, i.e. the period immediately 
following the key moment of 1 December 1918 and the period preceding the 
Great Depression in the Romanian space.

As to the quantitative methods, it is our view that their use in this study en-
ables us to make pertinent comparisons and observe evident trends with regard 
to the configuration of the national budget of the Kingdom of Romania and its 
overall economic prospects. The data, mostly extracted from Statistical Year-
books and the reputable literature, is utilized based on logical deductions and 
analyzed in the light of the broader economic and political context of relevance 
for the interwar period.

Literature Review

Some of the most relevant sources in Romanian literature focusing on to
pics similar to the one proposed by our study include Nicolae Pãun’s Vi-
aþa economicã a României 1918–1948: Dezvoltare, modernizare, europenizare 

(The economic life of Romania, 1918–1948: Development, modernization, Eu-
ropeanization), which provides a comprehensive assessment of Romania’s po-
tential in the interwar period, in the light of its quest for economic development, 
amid the integration of the new provinces and the political projects devised by 
the parties governing the kingdom. The special focus on reforms and their ef-
fectiveness or shallowness, along with the presentation of the state’s institutions 
as points of contact between the economy and Romanian society, have enabled 
us to develop the necessary tools for outlining the economic and political back-
ground against which our analysis has been set. The thorough documentation 
employed by this author has also made available to us useful archive materials 
and statistical data.
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Another interesting perspective in the Romanian literature on the economics 
of the interwar period is that of Bogdan Murgescu, who, in his book entitled 
România ºi Europa: Acumularea decalajelor economice (1500–2010) (Romania and 
Europa: Accumulation of economic gaps, 1500–2010), performs an interesting 
adaptation of the economic gap theory to the broader Romanian context. While 
the focus of this research is inherently broad and our interest lies in a minor por-
tion of the timeframe taken into account by the author, we agree with his find-
ings pertaining to the interwar period and have resorted to some terminological 
clarifications proposed by him.8

With regard to the industrialization of Greater Romania, we note the use-
ful contribution to the Romanian literature of this topic represented by Eugen 
Ghiorghiþã’s book, Industrializare ºi comerþ exterior în România interbelicã (In-
dustrialization and foreign trade in interwar Romania). Through a remarkable 
collection of documents, the author traces the roots of the social-agrarian nature 
of the Romanian economy after the Great War and establishes some connec-
tions between the latter and the international economic flows that Romania 
interacted with during this period. Although our focus is narrower, revolving 
around the nature of the country’s budget and allocations tailored according to 
its provinces, we do acknowledge the validity of the data sets and analyses on the 
nature of the interwar economy provided by Ghiorghiþã.9

As for the historical and juridical nature of the events that shaped Roma-
nia’s interwar economy, it is our view that Gheorghe Iacob’s book, Economia 
României (1859–1939): Fapte, legi, idei (The economy of Romania, 1859–1939: 
Facts, laws, ideas), has the merit of highlighting the continuity and discontinuity 
of the measures implemented by the rather unstable political spectrum before 
and after the Great Union, enabling us to comprehend the nature of the reforms 
proposed by the political groups deciding on Romania’s modernization. The 
reforms conducted in this context played a significant role not only in the con-
figuration of the country’s economy, but also in the allocation of revenues based 
on the sectors that were deemed as priorities in the process of development that 
Romania underwent throughout of the interwar period.10

Not least, for a comparison between Romania’s monetary regime and that of 
a country finding itself in a somewhat similar economic situation in the interwar 
period, namely Bulgaria, we deem particularly relevant the historical part of a 
study written by Nenovsky et al., entitled “Monetary Regimes, Economic Sta-
bility, and eu Accession: Comparing Bulgaria and Romania.”11
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Transylvania’s Integration into the Romanian Economy 
After the Great Union

Although modernization in the 1920s was somewhat slow, even com-
pared to most central-European neighbors, and showed modest qua
litative and quantitative progress, it did enable Romania to become 

part of the international exchanges in areas such as raw materials, manufactured 
goods, and the capital market.12

A special case in this respect pertains to the situation of ironworks, a type of 
industry which was better developed in Transylvania than in the Old Kingdom, 
while being complementary to the latter, and whose inclusion in the nation-
al economy yielded favorable results. The State Ironworks of Hunedoara and 
Titan-Nãdrag-Cãlan are two of the most pertinent examples of Transylvanian 
industrial centers in which foreign capital would also play an important role.13

To these we shall add several factories emblematic at the time not just for 
Transylvania, such as the Wire Factory of Câmpia Turzii, Copºa Micã, Cugir, 
iar Braºov, Astra Wagons Arad, Gazul Metan etc. 

It would be interesting to perform an analysis of the contribution of Tran-
sylvania to the Romanian economy, in the first decade after the union, so as 
to assess its extent, compared to the other historical regions, amid the complex 
debate on the regional dimension of the country which still remains open.14 To 
achieve this, it becomes important to comprehend the fiscal policy of the country, 
after the union of 1 December 1918. Following a transition period, in July 1921 
the Romanian Parliament adopted the tax reform package proposed by Finance 
Minister Nicolae Titulescu, relying on a progressive system. It provided a mini-
mum of 2% and a maximum of 50% tax, on individual revenues exceeding 20 
million lei, along with a tough policy of state involvement in any privately-owned 
company. Vintilã Brãtianu’s Law of 1923 on direct taxation and the proportional 
taxation of global revenues reduced the fiscal burden previously imposed on the 
population and completed the unification of the fiscal systems of the new prov-
inces. Industry was also favored by the new code, to the detriment of agricul-
ture,15 trade and the banking system, while direct taxes increased their weight in 
the overall basket prior to the Great Depression, even creating a budget surplus 
during this interval. Taxes on luxury goods, cigarettes and alcohol, along with 
fines and stamp fees, were increased. At the same time, customs duties were in-
troduced so as to ensure the necessary protection for the main industrial branches 
of the country, chiefly metallurgy, chemicals, ceramics, textiles and lumber.16

The effects of the Great Union are equally noticeable in the statistical data 
available, showing an increase in the number of joint-stock companies through-
out the country from 922 in 1919 to 2,799 in 1927, as well as in capital, from 
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1.9 bn. lei in 1919 to 34.2 bn. lei in 1926, approximately two thirds being al-
located to agriculture.17

The Great Union enabled Transylvania to gain prominence, as opposed to its 
previous status, that of a peripheral province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
chiefly treated as a source of raw materials.18 After 1918, it benefitted from a 
broad range of conditions so as to enhance and turn to good account its po-
tential, through a synergy of human, material, financial and organizational re-
sources, to name but a few.

With respect to industrial companies alone, in 1920, in the Old Kingdom 
there functioned 297 such companies, while in Transylvania and Banat their 
number was roughly half of the aforementioned figure, namely 93 and 49, 
respectively.19 The other two historical provinces exhibited a lower degree of 
industrialization, however, with a mere 6 industrial companies functioning in 
Bukovina and only 2 in Bessarabia. 

Furthermore, in 1920, the number of banks in Transylvania, in the form of 
joint-stock entities, surpassed that of the Old Kingdom. More precisely, in Tran-
sylvania there were 214 banks, compared to 212 in the Old Kingdom. Banat had 
an additional 113, which accounted for a far larger number of banks in Tran-
sylvania and Banat as compared to the Old Kingdom. Such figures reflect the 
higher degree of development of the banking sector in Transylvania and Banat, 
as opposed to that of the Old Kingdom, even if in terms of capital the banks 
in the Old Kingdom were significantly richer: 1,489,533,084 lei compared to 
merely 446,130,829 lei for the capital of banks in Transylvania and Banat.20 
By contrast, the other two historical provinces, Bukovina and Bessarabia, only 
had two banks each, with a total capital of 20,000,000 lei and 11,000,000 lei, 
respectively, according to the same Statistical Yearbook.

The Budgetary System in the First Years After the Union

The data on which we have based our research, pertaining to the budgets 
of interwar Romania, have been calculated with the support of the coun-
try’s Statistical Yearbooks. These publications appeared rather late and 

sometimes did not show coherence and continuity. Thus, the first Romanian 
Statistical Yearbook was issued in 1902, followed by another in 1912. A long 
pause followed, on account of the First World War, which made it impossible 
for another Statistical Yearbook to be published until 1919, although it only 
covered the period between 1915 and 1916.

The first Statistical Yearbook for the period after the Great Union, which 
provides essential material for this research, is the one from 1923, with data cov-
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ering the year 1922. After this moment, such publications appeared regularly, 
until 1940, even though some comprised a period of two consecutive years.

In fact, the first elaborate budget of Greater Romania calculated in lei was 
applied only on 1 April 1921, after a difficult monetary union, achieved through 
the conversion into lei of the Austrian crowns, Hungarian forints, and Russian 
rubles that circulated in the historical provinces prior to the union.

As it was the first Yearbook covering the enlarged territory of Romania, the 
one from 1923 failed to provide sets of comprehensive data regarding public fi-
nances separated according to historical regions. There is, nevertheless, a general 
presentation of the state budget with details concerning the main categories of 
revenues and budget expenditures. Therefore, it becomes apparent that the total 
revenues covering the 1922/1923 period amounted to 10,498,283,482 lei. The 
budget was drafted according to the principle of balance, with the same amount 
appearing under the section dedicated to total expenditure.

The principal revenues of the state were generated by the following sources 
(not necessarily in the order of their weight): direct taxes, indirect taxes, regis-
tration and stamp taxes, state monopolies, domains of the state, and revenues 
stemming from various ministries (industry, finance, communications etc.). The 
largest portion of the budget was unsurprisingly attributable to indirect taxes 
(40% of the total budget), followed by direct ones (19%), monopolies (19%), 
and registration and stamp taxes (9%).

Expenses were, as expected, distributed according to ministries, with the 
Ministry of Finance receiving the most consistent share (38%), followed at a 
distance by the Ministry of War (20%), the Ministry of Education (12%), the 
Ministry of the Interior (5%), the Ministry of Religious Denominations and 
Arts (3%), the Ministry of Health (3%), the Ministry of Justice (3%), the Min-
istry of Communications (2%), the Ministry of Industry and Commerce (1%), 
the Ministry of Labor, Cooperation and Social Insurance (0.6%) and other min-
istries with lower allocations.

After the four difficult years following the war, in which budgets were imple-
mented with enormous deficits (sometimes amounting to more than 100%), 
there was a period of consolidation and balance with regard to budgets, begin-
ning with 1922, as we have previously stated. For several consecutive years, 
until 1928, the country had a budget surplus, as it becomes apparent from the 
table below.

The artisan of such a balance in the national budget was Vintilã Brãtianu, 
minister of finance between 1922 and 1926 and, then, for a short period of 
time, between 1927 and 1928. In keeping with the classical liberal theory, Vintilã 
Brãtianu was in favor of balanced, carefully drafted budgets, in which potential 
supplementary revenues were only utilized to the extent that they were achieved. 
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Table 1. General budget of Romania, implemented between 1922/1923 and 1928

Years Prognosis
(mill. lei)

Revenues
(mill. lei)

Expenses
(mill. lei)

Surplus
(mill. lei)

1922–1923 10,498 15,113 10,032 5,081

1923 (9 months) 15,406 18,792 13,639 5,153

1924 24,000 27,747 21,403 6,344

1925 31,750 33,978 29,440 3,538

1926 28,250 31,224 28,499 2,725

1927 33,390 36,008 33,137 2,871

1928 38,350 32,768 35,224 -2,454

Source: Statistical Yearbooks of Romania, 1922–1929.

Such additional revenues compared to the estimates did not fail to appear also 
due to the fiscal reform initiated by Nicolae Titulescu, in 1921, through the Law 
on direct contributions, followed by Vintilã Brãtianu’s 1923 Law on the unifica-
tion of direct contributions and the creation of the tax on global revenue. This 
latter law was aimed at unifying the fiscal systems of the four Romanian prov-
inces, operating prior to the Great Union, as well as at simplifying and clarifying 
the provisions of the aforementioned law of 1921.

Following economic growth and fiscal reform, in a period of no more than 
six years, until 1928, i.e. just before the Great Economic Depression, Romania’s 
budget grew almost four times, which was a notable performance even when 
taking into account the inflation.

Direct Tax Reform and Fiscal Unification

The 1923 Law on the unification of direct contributions and the creation 
of the tax on global revenue provided six types of income tax:
• a tax on revenues from agricultural properties;

• a tax on revenues from built properties;
• a tax on revenues from mobile assets;
• a tax on revenues from trade and industry;
• a tax on income revenues;
• a tax on revenues from professions and occupations not found among the 

other tax categories.21

These taxes applied to individuals and companies that had such revenues, 
regardless of their nationality and location. Apart from these six tax categories, 
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a subjective tax was introduced, namely the tax on global revenue, which, as one 
would expect, applied to all the revenues accumulated by an individual.

Before, the fiscal sources of direct taxation were the personal taxes, along with 
those levied on income, property, patents, licenses (alcoholic beverages), salaries 
and mobile assets.22 Feudal or obsolete taxes were gradually eliminated, such as 
the personal, land or patent-based ones. The tax reform of 1923 introduced new 
taxes, like the ones on the revenues of industrial and commercial enterprises, or 
on revenues stemming from non-commercial professions, thus reflecting the 
wish to further the modernization and industrialization of the country.

Apart from the fact that it was meant to unify direct contributions in the 
four regions, the law drafted by Vintilã Brãtianu was quite modern for its time. 
Moreover, it was clearer and more concise than the intricate law of 1921 and 
it aimed to solve the thorny matter of fiscal unification among the four Roma-
nian provinces after the historic moment of the Great Union. This new law also 
included fiscal elements deemed to be advanced at the time: fiscal deductions, 
progressive tax etc. Fiscal deductions, or decreases, as they were also referred 
to, were of miscellaneous types: on mortgage burdens, insufficient revenues, or 
family duties. Furthermore, taxation quotas were small, so as to stimulate the 
economy and support the accumulation of Romanian capital, in keeping with 
the liberal “through ourselves” doctrine. Also in this respect, there was a genuine 
difference in taxation affecting Romanians residing outside the country or living 
abroad for more than 182 days a year. In this case, their revenues were taxed at 
a larger quota, generally double the one applied to similar revenues of residents.

Another modern fiscal element was the tax on annual global revenue, in a 
progressive system, with a minimum non-taxable value of 10,000 lei and small 
tax quotas (as shown above), from a minimum of 1% to a maximum of 20%, 
depending on revenues, while an amount in excess of 10,000,000 lei was to be 
taxed at 36%.

A particular merit of this law is the fact that the share of direct taxes gradually 
increased from 12% to 40% (in merely ten years; see table 2), to the detriment 
of indirect ones, which have a greater fiscal yield, but are less socially just. Di-
rect taxes are known to ensure higher fiscal equity, compared to indirect ones, 
as they can take into account the personal situation of the taxpayer and grant 
various deductions and exemptions. Moreover, this form of taxation is more 
visible and transparent to the taxpayer than indirect taxation, and is appropriate 
for setting a minimum non-taxable amount. Direct taxes have another merit, i.e. 
the fact that they do not become regressive with the increase in revenues, as it 
happens in the case of indirect taxes. Not least, the progressive nature of taxation 
quotas applied to direct taxes supports the aforementioned premises.
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Table 2. Direct taxes vs. indirect taxes

Years Total Direct taxes Indirect taxes

(million lei) (% of total) (% of total)

1921/1922 4,242 17.3 83.7

1922/1923 8,517 13.7 86.3

1923 (9 months) 11,193 12.2 87.8

1924 16,140 19.9 80.1

1925 17,003 24.8 75.2

1926 20,337 24.1 65.9

1927 25,605 29.3 70.7

1928 21,994 34.3 65.7

1929 24,090 36.9 63.1

1930 22,427 40.5 59.5

Source: calculations based on Axenciuc, 3: 629.

Perhaps the most evident merit of this law was to have unified and standard-
ized direct contributions among the historical provinces, so that after the Great 
Union one may speak of a unitary fiscal system across the country. Hence, a few 
years after the law came into force, the Statistical Yearbook managed to com-
pute fiscal contributions in the form of direct taxes collected from each historical 
region of Romania (see table 3). 

Table 3. Direct taxes in the four historical provinces of Romania, in 1928

Direct taxes for 1928 (lei) Old Kingdom Transylvania Bessarabia Bukovina Total

Tax on agricultural property 1,122,886,510 666,793,772 452,451,002 81,673,208 2,323,804,492

Tax on built property 862,703,291 413,262,084 112,964,842 58,847,229 1,447,777,446

Tax on merchant, industrial, 
general partnership 
and limited partnership 
companies

821,090,915 439,494,908 144,024,052 54,995,002 1,459,604,877

Tax on revenues from trade, 
industry, public limited 
companies, cooperatives 
and people’s banks

223,496,437 77,305,934 6,576,853 7,141,786 314,521,010

Complementary tax 298,728,645 153,617,708 5,480,452 6,731,858 464,558,663

Tax on liberal professions 248,959,734 147,629,991 41,638,981 25,066,011 463,294,717

Tax on global revenue 736,907,579 325,551,803 64,120,092 45,264,815 1,171,844,289

Source: calculations based on the Anuarul statistic al României 1928/Annuaire statistique de la 
Roumanie (Bucharest: Institutul de Arte Grafice Eminescu, 1929).
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It becomes apparent from this table that the weight of the agricultural tax 
was significantly reduced, to a level of 30% of the total direct taxes, from ap-
proximately half at the beginning of the 20th century, which already reflected the 
first results of an early industrialization process as well as the contributions of 
the historical provinces in this regard, chiefly that of Transylvania.

With regard to the contribution of Transylvania to the share of direct taxes 
(which reflect, in effect, the production capacity of a state, whereas indirect taxes 
reflect consumption), it was roughly equal to that of the Old Kingdom in the 
case of each type of direct tax. As to the rest, Bessarabia and Bukovina only got 
close to the average in the area of agricultural taxes. 

Conclusions

The fact that the configuration of the Romanian economy was altered 
in the aftermath of the Great Union of 1918 enabled it to continue 
its gradual transition from an agricultural country to an agro-industrial 

one. This approach is reflected by the fiscal reform implemented beginning with 
1923, whose principal artisan was Vintilã Brãtianu, aiming to unify the taxation 
systems of the Romanian provinces, as well as to provide the necessary protec-
tion to industrial branches, in keeping with the aforementioned strategy. The 
cautious approach to the design of the national budgets in the first decade of 
the interwar period, i.e. the subject of this study, generated frequent budgetary 
surpluses, amid a considerable increase, in real terms, of the number of contribu-
tors, both private individuals and legal persons. The 1923 Law on the unifica-
tion of direct contributions and the creation of the tax on global revenue and 
the publication of Statistical Yearbooks at the time enabled us to perform analy-
ses of the national budgets, with respect to contributors (based on types and 
geographical location), balance and expenditure. The implementation of this 
law succeeded in overcoming the effects of the war and brought balance to the 
national budget, through the emphasis placed on direct taxes and the applica-
tion of progressive taxation. As for the historical provinces, it becomes apparent 
that the contributions of the Old Kingdom and Transylvania were quite similar, 
proportional to their size and population, followed by the input of Bessarabia 
and Bukovina.

q
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Abstract
Direct Taxation Reform in Romania After the Great Union

This paper aims to analyze the reforms that shaped the fiscal policies of Greater Romania, amid 
the changes brought forth within the country after the Great Union of 1918. The addition of the 
new provinces, with special emphasis on Transylvania, prompted the government in Bucharest to 
tailor a comprehensive set of measures in the areas of direct and indirect taxation, meant to take 
into account the specific development of the former, as well as to further the modernization efforts 
emblematic of Romania’s orientation in the interwar period. The data from Statistical Yearbooks 
published at that time provides us with an insight into the types of taxes envisaged, the manner 
in which budgets were executed, and the contribution of each province to the overall national 
budget.

Keywords
taxation reform, Great Union, national budget, direct and indirect taxes, Transylvania
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I. Pressezensur: 
Wissenskontrolle als  
staatliche Machtökonomie

Zeitungen der Moderne sind in 
multikulturellen Regionen mehr 
als nur „Sekundenzeiger der  

Geschichte“ (Arthur Schopenhauer), 
die den Ereignisablauf historischer Pro-
zesse minutiös dokumentieren. Für das 
Lesepublikum einer ethnischen Grup-
pe fungieren sie auch als Vergemein- 
schaftungsmedium: Zeitungen sind 
Kommunikationsplattformen, die Wis-
sen zu gesellschaftlichen, politischen 
und kulturellen Entwicklungen vermit-
teln und einen Diskursraum mittragen, 
in dem sich ein Sozialgefüge dialogisie-
rend manifestieren kann. Insbesondere 
für geographisch fragmentierte Ge-
meinschaften nehmen diese Zeitungen 
eine bedeutende gesellschaftsstabilisie-

Das Titelblatt der „Ostjüdischen Zeitung“  
vom 21. Juni 1919 (Bildquelle: DiFMOE)
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rende Rolle ein. Sie wirken diversifizierenden Faktoren als auch dem uniformi-
sierenden Assimilationsdruck durch die Mehrheitsbevölkerung entgegen. Die 
Wissensvermittlung durch die Presse ist für ethnische Minderheiten somit von 
besonders großer Wichtigkeit.1

Die vorliegende Fallstudie nimmt eine historische Praxis in den Blick, die der 
Grundlage des Zeitungswesens konfrontativ entgegensteht: Pressezensur zielt 
auf die Entschleunigung und Reduzierung der Wissensvermittlung und fördert 
stattdessen eine Konstellation bestimmter gesellschaftspolitischer Agenden. Die-
se von der Mehrheitsbevölkerung beziehungsweise der Staatsnation erzwungene 
Wissenskontrolle droht jedoch gerade bei Minderheiten die Vergemeinschaf-
tungsfunktion der Presse zu schädigen: Gemeinschaftsstabilisierende Diskurse 
werden gewissermaßen beschnitten oder verlieren gar völlig ihre Substanz und 
Kohärenz. Ihre Wettbewerbsfähigkeit gegenüber konkurrierenden Diskursen 
wird insbesondere in interethnischen oder interkulturellen Konfliktsituationen 
belastet. Persönlichkeiten aus Elitengruppierungen der Minderheiten können 
zudem, wenn ihre öffentlichen Stellungnahmen der (Selbst-)Zensur unterlie-
gen, nur in begrenztem Maße für sich und das Handeln ihrer Gruppierung die 
notwendige Legitimität einwerben, was die Elitenbildung insgesamt lähmt und 
die hierarchische Position der Minderheit in der Gesellschaft verschlechtert. Die 
Minderheit als vernetzte Gemeinschaft kann überdies nur spät oder gar nicht 
auf gesellschaftliche, politische oder ökonomische Entwicklungen reagieren und 
fällt gegenüber anderen Gemeinschaften, gegenüber der Staatsnation oder den 
staatlichen Behörden deutlich zurück – was freilich zumeist eines der Hauptan-
liegen der Zensurpraxis ist.

Ein repräsentatives Fallbeispiel, das zu einem gründlicheren Verständnis 
der Anwendung als auch der Folgen von Pressezensur beitragen kann, ist die 
deutschsprachige Presse im Rumänien der Zwischenkriegszeit. Dieses Fallbei-
spiel bietet sich an, weil einerseits die Verwendung der deutschen Sprache in 
Zeitungen, Zeitschriften und Volkskalendern durch zwei Minderheiten, näm-
lich durch die deutsche sowie durch einen Teil der jüdischen, eine vergleichende 
Perspektivierung eröffnet. Diese lässt die Wirkung der Zensurmechanismen be-
sonders deutlich sichtbar werden. Andererseits wird der Blick auf diese Mecha-
nismen geschärft aufgrund der von Extremismen geprägten Konfliktsituation 
sowie wegen der Instabilität des Staates im Untersuchungszeitraum: Antise-
miten als auch ihre Widersacher in den jüdischen oder nicht-jüdischen Milieus 
überschritten oftmals die Grenzen der gesellschaftlich als auch gesetzlich sank-
tionierten Redefreiheit, was den Debatten dieser Zeit eine größere historische 
Relevanz verleiht.
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II. Grundlagen der Zensurpraxis:  
Wissen, Agenda und Diskurs

D ie Anwendung und Wirkung der Pressezensur auf bukowinajüdische, 
banatjüdische und -schwäbische, siebenbürgisch-sächsische und bessa-
rabiendeutsche Zeitungen wird im Folgenden mithilfe von quantita-

tiven als auch qualitativen Analysemethoden untersucht. Hauptbestandteil der 
Untersuchung ist die Identifizierung derjenigen Zeitungsausgaben, die der Zen-
sur direkt und unmittelbar durch das deutlich sichtbare Herausschneiden von 
Teilen oder von ganzen Artikeln unterlagen; erst ab 1938 musste eine Neuset-
zung einer zensierten Zeitungsseite erfolgen, um den Zensureingriff unsichtbar 
zu machen.2 Weil hierbei zumeist Überschriften und Textteile übrigblieben, ist 
zumindest die thematische Ausrichtung der Zensur erschließbar, auch wenn die 
zensierten Texte ansonsten nicht erhalten sind. Nicht zuletzt wird hierdurch 
auch zahlenmäßig greifbar, wie oft direkte Zensur angewendet wurde – im Un-
terschied zu indirekter bzw. Selbstzensur der Redaktionen, die aufgrund von 
Erfahrungen sowie amtlichen Vorgaben eine weitgehende Leitlinie zur Vermei-
dung der direkten Eingriffe der Zensoren besaßen. Die Zeitungen werden dabei 
auch nach Artikeln mit der Thematisierung oder mit Beschwerden über Zen-
sureingriffe durchsucht; nach besonders empfindlichen Eingriffen entschieden 
sich Redaktionen für gewöhnlich entweder für Konformität oder aber für eine 
offensive Diskussion, da die Anwendung der Zensur eine in der Öffentlichkeit 
wohlbekannte Praxis gewesen ist. So besaßen die Zensurbehörden für die Be-
kämpfung marxistischer ideologischer Agitation auch durchaus die Unterstüt-
zung des überwiegenden Teils der großrumänischen Gesellschaft, einschließlich 
der Pressevertreter.3

Eine gewisse Einschränkung für die quantitative Analysemethode ist frei-
lich, dass gerade die schwersten Zensurfälle, nämlich die Konfiskation ganzer 
Zeitungsnummern oder das zeitweilige Publikationsverbot für eine Redaktion 
meist nicht mehr nachweisbar sind.4 Zum Ausgleich erfolgt daher auch eine 
qualitative Auswertung durch diskursanalytische Rekonstruktion der verschie-
denen Zensurdebatten. Besonders hilfreich ist hierfür angesichts der überaus 
großen Menge an Zeitungsmaterialien aus dem Untersuchungszeitraum sowie 
der oftmals auf den hinteren Zeitungsseiten in kleinen Artikeln versteckten Zen-
surbeschwerden die Verwendung der Volltextsuche für digitalisierte Zeitungen. 
Hierdurch wird die gezielte Suche nach Zensurbegriffen im verfügbaren Voll-
text ermöglicht. Genutzt wurde das Portal des Digitalen Forums Mittel- und 
Osteuropa (www.difmoe.eu), auf dem die vollständige „Ostjüdische Zeitung“ 
(Czernowitz) sowie Teile der „Neuen Jüdischen Rundschau“ (Czernowitz), der 
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„Banater Deutschen Zeitung“ (Temeschwar) und des „Siebenbürgisch-Deut-
schen Tageblatts“ (Hermannstadt) volltextdurchsuchbar zur Verfügung stehen. 
Ergiebig war auch die Suche im Bestand digitalisierter Zeitungen aus der Habs-
burgermonarchie auf Austrian Newspapers Online (http://anno.onb.ac.at/). Re-
cherchiert wurde überdies in Originalbeständen aus der Bibliothek des Leibniz-
Instituts für Ost- und Südosteuropaforschung sowie in denjenigen Jahrgängen 
der bereits angeführten Zeitungen, die derzeit noch nicht digitalisiert, jedoch in 
der Bibliothek des Instituts für Auslandsbeziehungen (Stuttgart) auf Mikrofilm 
einsehbar sind, darunter vor allem die „Temesvarer Zeitung“ (Temeschwar) und 
die „Deutsche Zeitung Bessarabiens“ (Tarutino).5

Bei der Untersuchung werden die Schwerpunktthemen der verschiedenen 
Diskurse und ihre „Koordinaten“ identifiziert. Es wird davon ausgegangen, dass 
die Pressezensur auf die Verlangsamung oder gar Verhinderung der Wissenszir-
kulation zielte; bestimmte Wissenselemente oder Informationen dienten als Ma-
terialgrundlage für Diskurse, welche die staatlichen Vertreter als delegitimierend 
für die Staatsordnung empfanden.6 Ein Beispiel dafür sind die Missbräuche des 
rumänischen Militärs oder der Beamten in den neu angeschlossenen Gebieten; 
die Zensoren reagierten auf Berichte über diese Defizite des großrumänischen 
Staates mit großer Empfindlichkeit und versuchten daher die Formierung einer 
„kritischen Masse“ (Achim Landwehr) staatsfeindlicher Diskurse – oder was sie 
dafür hielten – durch Zensureingriffe zu verhindern.

Diskurse werden in der vorliegenden Untersuchung als kommunikative Ma-
nifestation politischer und gesellschaftlicher Agenden begriffen. Bei letzteren 
handelt es sich um eine Verbindung von Problematiken, Kausalitätswahrneh-
mungen, Symboliken sowie Handlungs- und Lösungsmodellen, die gegenüber 
der Öffentlichkeit als auch den staatlichen Entscheidungsträgern als legitimer 
Teil der bestehenden Ordnung propagiert werden.7 Eine Agenda kann anhand 
legislativer Projekte als auch über die Vermittlung politischer, ideologischer 
oder anderweitiger Glaubensgrundsätze oder Problemwahrnehmungen zirku-
liert werden. Zu den Agendaträgern und -multiplikatoren können Regierungs-
mitglieder, Partei- oder Organisationsvertreter sowie insgesamt alle Personen 
gezählt werden, die einen Zugang zur Öffentlichkeit besitzen.

Wissen als Teil der Diskurse und Agenden wird hier definiert als Kenntnis 
von Ereigniszusammenhängen, ganz gleich ob diese Kenntnis weitgehend den 
Fakten entspricht oder nicht. Wissen wird zwar von Diskursen und Agenden 
transportiert, bei diesem Prozess jedoch freilich einer Transformation unterzo-
gen. Diese kann als manipulativ bezeichnet werden, wenn sie dezidiert propa-
gandistische Züge annimmt. Weil die Erreichung einer objektiven Bewertung 
der Authentizitätsfrage von Wissenselementen jedoch nur schwerlich möglich 
ist und in der vorliegenden Studie zu weit führen würde, soll nicht so sehr die 
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Wissenszirkulation, als vielmehr die Manifestation der sogenannten Zensurre-
silienz untersucht werden: Wie reagierten die jeweiligen Zeitungsjournalisten 
und -redakteure auf die Einschränkung ihrer Möglichkeiten, die Leserschaft mit 
Wissen zu versorgen, das sie als relevant qualifiziert hatten? Welche Strategien 
entwickelten und etablierten sie, um dieser staatlichen Informationshoheit zu 
begegnen? Wie rüsteten sie ihre Minderheit in den schwelenden oder gar eska-
lierenden Konflikten um die Deutungshoheit von Ereignissen?

III. Juden und Deutsche in Großrumänien 

Das Königreich Rumänien war zweifellos einer der größten Gewinner 
der neuen staatlichen Ordnungen nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg. Durch 
die Pariser Friedensverträge von 1919 konnte es sein Staatsgebiet 

verdoppeln. Dem sogenannten Altreich, das 1859/61 durch den Zusammen-
schluss der beiden Fürstentümer Walachei und Moldau entstanden war, wur-
den Gebiete zweier untergegangener Imperien zugeschlagen: Das von 1812 bis 
1917 zum Zarenreich gehörende  Bessarabien und aus der Habsburgermonar-
chie das Banat, das Kreischgebiet, die Maramuresch, Siebenbürgen sowie die 
Bukowina.8 Das von einer Nebenlinie der Hohenzollern regierte Königreich 
stand hiermit nicht nur vor einer gewaltigen administrativen Herausforderung: 
Durch die neuen Gebiete wurden zwar Millionen von Auslandsrumänen, je-
doch auch zahlreiche ethnische Minderheiten zu Neubürgern; knapp ein Drittel 
der Einwohner Großrumäniens waren keine ethnischen Rumänen. Angesichts 
der weitgehenden Homogenität des Altreichs war dies eine neuartige Situation. 
Verschärfend kam der Revisionismus der Nachbarn hinzu: Sowohl Ungarn als 
auch die Sowjetunion und Bulgarien beanspruchten einen Großteil der neu-
angeschlossenen Gebiete. Spannungen zwischen der rumänischen Staatsnation 
und den ethnischen Minderheiten, deren Loyalität zur Debatte stand, waren 
somit vorprogrammiert. Gegenseitiges Misstrauen sollte prägend sein für die 
gesamte Zwischenkriegszeit.9

Eine Sonderrolle nahm dabei die jüdische Bevölkerung aufgrund ihrer An-
zahl, ihres Siedlungsgebiets sowie ihrer rechtlichen Stellung im früheren Alt-
reich ein. Mit knapp 730.000 Personen stellten die Juden 4% der Gesamtbevöl-
kerung Großrumäniens. Gemessen an der Größe anderer Gemeinschaften im 
Ausland waren sie somit die drittgrößte jüdische Gruppe in Europa.10 In der Bu-
kowina machte die jüdische Bevölkerung sogar einen Anteil von 10,8% aus und 
übertraf damit die ethnischen Deutschen (8,9%).11 In Bessarabien waren 7,2% 
der Einwohner Juden. Von besonderer Bedeutung war ihre Präsenz in diesen 
Regionen an der nördlichen und nordöstlichen Staatsgrenze aufgrund der an-
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gespannten Beziehungen zur revisionistischen Sowjetunion, die Bessarabien als 
auch die Bukowina beanspruchte. Die jüdische Bevölkerung Großrumäniens 
stand angesichts des auch andernorts in Europa vorhandenen Antisemitismus, 
welcher die Juden einer besonderen Sympathie für das kommunistische System 
bezichtigte, unter dem Generalverdacht der Kollaboration mit den Sowjets. An-
tisemitische Traditionen aus dem Altreich verschärften noch weiter die Situation 
der jüdischen Gemeinden aus den neuen Gebieten: Den rumänischen Juden war 
seit Entstehung des rumänischen Nationalstaats konsequent die Staatsbürger-
schaft verweigert worden. Zwar hatten sich 1848 sowie noch einmal 1866 die 
rumänischen Liberalen in den Fürstentümern bzw. später im Altreich für die 
Emanzipation und Gleichstellung der Juden ausgesprochen. Schließlich wichen 
sie jedoch nach ihrer Machtergreifung von dieser Forderung angesichts gesell-
schaftlicher Widerstände ab und betrieben eine Politik der Diskriminierung, die 
auf eine Segregation der Juden von der übrigen rumänischen Gesellschaft ziel-
te: Die Verfassung von 1866 bestimmte die christliche Religionszugehörigkeit 
als Voraussetzung für die rumänische Staatsbürgerschaft. Trotz internationalem 
Druck blieb diese Situation bis zum Beginn des Ersten Weltkriegs weitgehend 
unverändert.12

Diese Diskriminierung sollte, so der Konsens der politischen Klasse des Alt-
reichs, nun auf die Juden in den neuen Gebieten übertragen werden. Erst nach 
einem Ultimatum der Siegermächte erklärte sich die rumänische Regierung 
schließlich bereit, im Vertrag zum Schutz über die ethnischen Minderheiten 
auch die Einbürgerung der Juden zuzusichern, die vormals österreichische und 
russische Bürger gewesen waren.13 Die Übernahme dieser Bestimmung in die 
rumänische Verfassung von 1923 führte zum Erstarken der antisemitischen Be-
wegung. Vor allem unter der rumänischen Studentenschaft des Altreichs ge-
wann sie Anhänger, auch wenn die 1923 vom Hochschullehrer Alexandru C. 
Cuza gegründete „Liga zur National-Christlichen Verteidigung“ erst infolge der 
Wirtschaftskrise ab 1929 regen Zulauf erhielt; die sozialen Probleme als auch 
die Defizite des staatlichen Systems wurden den Juden angelastet. Die zuneh-
mende Radikalisierung führte schließlich 1938 zur Aberkennung der rumäni-
schen Staatsbürgerschaft für Juden sowie zu Ausschreitungen und schließlich 
zur Verfolgung während des Zweiten Weltkriegs bis hin zur Beteiligung des 
rumänischen Staates an der Shoah.14

Erschwert wurde die Beziehung der Juden zum großrumänischen Staat über-
dies seit Anfang an durch die Bestimmungen des sogenannten „Belagerungszu-
standes“ (rumän. starea de asediu), das in vielerlei Hinsicht einem regional ein-
geschränkten Kriegsrecht ähnelte: Das Militär und staatliche Vertreter verfügten 
in den neuen Gebieten und später vor allem in den grenznahen Regionen über 
außerordentliche Befugnisse zur Aufrechterhaltung der staatlichen Ordnung. 
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Hierdurch wurde die Missachtung bürgerlicher Grundrechte legalisiert, was von 
Verhaftungen und Konfiskationen bis zur willkürlichen Anwendung tödlicher 
Gewalt reichen konnte. Während in Siebenbürgen und dem Banat dieser Zu-
stand nach einiger Zeit beendet wurde, hatten die Bewohner der Grenzgebiete 
und darunter insbesondere die pauschal verdächtigten Juden unter empfindli-
chen Einschränkungen ihres Alltagslebens zu leiden – anders als die Siebenbür-
ger Sachsen und Banater Schwaben.

Die zahlenmäßig mit den Juden nahezu gleichauf liegende deutsche Min-
derheit – die Volkszählung von 1930 zählte knapp über 745.000 Deutsche15 
– befand sich aber auch aus anderen Gründen in einer sehr viel weniger be-
drückenden Situation: Negative Vorurteile gegen Deutsche hatte es im Alt-
reich trotz des Krieges nur wenige gegeben, wozu auch die deutschstämmige 
Königsdynastie beigetragen hatte. Die Vertreter der Siebenbürger Sachsen, die 
bald zum Sprachführer aller Rumäniendeutschen wurden – diese Bezeichnung 
wurde erst ab den 1930er Jahren üblich –, stimmten der Vereinigung mit Ru-
mänien unter dem Vorbehalt der Garantie der Minderheitenrechte sogar noch 
vor dem Beginn der Pariser Friedensverhandlungen zu. Für die rumänische 
Verhandlungsposition war dies von beträchtlicher Bedeutung.16 Dennoch hielt 
der rumänische Staat seine Versprechen gegenüber den Minderheiten allenfalls 
teilweise ein: Die Agrarreform benachteiligte die Minderheiten und insbeson-
dere das Kircheneigentum der deutschen Gemeinden, bevorzugte jedoch die 
Rumänen.17 Auch im Bildungswesen sowie im Wirtschaftsleben kam es zu einer 
deutlichen Diskriminierung der Mitglieder ethnischer Minderheiten,18 was die 
gesellschaftliche Stimmung vergiftete und erklärt, warum die völkischen Bewe-
gungen sowie später der Nationalsozialismus eine breite Anhängerschaft unter 
den Rumäniendeutschen fanden – und die antisemitische Agitation vervielfach-
te, womit sie die rumänischen Nationalisten sekundierten.

Die Bukowina wies jedoch im Vergleich zu den anderen neu angeschlossenen 
Gebieten einige Besonderheiten auf: Da es sich um ein ehemaliges Kronland 
der Habsburgermonarchie handelte, waren die Einwohner anders als etwa die 
nicht-ungarischen Siebenbürger oder Banater und die Bewohner des Kreisch-
gebiets und der Maramuresch, die in der ungarischen Reichshälfte gelebt hat-
ten, keinem exzessiven Assimilationsdruck ausgesetzt gewesen; die Germani-
sierungspolitik des österreichischen Staates war deutlich weniger invasiv als die 
Magyarisierungspolitik der Ungarn auf dem von ihnen kontrollierten Territo-
rium. Während die Österreicher vor allem auf Konformität mit dem staatli-
chen System der Monarchie zielten, versuchten die Ungarn die nicht-ungarische 
Mehrheit zu assimilieren, was zu beträchtlichen Spannungen und letztlich wohl 
auch zur Zustimmung gerade der deutschen Bevölkerung zum Anschluss an den 
rumänischen Staat führte. Diese fehlende Konfrontation mit dem ungarischen 



74 • Transylvanian Review • Vol. XXIX, No. 3 (Autumn 2020)

Nationalismus dürfte neben der ethnisch-kulturellen Vielfalt der Bukowina mit 
ein Grund für die eher liberale Einstellung ihrer Bewohner sein: Die Deutschen 
– bei denen es sich zu einem großen Teil um Kolonisten aus dem süddeutschen 
Raum handelte – stellten, ebenso wie die Juden, lediglich ein Zehntel der Be-
völkerung. Ihre kulturelle und sprachliche Position wurde durch die Juden noch 
verstärkt, von denen ein größerer Teil deutschsprachig gewesen ist, auch wenn 
sie aus jiddischsprachigen Milieus stammten.19 Die Rumänen machten 1930 da-
gegen 44,5% der Bevölkerung aus, gefolgt von den Ruthenen bzw. Ukrainern 
mit 27,7%. Die eigentliche Herausforderung, die der großrumänische Staat 
bei der Stabilisierung seiner Kontrolle über die Bukowina sah, lag somit in der 
Unterdrückung der pro-sowjetischen Bewegung unter den Ukrainern. Anschei-
nend nur in zweiter Linie wurde die jüdische Bevölkerung als potentielles Risiko 
bewertet.

IV. Zensurpraxis

D ie Zensur von Post, Büchern,20 Telegrammen,21 Theaterstücken22 so-
wie der Presse wurde als ein effizientes Mittel erachtet, um die Stabi-
lität in der Region zu gewährleisten: Nachrichten, die als potentiell 

aufrührerisch gegen die rumänische Staatsordnung angesehen wurden – dar-
unter etwa Kritik an der Armee,23 an den Behörden24 oder an der Monarchie25 
oder Berichte über Proteste und Aufstände26 –, sollten unterdrückt werden. 
Neben dem bereits angeführten Belagerungszustand, der den staatlichen Ver-
tretern weitgehende Eingriffe erlaubte, griffen die rumänischen Behörden auf 
ein weiteres Instrumentarium zurück: Seit der Besetzung Ende 1918 bis zur 
Verabschiedung der neuen Verfassung im Jahr 1923 blieb in der Bukowina 
strafrechtlich die österreichisch-ungarische Verfassung von 1866 in Kraft.27 In 
der Praxis bedeutete dies, dass zwei Zensurpraktiken angewendet wurden, was 
den Zensoren weitreichende Eingriffsmöglichkeiten verschaffte: Während das 
rumänische Belagerungsrecht einen Schwerpunkt auf die sogenannte präventi-
ve Zensur setzte, fokussierte das österreichische Presserecht auf Konfiskationen 
und Verboten von einzelnen Nummern oder ganzen Zeitungen.28 So erlaubten 
die rumänischen Behörden zwar die Gründung zahlreicher Zeitungen und Zeit-
schriften, jedoch musste jede Nummer vor ihrem Erscheinen an nicht weniger 
als fünf verschiedene Stellen in jeweils zwei Exemplaren eingereicht werden: bei 
dem Pressebüro, das eventuelle Zensurierungen des Textes vornahm und erst 
danach die Genehmigung für die Publikation erteilte; bei dem Präsidium der 
Regierung der Bukowina, dem Staatssekretariat für Inneres, der Polizeidirektion 
sowie der Staatsanwaltschaft. Auch der Inlandsgeheimdienst konnte eingreifen 
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und Publikationsverbote erteilen.29 Fiel eine Zeitung bei einer dieser Behörden 
negativ auf, konnte die Nummer rückwirkend eingezogen und das Erscheinen 
des Titels zeitweise30 oder langfristig verboten werden, was für Eigentümer und 
Redakteure beträchtliche wirtschaftliche Folgen haben konnte. Welche von den 
beiden Zensurmethoden im journalistischen Alltagsbetrieb letztlich die bedrüc-
kendere gewesen ist, ist nicht eindeutig zu entscheiden. Die Redakteure setzten 
sich jedenfalls vehement für die Abschaffung der Präventivzensur ein31 – vermut-
lich, weil diese deutlich häufiger angewendet wurde als die Konfiskation und 
weil sie sich von ihrem Widerstand gegen diese „weiche“ Methode tatsächlich 
eine spürbare Reduzierung des Zensurdrucks erhofften. 

Eine erste Annäherung an die Zensurpraxis und somit an die Frage nach 
der Zensurresilienz verschafft eine quantitative Auswertung der Zensurbefun-
de. Festzustellen ist hierbei zunächst, dass die zensurintensivsten Perioden am 
Beginn sowie am Ende der Zwischenkriegszeit lagen: In der „Ostjüdischen Zei-
tung“ sind für die Zeit von 1919 bis 1923, als die neue Verfassung in Kraft trat, 
58 Fälle von Präventivzensur, d.h. gestrichene oder gekürzte Artikel sichtbar 
(vgl. Abbildung). 46 (= 79,31%) dieser Zensurfälle ereigneten sich im Jahr 
1919, 2 im Jahr 1920, 6 im Jahr 1921, 3 im Jahr 1922, 1 im Jahr 1923. Für das 
„Siebenbürgisch-Deutsche Tageblatt“ dagegen sind in demselben Zeitraum 96 
Zensurfälle nachweisbar, davon 29 im Jahr 1919 (= 30,21%), 37 im Jahr 1920 
(= 38,54%), 30 im Jahr 1921 (= 31,25%) und keine Fälle 1922 und 1923. In 
der „Deutschen Zeitung Bessarabiens“ sind von 1920 bis 1926 insgesamt 31 
Zensurfälle sichtbar, darunter 11 im Jahr 1920 (= 35,48%), 4 im Jahr 1921 (= 
12,90%), 9 im Jahr 1922 (= 29,03%) sowie im Jahr darauf gar keine und 1924 
lediglich 2 (= 6,45%). 1925 gab es wiederum keine sichtbare Präventivzensur, 
jedoch wurde 1926 wieder ein etwas höherer Stand von 5 Zensurfällen erreicht 
(= 16,13%). Recht eindeutig sind somit insbesondere die Jahre 1919 bis 1922 
von einem hohen Zensurdruck geprägt, der im weiteren Verlauf der 1920er 
Jahre nachließ, als die politische und gesellschaftliche Situation sich zunehmend 
stabilisierte und die Zensurpolitik die Einnahme einer liberaleren Haltung de-
klarierte; so versprach die Bauernpartei beim Regierungswechsel 1929 gänzlich 
auf Zensur verzichten zu wollen.32 Diese Haltung wurde allerdings nicht konse-
quent eingehalten, was zweifellos von der einsetzenden Wirtschaftskrise und der 
hierdurch ausgelösten ideologischen Radikalisierung mitbedingt wurde, die sich 
auch in der Presse widerspiegelt.

Die Thematisierung der Zensur, als deren ungleichbehandeltes Opfer sich 
insbesondere die Redaktion der „Ostjüdischen Zeitung“ empfand, unterstreicht 
diese Tendenz. So sind im Zeitraum 1919 bis 1937 genau 100 Nennungen 
von Begriffen wie „Zensur“, „Zensor“, „Zensurbehörde“ oder „Preßfreiheit“ in 
diesem Blatt enthalten. 17% davon entfallen auf das Jahr 1919, 8% auf 1920. 
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In den beiden Folgejahren fällt der Wert auf jeweils 5%, im Jahr 1923 sogar 
auf 2%, was den obigen Befund zur Präventivzensur bestätigt. Ein Höhepunkt 
wird wieder 1924 mit 8% erreicht, danach fällt die Quote wieder und ein höhe-
rer Wert wird erst 1936 mit 11% erreicht, als der Zusammenbruch des rechts-
staatlichen Systems bereits im Gange war.33 Im „Siebenbürgisch-Deutschen 
Tageblatt“ werden Zensurbegriffe in 29 Artikeln im Jahr 1937 angeführt, im 
Jahr darauf 13 Mal und schließlich 1939 17 Mal. In der „Banater Deutschen 
Zeitung“ dagegen 9 (1936), 10 (1937), 12 (1938) und 15 Mal (1939). Die 
Tendenz belegt eindeutig die autoritäre Prägung des politischen Systems unmit-
telbar nach Kriegsende sowie in der zweiten Hälfte der 1930er Jahre, weswegen 
die vorliegende Untersuchung vor allem diese Zeiträume in den Blick nimmt.

Inwiefern kann aber von einer „harten“ oder einer „weichen“ Zensur in die-
sen Zeiträumen gesprochen werden? Die Häufigkeit der Zensur allein sagt noch 
nicht aus, ob diese für die redaktionelle Arbeit tatsächlich überaus drückend ge-
wesen ist. Ein möglicher Indikator hierfür ist die Frage nach der Art der Zensur. 
Wie bereits angeführt kann die Konfiskation ganzer Ausgaben, die zweifellos 
als „harte“ Zensur gilt, nur noch in wenigen Fällen nachgewiesen werden, was 
diese Zensureingriffe somit weitgehend unsichtbar macht. Die Präventivzensur 
dagegen ist in zwei Methoden zu unterteilen: Einerseits in eine Komplettzensur 
unliebsamer Artikel, andererseits in deren Teilzensur, indem nur einzelne Sätze 
oder Abschnitte in der Zeitungsnummer unkenntlich gemacht werden (vgl. Ab-
bildung). Eine quantitative Erfassung für den Zeitraum 1919 bis 1923 ergibt 
dabei folgende Situation: In der „Ostjüdischen Zeitung“ wurden 6 Artikel (= 
10,34% aller Zensurfälle) komplett zensiert; im „Siebenbürgisch-Deutschen Ta-
geblatt“ 21 Artikel (= 21,88%) und in der „Deutschen Zeitung Bessarabiens“ 6 
Artikel (= 16,13%). Für die „Temesvarer Zeitung“ liegt dieser Wert jedoch bei 
0%, da keine Präventivzensur sichtbar ist; dennoch hat diese – falls keine Kon-
fiskationen stattfanden – mit hoher Wahrscheinlichkeit stattgefunden, wurde 
jedoch von der Redaktion kaschiert, weswegen die Zeitung bei der hier erfolg-
ten Erfassung nicht berücksichtigt werden kann. Rein statistisch war somit die 
„Ostjüdische Zeitung“ unter diesen Blättern am wenigsten von der Komplett-
zensur, jedoch besonders häufig von der Teilzensur betroffen: In einem einzigen 
Artikel schlug diese nicht weniger als 14 Mal zu.34 Ob überhaupt wesentliche 
Unterschiede zwischen der Komplett- und der Teilzensur von Artikeln beste-
hen, kann bezweifelt werden; für den Zensor zweifellos aufwendiger ist letztere 
gewesen. Die Anwendung dieser beiden Zensurarten war somit wohl eher eine 
Frage der individuellen Arbeitsweise und vielleicht weniger der Liberalität des 
Zensors, weswegen weitergehende Rückschlüsse nur schwerlich möglich sind.

Die Betrachtung der durch Präventivzensur betroffenen Thematiken dagegen 
dürfte sehr viel aufschlussreicher sein: In der „Ostjüdischen Zeitung“ thematisie-
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ren 30,77% von den Artikeln, deren Thematik trotz Streichungen eindeutig fest-
zustellen ist, die Staatsbürgerschaftsdebatte. Auf dem zweiten Platz mit 15,38% 
stehen Artikel zu Wahlen, Parlamentspolitik35 und politischem Geschehen im In- 
und Ausland; auf Platz drei Beschwerden und Debatten um die Einhaltung der 
Rechte der jüdischen Bevölkerung (12,82%). Antisemitismus kommt dagegen an 
vierter Stelle zur Sprache (10,26%). Es folgen Klagen über Verwaltungsdefizite 
(7,69%), Minderheitenschutz (5,12%), Zionismus (ebenso) sowie nachrangig 
Wirtschaftskrise, Hungersnot, Sprachenproblematik, Schulfrage und Agrarre-
form (je 2,56%). Bei den Sachsen bietet sich ein teilweise deutlich anderes Bild, 
da die Vergabe der Staatsbürgerschaft als zentrales jüdisches Thema für Nicht-
Juden wenig problematisch und somit kaum präsent gewesen ist. Mit Abstand 
wichtigstes Thema im „Siebenbürgisch-Deutschen Tageblatt“ sind Wahlen, Par-
lamentspolitik und politisches Geschehen (35,19%),36 gefolgt auf Platz zwei von 
der Agrarreform und hierauf von der Wirtschaftskrise (je 16,67%), den Klagen 
über Verwaltungsdefizite und über die Verletzung der Rechte der Siebenbürger 
Sachsen (je 11,11%) und des Minderheitenschutzes (9,26%). In der „Deutschen 
Zeitung Bessarabiens“ bietet sich hinsichtlich des Interesses für Wahlen, Parla-
mentspolitik und politisches Geschehen ein ähnliches Bild mit 56% der zensierten 
Artikel. Auf dem zweiten Platz mit 36 % stehen jedoch Artikel, die offensicht-
lich die politische Selbstorganisation der Bessarabiendeutschen betreffen, die un-
ter erheblichen Schwierigkeiten litt und folglich die Vertretung der Rechte der 
Gemeinschaft gegenüber den rumänischen Behörden erheblich erschwerte. Die 
Agrarreform dagegen und die Verwaltungsdefizite werden nur in 1% der zen-
sierten Artikel thematisiert, wobei mit einiger Berechtigung anzunehmen ist, dass 
beide Themen in zensierten Textstellen zur Selbstorganisation zur Sprache kamen.

Zählt man die Zensurfälle in der „Ostjüdischen Zeitung“ zu Artikeln zu den 
Bürgerrechten der Juden zusammen, d.h. zur Staatsbürgerschaftsdebatte sowie 
zu den spezifischen Rechten der jüdischen Bevölkerung, so machen diese über 
40% aus, mitsamt den Klagen über Antisemitismus in Presse, Gesellschaft und 
Politik sogar über 50%. Ein anderes Bild jedoch bei den Sachsen: Nur 11,11% 
der zensierten Artikel thematisieren ihre Rechte als Gemeinschaft. Zählt man 
hierzu diejenigen zur Agrarreform hinzu (16,67%) – bei der Verteilung des 
Großgrundbesitzes und anderer Immobilien wurden schließlich die sächsischen 
Gemeinden ganz besonders in ihren historisch gewachsenen Eigentumsrechten 
getroffen – so bleiben diese hinter dem jüdischen Blatt eindeutig zurück, da sie 
nicht einmal 30 % erreichen. Es ist daher festzustellen, dass der Großteil der 
in der jüdischen Presse zensierten Artikel die Thematisierung der Missachtung 
jüdischer Rechte zum Gegenstand hatte. Für die Sachsen dagegen waren die 
Wirtschaftskrise oder das Anprangern von Verwaltungsdefiziten wichtiger, be-
ziehungsweise wichtig genug, um sich dafür wiederholt mit der Zensur anzule-
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gen. Die Bessarabiendeutschen provozierten im Vergleich hierzu vor allem mit 
Stellungnahmen zu ihrer politischen Organisation.

Weitere Aufschlüsse hierzu gibt eine Betrachtung der Diskursagenda, wel-
che für die jeweiligen ethnischen Gemeinschaften am bedeutendsten gewesen 
ist: der Schutz ihrer Minderheitenrechte. Für die Juden meinte das vor allem 
den Kampf gegen den Antisemitismus, wogegen die Rumäniendeutschen offen-
sichtlich eher um den Erhalt ihres Eigentums besorgt waren. Bereits die erste 
Thematisierung von Zensur in der „Ostjüdischen Zeitung“ ist eine überaus pro-
vokative Herausforderung der Zensurbehörde. Beklagt wird hierbei die straflose 
Verbreitung antisemitischer Texte durch die rumänische Zeitung „Glasul Bu-
covinei“ (Stimme der Bukowina).37 Redakteur Mayer Ebner38 fragt diesbezüg-
lich, warum der Zensor, der in derselben Ausgabe seiner Zeitung einen Artikel 
zensiert hatte, gegen diese Störung des Zusammenlebens der Ethnien nicht ent-
schieden eingegriffen habe: „Uns ist nicht bekannt, daß der so schwer geplagte 
Zensor Sabbathruhe hält.“ Die Klage über „Glasul Bucovinei“ wird einige Wo-
chen später wiederholt, was belegt, dass die Zensur weiterhin auf ein Eingreifen 
verzichtete, was freilich zur Etablierung judenfeindlicher Diskurse in der neu 
entstandenen großrumänischen Presselandschaft beträchtlich beitrug, da diese 
sanktionsfrei blieben.39 Der Antisemitismus in deutschen und rumänischen Blät-
tern blieb über die ganze Zwischenkriegszeit ein Problem,40 wobei die Redaktion 
der „Ostjüdischen Zeitung“ eine Ungleichbehandlung ausmachte: Ihre Antwor-
ten auf antisemitische Ausfälle wurden von den Zensoren oftmals verhindert.41 
Ob die Verantwortlichen dabei glaubten im Interesse ihrer jüdischen Mitbürger 
zu agieren, indem sie Widerstand gegen die Attacken verhinderten, ist hier nicht 
eindeutig zu entscheiden. Zweifellos aber widersprachen die Zensoren durch die 
Weigerung, Artikel aus der rumänischen Presse zu zensieren, welche den Juden 
die Schuld an der Wirtschaftskrise gaben,42 ihrer eigenen Zensurpolitik, wonach 
sie bei nationalistischer Agitation zwischen den Ethnien mäßigend eingreifen 
wollten.43 Während dieser Vorsatz in der zweiten Hälfte der 1930er Jahre auf-
grund der Unmenge antisemitischer Texte, Agitationen und zunehmend auch 
wegen Gewalttaten wohl nicht mehr umzusetzen war – der Antisemitismus war 
zu diesem Zeitpunkt bereits zu sehr radikalisiert, um noch durch Zensurmaß-
nahmen irgendwie kontrollierbar zu sein –, so sind für die 1920er Jahre und ins-
besondere für die ersten Nachkriegsjahre eindeutig verhängnisvolle Versäum-
nisse festzustellen. Geradezu obsolet aus jüdischer Sicht wurde das System der 
Zensur schließlich, als 1935 ein antisemitisches Schulbuch erschien und 1937 
„Der Stürmer“ von Julius Streicher in Rumänien in den Verkauf kam.44 Die jü-
dische Presse konnte diese Entwicklung nur noch machtlos observieren. Es folg-
te 1938 der Entzug der Staatsbürgerschaft für Rumäniens Juden. Die jahrelang 
betriebene Agenda für die Wahrung jüdischer Rechte und für die Gleichstellung 
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war gescheitert, wie Zeitgenossen wie der bald darauf nach Palästina emigrierte 
Chefredakteur der „Ostjüdischen Zeitung“ einsehen musste.

Eine im Vergleich hierzu beinahe komfortable Position hatten die rumä-
niendeutschen Journalisten inne. Einer der größten Zensurskandale betraf die 
Wahlen im Jahr 1937, bei denen es – so war man in Teilen der Öffentlichkeit 
überzeugt – zu massiven Wahlfälschungen gekommen war. Die Presse wurde 
allerdings von den Zensoren von der Berichterstattung abgehalten.45 Die Po-
litisierung der Zensur wirkte dabei auch direkt gegen die Opposition: Sogar 
die Artikel prominenter rumänischer Politiker wie Maniu und Brãtianu fielen 
der Zensur zum Opfer, wobei sie aber auf die Solidarität der siebenbürgischen 
Redakteure zählen konnten.46 Unmissverständlich wurde dabei angemerkt, dass 
sogar die Anzeigen bestimmter Unternehmen dem Rotstift zum Opfer fielen. 
Beispielsweise griff das Gesundheitsministerium ein, um Werbung für bestimm-
te Medikamente zu verhindern,47 womit vermutlich Unternehmen der Oppo-
sitionspolitiker wirtschaftlich geschädigt werden sollten. Die rumäniendeut-
sche Presse fühlte sich offenbar stark genug, um gegen solche Missbräuche den 
Kampf aufzunehmen und Konsequenzen zu riskieren. Verbunden damit sind 
wohl die Solidaritätsbekundungen für andere Zeitungen, die von der Zensur 
zeitweise oder vollständig verboten wurden: Die Beschlagnahmung der „Patria“ 
wurde ebenso thematisiert wie die zeitweise Einstellung der „Kronstädter Zei-
tung“, der „Deutschen Tageszeitung“ und anderer Blätter.48 Solidarität wurde 
also zu einer Kampfstrategie gegen Pressezensur. Auf wenig kollegiale Solidari-
tät konnten jedoch jüdische Redakteure zählen. Ein Redakteur des „Siebenbür-
gisch-Deutschen Tageblatts“ berichtet: „Das Blatt «Eroul» in Galatz ist gänzlich 
verboten worden, weil die Rumänen bei diesem Blatt nur Tarnung waren und 
in Wirklichkeit das Blatt von einem Juden geleitet wurde.“49 Es ist deutlich fest-
zustellen, dass die Rumäniendeutschen in der Presse neben dem politischen Ge-
schehen vor allem mit der Agrarreform und der Wirtschaftskrise befasst waren, 
die jüdische Presse jedoch einen existentiellen, erschöpfenden Kampf gegen die 
in den 1930ern schließlich vollends Überhand nehmende antisemitische Agitati-
on zu führen hatte. Dies war paradigmatisch für den so unterschiedlichen Status 
dieser beiden Ethnien in Großrumänien.

V. Schlussfolgerungen

D ie Geschichte der Pressezensur im zwischenkriegszeitlichen Rumä-
nien hat sich aufgrund der überaus komplexen gesellschaftlichen und 
interkulturellen Verhältnisse in den neu angeschlossenen Gebieten als 

ergiebiger Forschungsgegenstand erwiesen, für den hier eine kurze Einführung 
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geboten werden konnte. Trotz der zweifellos bestehenden autoritären sowie 
klientelistischen Prägung des politischen Systems, trotz der Politisierung der 
Zensurbehörden sowie zahlreichen Defiziten in der staatlichen Verwaltung und 
Rechtspraxis, ist eine überraschend große Meinungsfreiheit in der Presse fest-
zustellen, was diese zu einer wertvollen historischen Quelle macht. Die Presse-
publikationen beider Minderheiten, sowohl der deutschsprachigen jüdischen als 
auch der rumäniendeutschen, konnten somit grundsätzlich, wenn auch in unter-
schiedlichem Maße ihre Aufgabe einer Förderung der Wissensvermittlung, der 
Propagierung gesellschaftlicher Agenden sowie der Elitenformierung erfüllen. 
Die Feststellung einer teilweise bestehenden Pressefreiheit stützt sich auf die 
Identifizierung von Perioden hohen Zensurdrucks, auf die schließlich Perioden 
einer Liberalisierung folgten. Liberalere Phasen wurden etwa 1923 mit der Ver-
abschiedung der neuen Verfassung sowie 1929 mit dem Regierungsantritt der 
Bauernpartei eingeläutet, was zur Legitimierung des politischen Systems beitrug 
und die Pressevertreter gegen die späteren Zensurexzesse resilienter machte. Der 
Glaube an das Potential von Demokratie und Rechtsstaat wurde bis Mitte der 
1930er Jahre wohl auch von der Tatsache aufrecht erhalten, dass die Behörden 
zwar durchaus drückende Sanktionen veranlassen konnten, diese jedoch vor al-
lem die Blätter und in der Regel nicht die Redakteure trafen – eine Ausnahme 
stellen freilich marxistisch geprägte Personen dar, die einer überaus rigorosen 
Verfolgung durch den gefürchteten Geheimdienst ausgesetzt waren.

Zweifellos waren die Zensureingriffe für die jüdische Presse einschneidender 
als für die rumäniendeutschen Blätter, die eine höhere Zensurresilienz aufwie-
sen. Den Hauptgrund kann man in der vorteilhafteren gesellschaftlichen und 
wirtschaftlichen Position der Rumäniendeutschen sehen, die sich weit gerin-
gerer Diskriminierung ausgesetzt sahen. Sogar in der zensurintensivsten Zeit 
ab 1938 während der Königsdiktatur, als etwa die „Ostjüdische Zeitung“ be-
reits eingestellt worden war, waren die beachtlich hartnäckigen rumäniendeut-
schen Redakteure nicht von der Thematisierung der Zensur und somit von der 
Provokation der Zensoren abzubringen. Auch wenn die Anzahl der ethnischen 
Deutschen gegenüber derjenigen der ethnischen Juden – von denen viele je-
doch nicht-deutschsprachig waren, sondern das Ungarische oder Rumänische 
gebrauchten – nur geringfügig höher war, so ist auch die numerische Über-
legenheit der deutschsprachigen ,deutschen‘ Presse gegenüber der jüdischen 
deutschsprachigen ein wichtiger Faktor zugunsten der Zensurresilienz: Es gab 
etwa zehn Mal mehr deutsche Periodika als jüdische, nicht zuletzt weil deutsch-
sprachige Juden deutsche Blätter lasen. Redakteure einer verbotenen deutschen 
Zeitung konnten leichter eine neue Beschäftigung finden, wogegen Juden ei-
nigen Einschränkungen unterworfen waren. Die Konformität der jüdischen 
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Presse gegenüber den staatlichen Diskursvorgaben war somit höher und ihre 
Zensurresilienz im Falle eines Eingriffs deutlich geringer.

Bedingt wurde dieser geringere Widerstand auch dadurch, dass die Zensur-
behörden in der Regel die Standpunkte der Mehrheitsgesellschaft bevorzugten, 
also im Falle antisemitischer Agitation nicht die Agitatoren, sondern die hierauf 
antwortenden jüdischen Redakteure zensierten. Ein unfreiwilliges Schweigen 
gegen antisemitische Kampagnen und Skandale wurde jüdischen Redakteuren 
daher oftmals oktroyiert, so dass sie ihren Lesern hierzu nur wenig oder verspä-
tet essentielle Informationen vermitteln und die von ihnen erwartete Beschüt-
zerrolle lediglich teilweise ausüben konnten. Ob die Mehrheit der Zensoren dies 
aus der ehrlichen Überzeugung heraus tat, dass die antisemitische Agitation auf 
diese Weise letztlich entschärft werde, ist in der vorliegenden Kurzstudie nicht 
zu entscheiden gewesen. Eine Folge war, dass die jüdische Presse nur schwerlich 
aus dieser defensiven, apologetischen Einstellung herausfand und sich ihr bei 
der Propagierung jüdischer Agenden trotz teilweiser Pressefreiheit nur wenige 
Optionen boten.

Die rumäniendeutschen Redakteure dagegen, die sich im Vergleich hierzu 
weniger intensiv für die Rechte der eigenen Gemeinschaft einsetzen mussten, 
konnten sich nach den Anfangsjahren verstärkt gesamtgesellschaftlichen und 
politischen Fragen widmen und weitläufig vernetzen, was die Wirkung ihrer 
Agendaanliegen deutlich erhöhte. Sie waren also über die Phase der Rechtebe-
hauptung im neuen Staat frühzeitig hinausgekommen und konnten sich auch 
den weniger auf ihre Gemeinschaft fixierten Thematiken widmen und dabei mit 
entschiedenen Stellungnahmen die Zensur herausfordern und ihre Diskurse di-
versifizieren. Anders als die jüdischen Gemeinden besaßen die Rumäniendeut-
schen überdies eine stärkere Vertretung im Parlament, die ihre Anliegen im le-
gislativen Forum des Landes vorbrachte und mit Nachdruck debattierte, so dass 
die deutsche Presse in einem breiteren, etablierten Diskursraum agierte, was  
ihre Aktivität vereinfachte. Die rumäniendeutschen Redakteure konnten sich 
mit zahlreichen (siebenbürgisch-)rumänischen Kollegen verbinden und solida-
risieren und im Verbund staatliche Missbräuche, die alle Bürger betrafen, arti-
kulieren. Im Zensurfall wurden sie folglich selten alleingelassen. Dies kann als 
eine durchaus abgewogene Strategie der rumäniendeutschen Redakteure gegen 
die Pressezensur angesehen werden. Für jüdische Redakteure war ein solches 
Zusammenstehen aus den genannten Gründen nur schwerlich möglich. Pars pro 
toto war das ein Spiegelbild der Stellung jüdischer Bürger in der großrumäni-
schen Gesellschaft.

q
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Abstract
Censorship Resilience in Historical German-Language Newspapers in Eastern Europe: 
A Case Study of the Jewish and German Press in Greater Romania (1919–1940)

Two ethnic minorities with German as their native language lived in Romania during the in-
terwar period: in addition to the various ethnic German groups from the former Kingdom of 
Romania, from the Habsburg and the Russian Empire, a large number of Bukovina and Banat 
Jewish communities belonged to the Romanian state from 1918 onwards, many of them using 
the German language in everyday life and at work as well as in literature and the press. Mem-
bers of both ethnic groups endeavoured through press publications to preserve and extend the 
civil rights of their communities and to integrate them into the society of their new homeland. 
The present study analyzes a state practice which stood in the way of these developments: press 
censorship restricted information, communication and the corrective functions of the two highly 
developed media landscapes of the Germans and the Jews in Greater Romania. When it comes 
to the resilience against censorship authorities, the strategies of conformity, loyalty, or resistance 
of newspaper editors are examined, thus shedding light on the role of these publications for their 
respective minorities.
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censorship, resilience, Greater Romania, Jewish press, German press
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1965—the Beginning  
of a New Policy Towards  
the Ethnic Minorities

After the death of Gheorghe 
Gheorghiu-Dej on 22 March 
1965, Nicolae Ceauºescu be-

came first secretary of the Romanian 
Workers’ Party (rwp).1 During the 
first 4–5 years after gaining power, 
Ceauºescu methodically removed his 
political opponents, creating the prem-
ises for implementing new directives 
in social and economic policy. The 9th 
Congress of the Romanian Commu-
nist Party (rcp) was held in 1965 (that 
year the rwp also returned to its old 
name). During the Congress, the par-
ty’s leadership defined the new political 
and economic principles, the most im-
portant being: with the disappearance 

The existence and evolution 
of the Ethnic Hungarian 
Workers’ Council reflects in 
fact the evolution of the pol-
icy of the Ceauºescu regime, 
especially in connection with 
the national minorities.
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of the exploiting class, socialism had obtained total victory in the entire country, 
starting a new phase of the construction and development of socialism. During 
the Congress it was stated that in a future phase of the construction of socialism 
an administrative and territorial reform was to be implemented, rural communi-
ties were to be systematized and the economic policy-making improved.2

As a basic principle with repercussions on the nationality issue the idea ac-
cording to which “the basis for the development of socialist society is going to 
be assured, for a long time, by the state and the socialist nation” was launched. 
During this period the notion of socialist nation was reformulated and reas-
sessed. The independence policy towards the ussr and the changes in the policy 
towards ethnic minorities after the 1956 Hungarian Revolution forced the party 
leadership to find new models of ideological interpretation for this notion. As 
far as the relationship between the socialist Romanian nation and the cohabitat-
ing nationalities is concerned, the fundamental principle—although the exis-
tence of other nationalities was recognized—denied the necessity of collective 
rights for minorities and emphasized the ethnic Romanian element.3 Regarding 
the relationship between the majority population and the ethnic minorities, the 
interpretation of the concept of socialist nation was a new element that, beyond 
the negation of collective rights, served as a means of bringing together the co-
habiting populations, offering an ideological basis for the social, economic and 
cultural homogenization of the country. In the long run, for the ethnic minori-
ties, it could also mean ethnic homogenization. On the long term, within the 
process of the socialist nation’s formation, the existing strong relationships of 
the ethnic minorities with their mother countries were not taken into account. 
Simultaneously, the assimilation of the country’s nationalities was taken into 
consideration, in several stages.4

From the point of view of the policy towards minorities, as compared to 
the last years of the Gheorghiu-Dej regime, the new party leadership showed a 
more visible interest towards the nationality issue. More precisely, there were 
possibilities that did not exist towards the end of the Gheorghiu-Dej regime. In 
1965, a new committee was set up within the Central Committee (cc) of the 
rcp, which dealt with the issues pertaining to the ethnic minorities, and among 
its members one can find András Sütø, Lajos Takács, and Richard Winter. The 
main purpose of this committee was to facilitate the party’s ideological work 
directed at the minorities (anticlerical propaganda, dissemination of the party’s 
ideology). However, in this context its members had the possibility to raise 
special issues regarding these communities: the issue of education, vocational 
training, or the exaggerated reaction of the authorities towards the so-called 
“nationalist manifestation” of individuals belonging to ethnic minorities.5
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The highlight of this political process came in 1968, having been influenced 
of course by the international context. The number of meetings and discussions 
between the party leadership and various groups of intellectuals, as well as the 
number of work visits in most of the counties visibly increased. This series of 
tactical moves on behalf of the party did not avoid the most important ethnic 
groups of Romania, the ethnic Hungarians and Germans. In order to regain the 
trust of these groups, a number of actions were taken, among which the meet-
ing held on 28 June 1968 between the highest party leadership and the elite of 
the ethnic Hungarians in Romania. Although this meeting with the leaders of 
the ethnic Hungarians and Germans cannot be viewed as a singular event, it was 
still a very important moment of the rcp’s policy towards the cohabiting na-
tionalities. After 1948, the party basically stated that the issue of the minorities 
had been solved, and the situation of the minorities did not represent a distinct 
problem, while the rights conferred by the socialist constitution did not justify 
the demands concerning collective rights. Within the party, which controlled 
every aspect of social life, there was no debate until 1968 regarding the issues of 
the minorities or of other religious or social groups.6

The events of the second half of the 1960s clearly show that in order to 
strengthen his position after taking the power, Ceauºescu was seeking some sort 
of reconciliation with the Romanian society. In these endeavors an important 
role was played by finding a balanced paradigm of control and collaboration 
with the intellectuals.7 In this political process, breaking with Gheorghiu-Dej’s 
policy, the party leadership offered a new possibility of institutional integration 
for the intellectuals of the ethnic minorities. Different approaches, the activation 
of some intellectuals in 1965–1966, and then the meetings with the representa-
tives of the elites of the minorities were followed after the 1968 administrative 
reform by the creation of several new institutions and organizations.8 In the 
newly created counties and in the capital, the existing cultural institutional sys-
tem was reorganized or new components were created: theatres, newspapers, 
periodicals, cultural ensembles, the Kriterion publishing house, Hungarian and 
German studios of the Romanian Television, A Hét (The Week) cultural maga-
zine etc.9

After the meeting with the representatives of the ethnic Hungarian cultural 
elite, the party understood the importance of the direct institutionalization of 
the relationship between the minorities’ cultural elite and the party structures. 
However in the current context, the creation of representative organizations on 
the existing 1945–1953 model was not possible.10 Therefore, Ceauºescu found 
a compromise by setting up a new organization for the minorities in which 
the main co-opted partners were the intellectuals. On 15 November 1968, on 
the model of the Front of Socialist Unity (fsu), the Ethnic Hungarian Work-
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ers’ Council (ehwc, Magyar Nemzetiségú́  Dolgozók Tanácsa) and the Ethnic 
German Workers’ Council (egwc, Rat der Werktätigen deutscher Nationalität) 
were created. The workers’ councils of the ethnic minorities were not set up in 
order to implement the collective rights of the minorities of Romania, but to 
channel the party’s policy towards the respective ethnic minorities. Moreover, 
in the name of the linguistic “separation” entailed by the definition of the so-
cialist nation, besides their role of integrators these councils could, in theory, 
help “boost the scientific, artistic and literary works created in the language 
of the cohabiting nationalities, forming a close unity with the development of 
the Romanian people’s creations and with the socialist spiritual progress of the 
whole country.”11 It was hoped that this would solve—at any level—the specific 
issues of the minorities, hence the statement according to which the ehwc and 
egwc could play a role in the “assessment of these communities and the specific 
problems of their population, in order to find the best solution in line with the 
general interests of the socialist society and the minorities.”12

Generally these councils were headed by renowned intellectuals of the given 
community, who at the same time, due to their activities, were closely connected 
to party structures. In the minds of these intellectuals the councils had the po-
litical and cultural mission to create a connection, to function as a “transmis-
sion belt” between the party leadership and the ethnic Hungarian community in  
Romania.

From this perspective, in the activity of the ehwc one can distinguish three 
stages. During the years 1968–1974 the council managed to successfully and 
totally fulfill the function of being a transmission belt in both directions.13 Start-
ing with 1975—in the light of the July 1971 Theses—one can observe a gradual 
erosion of the council, an over-ideologization of its activity and a limitation 
of the intellectuals’ activity within the organization. From 1984, the council’s 
activity was restricted to the dissemination of propaganda and the mobilization 
of the masses, and after several reorganizations and purges the key members left 
the organization.

A New “Transmission Belt” for the Intellectuals? 
The First Years After the Creation of the ehwc (1968–1974)

Based on the party’s dispositions, the social composition of the ehwc’s 
leading bodies had to be socially heterogeneous: party activists, work-
ers, peasants, and intellectuals. During the first years of the organiza-

tion’s activity, intellectuals played a major role. The elected president of the 
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ehwc’s Political Bureau was István Péterfi from Cluj, a member of the Roma-
nian Academy. The vice-presidency was ensured by Lajos Takács (university 
professor), Károly Király (first secretary of Covasna County), József Méliusz 
(writer) and Tibor Maros (physician, university professor). The members of 
the Bureau were: László Bányai (university professor), János Demeter (law-
yer, pro-rector of Babeº-Bolyai University), Anna Dukász (actress, director of 
the Hungarian Theatre in Sfântu Gheorghe), Zoltán Kovács (painter), Sándor 
Egri (worker), Magdolna Fábián (member of the Women’s National Council),  
Mihály B. Kovács (vice-president of Harghita People’s Council), Julianna 
Márton (worker), Sándor Nagy (president of the Vaida cooperative of Bihor 
County), András Sütø (writer, editor-in-chief of the Új Élet magazine of Târgu-
Mureº), József Valter (activist, secretary of the Union of Communist Youth), 
and Dezsø Szilágyi (editor). In 1974 this central body was completed with an 
additional 24 members.14 In total the ehwc had 162 members, many of them 
activists and worker cadres. However during this period the core was made 
up of known intellectuals, personalities acknowledged both within the ethnic 
Hungarian community and outside it (reporters, writers, theatre directors, ac-
tors, professors), namely: András Sütø, Edgár Balogh, László Bányai, Gábor 
Cseke, Sándor Dali, Anna Dukász, Zsolt Gálfalvi, György Kovács, János Szász, 
József Méliusz, Domokos Szilágyi, Ferenc Szemlér, Géza Domokos etc.). In 
the county organizations, out of the 162 members approximately 75% were 
party activists or representatives of the economic units, factories, agricultural 
production cooperatives, etc. A more significant presence of the intellectuals can 
be found in the counties and regions where there were cultural and educational 
centers, such as Cluj, Mureº and Harghita counties.15

During the first year after its creation, the activity of the ehwc was based on 
two pillars. During the bureau’s meetings and during lucrative meetings, issues 
regarding the Hungarian community were discussed, then all these, together 
with the proposals of the plenary sessions, were presented to the party leader-
ship. At the same time, during the first period the county organizations worked 
with the local party organizations in order to improve the party’s cultural activ-
ity within the minority communities.

The ehwc was set up to work as a mass organization on the model of the 
fsu, in order to create connections between the party leadership and a specific 
segment of society, in this case the ethnic Hungarian community in Romania. 
However, the first years were marked by an active presence of some of the 
intellectuals who tried to tie togehter some major issues regarding the party’s 
nationality policy. The intervention and the presence of the intellectuals were 
well integrated and “camouflaged” into the official activity of the ehwc. As it 
was stated above, the makeup of the council was done according to party direc-
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tives, and the plenary sessions were conducted in the same manner. Some of the 
speakers, activists, factory delegates, presented general policy issues (interna-
tional policy, economic life, propaganda issues), while some intellectuals raised 
problems strictly connected to the party’s national policy, the educational and 
cultural system of the Hungarian community.

During the ehwc’s first plenary session, on 8 July 1969, out of the 21 persons 
that spoke, half were intellectuals. The ehwc prepared a series of proposals for 
the 10th Congress of the rcp. Out of the 15 points of the proposal, five were 
connected to economic problems such as: equipment for the agricultural pro-
duction cooperatives, creating dorms for girls, the remuneration of agricultural 
engineers, matters regarding the chemical industry.16 Ten points were directly 
concerned with the rcp’s policy towards the ethnic Hungarians: a law of nation-
alities, a research institute for the minorities, the re-establishment of vocational 
education on the language of the national minorities, teaching history and ge-
ography in their mother tongue, the problem of school textbooks, the organiza-
tion of the educational system, television programs in their mother tongues. A 
proposal regarding the “creation of a state body that would help local bodies in 
applying in everyday life the nationality policy and the relevant laws” was very 
interesting because theoretically this role could have been played by the ehwc it-
self if its statute had been better defined and outlined.17 During 1969, the ehwc 
also held a few bureau meetings where they analyzed the activity of the county 
organizations and attempted a synthesis regarding the discussed issues.18

The researched documents have revealed that during this period the majority 
of the ethnic Hungarian intellectuals that were active in this organization hoped 
that the ehwc was going to be the main forum to discuss the issues regarding 
Romania’s Hungarian community, as well as a means to transmit these issues 
to the party. After the Hungarian Popular Union was abolished in 1953, there 
was no organization outside the party where these questions could be discussed 
and introduced into the public discourse. The appetite of the intellectuals is illus-
trated by the fact that during a meeting in March 1969 Lajos Takács wanted the 
ehwc to set up a set of regulations even before the party regulations appeared.19 
During the first years of activity many important leaders of the ehwc took quite 
seriously their “mission” to map the problems of the Hungarian community and 
to propose solutions to party leaders.

Besides the compulsory propaganda, during this time the ehwc had quite 
a rich activity. Special councils devoted to the counties of Transylvania were 
set up, within which meetings with local intellectuals were held to discuss the 
issues they were confronted with: education in their mother tongue, cultural 
institutions, cultural events etc. A festivity to commemorate the execution of 
the 13 Hungarian generals on 6 October 1849 was held in Arad.20 Councils for 
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the control of state education in regions where there was a minority population 
were also set up. The work plan in six points established for the second half of 
1970 was concerned only with the concrete issues of the ethnic Hungarians’ 
cultural life: the anniversary of George Dózsa’s revolt, support for establishing a 
cultural magazine edited in Hungarian, a better presence of Hungarian literature 
on the market, the analysis of the program regarding education in Hungarian, 
the assessment of the results from 3–4 counties and current problems, dispatch-
ing activists to Bihor, Arad, Harghita, Mureº, Cluj counties in order to help the 
collaboration between county councils and the ehwc.21

At the beginning the activity of the ehwc was limited to a well-defined and 
restricted area: cultural life, party propaganda and issues pertaining to educa-
tion. In these conditions it did not have the chance to carry out socio-political 
activities that would mobilize the larger masses. However, starting with 1970 
letters of different groups appear in which these ask for the ehwc to help and 
intervene on matters such as new classes with teaching in Hungarian or even 
personal problems. A group of ethnic Hungarian workers from Sic asked for 
the intervention of the council in order to clarify their situation after they were 
(allegedly) assaulted on ethnic grounds near Zalãu.22

The first period of the ehwc’s existence was analyzed during a plenary held in 
the presence of Nicolae Ceauºescu on 12 March 1971.23 Prominent Hungarian 
intellectuals were also present and delivered speeches: János Demeter, András 
Sütø, Géza Domokos, Edgár Balogh, Sándor Kányádi etc. Based on these as-
sessments and speeches it can be said that the first three years of the organiza-
tion’s activity had been relatively productive, despite the abovementioned politi-
cal context. In the case of the ethnic Hungarian minority, individual decisions 
could not be made and there were no specific answers to their problems, but the 
development of the nationality policy and the party’s promises could be tracked 
by the council, and with the help of persons close to the party leadership, on 
the level of proposals and observations, lobbying could be made or some issues 
could be presented during the plenary, but only after having been properly “stra-
tegically embellished.”24

At a plenary session from 1971 it was still possible for ethnic Hungarian 
intellectuals to raise issues and present their observations. E.g., János Demeter 
requested in 1971 the control and compliance with the dispositions of the popu-
lar councils. 

Thus, article 26 provides that in counties where there is a minority population, the 
decisions have to be presented also in the language of the minority in question. Two 
years have passed since the law was adopted, so it is high time to ask in what measure 
are the requests submitted in a minority’s language solved by the clerks and if the 
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decisions of the Councils and Executive Committees have or have not been printed 
in Hungarian as well. I would dare to propose—as it has already been mentioned 
by comrade Péterfi—the establishment of a committee that, in connection with this 
issue, would collect data from the counties and municipalities, convincing those au-
thorities that there are no further reasons to wait for other special decisions, because 
these laws are compulsory and also include the law on the equal rights of all citizens 
of this country.25

On the Path of Transformation: 1975–1984

During the plenary session of the Central Committee of the rcp from 
July 1971, Nicolae Ceauºescu delivered a speech regarding the need 
to improve the political-ideological activity and the Marxist education 

of party members, a moment that later became known as the “July Theses.”26 
These and their long-term effects caused visible ruptures in the country’s politi-
cal life. The partial relaxation felt towards the end of Gheorghiu-Dej’s regime 
and continued by Ceauºescu was succeeded by a new wave of ideological sever-
ity, and its implementation ultimately gravely marked the whole of Romanian 
society (it became quite intense by the end of the ’70s). The mechanisms born 
out of the Theses, such as economic ones (forced industrialization, harsh living 
conditions), territorial systematization (the beginning of the destruction of vil-
lages), as well as the ideological and cultural ones (restrictions in the educational 
system and in the cultural life of the minorities) gradually created a situation 
increasingly lacking any perspective, including for the ethnic minorities of the 
country. The physical existence of the national minorities’ cultural institutions 
established towards the end of the ’60s was not yet in danger. However, social 
life, culture and all their areas and products were under the pall of a general 
ideological rigor, just as in the case of the  cultural institutions of the majority 
population. The activities in the minority cultural institutions and organizations, 
which had previously had a certain specificity, presently had to reflect the party’s 
new directives. Starting with the ’70s, these institutions experienced a gradual 
regress as far as their existential base was concerned and were degraded to mere 
mouthpieces of the party’s directives, having lost the role of promoting and de-
veloping the specific culture of the nationalities.

The revaluation of the councils of the nationalities started practically in 1971, 
but an important change in their activity occurred towards the mid-seventies. In 
1971 the main criticism was referring to the fact that these councils did not em-
phasize enough the transmission of the official propaganda and socialist education. 
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The attempts to offer solutions to the issue of nationalities must be eliminated in 
a unilateral manner. The councils of the cohabiting nationalities will be able to 
fulfill the tasks they were given only if they deal with the most current problems of 
building socialism. In future, the Council of Ethnic Hungarian Workers in Mureº 
County has to be more attentive regarding the implementation and achievement 
of the Party’s policy in every area—economy, politics, cultural and social life—thus 
contributing to the birth of a healthy public opinion that shall not tolerate any hos-
tile manifestation towards the new man, defined by the socialist humanism based 
on the Marxist-Leninist principles

stated in 1971 Endre Antalffy, president of the ehwc.27

In the mid-seventies, due to the ever increasing ideological pressure, these 
councils lost even the minimal role that they had at the beginning, i.e. to convey 
the specific problems of their communities. In 1971, in letter addressed to János 
Fazekas, András Sütø and Gyøzø Hajdu brought to the attention of the former 
that certain county organizations of the ehwc (e.g., Satu Mare or Timiº) existed 
only on paper and their leaders were unfit. The efficiency of the councils was 
also undermined by the fact that county secretary generals were not given clear 
instructions as to how these councils should work.28 They could not, however, 
be given such instructions, as no plenaries of the councils were held between 
1971 and 1974.

Within the activities organized by the ehwc, “mass cultural work,” i.e. convey-
ing party propaganda, was increasingly emphasized.29 A 1973 report shows that 

During the period we are referring to, the activities carried out in order to raise the 
socialist awareness of the masses and deepen their ideological knowledge were ampli-
fied, the propagation of the Party and state policy was intensified within the Party’s 
educational structures and the cyu [Communist Youth Union], within confer-
ences, people’s universities, and lectures. In localities with a compact population of 
ethnic Hungarians, this activity is carried out in their mother tongue.30

During the joint plenary of the ehwc and egwc on 5 April 1974, nei-
ther the tone nor the contents of the report presented by István Péterfi 
were in the least similar to those presented at the 1971 plenary. This 

speech no longer mentioned the grievances of the nationalities, but increasingly 
underlined the role and purpose of the councils as a means of conveying to the 
minorities the latest ideological discourse of the party.31 In both content and 
tone, Nicolae Ceauºescu’s speech suggested a new perspective. It stated again 
that the party had taken care of the nationality issue and underlined the unity 
of the Romanian people with the coexisting nations. The educational problems 
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highlighted since the ’70s were deemed general and valid for the whole educa-
tional system of Romania.32 Ceauºescu, who had been recently promoted to the 
position of president of the country, took up a moralizing tone, and told to the 
representatives of the national minorities that they should make the communi-
ties understand that if they wanted to succeed in life they would have to learn 
the Romanian language. Those present were quite surprised when the secretary 
general stated that granting excessive powers to the minority councils could lead 
to the creation of councils of the Romanian nationality in Harghita County.33 
The idea that closed the speech of the supreme leader and according to which 
unity must be strenghtened—excluding the separation of the minorities—made 
any cultural manifestation of the minorities impossible.34

During the 1970s, the ehwc slowly lost its status and the possibility to be 
the body that conveyed the ethnic Hungarian minority’s special issues to the 
party. The changes in the council’s activities can be seen on two levels: many 
leaders and important members of the council were purged and the council’s 
political role decreased significantly. During the second half of the ’70s, many 
cadres were changed both at central and county level. A significant number of 
intellectuals who had played a defining role in presenting some of the specific 
issues as well as in interfacing with the party, were purged or forced to re-
tire. In the leading bodies of the council, activists like János Vincze or Sándor  
Koppándi, dispatched by the Central Committee of the rcp,  played an increas-
ingly significant role.

By the time of the 1976 plenary of the ehwc (where Ceauºescu was not pres-
ent), of the old leadership only the Cluj-Napoca professor, István Péterfi, was 
still active. Besides him the presidency was ensured by three party activists, Lajos 
Fazekas, János Vincze, and Sándor Koppándi. Out of those who were permit-
ted to give speeches only two were intellectuals from the old generation, Endre  
Antalffy (he had not had a decisive role in the previous years, either) from Târ-
gu-Mureº, and Zsolt Gálfalvi, the editor of the A Hét magazine. The rest were 
party activists and worker cadres, as well as agricultural cadres.35

During the first period, important issues were discussed during work meet-
ings and then presented to the party leadership and discussed during plenary 
sessions. In most of the cases high-ranking officials from the Central Commit-
tee would be present, at times even Nicolae Ceauºescu himself. In this context, 
those who presented certain problems could do so in front of the plenary, fulfill-
ing their roles of mediators. Starting with the second half of the ’70s, Ceauºescu 
stopped participating in these plenaries, being represented by an activist of the 
Central Committee, in this period by Miron Constantinescu. The diminished 
role of the ehwc was illustrated by the fact that the Central Committee’s rep-
resentative did not allow certain problems discussed during the work meetings 
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to be presented here. Issues considered important by the members of the ehwc 
were only discussed during the bureau meetings.

In this period there were already cases when intellectuals, even if they were 
members of the ehwc, were not allowed to deliver speeches. One of them was a 
professor from Cluj, an old activist, Edgár Balogh, who after the meeting sent 
a letter to the leadership of the ehwc where he presented his ideas regarding 
education in the mother tongue, especially in vocational schools.36 Similarly to 
Balogh, many intellectuals were left out of the leading and influential circle of 
the ehwc, however they did not give up and tried to present the issues within 
the secondary forums of the council.

On 2 October 1975, the secretary of the Central Committee, Ilie Verdeþ, 
had a meeting with some the ethnic Hungarian intellectuals, among them Géza 
Domokos, Zsolt Gálfalvi, Pál Bodor, and János Szász. The meeting was also at-
tended by party activists János Vincze and Sándor Koppándi. They mainly dis-
cussed some issues that were not presented at the plenary: in some institutions 
there were no Hungarian musicians (the Târgu-Mureº Philharmonic); in the 
propagation of socialist culture the specific Hungarian culture and the history of 
the Hungarian community from Romania were neglected (those present stated 
that the poems of Adrian Pãunescu were not enough for the ethnic Hungarian 
community), some of the ethnic Hungarian citizens were accused, in most of 
the cases unjustly, of nationalism; in Valea Nirajului some of the local police and 
members of the people’s council requested the population to send their children 
to classes with teaching in the Romanian language. Those present at this meet-
ing requested that the local organizations of the ehwc be given more of a say in 
solving such problems.37

On 18 October 1975 another heated bureau meeting took place, also in the 
presence of Ilie Verdeþ. Lajos Takács, a professor from Cluj and a longtime party 
activist, presented in a very critical tone the fact that in his opinion there was no 
clearly defined idea in the area of education in the mother tongue. He also stated 
that based on documents, half of the ethnic Hungarian pupils in vocational 
schools did not have the possibility to learn in their mother tongue, and those 
who attempted to get into universities could not take the exam in their mother 
tongue.38 Two other members of the bureau, Zsolt Gálfalvi and Géza Domokos, 
joined Takács but with a more moderate tone, while Dezsø Szilágyi and István 
Péterfi refrained from making declarations. In his response, Verdeþ, criticized in 
a determined tone the ehwc, stating that it approached some issues only from 
the point of view of the nationality issue, neglecting the party’s general directives 
and the creation of the new man. He also stated that from the point of view of 
the party leadership the educational network in the languages of the ethnic mi-
norities was not acceptable and that the problems that appeared along the way 
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could be solved. Moreover Lajos Takács was reprimanded by Verdeþ on grounds 
that as a long-time comrade he had become ungrateful to the party: “It must be 
known that the Party’s national policy is a correct one; the basis of this policy 
must not be changed, but perhaps the way in which it is applied.”39

Starting with the mid-seventies, the structures of the ehwc were used by the 
party as a disciplinary forum in the case of the ethnic Hungarian intellectuals 
that did not follow party directives. For instance, in April 1975, Ilie Verdeþ met 
and held private discussions with Edgár Balogh. Also present at the discussions 
were activists János Vincze and Sándor Koppándi, as well as the director of the 
Kriterion publishing house, Géza Domokos. The purpose of these discussions 
were the political mistakes made by Balogh in an article with the title “From 
the Perspective of Minority Humanism” sent for publication to the Hungarian 
magazine Tiszatáj.40 Verdeþ harshly criticized the contents of the article, as well 
as the fact that it had been sent to Hungary. He stressed the fact that in the 
national policy of the party there was no minority perspective, everything being 
part of a universal process. Balogh said in his defense that he had only tried to 
counteract the nationalist discourse in Hungary. At the end of the discussions 
Balogh resorted to self-criticism.41

Thus, we see that during this period many ethnic Hungarian intellectuals 
were left out of the ehwc’s leading structures. However, for the majority of 
them the council still was the only forum where, theoretically, it would have 
been possible to convey the problems concerning the policy towards the nation-
alities. During the ’70s these intellectuals, uninvited or absent from the ehwc 
meetings, communicated with the leadership through letters or petitions, thus 
raising issues that were no longer discussed during the meetings of the council 
(cases of discrimination, unpublished manuscripts and books, the activity of the 
Securitate, the interpretation of nationalism, etc.). In a letter from 23 January 
1978, András Sütø expressed his indignation regarding the fact that, according 
to his information, in Târgu-Mureº a Ph.D. thesis was rejected due to that fact 
that the candidate was labeled as a nationalist.42

During the drafting of the 1977 law of education, the ehwc had some pro-
posals—granting by law the education in one’s mother tongue, introducing into 
the curriculum the history of the coexisting nationalities—but they were not 
taken into consideration. On the contrary, the new law of education underlined 
the fact that for a better learning of the Romanian language, some subjects were 
going to be taught in Romanian.43

Due to changes among cadres and to political pressure from the party’s bod-
ies, the ehwc almost ceased to operate as a mediator in matters of the national 
policy of the rcp. In the plan for the period 1976–1977, only one of the six 
points refered to issues specific to the ethnic Hungarian community, namely the 
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consultative role of the council in matters of education. The rest of the points 
referred to administrative and propaganda issues: the makeup of the bureau, 
organizing bureau and plenary sessions, the methodology of party propaganda 
dissemination.44 This trend was continued in the program for the year 1977 
as well. The dissemination of party ideology and political work were the main 
priorities. Here is an overview of the program proposed for the year 1978: as-
sessment of the results of education, questions regarding the organization of 
Cântarea României (The Song of Romania Festival), the activity of the ethnic 
Hungarian theatres and ensembles, and the increased mobilizing role of news-
papers and periodicals that were published in Hungarian.45

After the plenary session of 19 June 1979, the ehwc was totally subjected to 
politics. Instead of the university professor from Cluj-Napoca, István Péterfi, 
who had in fact avoided throughout his entire mandate any confrontation with 
the party, the new leader of the ehwc became a high ranking activist, Mihály 
Gere, a member of the Central Committee of rcp and an alternate member of 
the Executive Bureau. In the makeup of the chair, party activists and worker 
cadres gained the absolute majority: vice-presidents Lajos Fazekas (a member of 
the Central Committee of rcp and alternate member of the Executive Bureau), 
László Lørincz (secretary of state), József Méliusz (writer), Ilona Péter (worker, 
Cluj-Napoca), Albert Szabó (turner, Oradea), János Vincze (party activist), and 
the secretary of the organization, Sándor Koppándi (alternate member of the 
Central Committee).46

Through Gere the council was now headed by a fervent activist from 
Ceauºescu’s innermost circle. The ehwc was now under complete political con-
trol. In 1979, Ceauºescu declared the following regarding the purpose of these 
councils and the party’s national policy: 

At the same time, I think that these councils, both central and county, must take 
part in the general activity of political education, of shaping the new socialist con-
sciousness. It is imperative that the press, radio and television, in Romanian and in 
the Hungarian and German languages, play a more active role in the whole po-
litical-educational activity combating the various backward and mystical concepts, 
in the formation of the new man that builds socialism. I must emphasize again the 
important role of literature and art, of the cultural-artistic activity, and of ensur-
ing the conditions for these to be able to manifest themselves and to be created also in 
the languages of the nationalities, while at the same time integrating this activity 
into a unique stream during Cântarea României. Regardless of the language in 
which this political, cultural, literary, artistic activity is carried out, it must be done 
in a language that is consistent with scientific materialism, with the program of our 
Party—the expression of Marxist-Leninism in Romania.47
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After the 1979 plenary major changes were made also at the level of the 
county organizations. By comparing the list of members of the ehwc from 1979 
with the list of members after the council was set up (1968), one can observe 
two important things: the fluctuation of the cadres and the disappearance from 
the lists of a significant part of members who were intellectuals. For instance, if 
in 1968, in Cluj County, out of the 18 ehwc members seven were intellectuals, 
many of them known and appreciated by the Hungarian community, in 1979 
their numbers fell to three, the best-known Professor Lajos Takács. In the case 
of Mureº County, the number of intellectuals was also reduced to three, the  
better known ones being the writer András Sütø and the editor Gyøzø Hajdu.48

In the 1983 report of the ehwc, among others, the following were stressed: 

A central and permanent preoccupation of the Council was the support and popu-
larization of the way in which the Romanian Communist Party has solved the na-
tionality issue, of Nicolae Ceauºescu’s determined and original contribution to the 
substantiation of a unique, scientific principle on the matter, of the way in which 
the results of this policy are reflected in economic, social, cultural life and in the 
liberties which the coexisting nationalities enjoy.49

The Fall of the Intellectuals: 1984–1989

At the beginning of the ’80s, the political process started by the July 
Theses reached a new phase. The party leadership was struggling to find 
solutions to the economic and political problems caused by the global 

economic crisis and by the neo-Stalinist structure of the Romanian economy. 
Despite the difficult situation, Nicolae Ceauºescu refused any kind of socio-
political reform and intensified the ideological campaign, increasing the central-
ization of the leadership structures and the mass mobilization based on national-
ism. The cult of personality of the rcp’s leader reached unprecedented heights 
in the postwar history of the country. The rotation of cadres continued, both at 
central (party and government) as well as at local level. Following the success in 
foreign affairs from the ’60s and ’70s (especially after the Helsinki Act of 1975), 
Ceauºescu’s regime was now being criticized by Western powers in connection 
with the cult of personality, violations of human rights and its policy towards the 
ethnic minorities. In response, Ceauºescu tried to reduce international isolation 
by forging new political and economic relations with Third World countries.

The 13th Congress of the rcp practically preserved this status quo, eliminat-
ing the slightest chances for potential reforms. Romania’s external debt in this 
period (1981) reached a staggering 10.2 billion dollars. Under these circum-



104 • Transylvanian Review • Vol. XXIX, No. 3 (Autumn 2020)

stances, Ceauºescu decided to pay all debts by the end of the ’80s, thus creating 
an independent and sovereign country in all respects. The consequences of this 
policy were to be experienced by a population condemned to find a way to 
survive in very harsh conditions. Meanwhile, the party leadership, in order to 
maintain control over society, was using administrative methods with the help 
of the police (Militia) and the Securitate.50

The mobilization of the Romanian society was done through the manipula-
tion of nationalism. In order to achieve this goal, a revaluation of national his-
tory was underway: the Dacian-Roman origins, the history of the Romanian 
feudal states, the anti-Ottoman wars etc. In the national pantheon, Ceauºescu 
was portrayed as the successor of the medieval rulers. Following the disputes of 
the ’60s, by now the new forms of the Romanian socialist nation were crystal-
lized. The implementation of the new theory regarding the formation of the 
Romanian socialist nation created a real danger for the national minorities in 
the country, as in this new political context there were no ideological and legal 
guaranties that the national and linguistic characteristics were to be taken into 
consideration by the party leadership. Social and national homogenization was 
again in full force thanks to the intensification of the industrialization and ur-
banization process.51

The radicalization of political and ideological life, the rapid social transforma-
tions and some foreign policy events (Hungary’s active role in the life of Hun-
garians outside the borders of Hungary) brought new changes to the party’s 
policy towards nationalities.52 As early as the ’60s Ceauºescu’s regime was think-
ing of a total homogenization of society (from an ethnic point of view as well), 
but for certain reasons it made compromises with the larger ethnic groups such 
as the Hungarians and Germans.53 Starting with the second half of the ’70, and 
mostly during the ’80s, the party leadership tried to intensify the ethnic homog-
enization by encouraging emigration (in case of the Germans) and by intensify-
ing the assimilation process (in case of the Hungarians). One by one the party 
leadership abandoned all political techniques used in the nationality policy: in-
tegration of ethnic communities through their own elites, cultural institutions 
with a national content, recognizing the national, linguistic characteristics of 
cultural activities, integration of the political and intellectual elite into party and 
state structures. Gradually, the activity of minority cultural institutions became 
devoid of substance. The term coexisting nationality was replaced by the term 
ethnic Hungarian or German workers, and the use of place names in the lan-
guage of the minorities in printed texts was banned.

Due to the worsening situation, many ethnic Hungarian activists and intel-
lectuals that had been previously loyal reconsidered their ties with Ceauºescu’s 
regime, with Hungary, and the issues regarding their national and political 
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identity.54 Ethnic Hungarian intellectuals who were institutionally integrated 
into the Romanian political system withdrew or were replaced in key positions. 
According to a report of the Securitate, in 1987 András Sütø was revolted by 
the fact that the leadership had only consulted with Sándor Koppándi, Gyøzø 
Hajdu and Lajos Létay, activists and intellectuals who in Sütø’s opinion did 
not represent in any way the opinion of the Hungarian community. The writer 
from Târgu-Mureº also underlined that the abovementioned had taken over all 
important positions in the ehwc.55 During the same period, in 1984 to be exact, 
one of the long-lasting ethnic Hungarian activists, János Fazekas, was removed 
from the leading circles of the rcp.56

The year 1984 saw the last major change in the activity and structure of the 
ehwc. During this year, partly because of the quarrels among a few Hungarian 
intellectuals, a new wave of purges targeted the council. The tone of the events 
was set by Gyøzø Hajdu, the editor of Igaz Szó (True Word) a periodical pub-
lished in Târgu-Mureº. In November 1984, in a lengthy letter to the secretary 
general, he detailed the situation within the ehwc. Hajdu’s attack was oriented 
against that group of intellectuals that had survived the purges from the ’70s. 
Even if this concerned the conflict between Hajdu and other intellectuals, the 
former’s denunciation report reveals that from the point of view of the intellec-
tuals’ contribution, the ehwc operated only in theory, many members refusing 
to take part in the meetings, adopting a sort of passivity. The writer and former 
editor-in-chief at the Romanian Television, Pál Bodor, had fled the country. 

On a related topic, it has been noticed that Pál Bodor frequently publishes in the 
People’s Republic of Hungary, but the contents of his writings does not reflect the 
fact that he is a member of our Party and a citizen of our country, giving instead 
the impression that he approaches socio-political issues as a native Hungarian,

states Hajdu.57 As far as András Sütø was concerned, he underlined the fact that 
his children had left the country and he 

For many years now has been declaring that he would not put his name to any ac-
tions initiated by the rcp. I have personally witnessed many occasions when he has 
stated this. For 8–10 years he has not voiced a single positive appreciation regarding 
Party documents or Party policy in general.58 

A literary critic from Bucharest, Zsolt Gálfalvi, declared that Hajdu had been 
close friends with Sütø for a long time, and had since identified with the same 
attitude of opposition. Just as Sütø, he prided himself with the fact that in his 
writings he never mentioned the name of the first secretary. “Sándor Huszár 
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published in 1982 his autobiography, a volume in which, due to the excessive 
subjectivity of the author, the Party’s cultural and national policy for the period 
after 23 August 1944 is distorted,”59 declared Hajdu about Huszár. The author 
of the letter also denounced two other prominent members of the ehwc, editor 
Géza Domokos and József Méliusz, the vice-president of the organization. 

The grave political and ideological mistakes made at the Kriterion publishing house 
are closely connected to Géza Domokos’ attitude. As I also had the opportunity to 
witness, he is a two-faced man, with different attitudes towards the Party’s bodies 
and towards the circles of the Hungarian minority with which he is in contact. 
Not once have I observed the ethnic Hungarian intellectuals with nationalist views 
praise the only and vigorous leader of the Hungarian minority in Romania. I also 
had the chance to convince myself that for years now he has been under the poisonous 
influence of József Méliusz and János Fazekas, identifying with the principles and 
attitude of András Sütø . . . József Méliusz was elected vice-president of the Council 
of Ethnic Hungarian Workers only because he was also the vice-president of the 
Writers’ Union of the Socialist Republic of Romania, a position that he has not oc-
cupied for over ten years. In general he has a passive attitude towards the Council’s 
activity, in the last 5–6 years he has attended only one meeting and none of the bu-
reau meetings. József Méliusz’s attitude is in plain contradiction with the fact that 
he is the vice-president of the Council, as for 10 years he has been refusing to express 
publicly, in the press, a favorable position towards our Party’s policy, especially the 
policy towards the nationalities.60

In 1984 came new removals, respectively new appointments in the ehwc’s lead-
ing body. In the Bureau, out of the eight appointees only one was an intellectual, 
but this time he was not a known writer or poet, but a university professor from 
Cluj-Napoca, Árpád Páll. The other seven members were party activists.61 In 
the same year major changes occurred in the county organizations of the ehwc. 
The majority of the old cadres from the ’60s and ’70s disappeared from the lists 
of the council, which was now clearly dominated by party activists. It must be 
mentioned that during the ’80s, the intellectuals were represented within the 
ehwc by only a restricted, loyal circle around Gyøzø Hajdu. Most of the mem-
bers of this group had been living in the capital city for a long time, having 
worked for the party, with no direct connections with their communities, while 
the intellectuals (writers, poets, editors) that stayed in the ehwc had not enjoyed 
the same popularity with the public as the members that had stayed outside the 
organization.

During this period the ehwc did not have a single activity that was organized 
at its own initiative, not even bureau meetings. The program and the activity of 
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the council were restricted to mass mobilization, respectively propaganda, used 
in the propaganda and media war with Hungary, and if necessary in the war 
with the Western powers. The ehwc program for 1985 was only about propa-
ganda issues and mobilization: 

As the center of their preoccupations is the task defined by the National Plan for 
Socio-economic Development for 1985 and by the current five-year plan, the mem-
bers of the Council shall each at their workplace act under the coordination of 
Party bodies and organizations for the mobilization and stimulation of the workers’ 
initiatives in order to ensure in a complete and continuous manner the production, 
the efficient use of energy and raw materials, of production means with maximum 
yield, as well as their creative capacities, in order to realize in a timely manner and 
with irreproachable quality the production destined for export, to increase work 
productivity, economic efficiency, to strengthen the workers’ economic and financial 
self-management in each unit.62

During 1984, the council received at their request reporters and delegations 
from Great Britain, Austria, Sweden, France etc. who wanted to be informed 
about some aspects of the ethnic Hungarian Romanian citizens’ rights in Roma-
nia. The ehwc reported to the party leadership that the organization had fulfilled 
its mission: 

In all of these cases, in its response the Council has presented in great detail the 
Party’s and the country’s just nationality policy, with concrete arguments about the 
way in which this policy is reflected in the socio-economic, political and spiritual life 
of the workers belonging to this nationality, and has refuted the claims that sought 
to distort the Party’s policy regarding the assurance of equality of all our country’s 
workers.63

The last (documented) large scale action of the ehwc was in 1987, when the 
publication in three volumes of the History of Transylvania in Budapest had to 
be condemned.64 The publication of the book in Hungarian and then in English 
translation was done with the (tacit) approval of Hungary’s Party leadership and 
it was a clear signal that, before the public opinion, Hungary had entered into 
a direct polemic with the rcp on all levels. Therefore, for the party leadership it 
was vital to ensure for itself the support of the acknowledged ethnic Hungar-
ian intellectuals from Romania. There were precedents from 1956, when the 
great majority of ethnic Hungarian intellectuals had condemned the Hungarian 
Revolution, or in 1968, when many of the same intellectuals, at the request of 
the leadership, had opposed the decision of the Writers’ Union from Hungary 
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regarding the double connection (one with the mother country and one with 
Romania) of Hungarian literature in Romania.65 During this period Nicolae 
Ceauºescu attended again the plenaries of the ehwc. The situation was critical, 
and the ehwc Bureau looked in vain for any personalities (even outside the or-
ganization) that would take on the role of condemning in plenary the actions 
of Hungary.66 In the end, the ehwc issued a declaration in which it stressed the 
following: 

A series of history books published in the People’s Republic of Hungary contain gross 
falsifications of the historical truth, reviving the most reactionary theses from the 
time of Horthy’s fascist regime. They incite in fact to a reopening of the discussions 
regarding the decisions of the peace treaties of World War I and World War II and 
the existing European borders. Becoming aware of such shameful manifestations, 
in flagrant contradiction with the truth, with the principles and norms of interna-
tional relations, with the interests of the Romanian-Hungarian friendship, the eth-
nic Hungarian workers in Romania express their perplexity and sorrow and firmly 
condemn them. Such theses are extremely dangerous and harmful, they encourage 
nationalism, chauvinism and anti-communism, glorify revengeful feelings, create 
illusions and false problems that result in and incite misunderstandings among 
peoples, nations and different ethnic communities.67

During the ’80s the ehwc did not exist as an organization on the national stage. 
Local branches were not functioning, a significant number of the members had 
left the organization or were not invited to meetings, with the exception of im-
portant propaganda missions. In this period the field of activity of the organiza-
tion was gradually restricted, and the leadership consisted of an extremely limit-
ed group of activists and intellectuals loyal to Nicolae Ceauºescu. With the 1989 
Revolution the organization ceased to exist de jure as well. The last president of 
the ehwc, Mihály Gere, was convicted during the trials of the 1989 Revolution; 
the rest of its active leaders withdrew from public life, but were confronted with 
a great rejection on behalf of the Hungarian community of Romania.68

The existence and evolution of the Ethnic Hungarian Workers’ Coun-
cil reflects in fact the evolution of the policy of the Ceauºescu regime, 
especially in connection to the national minorities. This policy tried to 

integrate nationalities by ensuring access to public property and to the redistri-
bution of the state’s resources in exchange for the nationalities’ support for the 
communist ideology. The leadership based on the elites and derived from the 
principles of democratic centralization favored the ethnic elites with a discourse 
supporting the ethnic groups. Most of all, these elites wanted to consolidate 
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group loyalty, and later tried to exploit the failures of the redistribution process 
to gain more resources for these communities, more rights, and even territorial 
autonomy, and lastly political sovereignty.69

At the end of the ’60s, the Council was born in the context of a moderate 
liberalization of cultural and political life and was an integral part of the party’s 
policy towards the ethnic minorities. The ehwc’s original purpose was a double 
one: integration and mobilization of the Hungarian community by conveying 
and interpreting the party’s policy, respectively the integration of the ethnic 
Hungarian intellectuals through their consultative role regarding the issues spe-
cific to the Hungarian minority. Its functioning—employees were not remuner-
ated, the organization had no headquarters, total subordination to the party 
organizations, the Council had no right to make decisions or call for plenaries, 
it did not even have a budget—rapidly revealed the organization’s limitations. 
However, until the mid-seventies, even if during 1972–1973 the plenary was 
not held, by virtue of its consultative rights many ehwc representatives brought 
to the party’s attention (e.g., at the plenary held at the 12 March 1971) is-
sues specific to the ethnic Hungarian community, such as: the right to use the 
mother tongue in local administration, the issue of editing books in Hungarian, 
the issue of education on their mother tongue, representation of the Hungarian 
community in state bodies.

Once the political atmosphere changed in Romania in the ’70s, the ehwc 
gradually lost its consultative role, becoming a mere tool of the rcp’s propagan-
da. The use of the ehwc as a means of propaganda led at first to the discontent 
of the most prominent members who later on left the ehwc: András Sütø, János 
Demeter, Géza Domokos, Károly Király etc. Their places were taken by activ-
ists that were loyal to the party: Mihály Gere (president of the Council during 
1979–1989), János Vincze, Lajos Fazekas etc. During 1974–1983 the ehwc’s 
plenary was convened many times, but only for reasons of propaganda, out of 
which the most important was combating the so-called “Hungarian revisionist 
tendencies.”

In the year 1989 a new wave of changes swept over the organization’s leader-
ship, the majority of the intellectuals were thrown out and their places were tak-
en by activists loyal to the Ceauºescu regime. The ehwc was operating as a mere 
instrument of the propaganda, legitimizing Ceauºescu’s policy, with no chance 
of formulating issues specific to the ethnic Hungarian community. The plenaries 
were held only for reasons considered to be important by the party leadership. 
The 1987 plenary was held only to condemn the fact that a vast monograph in 
three volumes regarding the history of Transylvania was published in Budapest. 
There were a few volumes published in the ’80s under the aegis of the Council 
(The Hungarian Nationality in Romania, edited by Sándor Koppándi) the pur-
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pose of which was to underline the correct policy of the party towards the coex-
isting nationality. The ethnic Hungarian leaders that remained loyal to the party 
and who were practically isolated in Bucharest lost contact with the Hungarian 
community, becoming simple tools of the Ceauºescu regime.70
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Abstract
The Intellectuals of Politics and the Policies of Intellectuals: The Role of the Ethnic 
Hungarian Workers’ Council in the Political Integration of the Ethnic Hungarian  
Cultural Elite during the Ceauºescu Regime

After Ceauºescu’s rise to power, in 1965 a new committee was set up within the Central Com-
mittee of the Romanian Communist Party, which dealt with the issues pertaining to the ethnic 
minorities. The Ethnic Hungarian Workers’ Council (ehwc) and the Ethnic German Workers’ 
Council (egwc) were created in a later stage, on 15 November 1968. The paper analyzes the ac-
tivity of the ehwc, in its three main stages. During the years 1968–1974 the council managed to 
successfully and totally fulfill the function of interfacing with the party authorities. Starting with 
1975—in the light of the July 1971 Theses—one can observe a gradual erosion of the council, an 
over-ideologization of its activity and a limitation of the intellectuals’ activity within the organiza-
tion. From 1984, the council’s activity was restricted to the dissemination of propaganda and the 
mobilization of the masses, and after several reorganizations and purges, the key members left the 
organization.

Keywords
national policy, communism, elites, minority, culture, propaganda, theatre, literature, intellectu-
als, education
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und Verbände war, die Interessen der deutschen Minderheit zu fördern und die 
deutsche Sprache und Kultur zu wahren. Die Zeit der Weimarer Republik war 
eine Epoche, in der sich die deutsche Minderheit in Rumänien mit den Gebiets
erweiterungen von 1918-1920 in einer veränderten Lage befand, doch sich die 
Situation und die Tätigkeit der Vereine noch nicht infolge der Machtergreifung 
von 1933 radikal verändert hatten.

Am Ende des Ersten Weltkriegs entstanden aus den alten Vielvölkerreichen 
neue Staaten, beziehungsweise wurde die territoriale Einheit mancher Ländern 
hergestellt. Für die betroffenen Gebiete verursachte die Neuaufteilung Europas 
durch die Pariser Vorortverträge Veränderungen in allen Bereichen des poli-
tischen, gesellschaftlichen und kulturellen Lebens. Ausser dem sogenannten Alt
reich (Moldau, Walachei und Dobrudscha) gehörten jetzt zu Großrumänien: 
Bessarabien, das sich vom Zarenreich gelöst hatte, die Bukowina, die Teil der 
österreichischen Reichshälfte der Doppelmonarchie gewesen war, sowie Sieben-
bürgen, das Banat, die Maramuresch und Sathmar, die zur ungarischen Reichs
hälfte gehört hatten. Im vereinigten Staat bildete die Bevölkerung deutscher 
Abstammung jetzt die zweitgrößte Minderheit (rund 750.000 Deutsche, 4,1% 
der Landesbevölkerung) nach den Ungarn (7,9%).1

Die Geschichte der Deutschen in Rumänien ist eine Geschichte der Iden-
titätssuche auf dem Hintergrund der Rumänisierungspolitik, bei der die rumän-
ische Sprache als alleinige Staatssprache offiziell anerkannt war. Die Rumänien-
deutschen sahen sich in einer neuen, oft schwierigen Lage, da der rumänische 
Staat versuchte, die Unterschiede zu nivellieren und eine nationale Homogenität 
zu erreichen, um die neu erworbenen Territorien kontrollieren zu können: „Die 
Eingliederung der nationalen Minderheiten in den rumänischen Nationalstaat 
war ein komplexer Vorgang, der sowohl von positiven Elementen, als auch von 
Spannungen begleitet wurde.“2 Die Zentralgewalt verhielt sich gegenüber den 
einzelnen Gebieten unterschiedlich. Die Maßnahmen waren am sichtbarsten 
in Bessarabien, wo die deutschen Schulen rumänisiert wurden, und in der Bu-
kowina, wo die Deutschen vor 1918 eine besondere Stellung innegehabt hatten 
im Vergleich zu den anderen Regionen und wo Deutsch die Amtssprache ge
wesen war.3 Die Minderheiten hofften auf Unterstützung von außen, während 
das Staatsvolk sie verdächtigte, an der inneren Destabilisierung des Landes 
mitzuwirken. Deshalb war nach dem Krieg die Teilnahme an den Tätigkeiten 
der Vereine niedrig, aber ein paar Jahre später „gab es im rumänischen Kul-
turbetrieb keine politisch bedingten Ressentiments gegenüber den Deutschen 
mehr“.4 Spannungen gab es nicht nur zwischen dem Staatsvolk und den Min-
derheiten, sondern auch innerhalb der einzelnen Gruppen. Zum Beispiel gab es 
im Banat Spannungen zwischen den rechtsradikalen Jugendorganisationen und 
den Gruppierungen der katholischen Jugendvereine.
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„Die Minderheiten selbst versuchten über die einzelnen Provinzen hinweg 
eine Verbindung und eine gewisse Homogenität in ihrer Zielsetzung zu er-
reichen“.5 Deshalb wurden nach 1918 auch solche Vereine für alle Rumä
niendeutsche gegründet, durch welche sie versuchten, „ihre Herkunft und ihre 
Verbindung zu den jeweiligen Mutternationen zu bestimmen“.6 Die Solidarität 
der Deutschen wurde in der Zwischenkriegszeit 

auf eine harte Probe gestellt, da die einzelnen Ethnien eine Identitätskrise zu überwin-
den hatten [...] Deshalb waren die einzelnen Gruppen zunächst bestrebt, durch Ab-
grenzungen ihre Identität zu definieren und ihre Verhaltensweisen zu legitimieren.7 

Die Tagung der Kulturvereine war 1932 noch „von einer Vielfalt von Meinun-
gen und Darbietungsmöglichkeiten bestimmt“.8

Die Vereine der deutschen Minderheit in Rumänien können nach verschie-
denen Kriterien eingeordnet werden: nach der Region (Siebenbürgen, Banat, 
Bukowina, Altreich, Bessarabien), nach dem Profil (politische, kulturelle, wirt-
schaftliche, kirchliche, Berufs-, Jugend-, Frauenvereine usw.) oder nach der Zahl 
der Mitglieder. Im Fokus unseres Beitrags stehen die wichtigsten kulturellen 
und wissenschaftlichen Vereine.

Siebenbürgen

In Siebenbürgen bildeten die Deutschen 7,9% der Gesamtbevölkerung. 
Hier wurden die wichtigsten Vereine gegründet, von denen manche so
gar für das ganze Deutschtum in Rumänien zuständig waren, beziehungs

weise Ortsgruppen in anderen Regionen besaßen. Eine zentrale Stellung für  
die Rumäniendeutschen hatte der Verband der Deutschen in Großrumänien. 
Von Rudolf Brandsch 1921 in Hermannstadt gegründet, stellte er die Rahmen
einrichtigung dar, in welcher sich der Prozess der geistigen Vereinigung der 
Deutschen unter den neuen politischen Bedingungen nach dem Ersten Welt-
krieg vollzog.9 Der Verband, dem ein Nationalrat unter dem Vorsitz von  
Rudolf Brandsch vorstand, sollte seine Tätigkeit nach dem Modell des deutsch-
sächsischen Volksrats für Siebenbürgen ausüben.10 Er zählte 80.000 Mitglie-
der und stellte sich die Aufgabe, die kulturellen, religiösen, politischen und 
wirtschaftlichen Belange der deutschen Minderheit zu vertreten.11 Der Verband 
war geographisch in sechs Gebiete eingeteilt: a) Banat, Arad und Sathmar, b) 
Siebenbürgen, c) Bukowina, d) Bessarabien, e) Dobrudscha, f) Altreich. Poli-
tisch war der Verband von der Deutschen Partei unter dem Vorsitz von Hans 
Otto Roth (Vorsitzender des Verbands 1935-1945) vertreten. 
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Das Kulturamt des Verbandes war zwischen 1922 und 1931 in Hermannstadt 
tätig und hatte folgende sechs Abteilungen: 1) für Volksbildung (verantwortlich 
für die Bibliotheken); 2) für höheres Bildungswesen (Theater, Hochschulkurse,  
Konzertwesen); 3) für Schrifttum, Abteilung „Neue Bücherei“ (Herausgabe 
der Zeitschrift „Ostland“ und des „Jahrbuchs der Deutschen in Rumänien“); 
4. für Pressewesen (Kartei für die Kenntnis Rumäniens, Informierung der ein-
heimischen und ausländischen Presse, Lesesaal); 5) Bücherei für die Kenntnis 
Rumäniens; 6) Abteilung für Studienberatung (Aufnahme von jungen Leuten 
an deutschen Universitäten).12

Das Presseorgan des Kulturamts, die Zeitschrift „Ostland“, wurde ab 1926 
vom Vorsitzenden Dr. Richard Csaki herausgegeben und hatte zum Ziel, 

Raum zu bieten für die methodischen Fragen der kulturellen Organisations – und 
Volkabbildungsarbeiten [...] Außerdem soll die Zeitschrift [...] ein Sprachrohr der 
speziellen Bestrebungen des Kulturamts sein.13 

Die Zeitschrift hatte moderne, sogar avantgardistische Tendenzen und plante, 
Werke von bekannten Autoren zu veröffentlichen, wie Gerhart Hauptmann, 
Thomas Mann, Rainer Maria Rilke, Robert Musil, Theodor Däubler oder Iwan 
Goll.14 Hier publizierten nicht nur Deutsche, sondern auch Rumänen, und Un-
garn, um den deutschen Lesern die Möglichkeit zu bieten, die Literatur, Kunst 
und Sitten der zusammen mit ihnen lebenden Ethnien kennen zu lernen. In der 
Nummer 2 des Jahres 1921 publizierte Csaki den Beitrag „Unser Kulturpro-
gramm“, das die Ziele des Kulturamts definierte, und zwar: die Zusammenar-
beit mit den bereits bestehenden Vereinen und Verbänden; die Veranstaltung 
von Kulturtagen; die Organisation einer Sommeruniversität in Hermannstadt; 
die Gründung eines Presseorgans; die Ausarbeitung einer Enzyklopädie der 
Deutschen; die Gründung eines Dokumentations- und Informationszentrums; 
die Veranstaltung von Tagungen und anderen Ereignissen zur Popularisierung 
der Wissenschaft; die Erfassung der Auswanderungsraten und eine Strategie, 
um der Auswanderung entgegenzuwirken; die gute Kenntnis des kulturellen 
Lebens der Rumänen und der anderen Ethnien und die Kontaktaufnahme mit 
ihnen. Die kulturelle Tätigkeit sollte zur Grundlage des Gemeinschaftslebens 
werden und parallel zu der politischen und wirtschaftlichen verlaufen. Zu die-
sem Zweck sollten dauerhafte Verbindungen zu Persönlichkeiten aus den po-
litischen und wirtschaftlichen Bereichen aufgebaut werden, die die kulturelle 
Arbeit unterstützten.15

Im Jahr 1920 wurde in Hermannstadt der Hochschulbund der Deutschen 
Großrumäniens gegründet, der es sich zum Ziel setzte, die Errichtung einer 
deutschen Universität in Hermannstadt, sowie anderer akademischen Anstal-
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ten der Deutschen in Großrumänien zu fördern und die wissenschaftlichen 
Tätigkeit durch die Verleihung von Stipendien und Preisen anzuregen.16 Der 
Hochschulbundund das Kulturamt organisierten ab 1922 die Sommeruniversi-
tät in Hermannstadt unter Mitwirkung deutscher, österreichischer und deutsch-
rumänischer Professoren und Dozenten. Jedes Jahr gab es Veranstaltungen zu 
verschiedenen Themen aus dem Bereich der Geschichte, Kunstgeschichte, So-
ziologie, Psychologie, Ethnographie, Pädagogik, Medizin und Wirtschaft. Das 
Prestige der Teilnehmer, darunter der Historiker und Politiker Nicolae Iorga, 
der Wiener Kunsthistoriker Josef Strzygovski, der Direktor der Albertina Heinz  
Julius Tomaseth, der Berliner Wirtschaftstheoretiker Werner Sombart, die Kunst- 
historiker Alexandru Tzigara-Samurcaº und Hans Wühr, Richard Csaki, stei
gerte Jahr für Jahr das Ansehen der Veranstaltung.

Die Sommerkurse entsprangen auch dem Wunsch, eine deutsche Hochschule 
zu errichten. Verschiedene Tätigkeiten der Vereine fanden statt und andere Ver-
eine wurden gegründet, weil die Rumäniendeutschen es als eine Notwendigkeit 
ansahen, eine deutsche Universität zu haben, umso mehr da die Universität in 
Czernowitz rumänisiert wurde:

Nicht Gedanken des Gegensatzes zu dem Staate, dessen treue Bürger wir sind... 
im Gegenteil! Indem wir hier die deutsche Wissenschaft in ihren hervorragendsten 
Vertretern, den deutschen Universitätsprofessoren zu Wort kommen lassen, wollen 
wir den völkerversöhnenden Wert der deutschen Gelehrtenarbeit betonen.17

Auch weil eine deutsche Universität fehlte empfahl Rudolf Speck, ab 1924 Di-
rektor des Brukenthal-Museums, die wissenschaftliche Arbeit in Vereinen wie 
dem Verein für Siebenbürgische Landeskunde zu intensivieren. Letzterer war 
1840 in Hermannstadt gegründet worden und veröffentlichte seit 1845 die 
Zeitschrift „Archiv des Vereins für siebenbürgische Landeskunde“. Sein Vor-
sitzender war Bischof Dr. Friedrich Teutsch.18 Das Ziel des Vereins war die 
Erforschung und die wissenschaftliche Verarbeitung der Geografie und der Ge-
schichte des Landes. Der Verein umfasste zwei Abteilungen: eine für Geschichte 
und eine für Naturwissenschaften. Er publizierte Studien und ein Wörterbuch 
der moselfränkisch-luxemburgischen Mundart.

Der Naturwissenschaftliche Leseverein, gegründet 1847 in Hermannstadt, 
befasste sich mit Naturforschung, besonders von Siebenbürgen, und besaß 
mehrere Abteilungen: für Naturwissenschaften, für Medizin, für Technik und 
Pharmazie (ab 1932). Er hatte auch eine Niederlassung in Schässburg. Ein Ziel 
war die Veröffentlichung von Studien, Abhandlungen und Mitteilungen. Der 
Verein publizierte zwischen 1850 und 1945 95 Bände und veranstaltete zwi- 
schen 1928 und 1939 240 Tagungen.19 Er errichtete ein Gebäude für das Natur
historische Museum und eröffnete eine Bibliothek mit mehr als 9.000 Bänden.
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Neben den wissenschaftlichen Vereinen, zu denen auch der Siebenbürgische 
Karpathenverein gehörte, der 1780 in Hermannstadt gegründet worden war, 
um die Schönheit der Gebirge hervorzuheben, gab es auch literarische Vereine 
in Schässburg, Mediasch, Bistritz, Mühlbach und Sächsisch-Regen. Weitere 
Vereine beschäftigten sich mit Kunst. Der Sebastian-Hann Verein, der 1904 
in Hermannstadt gegründet und von Dr. Viktor Kloeß geleitet wurde, hatte 
Ortsgruppen in Kronstadt, Schässburg und Mediasch, und zielte darauf hin, die 
künstlerische Kultur zu fördern (Kunsterziehung, bildende Kunst und Kunst-
gewerbe in Siebenbürgen). Der Hermannstädter Deutsche Theaterverein be
zweckte die Veranstaltung von Dilettantenaufführungen und die Unterstützung 
des deutschen Berufstheaterwesens. Der Hermannstädter Musikverein, gegrün-
det 1839, war der älteste Verein aus Hermannstadt. Er setzte sich für die Schaf-
fung eines Symphonie-Orchesters ein.

Banat

Nach 1918 gab es im Banat, wo 24% der Einwohner Deutsche waren, 
eine starke deutsche Bewegung, eine „Verdeutschung der kulturellen 
Werte“20, so dass viele Vereine entstanden. Zunächst schloßen sich die 

Banater Schwaben in einer deutsch-schwäbischen Volksgemeinschaft zusam-
men. Die Gemeinschaft wurde am 13. März 1921 gegründet und hatte ihren 
Sitz im Deutschen Haus in Temeswar. Ihre Ziele waren: die Vertretung der 
Interessen und Rechte des deutsch-schwäbischen Volkes, ohne Unterschied der 
Partei; die Vereinheitlichung der Bestrebungen; die Zusammenarbeit im Be-
reich der Politik, Kultur und Wirtschaft. Die Gemeinschaft hatte einen deutsch-
schwäbischen Volksrat, der von Dr. Karl Muth geleitet wurde, und setzte sich 
aus 146 Ortsgemeinschaften, 30 Bezirksgemeinschaften und 4 Gauämtern 
zusammen. Ab 1926 gab die Gemeinschaft monatlich die „Mitteilungen der 
Volksgemeinschaften“ heraus, die „wegen ihrer offenen Sprache von der Regie
rung des Generals Averescu“21 schon am 9. Juni 1927 verboten wurden. Die 
Gemeinschaft hatte auch einen Sitz in Bukarest, „Die deutsche Volkskanzlei“, 
der dort eng mit den deutschen Parlamentariern zusammen arbeitete.

Der Banater Deutsche Kulturverein, die bedeutendste kulturelle Organisa-
tion im Banat, entstand 1926 in Temeswar unter der Leitung von Dr. Josef 
Gabriel und bezweckte die Förderung aller kulturellen Einrichtungen der deut-
schen Bevölkerung im Banat sowie im Arader und Sathmarer Gau durch: die 
Pflege der Allgemeinbildung und der Heimatswissenschaft, die Wachrufung und 
Erhaltung des Gemeinschaftssinns und des deutschen Selbstbewusstseins, die 
Bewahrung des schwäbischen Volkstums, unter anderem durch die Erweiterung 
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und Umgestaltung der alten Lesevereine, die Bereicherung der eigenen Kul-
tur in Bezug auf die Sprache, Sitten, Bräuche, Kunst und Weltanschauung; das 
Zusammentragen von Urkunden, Büchern, Bildern und kulturgeschichtlichen 
Gegenständen für ein Heimatmuseum.22 Der Kulturverein plante, Büchereien 
und Zweigstellen zu gründen, und volksbildende und akademische Vorträge 
von Gelehrten und Künstlern, Schauspiele von Schulen und Theatergesellschaf-
ten, sowie Jugend- und Volksfeste zu organisieren. Zu diesem Zweck entstan-
den ein Kulturamt, dessen Leiter Professor Dr. Peter Schiff war, und 1927 die 
Zeitschrift „Banater Deutsche Kulturhefte. Vierteljahrsschrift für geistiges und 
kulturelles Leben der Banater Deutschen“, die von Dr. Andreas Konrad geleitet 
wurde. Die „Kulturhefte“ erschienen alle drei Monate und beinhalteten Artikel 
über die Kultur, Geschichte, Volkskunde und Literatur der Banater Schwaben. 

Der wichtigste Musikverein der Banater Schwaben war der Rumänische  
Cecilienverein in Temeswar, der sich zum Ziel setzte, die musikalische Kultur 
des Banats und die diesbezügliche Erziehung des Volkes zu pflegen. Desider 
Járosy publizierte ab 1922 das Organ des Vereins „Banater Musik-Zeitung. Mo-
natsschrift für Banater Musikpflege“.

Bukowina

„M it der zunehmenden Verdrängung der deutschen Sprache aus 
dem öffentlichen Leben der Bukowina waren die Buchenland
deutschen weitgehend bei der Gestaltung ihres Kulturlebens auf 

sich selbst gestellt.“23 Die Umwandlung der Czernowitzer Universität im Jahr 
1920 in eine rumänischsprachige Bildungseinrichtung und das Ende der kul-
turellen Verbindung mit Wien zwang die rund 75.000 Bukowinadeutschen, den 
Aufbau ihrer kulturellen Organisationen von Grund auf neu zu gestalten.

Die wichtigsten Vereine hängen mit dem Namen von Dr. Alfred Kohlruß 
zusammen, der Rechtsanwalt, Landgerichtsrat, Abgeordneter im rumänischen 
Parlament und stellvertretender Leiter des Verbandes der Deutschen in Rumä-
nien war. Er fungierte als Vorsitzender des Deutschen Volksrates für die Buko-
wina, entstanden 1918 als Teil der Deutschen Partei Rumäniens. Der Volksrat 
koordinierte auch die kulturelle Aktivität in der Region, indem er bezweckte, die 
„oberste Stelle für alle politischen, kulturellen und wirtschaftlichen Angelegen-
heiten der Deutschen in der Bukowina“24 zu sein.

Alfred Kohlruß war auch Mitbegründer und Vorsitzender des Vereins der 
Christlichen Deutschen in der Bukowina. Der Verein, der sich ab 1931 Deut-
scher Kulturverein in der Bukowina nannte, vertrat die evangelischen Buko-
winadeutschen und war die wichtigste kulturelle Organisation in der Bukowina. 
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Seine Projekte umfassten die Gründung eines deutschen Heimatmuseums, das 
leider nicht mehr verwirklicht wurde, die Einrichtung von über 20 Volksbüche-
reien, Kurse für Kinder und die Herausgabe des „Deutschen Kalenders für die 
Bukowina“ (1900-1940).

Der Czernowitzer Theaterverein, entstanden 1921, hatte als Ziel die Erhaltung 
und den Betrieb des deutschen Theaterlebens duch die Beschaffung finanzieller 
Mittel zum Bau einer zweiten Bühne für das deutsche Theater, die Einflussnah-
me auf den Publikumsgeschmack sowie die Pflege und den Schutz der deutschen 
Schauspielkunst in Czernowitz.25 Dem Vorstand, dessen Vorsitzender Alfred 
Kohlruß war, gehörten neben den Deutschen Adolf Butz, Stadtschulinspektor 
Franz Land und Alois Lebouton auch die jüdische Gruppe gebildet aus den Jour-
nalisten Isiu Gronisch („Das Volk“), Julius Weber („Czernowitzer Morgenblatt“) 
und Arnold Schwartz („Czernowitzer Allgemeine Zeitung“) sowie Friedrich Bil-
lig, Mathias Roll und dem Bankdirektor Bernhard Flemminger an. Der Verein 
zielte auf die Bewahrung einer spezifischen regionalen bukowinischen  Identität: 

Wir können der kulturellen Weiterentwicklung nicht entbehren und müssen uns 
zusammenschließen, um unter den geänderten staatlichen und politischen Ver-
hältnissen den kulturellen Schatz, den wir uns auf diesem Stückchen Erde zusam-
mengetragen haben, zu behüten und zu erweitern.26 

Der Verein brachte jährlich mehrere Produktionen auf die Bühne.
Der Theaterverein sollte unpolitisch sein, „diese Position war aber im Grun-

de nicht haltbar, da dem symbolischen Kapital des Theaters bald auch eine po-
litische Komponente zukommen sollte“.27 Der Verein forderte zunächst auch 
die Rechte der Minoritäten, besonders nach den Ereignissen vom Dezember 
1921, als das einer Aufführung des deutschen Theaters zugeordnetes Zeitinter-
vall überschritten wurde, was zu Unzufriedenheiten seitens des draußen war-
tenden rumänischen Publikums führte. Am 2. Januar 1922 stürmten radika-
le rumänische Studenten das Schiller-Theater während einer Aufführung von 
Schillers „Räubern“, um eine Umwandlung in ein rumänisches Nationalthea-
ter zu erzwingen. Diese Gegebenheiten und vielleicht auch die Tatsache, dass  
Alfred Kohlruß zugleich sehr in die politische Szene verwickelt war, führten zu 
einem „ambivalenten Charakter des Vereins“, der zu einem „kulturpolitischen 
Instrument der deutschen Minderheit avancierte“.28

Der Verein zur Förderung der Tonkunst in der Bukowina (entstanden 1858, 
aufgelöst 1936), früher Czernowitzer Gesangverein genannt, gründete ein Or-
chester und eine Musikschule für die Ausbildung des Nachwuchses und organi-
sierte fast jede Woche Veranstaltungen. Der Verein erbaute ein eigenes Haus, 
dessen Saal auch für Theateraufführungen benutzt wurde.29
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Bessarabien

Durch die Verbindung mit den übrigen Deutschen Großrumäniens (be-
sonders mit der Siebenbürgischen Kirche, der sie untergeordnet waren) 
hat sich für die Bessarabiendeutschen (ungefähr 80.000) der Weg zur 

deutschen Kultur wieder geöffnet. Ihr kulturelles und literarisches Wirken entfal-
tete sich im Rahmen der Kulturvereine. Unter Mitwirkung eines Museumsvereins 
entstand 1922 das Kulturhistorische Museum der deutschen Kolonisten Bessara-
biens in Sarata zum hundertjährigen Ortsbestehen. Das Museum reflektierte die 
Geschichte der Bessarabiendeutschen und bestand unter Leitung von Immanu-
el Wagner bis zur Umsiedlung der Bessarabiendeutschen 1940. Auf dem ersten 
Kongress der Basserabiendeutschen im Jahr 1920 wurde der Anschluss an den 
Verband der Deutschen in Großrumänien beschlossen, als Gaugruppe unter dem 
Namen Die Bassarabische Deutsche Volksgemeinschaft.30

Der Hochschulverband in Bessarabien, die wichtigste kulturelle Organisation 
in der Region, entstand 1921 in Tarutino.31 1928 erfolgte der Anschluss an den 
Bund Deutscher Akademiker in Rumänien. Der Verband organisierte jährliche 
Ferienhochschulkurse zur Förderung der wissenschaftlichen und schriftstelle-
rischen Arbeit und unterstützte Studierende. „Der Bessarabische Beobachter“ 
wurde 1932 als Sprachrohr der deutschen Kultur- und Berufsvereine gegründet 
und erschien im Verlag der „Deutschen Zeitung Bessarabiens“. 1934 wurde 
er durch die rumänische Regierung abgeschafft, weil die Zeitschrift Propagan-
da für die Nationalsozialistische Selbsthilfebewegung der Deutschen in Rumä
nien gemacht haben soll. Der Hochschulverband trug auch zur Herausgabe des 
„Deutschen Volkskalenders für Bessarabien“ ab 1920 bei, der in ununterbroche-
ner Folge bis 1939 erschien.32

Der Verband der deutschen Kulturvereine Bessarabiens entstand 1933 in  
Sarata auf der Tagung der Vertreter der Kulturvereine in Schabo als Dachverband: 

Dieser Verband soll mit anderen schon bestehenden Spitzenverbänden, wie Muse-
umsverein, Lehrerverein, Akademikerbund (Hochschulverband), Landwirtschafts-
verein zusammentreten und im Volksrat eine Dachorganisation finden.33

Altreich

In Moldau und der Walachei lebten nach 1918 29.400 Deutsche, die 0,4 % 
der Bevölkerung darstellten, und in der Region Dobrudscha 16.000 Deut-
sche. Bukarest war der Mittelpunkt des altrumänischen Deutschtums, und 
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hier entfaltete sich auch das Vereinswesen, besonders im „Deutschen Haus“, 
einem Gebäude, das von den wichtigsten Vereinen in der Hauptstadt erbaut 
wurde.

Der Deutsche Volksbildungsverein, gegründet 1904 in Bukarest von Dr. 
Bauberger, Dr. Emil Fischer und Eugen Theoharn, bezweckte die Ermögli
chung des Zugangs zum deutschen Geist und zur deutschen Kultur, die Veran-
staltung von öffentlichen Vorträgen, Fortbildungskursen, Theateraufführungen 
und Konzerten, frei von jeder politischen und religiösen Tendenz, sowie die 
Gründung einer Bibliothek für Bukarest und „Wanderbüchereien“ für die Pro-
vinz. Der Verein hat den „Deutschen Kalender für Rumänien“ in der Periode 
1930-1942 veröffentlicht.

Andere Kulturvereine waren die Deutsche Liedertafel, die Theateraufführun-
gen, Konzerte und Vorträge veranstaltete, der Verein der Siebenbürger Sachsen 
Transsylvania (entstanden 1886), die Vereinigung der Reichsdeutschen (ent-
standen 1893) und der Verband rumänischer Bürger deutscher Abstammung 
in Rumänien, gegründet 1924 in Dobrudscha. Die meisten Vereine im Altreich 
bezweckten die Förderung der deutschen Betriebe und die Gegenseitigkeit, die 
Weiterausbildung und die Unterstützung bestimmter Berufen und der Familien 
der Mitglieder.

Schlussfolgerungen

Schon Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts gab es deutsche Vereine in den Regio-
nen, aus denen Großrumänien enstanden ist, aber ihre Zahl hat sich in 
der Zwischenkriegszeit vermehrt und ihre Aktivitäten  intensiviert. Die 

Gründe dafür waren die „Vorliebe für das Vereinsleben“ und ein „völklisches 
[...], von den Staatsgrenzen unabhängiges deutsches Bewusstsein“.34 

Das Bedürfnis nach gemeinsamer Glaubensbetätigung, Wohlfahrtsbestrebungen, 
die Sehnsucht nach Geselligkeit in deutschem Sinne, nach Betätigung auf gesangli-
chem und turnerischem Gebiet, führten einen Teil unserer Volksgenossen zusammen.

Die Unterstützung und Mitwirkung in den Vereinen war also eine „kategorische 
Verpflichtung“.35

Es gab aber Faktoren, die die Aktivität und den Erfolg der Vereine teilweise 
verhindert haben. Horst Fassel identifiziert zwei Faktoren, die den Langzeiter-
folg des Kulturamtes in Hermannstadt verhindert haben und auch für das ganze 
Vereinsleben der deutschen Minderheit in Rumänien gültig sind:
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a) die zentripetalen Kräfte aus den verschiedenen Regionen: im Banat wurde im 
Jahre 1926 ein eigenständiger Kulturverband gegründet, obwohl es schon seit 1919 
einen von Michael Kausch ins Leben gerufenen Kulturverein gab; der Zeitschrift 
des Kulturamtes, Ostland, wurde Konkurrenz gemacht: durch die Banater 
Deutschen Kulturhefte, 1927-1931.

b) Die Maßnahmen der verschiedenen rumänischen Regierungen, die sich ge-
gen Minderheiten richteten (Schulgesetze des Unterrichtsministers Constantin  
Angelescu, Theatergesetzgebung, Hierarchisierung der Konfessionen), trugen dazu 
bei, dass viele Initiativen der deutschen Gemeinschaft im Keime erstickt wurden. 
Auf neue Initiativen folgten Gegenmaßnahmen der Regierung; und das setzte sich 
in einem ständigen Gegeneinander bis in die Dreißigerjahre fort.36

Allerdings boten die Vereine einen organisatorischen Rahmen für die Bespre-
chung, Konfrontation und Validierung von Ideen, für die Analyse und Debatte 
von Problemen der deutschen Minderheit und Aspekte der Entwicklung der 
Literatur, Kunst und Wissenschaft. Durch ihre beschleunigenden Faktoren – 
die Gründer und die wichtigsten Mitglieder – haben die Vereine nicht nur die  
Bildung und die Kunst in deutscher Sprache angeregt und gefördert, sondern 
auch die Integration der Minderheit in Großrumänien unterstützt. Die Existenz 
von so vielen Vereinen der deutschen Minderheit in den rumänischen Gebie-
ten beweist, dass sie sich in der Zeit der Weimarer Republik einer Autonomie  
erfreuten, wodurch die Rumäniendeutschen auch ihre Sprache und Kultur, 
ihre Sitten und Bräuche, sogar ihre wirtschaftliche Selbstständigkeit wahren  
konnten.

Die Analyse und der Überblick über die Vereine zeigt, dass die Rumänien-
deutschen versucht haben, die Grenzen der Regionen (Siebenbürgen, Banat, 
Bassarabien, Bukowina, Altreich) zu überschreiten und zusammen die deutschen 
Interessen und die deutsche Sprache und Kultur in einem neu gegründeten Staat 
zu wahren, wo sie die Minderheit (die Anderen) verkörpert haben und wo man 
versucht hat, die Nation und die neu erworbenen Gebiete zusammenzuhalten. 
Die Vereine haben dazu beigetragen, das Selbstbewusstsein und die Solidarität 
der deutschen Minderheit zu fördern, das auf einer ethnischen und kulturellen 
Vielfalt und einer Mentalität beruhte, die sich über die ethnischen, sprachlichen 
und kulturellen Grenzen hinwegsetzte.

q
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Abstract
Associations and Societies of the German Minority in Romania  
during the Weimar Republic: Cultural and Scientific Societies

The present article deals with the activities of the most important cultural and scientific societies 
of the German minority in all provinces of Greater Romania: in the Old Kingdom (Wallachia 
and Moldavia) and in the territories newly incorporated after World War I (Transylvania, Banat, 
Bukovina and Bessarabia). The goals of such societies were to preserve the German culture and 
language and to promote the interests of the “Germans of Romania,” representing 4.1% of the 
total population, through projects, cultural and scientific publications, a summer university and 
cooperation with scientists in Romania and abroad.
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Introduction

Europe of the 21st century is 
a Europe of universal values, 
strategic thinking, a shared 

vision, and common actions. Mem-
ber States of the European Union, 
through established values, taking into 
account common European interests, 
principles, and priorities, contribute 
to the expansion of Europeanism and 
the strengthening of the structure as a 
global actor. The Eastern Neighbor-
hood is one of the European Union’s 
priorities in terms of peace, security, 
and cooperation. Ukraine is one of 
the European Union’s most signifi-
cant and politically most critical di-
rect neighbors. The current dynamics 
between Ukraine and the European 
Union provide a cautious window of 
opportunity for the European leader-
ship to act more assertively and help 
the eu contribute to a peaceful settle-

The present article discusses 
the influence that the new 
European leadership has on  
a state of Central Eastern  
Europe: Ukraine, in the  
context of the country’s crisis 
and of its pro-European  
government.
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ment of the conflict, which would consequently increase the European Union’s 
role in addressing security challenges in its Eastern Neighborhood. 

In 2014, Russia, based on a referendum, claimed Crimea as a part of the Rus-
sian Federation. This action was condemned as illegal by the Ukrainian Govern-
ment, the European Union, the United States, and the United Nations General 
Assembly. In light of these events, the present paper aims to provide a con-
structive holistic approach to Ukraine’s crisis from Catherine the Great’s reign 
through the Soviet Union to the present day. In the context of bilateral relations 
between Ukraine and the usa, we note the presence of the North American 
leadership on the new European path of the Ukrainian country. As the us is an 
important actor in the area of international relations, it becomes relevant to ana-
lyze what this means for Ukraine. The European leadership sought to intervene 
in Ukraine, given that security, stability and prosperity, democracy, and the rule 
of law in Eastern Europe have always been a priority for the European Union. 
Besides, the European Union has initiated the Eastern Partnership as part of its 
integration and enlargement policy and the Regional Strategy for the Danube 
Region as an important neighborhood policy meant to facilitate bilateral and 
multilateral cooperation between states, demonstrating the importance of its 
relations with the Eastern neighbors.

The European Union is not a static entity, but a continually dynamic struc-
ture changing in keeping with the events taking place on the European and 
international arena. These also have a direct influence on the European leader-
ship, and maybe on our current environment rapid change can be vital to the 
organization’s survival, as the leaders promote change by creating new visions. 
According to the definition provided by the authors Tömmel and Verdun, a 
leader is an individual who acts in line with their followers and with their values 
and motivations, and leadership is a relationship that enables leaders and follow-
ers to take part in a joint enterprise.1

Regarding the international system, the new European leadership of today 
faces numerous priorities and challenges and is characterized by the idea of a 
more strategic, more assertive, and united Europe in the world. The European 
Union needs to be a stronger global actor and needs to strengthen its global 
leadership in the relations with partners and neighbors, operating as a more 
operational Europe on the ground and a more geopolitical Europe capable of 
solving the problems in its immediate neighborhood.

To better illustrate the neighborhood problem, for the first time, according 
to Josep Borrell Fontelles, the High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy, vice-president of the European Commission,2 the 
European intention is to tackle the challenges of the Southern neighborhood, 
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to develop a new comprehensive strategy towards Africa, to work out on a po-
litically rounded approach in and with Asia and Asia (China and Japan are two 
the most important areas of potential cooperation), to step up European coop-
eration with Latin America and to reset transatlantic relations. Apart from the 
European Union’s priority relations with the United States and with China and 
Turkey, the European Union will focus on problems “closer to home.” In light 
of this scenario, the European intention is to engage in reforms and integration 
processes in the Western Balkans and to support the democracy and territorial 
integrity of Ukraine. The Western Balkans are considered a region of strategic 
importance to the eu. The European Union supported the opening of accession 
negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania in 2020, whereas regional co-
operation and good neighborly relations are essential for the European enlarge-
ment strategy.

Ukraine is one of the European Union’s largest and politically most impor-
tant direct neighbors. The annexation of Crimea and the war in Eastern Ukraine 
in 2014 led to a deep political crisis between Russia and other actors. Of course, 
European and us leaders seem to understand this, and they have a significant 
intention to continue to support Ukraine’s defense capability, keep the pressure 
on Russia through sanctions, and provide assistance—as the European Union 
and the European Union member states have already pledged to do. The Eu-
ropean Union, together with its Member States, has, since last year, delivered 
unprecedented levels of support to help Ukraine in its efforts for launching this 
renewed reform process. In 2015, the European Union and European Financial 
Institutions committed eur 11 billion in support of Ukraine’s political, econom-
ic and financial stabilization. So far, around eur 6 billion has been mobilized in 
the form of loans and grants, including the recently approved additional third 
macro-financial assistance program of eur 1.8 billion. The European Union is 
both currently and since the country’s independence the biggest international 
donor to Ukraine.3

As we can see, this measure is essential because the Ukrainian state continues 
to face a substantial external threat from its Eastern neighbor. This seems to be 
the Russian strategy to regain dominion over the former Commonwealth of 
Independent States (cis) members, as the expansion of Russian domination in 
Asia meant the loss of Russia’s position as a superpower and of its hegemony in 
the European space.

In this context, the Ukrainian territory represents the point of collision of 
two poles of power—the European leadership (a union of 27 democratic states) 
and a Russian authoritarian political system (a single actor dominated by one 
person).
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The Holistic Approach to the Ukrainian Crisis

Ukraine is a state in the East of the European continent with a troubled 
history, a historically fragmented state because, from Catherine the 
Great’s reign through the Soviet Union to the present day, Ukraine 

continues to be Europe’s battleground. 
For a more systematic analysis of the crisis situation on the territory of 

Ukraine, it is important to return to the historical origins and nature of the cri-
sis. From a historical point of view, we can say that the Ukrainian crisis started 
during the reign of Catherine the Great of Russia, whose statute contributed 
to the disappearance of the old Ukrainian state. In 1762, as a result of a palace 
coup, Catherine the Great ascended to the throne. At that time, Russia played a 
decisive role in the Seven Years’ War, and Catherine aimed to turn the Russian 
Empire into one of the leading countries in Europe. In her attempt to impress 
the West, ruthlessly imposing her power on Russia and the surrounding region, 
she annexed most of what is now Ukraine through wars with the Ottoman 
Empire and the division of Poland, aiming to control the Black Sea. Peter the 
Great had opened Russia up to the Baltic Sea, founding St. Petersburg on the 
Baltic Coast. Still, Catherine the Great was determined to expand her south-
eastern frontier and develop a permanent Russian presence on the Black Sea. 
First of all, for Russia, the presence on the Black Sea means control of critical 
ports on the peninsula. For that reason, Catherine refused all offers of further 
mediation from Prussia, Austria, and France, determined to pursue her territo-
rial ambitions in the region. Catherine’s victories when Russia formally annexed 
the Crimea in 1783 enabled Russia to establish a Black Sea fleet. The exclusive 
access to the Dardanelles and Bosporus straits that connected the Black Sea with 
the Aegean Sea through the Sea of Marmara became a key foreign policy goal 
for Catherine’s descendants, since Ukraine, especially Crimea, represents a rel-
evant geopolitical point not only for Russia or the European Union.4

After the 2004 Orange Revolution (the name comes from the colors of the 
parties: blue was the color of the pro-Yanukovych government supporters, 
strongly pro-Russian, and orange came from Yushchenko’s protesters, who were 
pro-eu and wanted to have stronger ties with Europe and the rest of the West), 
in late 2013 Ukraine became the center of global attention as a result of the pro-
tests triggered by its government’s refusal to sign a new agreement with the Eu-
ropean Union5 because of the pressure from Russia. This marked the beginning 
of the disturbances in Ukraine, and the major disputes between the pro-Russian 
and the pro-eu camps were reignited. In this context, the protest ultimately had  
an impact on both Ukraine and the entire international system.6  It should be 
noted that, first of all, the concentration of domestic power and authority re-
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sulted in a real government change, in turn provoking a powerful countervailing 
reaction from Russia: the annexation of Crimea and the integration of the cen-
tral city of Sevastopol, as well as support for the separatists in Eastern Ukraine 
(the conflict in the Donbass).

A British expert in Ukrainian political, economic and security affairs, Taras 
Kuzio, considers that Russia’s occupation and annexation of Crimea in Fe
bruary–March 2014 and the hybrid war in the Donbass region of Eastern 
Ukraine (Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts) is Europe’s worst crisis since World 
War II, because “events in Ukraine constitute a crisis of proportions Europe has 
not experienced since the fall of the Berlin Wall.”7

Second, on a regional level, the crisis brought profound challenges to 
Ukraine’s statehood and led to greater instability in the area. Political instabili-
ties split the people into two political camps. Thus, in November 2019, the Ilko 
Kucheriv Foundation for Democratic Initiatives, in collaboration with the Kyiv 
International Institute of Sociology, conducted a national survey on Ukrainians’ 
attitudes towards the country’s European integration. The study was conducted 
in 110 settlements from all regions of Ukraine except the Autonomous Republic 
of Crimea. In the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, polls were conducted only in 
the territories controlled by Ukraine. As a result of the field stage, 2,041 ques-
tionnaires were collected. The theoretical sampling error does not exceed 2.3%.8

Motivated by many factors, more than half of Ukrainians (53%) have in-
dicated that they see their future in Europe, beyond Russian principles, rules, 
influences, and ideologies. Still, the country continues to grapple with extreme 
corruption and deep regional rifts that impede its real European path. In recent 
years, Russia-oriented foreign policy preferences significantly dropped after the 
Russian invasion, annexation, and military aggression on the Ukrainian terri-
tory. Still, some 13% of Ukrainian people support the pro-Russian system.

Table 1. The Ukrainians’ attitudes towards the country’s European integration

May
2013

March
2014

May
2014

October
2017

August
2018

November
2019

European Union 41.7 45.3 50.5 49.3 50.7 52.6
Eurasian Economic Union with 
Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan 31.0 21.6 21.4 10.8 10.9 12.9

It shouldn’t join either the 
European or the Eurasian Union 13.5 19.6 17.4 26.3 32.5 24.0

Hard to tell 13.7 13.4 10.6 13.5 5.9 10.5

Source: Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation, “European Integration of Ukraine: 
The Dynamics of Public Opinion.”
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Looking at the results of the poll featured in table 1, we see that the major-
ity of citizens believe that Ukraine should join the European Union in the long 
term. The foreign policy orientation towards Russia dropped significantly dur-
ing these seven years. Still, most of those who hoped in an alliance with Russia 
joined those who felt that Ukraine did not need to join either the European 
Union or the Eurasian Union.

Table 2. The Ukrainians’ attitudes towards the country’s European integration by region

West Center South East

European Union 70.6 59.9 31.6 33.7
Eurasian Economic Union with Russia, 
Belarus and Kazakhstan 3.2 6.8 23.8 26.8

It shouldn’t join either the European  
or the Eurasian Union 17.5 22.3 31.2 29.4

Hard to tell 8.7 11.0 13.4 10.1

Source: Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation, “European Integration of Ukraine: 
The Dynamics of Public Opinion.”

According to the data shown in table 2, the focus on the European Union is 
most strongly supported in the Western Region and clearly in the Central Re-
gion. In contrast, in the Southern and Eastern regions, the opinions of the in-
habitants are divided. In the Southern Region, 32% support a European Union 
orientation. As many as 31% say that Ukraine should not join either the Euro-
pean Union or the Eurasian Union, and 24% prefer the Eurasian Union with 
Russia. The situation in the East is similar: 34% for the European Union, 30% 
for not joining any of the Unions, and 27% support the orientation towards the 
Eurasian Union.	

Third, on a global scale, these developments shattered the international order 
established in the aftermath of the Cold War. The Member States of the Euro-
pean Union, as well as the entire international system, have different kinds of 
perspectives and interests in the Russian-Ukraine crisis. Nevertheless, apart from 
some individual cases—because of historical ties to Russia (Greece, Cyprus), 
while in other countries pro-Putin nationalist-populists are in power (Hungary, 
Czech Republic, Bulgaria) or these political forces receive large numbers of votes 
(Netherlands, Finland, Denmark, Italy), or due to the dominant business, finan-
cial and energy interests and long-term ties to Russia—the European Union 
has maintained its typical position towards the sanctions since March 2014. In 
December 2019, the Council announced the extension of sanctions until 31 July 
2020. One reason for this was that the Member States accepted the political and 
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economic costs of sanctioning Russia due to a sense of collective commitment 
to the principles of sovereignty and self-determination.9

Ukraine maintains bilateral relations with the United States and the Euro-
pean Union. The main objective of the European and international leadership 
in the Ukrainian crisis is to resolve the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, reduce the 
effects of the crisis, and strengthen the European path of the Ukrainian state.

 

Bilateral Relations Ukraine–United States Over Time

Ukraine has long played an essential role in the global security order. Now, 
following the end of the Cold War, one of United States’ foreign policy 

priorities is restoring and strengthening Ukraine’s sovereignty, a policy revived 
as the result of the intervention of Russian forces in Crimea. The United States 
does not recognize Russia’s claims to Crimea, and it encourages Russia and 
Ukraine to resolve the Donbass conflict via the Minsk agreement signed in 2014 
and 2015 and brokered by France and Germany.

After the recognition of Ukrainian independence in 1991, the country be-
came a suitable partner for the United States on issues that are critical to United 
States foreign and security policy. In early 1994 Ukraine agreed to align its non-
proliferation policy with the United States. Three years later, the nato–Ukraine 
distinctive partnership was established. As an immediate result, in 2003, Ukraine 
agreed to contribute 1,800 troops to the Iraq coalition stabilization force. The 
Kyiv administration also carried out some reforms on critical foreign policy is-
sues but did not begin to carry out internal political and economic reforms very 
quickly. The United States’ interest in Ukraine decreased with the election of 
Viktor Yanukovych as president in 2010, because of his policies. However, the 
crisis ended after the Maydan Revolution, when Yanukovych fled and an interim 
government was appointed, and the United States took a keen interest in what 
happened in Ukraine. 

Moreover, American Vice President Joe Biden visited Kyiv and delivered a 
tough anti-corruption message. This is of interest to the United States, given the 
trans-Atlantic relationship with the oldest and closest friends and partners, and 
the defense within nato. White House support for Ukraine, along with politi-
cal and economic sanctions, are the ways in which the us administration makes 
it clear to the Russian administration that these are consequences for its illegal 
seizure and annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the subsequent support for the 
conflict in the Donbass region of Eastern Ukraine. 
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In 2016 Donald Trump was elected as United States president; this has raised 
the concern of Volodymyr Zelensky, the newly elected president of Ukraine, 
about possible significant shifts in the United States policy. The North Ameri-
can leader fixated on Ukraine as a solution to his political problems, circulating a 
conspiracy theory that Ukraine, not Russia, had intervened in the 2016 election 
campaign. Nonetheless, the United States is an essential player in the interna-
tional arena because it controls nato, and there are excellent reasons why the 
United States should take an interest in Ukraine.10 

The European Union and its Eastern Neighborhood

The origins of the European Neighborhood Policy (enp) date back to the 
beginning of 2002 when Great Britain insisted upon creating a Wider 
Europe initiative meant for countries such as Belarus, the Republic of 

Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine, but not for the countries in the Western Bal-
kans already involved in the process of stabilization and association or for those 
from the Southern Caucasus.11 European Union policies are designed to bring 
benefits to citizens, states, businesses, and other stakeholders in the European 
Union. On the one hand, the integration and enlargement strategy was created 
to extend Europeanism among European countries. On the other hand, the 
European Neighborhood Policy increases the visibility of European actions and 
leads to a more coherent implementation of support mechanisms.

Security, stability and prosperity, democracy, and the rule of law in Eastern 
Europe and the Southern Caucasus have always been a priority for the Eu-
ropean Union. Following the conflict in Georgia and its impact on regional 
stability, in June 2008 the European Commission prepared a proposal for an 
Eastern Partnership (EaP) to support regional cooperation and reinforce Euro-
pean Union relations with its eastern neighbors, whatever the individual level of 
ambition in their relationships with the European Union. The Eastern Partner-
ship was launched in 2009 under the Barroso Commission as a joint initiative 
between the European Union, European Union member states, and six Eastern 
European and South Caucasus partner countries: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belar-
us, Georgia, the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine.12 The Eastern Partnership 
provides for the possibility of concluding Association Agreements with each of 
the participating states who have Partnership and Cooperation Agreements.13 
Moldova, Ukraine, and Georgia were states that continued the European path 
by initiating association agreements with the European Union. The study of 
these countries will show different results of the European normative power in 
the Eastern region. The eu’s Eastern Partnership program has brought sizeable 
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benefits in terms of a political association, economic relations, and regulatory 
convergence. Still, it covers areas that need to be reviewed to eliminate strategic 
challenges without compromising its own values and the security and socio-
economic progress of its eastern neighbor, and to generate mutual benefits for 
the eu and its eastern neighbors.

When discussing the European Union and its Eastern Neighborhood, it is 
essential to bring into discussion another European way to facilitate enlarge-
ment. The European Union Strategy for the Danube Region (eusdr) is a macro-
regional strategy adopted by the European Commission in December 2010 and 
endorsed by the European Council in 2011 following the model of cooperation 
developed by the European Union Baltic Sea Strategy. The Strategy was jointly 
developed by the Commission, together with the Danube Region countries and 
stakeholders, to address common challenges. The European Union Strategy for 
the Danube Region involves 14 states: 9 European Union member states (Ger-
many, Austria, Hungary, Czechia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Bulgaria, Romania, and 
Croatia) and 5 non-European Union countries (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Mon-
tenegro, Serbia, the Republic of Moldova, and Ukraine). So far, the European 
Union Strategy for the Danube region has helped to strengthen the European 
Union’s major political initiatives and to facilitate bilateral and multilateral co-
operation between states. The creation of a new macro-regional dimension of 
the European Union’s regional policy is perceived as a unique added value of the 
European territorial policy. The primary role of the Strategy for the Danube Re-
gion is a regional approach to common challenges, meant to ensure strengthened 
cooperation towards the economic, social and territorial cohesion related to the 
Member States and the third countries located in the same geographical area.14

The year 2019 brought a remarkable event on the agenda of the Euro-
pean Union. The new European leadership, Ursula von der Leyen and Josep  
Borrell, set the new action guidelines at the European level.15 The unique vision 
considers the impact of a more assertive Russia, the significance of Turkey, the 
limitations of the Eastern Partnership with Belarus and Moldova, the position 
of a Ukraine in crisis, caught between Russia and the European Union, security, 
and democracy in the South Caucasus. It also takes into account the contested 
nature of European identity in areas such as the Balkans, as well as the interplay 
between values, integrity, and interests and their effect on the interpretation of 
Europeanization, between the European Union and its neighbors.16

Upon gaining its independence, Ukraine identified a range of geographi-
cal, cultural, historical, economic and security reasons for wishing to join the  
European Union.17 Always perceived as a post-communist country in the east of 
the European continent, with an old civilization and culture with profound Rus-
sian influences, in the light of recent events it has begun to be perceived by the 
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international order as a community defined by values, norms, and standards. 
The Ukrainian quest for inclusion in Europe was driven by three key motives: 
security, national identity, and modernization. Thus, in challenging contexts, 
Ukraine showed its determination to tackle significant reforms and become a 
European country. At this point, it is important to emphasize that Ukraine is a 
priority geopolitical partner for the European Union, too.18 

The European Union supports Ukraine in ensuring a stable, prosperous, and 
democratic future for its citizens and is unwavering in its support for Ukraine’s 
independence, territorial integrity, and sovereignty. The Association Agree-
ment, including its Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area, signed in 2014, 
is the primary tool for bringing Ukraine and the European Union closer togeth-
er, promoting deeper political ties, more strong economic links, and respect for 
universal values.19 In addition, European Union policy-makers strongly wanted 
to believe the Ukrainian leadership was committed to European integration and 
these feelings overshadowed any doubts they may have had towards the Ukrai-
nian leaders.20

With the advent of the new pro-European President, Volodymyr  
Zelensky, who supports the new European path of the Ukrainian state, Josep 
Borrell seeks to contribute to the formation of a new European state and solve 
the Ukrainian crisis in Eastern Europe. In January 2018 Josep Borrell—at that 
time Spain’s minister of Foreign Affairs, the European Union and Cooperation 
in the Pedro Sánchez government—during the Brussels press conference with 
Ukrainian Prime Minister Oleksiy Honcharuk which came after a meeting of 
the eu–Ukraine Association Council, expressed his intention to visit Ukraine in 
the near future, including the disputed region of Donbass, which is under the 
control of pro-Russia separatists, to get a first-hand impression of the situation 
on the ground. The authors Milan Nič and Cristina Gherasimov21 draw atten-
tion to the European Union need to contribute to a peaceful settlement of the 
Ukrainian conflict as this conflict and its new dynamics present a particular chal-
lenge for the European system. According to these authors, under former Presi-
dent Petro Poroshenko, relations between Ukraine and Russia were tense and a 
settlement on the Donbasss was difficult to envision. Now Volodymyr Zelensky 
is creating a new momentum by calling for the revival of peace talks with Putin’s 
Russia, aiming to stop the war in the region by the end of his mandate. On 21 
July 2019 Ukraine’s parliamentary elections produced an absolute majority in 
the Verkhovna Rada (Ukrainian parliament) for the Servant of the People party 
of President Volodymyr Zelensky. The party will have 254 of the 424 available 
seats. It is the first time since Ukraine gained its independence in 1991 that a 
president has had such power.22
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The current dynamics between Kyiv and Moscow present a cautious win-
dow of opportunity for J. Borrell to act more assertively and help the European 
Union contribute to a peaceful settlement of the conflict, which would conse-
quently elevate the European Union’s role in addressing security challenges in 
its Eastern neighborhood.

As we have mentioned earlier, the Ukrainian quest for inclusion in Europe 
was driven by three key motives: security, national identity, and modernization. 
Its own norms, underpinned by values and standards recognized at the Europe-
an Union level, come to assert the national identity of Ukraine and its language. 
Language is a sensitive issue in Ukraine, where some Ukrainian speakers argue 
that the prominence of Russian is a legacy of the Soviet era that undermines 
Ukraine’s identity. There has been a push in recent years to promote the Ukrai-
nian language in state institutions, schools, television, and the media, but Presi-
dent Zelensky, according to the Venice Commission recommendations, said 
that Ukraine would ensure the protection of the rights of national minorities. 
Also, Ukraine would provide a substantial level of teaching in official languages 
of the European Union, such as Hungarian and Romanian, both of which have 
significant minorities in Ukraine, and a sufficient proportion of education in 
minority languages in addition to Ukrainian.

The European Union contributes to the modernization of the Ukrainian 
state by strengthening the rule of law, advancing reforms and fostering eco-
nomic growth. Also, in the margins of the eu and Ukraine summit, held in Kyiv 
in last year, the eu agreed to provide assistance worth €109 million to support 
four priorities:

• decentralization (designed to strengthen democracy and accountability at 
the local level, and to invest in local infrastructure);

• the fight against corruption (to ensure that previous reforms, such as the 
introduction of transparent e-procurement for government contracts, are sus-
tained);

• strengthening civil society organizations.
The European Union is supporting the reforms needed for Ukraine to be 

able to implement the eu–Ukraine association agreement fully.23

The European Union classifies Russia’s actions to annex Crimea and inte-
grate the central city of Sevastopol and support separatism in Eastern Ukraine 
(the Donbass conflict) as illegal and continue to impose sanctions. However, 
as Josep Borrell’s visit to Ukraine was postponed due to the international pan-
demic of covid-19, and given the crisis on the Greek borders with regard of a 
new wave of Syrian migrants, further security actions have not been envisaged.
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Conclusions

The present article discusses the influence that the new European leader-
ship has on a state of Central Eastern Europe: Ukraine, in the context of 
the country’s crisis and of its pro-European government. The Russian 

expansion on the Ukrainian territory has increased the assertiveness of Ukrai-
nian citizens towards the European integrity of the state, and confidence in Eu-
ropean leadership has increased. The results of the national poll show that more 
than half of Ukrainians (53%) consider that the Ukrainian future might be in 
Europe, beyond Russian principles, rules, influences, and ideologies. Still, some 
13% of the Ukrainian people support the pro-Russian system (the Eurasian 
Union), and another 24% of the people feel that Ukraine shouldn’t join either 
the European Union or the Eurasian Union.

So far, Ukraine has recorded relevant results in the adoption of European 
norms, and it is essential to emphasize the European Union’s action in this 
area. The European Union has supported Ukraine in ensuring a stable, pros-
perous, and democratic future for its citizens and is unwavering in its support 
for Ukraine’s independence, territorial integrity, and sovereignty, facilitating the 
bilateral and multilateral cooperation between Ukraine and European Union 
members states and between Ukraine and the partner states of the European 
Union. In this regard, the European communication entitled “Eastern Partner-
ship” and the European Union Strategy for the Danube region constituted a 
collaboration between European states, promoting relations with neighboring 
countries, and strengthening the European path of the Ukrainian state. The 
Ukrainian crisis strengthened the interest of the Ukrainian state in the European 
leadership, as European leaders tried to contribute to the formation of a new 
European country and solve the crisis in Eastern Europe. Now, the current 
dynamics between Kyiv and Moscow provide a cautious window of opportu-
nity for the new European Union leadership to act more assertively and help 
the European Union contribute to a peaceful settlement of the conflict, which 
would consequently increase the European Union’s role in addressing security 
challenges in its Eastern Neighborhood.
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Abstract
The New European Union Leadership: What Does it Mean for the European Union’s 
Eastern Neighborhood?

The purpose of this article is to analyze the normative power of the European Union, with an 
emphasis on the neighborhood and enlargement policy. We discuss the new leadership of the 
European Union that seeks to act more affirmatively to create a more strategic, more determined, 
and united Europe in the world, as well as its importance in terms of the European Union’s East-
ern Neighborhood. Through an analysis of a national opinion poll survey, this article seeks to 
evidence the Ukrainians’ attitudes towards the country’s European integration in the context of 
the present crisis. As Ukraine is one of the European Union’s most significant and politically most 
critical direct neighbors, the new holistic constructive approach intends to determine the extent to 
which European and international leaders could contribute to the formation of a new European 
country and the resolution of the crisis in Eastern Europe and identify what the new European 
leadership means for the European Union’s Eastern Neighborhood.
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European leadership, European Neighborhood Policy, European Union, Ukrainian crisis
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Genre hybride et totalisant, 
expression d’un affranchis- 
sement qui remonte au 
XVIIIe siècle, le poème  
en prose français se prête  
à une lecture plurielle 
(« tabulaire », dirait  
le Groupe μ).

Poème en prose et  
discontinuité discursive

Surgi d’une révolte esthétique et 
d’une lassitude (vu la «  tyrannie  » 

du vers classique et de la Poétique 
d’Aristote), le poème en prose a tou-
jours essayé de gagner sa dignité géné-
rique. Difficulté quasiment impossible 
à résoudre, étant donné son caractère 
hybride. À la limite et forçant un peu 
les choses, il participe de deux côtés gé-
nériques, de deux types de discours dis-
tincts, le récit et la poésie ; il peut être à 
la fois « élocution libre », donc objet de 
la poétique et « élocution réglée », c’est 
à dire objet de la rhétorique.

Dans son exhaustive thèse de 
doctorat (Bernard 1958), Suzanne  
Bernard a essayé de faire le point sur 
le paradigme auquel pourrait se subor-
donner le poème en prose du point de 
vue formel, comme étape finale d’une 
évolution qui va du vers classique et 
du vers libre, en passant par la prose 
poétique (Rousseau, Chateaubriand) et 
jusqu’à son initiateur duquel se réclame 
Baudelaire, donc Aloysius Bertrand.
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Une fois apparu au XIXe siècle, il parcourt un chemin spectaculaire autant 
qu’inégal, de Baudelaire (qui n’excluait pas le récit de la poéticité) et des symbo-
listes, en passant par Lautréamont et Rimbaud, par le grand déferlement surréa-
liste et jusqu’aux Vents de Saint-John Perse. Mais si, diachroniquement parlant, 
le phénomène est discontinu, la discontinuité peut être identifiée aussi au niveau 
du discours, dans tel ou tel cas (et surtout chez Rimbaud). Des précisions théo-
riques s’imposent donc.

Depuis Platon (qui distinguait entre logos et lexis) et Aristote et jusqu’à  
Genette, on a toujours essayé de donner une définition du discours  ; la plus 
neutre serait « séquence continue, structurée et cohérente ». En ce sens, « dis-
cours » est synonyme de « texte » : « séquence d’unités cohérentes et actualisées » 
(Dicþionar general de ºtiinþe. ªtiinþe ale limbii 1997, 507-509). Quant à la discon-
tinuité, elle est « un trait des unités au niveau du système (donc des invariantes 
par rapport aux variantes) » ; les linguistes donnent comme synonyme de « dis-
continu » le mot « discret » : « propriété de l’unité de se caractériser par une 
rupture de contenu par rapport aux unités voisines, réalisée par le fait qu’elle est 
distincte de tout ce qu’elle n’est pas » (ibid., 174).

De ce point de vue, « discontinu » se définit par opposition à « continu », qui 
est « un trait retrouvable à quelque niveau que ce soit ou pour n’importe quel 
domaine où ont lieu des passages graduels d’un élément-unité à un autre » ; il 
devient impossible d’établir des limites précises, vu l’existence des zones de tran-
sition où interfèrent des traits appartenant aux deux éléments/unités.

Ce qui assure l’unité du discours/texte, sa « monotonie  » dont parle Irina  
Mavrodin (Mavrodin 1982) c’est sa cohésion, qui repose sur plusieurs élé- 
ments : la récurrence, le parallélisme, la paraphrase (le texte peut être résumé), 
les proformes, l’ellipse, le temps et l’aspect, la perspective fonctionnelle des pro-
positions et, pour les textes oraux, l’intonation (de ce dernier point de vue, c’est 
très intéressante l’observation de Genette, qui met la disparition du critère mé-
trique – distinguant auparavant entre prose et poésie – sur «  l’affaiblissement 
continu des modes auditifs de la consommation littéraire  » – poésie antique, 
lecture publique, ainsi de suite).

Ambigu et plurivalent – « polyisotope », dirait Le Groupe µ (1982, 74 sq.) – le 
poème en prose rompt avec la tradition millénaire qui voulait que la poésie soit 
mimésis. En tant qu’« objet absolu » ou bien que « totalité en fonction », le poème 
en prose se prête à une lecture « tabulaire », simultanément sur plusieurs niveaux : 

Le poème se veut un ensemble suffisant à soi-même, avec de multiples irradiations 
de signification, en se présentant comme un réseau de tensions des forces absolues 
qui agissent successivement sur les couches pré-rationnelles, en faisant vibrer à la  
fois les zones de mystère des notions. (Friedrich 2004, apud Mavrodin 1982, 152)
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Il n’existe plus cette homogénéité d’un niveau donné de significations, qui 
assure une lecture uniforme du texte, fondée sur une cohérence sémantique ; 
bien sûr, il s’agit là du poème moderne.

Contrairement à Jean Cohen (Cohen 1966), qui veut que la poésie soit une 
anti-prose, et contrairement à Claude Lévi-Strauss (apud Eco 1985, 26), le 
poème moderne est une œuvre ouverte, polysémique et ambiguë, qui cependant 
ne renvoie a rien d’autre qu’à soi-même.

Entendue comme substitution du langage affectif, émotionnel et connotatif 
au langage intellectuel et dénotatif, la poésie (y compris le poème en prose), par 
sa fonction dont parle entre autres Jakobson veut motiver le langage du point de 
vue de l’arbitraire du signe linguistique (« Donner un sens plus pur aux mots de 
la tribu » selon Mallarmé), sur ce champ de bataille qui oppose depuis si long-
temps la transitivité de la prose à l’intransitivité de la poésie.

Pour ce faire, le poème en prose dispose d’un assez large ensemble de moyens, 
et même de plusieurs modes d’énonciation et modalités d’écriture (narration, 
description, dialogue) ; y compris les registres peuvent varier, allant du lyrique 
et du pathétique jusqu’au fantastique et à l’épique. Ce qui importe, d’une part, 
c’est la cohérence et l’unité du fragment, y compris du recueil malgré l’effet de 
discontinu (ce qui n’arrive pas toujours pour Rimbaud, par exemple), et d’autre 
part la tension entre signifiant et signifié, la valeur symbolique tout court.

Prenons un exemple : certes, pour l’auteur de Gaspard de la Nuit, la définition 
du récit donnée par Genette n’est pas opérante, vu le caractère essentiellement 
poétique de ses Fantaisies à la manière de Rembrandt et de Callot.

Un petit poème en prose comme L’Heure du sabbat pourrait, à la rigueur, 
être contracté à un verbe (selon le modèle proposé par le même Genette dans 
« Ulysse rentre à Ithaque » ou « Marcel devient écrivain ») (cf. Genette 1972, 
83), mais il demeure, coûte que coûte, un texte poétique, fulgurant comme 
un éclair, et qui respecte les lois de brièveté, de concentration et d’autonomie 
exigées par les contraintes du genre (si l’on peut se permettre de considérer le 
poème en prose comme un genre distinct).

Pour qu’un texte fonctionne, dit Irina Mavrodin, il doit être « monotone » 
(donc continu) et récognoscible.

Certes, on peut reconnaître la griffe de Bertrand, si l’on pense à l’ensemble 
du recueil ; le poème en question n’en reste pas moins discontinu et cassé, si l’on 
peut dire. Il s’agit d’une discontinuité au niveau sémantique et syntaxique, mal-
gré une certaine cohésion (v. Le Groupe µ) au niveau transphrastique.

La présence du verbe, du noyau narratif à la fin du poème n’est pas sans 
rappeler la topique latine. En outre, on peut identifier ce que Genette appelle 
épithètes « impertinentes », logiquement inacceptables en leur sens littéral (« ciel 
mort », « vent crispé »).
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En arrivant au cas d’Aloysius Bertrand, une précision en quelque sorte colla-
térale s’impose, tout de même. « Il faut blanchir comme si le texte était de la poé-
sie » (Bertrand 1993, 249), disait-il dans ses « Instructions à M. le metteur en 
pages ». En d’autres termes, un poème en prose peut être discontinu y compris 
au niveau de son iconicité, de la délimitation du texte par des espaces blancs et 
par des points, par ce que le Groupe µ appelle métaboles de support (graphiques 
et typographiques) ; le cas-révélateur du point de vue de la para-textualité – de 
l’édition princeps de la Thalassa (Le Calvaire du feu) du Roumain Alexandre 
Macedonski est significatif, entre autres.

Les choses vont évoluer d’une vélocité assez grande, pendant un siècle. 

L’inconséquence croissante de la coordination peut être entendue comme le passage  
des coordinations presque toujours logiques du discours classique aux ruptures mo-
mentanées du discours romantique, puis à l’inconséquence systématique et conti
nue qu’inaugurent les Illuminations et qui s’épanouit dans l’écriture surréaliste. 
(Bernard 1958, 342)

En précisant ainsi le cadre, Genette – sans précisément envisager le poème en 
prose – sous-entend une période historique qui va jusqu’aux écarts surréalistes, 
qui sont non réductibles, comme dans le fameux « L’huître du Sénégal mangera 
le pain tricolore  ». Certes, dans ce dernier cas, l’écart peut être compris soit 
comme détour, selon un critère sémantique, soit comme invention, selon un 
critère psychosociologique.

Dans cet intervalle temporel d’une centaine d’années environ, la contribution 
de Rimbaud est essentielle autant qu’incontournable, puisque dans son désir 
d’une poésie objective il arrive aux confins du discours en tant que possibilité 
ontologique d’expression.

Dans son ouvrage déjà cité, Suzanne Bernard identifie les trois types de  
phrase qui font fonctionner un poème en prose, en le rendant discontinu par-
fois : il s’agit de la phrase heurtée, de la phrase ondulatoire et de la phrase lyrique.

Dans le cas spécial des Illuminations, elle parle d’une véritable « esthétique du 
discontinu (phrases à sommet vague) » redevable à la prose la plus heurtée et la 
moins artistique. Il s’agit d’un phénomène de télescopage et d’une vision (il ne 
la subit pas), de ce que l’auteur appelle l’instantanéité du texte rimbaldien. Parues 
en 1886 à son insu, d’après un manuscrit resté chez Verlaine, les Illuminations 
frappent, sur le plan de l’expression, par la nouveauté des associations de tout 
genre. Rimbaud brise les règles et les contraintes, il cherche et il trouve une 
forme à lui, un vers « désarticulé ». Le style est syncopé, plein d’incohérences 
contrastantes et d’un désordre voulu. Le ton, le rythme, l’accent et l’expression 
sont profondément originaux. 
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Tel n’est pas le cas de Lautréamont, par exemple, et de son type de disconti-
nuité discursive, que Bachelard appelle « cinéma accéléré » (cf. Bachelard 1939, 
passim) ; pour l’auteur des Chants de Maldoror on pourrait parler plutôt d’une 
continuité profonde qui s’oppose à la discontinuité de surface.

Cela, si l’on accepte l’importance du verset biblique dans l’œuvre du Monte-
vidéen (on peut établir une filiation du moins stylistique entre l’Apocalypse et les 
Chants) et si l’on ne perd pas de vue que, en ce qui le concerne, entre prose et 
vers il y a une différence de degré, pas de nature. 

Les coupes (rythmes) lautréamontiennes recréent les mouvements et les élans 
de l’être intérieur. À ce sujet, il serait intéressant de remarquer la dissolution 
d’une subjectivité vraiment maladive dans l’objectivité minérale de l’hymne à 
l’Océan, par exemple.

Rimbaud et Lautréamont, André Gide les nommait « les grands maîtres des 
écluses pour la littérature à venir ». Et quand Rimbaud affirme: « Je ne sais plus 
parler », il fait état de l’insuffisance du langage à traduire la pensée. À ce titre, 
d’une égale importance sont les mots isolés (dans ses poèmes appelés parfois 
« polyphoniques ») et le silence, qui renvoie, entre autres, au fameux refus de la 
parole mallarméen.

Rimbaud et Mallarmé sont indispensables pour la naissance de ce que  
Dominique Combe appelle «  une nouvelle rhétorique des genres  » (Combe 
1989, passim), dont l’exclusion du récit (id est de la continuité) est la clef de 
voûte. « Le poème dissocie, fragmente plus qu’il ne rassemble les éléments du 
récit », affirme Combe.

En parlant de la littéralité absolue du langage poétique, qui ne peut pas être 
transposé dans le langage commun, Irina Mavrodin révèle la polysémie et l’am-
biguïté du poème moderne  : «  Sous l’influence de la musique [...] la poésie 
devient, de façon programmatique, suggestive, constituée sur des analogies, des 
symboles, des correspondances  » (Mavrodin 1982, 79). « L’obscurité princi-
pale » (H. Friedrich) se réalise par 

discontinuité au niveau du discours et de la composition, et par dissonance. La poésie 
moderne réclame de la sorte un langage spécifique au mode absolu, c’est à dire gou-
verné par les lois d’une logique spécifique, qui fait impossible la transposition d’un 
poème dans le langage commun, strictement référentiel, et gouverné par une autre 
logique.

Albert Béguin tourne, au début de L’Âme romantique et le rêve, contre la psycha-
nalyse d’où il est issu. Pourrait-on nous imaginer – ne fût-ce que pour le plaisir 
du jeu intellectuel – que l’acte d’écrire des poèmes et l’écriture sous-jacente se 
produisent dans un « état de rêve »?
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Or, il ne faut pas être psychanalyste pour se rendre compte que le contenu 
manifeste du rêve est à bien d’égards discontinu ; toute la démarche surréaliste 
repose sur ce fait. Une analyse du poème en prose de ce point de vue reste à faire, 
mais elle appartiendra à un autre champ d’investigation, qui ne nous intéresse 
pas pour l’instant.

La poéticité du poème en prose : marques distinctives

En tant que « totalité en fonction », «  l’objet absolu » qu’est le poème 
suppose la présence de ce qu’on appelle, depuis Jakobson, la fonction 
poétique, « la projection du principe de l’équivalence de l’axe de la sélec-

tion sur l’axe de la combinaison » (Dicþionar general de ºtiinþe. ªtiinþe ale limbii 
1997, 211-214), tandis que « le poétique réalisé dans le poème exprime le mieux 
la spécificité de la poésie, qui cesse d’être liée uniquement aux formes versifiées, 
pouvant être étendue à d’autres formes littéraires, éventuellement à d’autres ma-
nifestations que celles verbales », selon le Groupe µ (Groupe µ 1982, 153).

La difficulté méthodologique majeure, pour ce qui est du poème en prose, 
c’est son caractère hybride. Il faut distinguer entre le plan formel (prose) et la 
finalité (poésie). Le poème en prose parvient à exprimer l’essence de la poésie 
tout en s’affranchissant des règles formelles de la versification (il ne faut pas 
confondre prose poétique – qui n’est que matière, forme du premier degré – et 
poème en prose).

Ce qu’ont essayé de faire les auteurs qui nous intéressent, d’Aloysius Bernard 
à Breton, c’était d’exclure totalement le narratif de la poéticité. De ce point de 
vue, Suzanne Bernard a raison d’affirmer que le poème en prose doit éviter les 
digressions morales ou autres, les développements explicatifs, tout ce qui nuirait 
à son unité, à sa densité; cela, vu que le genre « poème en prose » se distingue 
des genres poétiques voisins (épopée en prose, nouvelle, méditation morale ou 
lyrique).

Selon le Groupe µ, les poèmes possèdent tous une structure sémantique, or-
ganisée à partir d’un modèle triadique (Anthropos – Cosmos – Logos), ce qui 
constitue la condition nécessaire et suffisante du fait poétique, mais non pas, 
cependant, de la valeur poétique (vu que la poétique ne se fonde pas sur une 
échelle axiologique). Le texte poétique doit reposer sur l’isotopie, c’est-à-dire sur 
l’homogénéité d’un niveau donné de signifiés qui puissent assurer une lecture 
uniforme du texte, basée sur une cohérence sémantique.

Voilà déjà un premier paradoxe, vu que pas mal de poèmes en prose surréa-
listes semblent fonctionner comme alotopes (pour ne plus parler de la fameuse 
rencontre entre un parapluie et une machine à coudre sur une table de chirur-
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gien, dont parle Lautréamont). C’est d’ailleurs ce qu’observe Todorov (1980), 
en rangeant le poétique du côté des arts présentatifs, donc d’un groupe où le 
signifiant et surtout le signifié cessent d’être transparents et transitifs.

De ce point de vue, la raison d’être du poème consisterait dans l’effort de 
clore le discours sur lui-même, chaque unité signifiant par ses rapports avec 
toutes les autres unités du texte. Autrement dit, il s’agit de l’adéquation de la 
partie à l’ensemble et de l’ensemble à la partie.

Le trait définitoire du langage poétique, selon Jakobson, résiderait dans les 
corrélations entre les niveaux sémantique et phonologique du discours. Voilà 
une observation capitale, vérifiable sur un grand corpus de textes ; pensons par 
exemple à Ondine d’Aloysius Bertrand, qui repose sur tout un jeu euphonique 
(allitérations, fréquence des consonnes liquides etc.).

Dans ses efforts pour transformer l’expression poétique, Baudelaire, entre 
autres, voulait mettre « l’infini dans le fini ». Pas mal d’auteurs de poèmes en 
prose possèdent cette ambition métaphysique, cette magie suggestive contenant 
à la fois l’objet et le sujet, le monde extérieur à l’artiste et l’artiste lui-même ; 
voilà pourquoi on peut rencontrer parfois, dans tel ou tel texte, des idées en 
forme d’aphorisme (le modèle du verset biblique n’est pas sans jouer un rôle, 
dans ce cas). Il ne faut pas, cependant, oublier la très importante loi de gratuité : 
le poème en prose ne tend à rien d’autre qu’à lui-même, et verse dans la prose 
dès qu’il se propose de narrer ou de démontrer.

Le poème en prose suppose, tout d’abord, une volonté consciente d’organisa-
tion en poème. On oppose, de cette façon, le plan passif de la vision au plan actif 
de la création poétique, à deux exceptions près : Rimbaud, qui selon les mots 
de Mallarmé s’opère, vivant, de la poésie, et les surréalistes, avec leur écriture 
automatique.

Ce qui importe aussi, c’est que le poème en prose doit se présenter comme 
un tout organique et autonome, comme un micro-univers. À la limite, chaque 
poème est une image ; voilà pourquoi, dans nombre de cas, l’iconicité de celui-
ci compte pour beaucoup. Il n’y a pas (malheureusement ?) des règles précises 
d’élaboration d’un poème en prose, vue sa diversité. Mieux dit, les règles en 
question sont souples et modulables.

Parfois, il existe une profusion de détails concrets à la limite du descriptif, et 
qui s’ordonnent dans le texte en suivant une logique syntagmatique (voir aussi le 
sens du mot « poème », qui étymologiquement veut dire « composition »). Les 
contraintes de la prosodie classique sont abolies, étant donné qu’un texte rimé 
n’est pas poétique par le simple fait d’être rimé ; on dit souvent : « Ce sont des 
vers, mais nullement de la poésie. » Le poème reste, selon la définition de Valéry 
(1938), « de la littérature réduite à l’essence de son principe actif », n’importe le 
type de phrase utilisée (heurtée, ondulatoire ou rythmique).
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Dans certains cas (mais ce n’est pas obligatoire), la technique de l’auteur peut 
anticiper sur son esthétique ; par exemple chez Mallarmé, qui voulait « donner 
un sens plus pur aux mots de la tribu », dans sa tendance à l’abstraction et à la 
concentration qui témoignait d’un effort surhumain vers l’essence des choses, 
vers le Nom. En repensant la grammaire, l’auteur du Coup de dés passe de la 
parole, qui crée les analogiques des choses par les analogies des sons, à l’écriture, 
qui marque les gestes de l’idée ; il ne faut pas cependant oublier que la poésie 
n’est pas simple traduction d’une idée, mais création d’un monde poétique.

Un autre trait distinctif du poème en prose, que l’on peut identifier dans 
nombre de textes, c’est son intemporalité, critère très important, qui distingue 
le poème en prose de la fiction en prose pure et dure. Quant à la temporalité, 
il est évident que, dans le cas du récit, nous avons affaire aux deux axes dont 
parle Umberto Eco dans son Lector in fabula : le temps objectif de la diégèse 
et le temps subjectif de la lecture. Tout cela – si l’on excepte ab initio les textes 
qui obéissent à un certain schéma narratif, comme par exemple certains poèmes 
de Baudelaire – n’existe pas dans le poème en prose, où il ne s’agit plus de cette 
concatenatio rerum propre à Balzac, entre autres. On peut identifier de nombreux 
textes de ce type, dont des exemples éloquents seraient les Illuminations rimbal-
diennes (Après le déluge, ainsi de suite) et certains textes surréalistes.

Mais pour ne pas être pris ni pour une nouvelle, ni pour une prose poétique 
comme celle de Rousseau, le poème en prose doit aussi être bref, la brièveté 
étant co-substantielle à sa spécificité  ; elle est aussi trans-historique, allant de 
Bertrand jusqu’à Saint-John Perse. Cette forme brève doit être toujours identi-
fiable par un titre qui, comme on sait depuis longtemps, est un pacte de lecture. 
D’habitude, le poème en prose est structuré par paragraphes, ce qui n’est pas 
sans rappeler le verset biblique dont on a déjà parlé. « De la musique avant toute 
chose » : Verlaine fait observer la nécessaire musicalité du langage, fondée sur 
des assonances et des allitérations. La ponctuation est elle aussi mise à profit.

On a noté que, dans le poème en prose, les relations métonymiques prennent 
le pas sur celles métaphoriques. Il s’agit des « tropes », dans la terminologie de 
Pierre Fontanier (Fontanier 2009, passim), ou des « métaboles », dans celle du 
Groupe µ.

Leur diversité est étonnante :
• figures de sens (tropes) : métaphores, allégories, comparaisons, gradations, 

métonymies, synecdoques, périphrases, antonomases ;
• figures de la pensée : antiphrases, hyperboles, litotes, euphémismes ;
• figures d’énonciation : apostrophes, prosopopées ;
• figures de construction : symétries, chiasmes, antithèses, asyndètes, ellipses, 

parataxes ;
• figures de répétition : anaphores, épanalepses.
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Le poème en prose doit être autonome, on le sait. C’est pourquoi il s’agit, 
dans nombre de cas, d’une écriture du fragment ; la cohérence et l’unité de ce 
fragment sont données par sa densité. En fin de compte, c’est une question 
d’efficacité et de force poétique.

Puisqu’il est parfois considéré comme un véritable « bijou », le poème en prose 
suppose une architecture travaillée. Celle-ci repose sur des éléments tels que la 
construction, la progression, la symétrie, les échos, l’effet de clôture. En outre, on 
peut remarquer une étonnante variété des modes d’énonciation et des modalités 
d’écriture (narratif, descriptif, dialogues), sans jamais oublier la poéticité, qui 
reste indispensable et naturellement implicite. Les registres peuvent eux aussi 
varier, en allant du lyrique et du pathétique jusqu’au fantastique et à l’épique. 
Les frontières inter-génériques s’estompent souvent (poésie, théâtre, roman), et 
surtout au XXe siècle. C’est un effet majeur de la liberté foncière du genre, si tant 
est que le poème en prose peut être envisagé comme un genre distinct.

On est parfois frappés par la tension entre le signifiant et le signifié, autre-
ment dit par la valeur symbolique du texte, mais aussi par la vérité des situations 
et des thèmes : amour, souffrance, imaginaire, rêve, objets transfigurés, propos, 
ainsi de suite.

Genre hybride et totalisant, expression d’un affranchissement qui remonte au 
XVIIIe siècle, le poème en prose français se prête, on l’a vu, à une lecture plu- 
rielle (« tabulaire », dirait le Groupe μ). Malgré la diversité formelle, qui se sou-
met aux lois évolutives de la diachronie, sa poéticité reste évidente. C’est, si l’on 
ose dire, le noyau dur du genre, l’élément-clé qui rejoint le Scarbo de Bertrand 
aux Vents de Saint-John Perse. Il parvient à exprimer l’essence de la poésie.

En guise de conclusion

Certes, on peut me reprocher (et je l’ai fait moi-même) le découpage et 
la sélection du corpus de textes et d’auteurs ; je me suis trouvé souvent 
dans l’embarras du choix, et ce n’est qu’à peine si j’ai renoncé, pour le 

moment, aux « enfants perdus du Romantisme » (Lardanchet 1905), à Claudel, 
Reverdy et Max Jacob, ainsi qu’à la postérité du genre (qui diffuse d’une manière 
extrêmement intéressante, dans certains textes d’André Gide par exemple).

Mais l’essentiel est là. Si je ne me suis pas trompé (ce qui est fort possible), si 
en effet « il y a anguille sous roche », c’est à l’avenir de le décider.

Et, compte tenu des proportions du phénomène, c’est à un collectif de cher-
cheurs avisés d’accomplir « la longue et lourde tâche » que je n’ai fait (avec mes 
modestes lumières) que de suggérer.

q
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Abstract
Poeticity of the Prose Poem

We propose to solve—even hypothetically—an issue that is still insufficiently clarified, that of the 
“textual nature” of the French poem in prose, from a historical perspective (diachronic), cover-
ing about a century and a half of literary history, and from a theoretical (synchronous) one. The 
masters of this type of text—Rimbaud, Lautréamont, Mallarmé—are analized and after that we 
discuss a historical-literal approach to the surrealist movement, respecting the limits imposed by 
the specific function of the poem in prose: concision, coherence, autonomy, gratuity. Thus, the 
“discursive typology” of this hybrid is identified. We may add that we are talking about a total-
izing and integrating genre with its occurrence, evolution and meteoric extinction (an enigma that 
requires to be solved in the future).

Keywords
prose poem, discontinuity, paradigm, distinctive marks, poeticity
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Brigitte Mazohl & Rolf Steininger 
Geschichte Südtirols 
C. H. Beck, München 2020

Eine historische Landeskunde über 
(Süd-)Tirol kommt kaum am Thema 
‚Grenze‘ vorbei, aber dieses – als Folge des 
Ersten Weltkrieges – sich über das ganze 
20. Jahrhundert spannende Problem muss 
nicht zwangsläufig auch die Geschichte 
davor vereinnahmen und ihre Perspektive 
bestimmen. Entsprechende Arbeiten mit 
einem mehr oder weniger dezidiert politi-
schen Inhalt liegen für Südtirol seit 1918 
einige vor. Dafür beispielhaft schreibt 
der Innsbrucker Neuzeithistoriker Hans  
Kramer (1906-1992) in seiner 1977 erschie-
nen Landeskunde („Tirol vor 1914“, hier  
S. 5): „Österreich hat im Jahr 1919 nicht 
nur das Trentino verloren, was selbstver-
ständlich war, sondern auch Deutschsüd-
tirol vom Brenner abwärts.“ Zuvor war es 
Raimund von Klebelsberg (1886-1967), 
der unter dem Eindruck des Friedens von 
Saint-Germain-en-Laye gleich mehrere 
historisch naturkundliche Landesbeschrei-
bungen vorgelegte (1930: „Das Bozner-
Land“; 1933: „Wanderungen in Südti-
rol“; 1948 „Landeskunde Südtirols“). Der 
Innsbrucker Mediävist Josef Riedmann 
(*1940), ein hervorragender Kenner der 
Tiroler Geschichte, veröffentlichte seine 
„Geschichte Tirols“ erstmals 1983. Sie 
hob sich bereits deutlich von den Vorgän-
gern ab und beschritt neue Wege in der 

Die Rezension entstand im Rahmen des vom rumänischen Forschungsfonds geförderten Projektes 
pn-iii-p4-id-pccf-2016-0131.

Darstellung. Riedmann versucht mit Er-
folg einen vergleichsweise dazu neutralen 
Standpunkt einzunehmen, ohne dabei je-
doch auf die Tragik der Ereignisse sowie 
die Folgen, die mit der Landesteilung nach 
dem Ersten Weltkrieg verbunden waren, 
zu vergessen.

Mit der „Geschichte Südtirols“ liegt 
erstmals eine wissenschaftlich ebenso fun-
dierte wie kritisch formulierte und räumlich 
dezidiert Südtiroler Landeskunde aus ge-
schichtswissenschaftlicher Perspektive vor. 
Die beiden Autoren haben sich über Jahr-
zehnte hinweg in ihrer Tätigkeit an der 
Leopold-Franzens-Universität Innsbruck 
immer wieder intensiv mit Tirol auseinan-
dergesetzt. Brigitte Mazohl (*1947) war 
bis zu Ihrer Emeritierung 2015 Ordinaria 
für Österreichische Geschichte und Rolf 
Steininger (*1942) bis 2010 Ordinarius 
am Institut für Zeitgeschichte und zu-
gleich dessen Begründer.

Das sehr gut lesbare und in einer klaren 
Sprache geschriebene Taschenbuch ist, ver-
teilt auf 15 Kapitel, chronologisch aufge-
baut. Jede Kapitelüberschrift lässt sich zu-
gleich als Fragestellung bzw. Spannungs-
bogen für den betreffenden Abschnitt 
verstehen, die es zu beantworten bzw. zu 
bewältigen gilt (etwa: „Unter Habsburgs 
Szepter: Tirol wird ‚österreichisch‘“). 
Manchmal, wie im Abschnitt zur Reforma
tionszeit („Heiliges Land? Die Zeit der Ge-
genreformation“) ist der Titel fast dialek-
tisch angelegt und regt damit allein für sich 
schon zum kritischen Nachdenken an. Eine 
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Bibliographie mit den wichtigsten (auf die 
einzelnen Zeitabschnitte ausgewogen ver-
teilten vielfach neueren Publikationen), 
ein Personenregister sowie ein Kartenan-
hang ergänzen den handlichen Band nicht 
nur sinnvoll, sondern erleichtern auch die 
Quersuche und den vertiefenden Einstieg 
in das Thema.

Den Auftakt bildet auch in dieser 
Darstellung – entgegen der Chronologie 
– nicht zwangsläufig ein Blick auf Ur- 
und Frühgeschichte, sondern zunächst 
die Thematisierung der Grenze. Mit dem 
Hinweis auf den Pariser Vorortevertrag 
vom 10. September 1919 wird bereits in 
der Einleitung konsequent nicht nur auf 
das Entstehen des Begriffes ‚Südtirol‘ (der 
zuvor – wenn überhaupt – für das spätere 
‚Trentino‘, also das südliche Tirol, Anwen-
dung gefunden hatte) und das für dessen 
weitere Entwicklung im kurzen 20. Jahr-
hundert zentrale Ereignis verwiesen; son-
dern auch methodisch der Grundstein für 
den Band gelegt. Im Gegensatz zu den 
allermeisten älteren Darstellungen (aus-
genommen jener von Riedmann), zeigt 
sich hier deutlich das Anliegen beider Au-
toren, stets auch das größere Bild in die 
Betrachtung regionaler Geschichte mitein-
zubringen. Auf diese Weise gelingt es, die 
historischen Prozesse Südtirols in einen 
Gesamtkontext einzubetten, der weit über 
die heutigen Landesgrenzen hinausreicht. 
Der Mesoraum Tirol bleibt dabei ebenso 
im Blickfeld (vgl. S. 55). Zugleich werden 
eigenständige Entwicklungen des fokus-
sierten Raumes herausgearbeitet, ohne je-
doch sofort – wie oftmals üblich – gleich 
von einem ‚Sonderweg‘ zu sprechen.

Auf subtile Weise steuern die Autoren 
mit der Wahl ihrer Inhalte und Formulie-
rungen am Grenzkonflikt und dem die-
sen Raum bestimmenden Trauma des 20. 
Jahrhunderts vorbei, ohne diese freilich 

völlig ausklammern zu wollen. Das erste 
– der Ur- und Frühgeschichte gewidme-
te – Kapitel trägt etwa die Überschrift: 
„Grenzenloser Alpenraum“. Dabei wird, 
besonders im Hinblick auf die archäo-
logischen Erkenntnisse der vergangenen 
Jahrzehnte, auf Kulturkontakte und Kul-
turaustausch im Ostalpenraum verwiesen. 
Sie erscheinen regelhaft und nicht als Aus-
nahme. So wird in Zusammenhang mit 
der Fritzens-Sanzeno-Kultur rückwirkend 
keine wie auch immer geartete ‚politische‘ 
Einheit während dieser Epoche postuliert, 
die Kultur – zu beiden Seiten des Bren-
ners – aber dennoch als „eigenständig und 
autark“ beschrieben (S. 18). Die „greif-
baren Grenzen“ der Geschichte (S. 30) 
werden dabei immer wieder als ein stetes 
Hineinwirken des 20. Jahrhunderts in For-
schung wie Historiographie offengelegt 
und kritisch reflektiert. In den Begriffen 
‚Regnum Italicum‘ versus ‚Regnum Teu-
tonicum‘ (S. 52) zeigt sich in aller Schärfe 
(einmal abgesehen von den ohnedies zu 
keinem Zeitpunkt leugbaren wirtschaftli-
chen Verflechtungen) die verzerrende Per-
spektive, welche uns das national geformte 
19. Jahrhundert bis heute vorgibt. Das 
bildet sich jedoch in der Alltagserfahrung, 
wie die vorliegende ‚Geschichte Südtirols‘ 
mehrfach unterstreicht, früherer Epochen 
in keinster Weise ab. Der Alltag war ganz 
selbstverständlich durch eine, oftmals für 
den einzelnen wohl nur mehr schwer (und 
wahrscheinlich auch gar nicht notwendi-
gerweise) fassbare Vielfalt an sich überla-
gernden Grenzen ganz unterschiedlicher 
Natur charakterisiert. Ebenso klar umris-
sen bleibt ungeachtet dessen die Bedeu-
tung „langsam verlaufender Prozesse von 
jeweils stärker nach Norden bzw. nach 
Süden ausgerichteten kulturellen Orientie-
rungen“ (S. 73); ein begrifflich gelungener 
Versuch der Auflösung von vermeintlich 
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linear abgrenzbaren räumlichen Zuwei-
sungen ethnischer Siedlungsweisen. Ande-
rerseits zeigen sich im Verlauf des Ersten 
Weltkrieges wiederum die Langzeitfolgen 
der in Tirol errichteten Militärdiktatur, die 
gewissermaßen die Brennergrenze (enge-
res und weiteres Kriegsgebiet) ungewollt 
vorzeichneten und ihr den Boden bereite-
ten (S. 224).

In ähnlicher Weise widmet sich die 
‚Geschichte Südtirols‘ bislang weniger po-
pulären oder höchst umstrittenen Facetten 
in ihrer Langzeitwirkung; so z. B. den Er-
eignissen rund um den Ritualmordprozess 
des historisch nicht belegbaren ‚Simon von 
Trient‘ (S. 107), der Neueinordnung der 
‚Bergiselschlachten‘ (S. 187); oder spricht 
bewusst ‚übersehene‘ Aspekte der Frau-
enforschung an, wie sie in der volkstüm-
lichen Überlieferung der Koalitionskriege 
über das „Mädchen von Spinges“ existie-
ren (S. 185). Andererseits werden etwa in 
den Überblicken zu Kultur, Gesellschaft 
und Alltag – die zumeist (mit Ausnah-
me der Kapitel zum 20. Jahrhundert, 
wo diese bedauerlicher Weise fehlen) am 
Kapitelende stehen und die zuvor ausge-
breiteten strukturgeschichtlichen Aspekte 
abrunden – immer wieder vermeintliche 
Kleinigkeiten en passant, gewissermaßen 
am Wegesrand der Geschichte aufgesam-
melt. Ihnen wird Aufmerksamkeit zu Teil, 
und eingepasst in das größere Ganze lie-
fern sie einen nicht unwichtigen Schlüssel 
zum Verständnis des Vergangenen. Sind 
es doch oftmals ebendiese ‚Kleinigkei-
ten‘, auf die man bei einem Spaziergang 
stößt (etwa das Kirchlein St. Gertraud im 
Weiler Dreikirchen, das auf einem heute 
weitgehend vergessenen Höhenweg über  
Villanders nach Brixen liegt; S. 90) und 
die, jedem der hinhört und einen Blick da-
für entwickelt, bildlich von der Vergangen-
heit erzählen.

Die abschließende Darstellung des 
kurzen 20. Jahrhunderts seit dem Ende 
des Ersten Weltkriegs verliert sich nicht 
in der verbreiteten Vorstellung singulären 
Leidens als Folge von Gebietsabtretun-
gen, wie sie die Siegermächte entgegen 
allen Ankündigungen in Paris beschlossen 
haben; trifft das doch in vergleichbarer 
Weise auch auf andere Räume und Gesell-
schaften zu. Steininger schildert minutiös 
den ebenso langwierigen wie dynamisch 
verlaufenden, aber auf dem steten Willen 
zur Diskussionsbereitschaft ruhenden Weg 
bis hin zur Autonomie Südtirols, auch als 
Teil gesamteuropäischer Integration. Da-
bei werden gerade die für das Europa von 
heute so beispielhaften Lösungen ethni-
scher Konflikte eingehend diskutiert und 
zugleich deren Grenzen aufgezeigt.

Schließlich sei an dieser Stelle mit ei-
nem Schmunzeln auf einen vermeintlichen 
Druckfehler hingewiesen: Joseph II. hat 
zwar zahlreiche religiöse Bräuche abge-
schafft, aber sicher nicht das „Wetterleuch-
ten“ (S. 180)…

Insgesamt liegt mit diesem Band nicht 
bloß eine ‚weitere‘ Geschichte dieses Rau-
mes vor, sondern ein auf eigenen, über 
Jahrzehnte hinweg in Forschung wie 
Lehre an der Universität gewonnenen 
Erkenntnissen basierender, hervorragend 
fundierter Einblick in die ‚Geschichte Süd-
tirols‘; ein Einblick, der durch seine Struk-
tur sowohl einen erfrischenden Zugang 
zum fokussierten Raum ermöglicht, aber 
ebenso ein tieferes Verständnis politischer 
wie sozio-ökonomischer Prozesse mittel-
europäischer Geschichte für ein breites 
Publikum zu fördern mag.

q
Kurt Scharr 



156 • Transylvanian Review • Vol. XXIX, No. 3 (Autumn 2020)

Nicolas Tertulian 
Modernité et Antihumanisme. 
Les combats philosophiques  
de Georg Lukács 
Texte établi et présenté par Pierre Rusch 
Paris, Éditions Klincksieck, 2019

Paru en novembre 2019, deux mois 
après la mort de N. Tertulian, le volume 
ci-présent n’a rien de testamentaire. Par 
contre, il a plutôt le caractère d’un abrégé, 
rassemblant quinze textes (dont un inédit), 
répartis selon les thèmes en trois sections 
égales comme nombre, qui synthétisent 
bien les sujets qui l’avaient préoccupé pen-
dant les 40 dernières années – l’œuvre de 
Georg Lukács, évidemment, mais aussi celle 
de Martin Heidegger, auxquelles s’ajoutent 
les philosophies de Croce et Hartmann, 
Sartre et, récemment, de Gehlen. Pour ce 
qui est du contexte historique, il s’agit de 
l’époque fasciste, qui sert d’arrière-plan aux 
tentatives de ces penseurs (et d’autres) de la 
refléter ou réfracter d’une manière à la fois 
politique et ontologique. 

Le premier chapitre du livre, « Histoire 
de l’Être et révolution politique », consiste 
en une analyse profonde du livre Contri-
butions à la philosophie, considéré comme le 
plus important des ouvrages de Heidegger 
après son célèbre Être et temps paru en 
1927. Au moment de la parution de l’étu
de du professeur Tertulian, en 1990, le 
livre de Heidegger, écrit dans les années 
1936-1938, venait à peine d’être publié, ce 
qui rend plus intéressante cette réception 
rapide. En essayant de répondre correcte-
ment à la question : « existe-t-il un rapport 
entre le mouvement intérieur de sa la pen-
sée et son engagement temporel, in saecolo, 
en faveur du national-socialisme ?  » (p. 
19), Nicolas Tertulian relie les méditations 
des Contributions à la philosophie aux idées 

présentes dans d’autres textes et cours hei-
deggériens, afin de dégager aussi bien « la 
vision heideggérienne de l’histoire de l’Oc-
cident » que son appartenance à l’idéologie 
réactionnaire de son temps. Au centre de cet 
écrit heideggérien on trouve le concept de 
« construction artificielle » (Machenschaft), 
autrement-dit, « la manipulation technico-
instrumentale de la réalité », à l’origine de 
laquelle se trouve la raison-même (ratio), 
telle qu’elle avait été thématisée par Platon 
et Aristote et ensuite par toute la philoso-
phie occidentale, Descartes en particulier, 
qui avait inspiré la vision objectiviste de la 
vérité, dont la technique moderne consti-
tue la conséquence directe. Combattant la 
tradition de la pensée occidentale, Martin 
Heidegger se présente comme un adepte 
de Nietzsche, dont il reprend la critique 
du nihilisme afin de saper les fondements 
de toutes les métaphysiques (ou substan-
tialités). En ce sens, il rejette tout système 
objectivant – qu’il s’agisse de la philosophie 
ou de la science modernes, de la religion 
judaïque ou chrétienne, du libéralisme ou 
du marxisme, voire de l’idéologie nazie 
officielle (avec laquelle, selon des preuves 
documentaires incontestables, il a plusieurs 
points communs) –, voyant comme seule 
issue de « la détresse » contemporaine « un 
autre commencement » mis en œuvre par 
«  les hommes du futur », un nombre très 
restreint d’individus capables de rendre 
compte de «  la noblesse de l’Être  » (p. 
33). Bien que dans ces contributions 
la philosophie heideggérienne (sous la 
forme poétique-incantatoire bien connue 
qu’elle prend après «  le tournant  ») n’ait 
que quelques renvois directs au langage 
hitlérien, elles préparent, d’après Nicolas  
Tertulian, les futures incursions dans 
l’histoire la plus contemporaine, réalisées 
surtout dans les cours sur Hölderlin que  
Heidegger avait soutenues pendant la guer
re. Par conséquent, la glorification d’une 
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 « germanité » primordiale et la critique des 
« américanismes » ne peuvent pas être sépa-
rées de son engagement du côté d’une « es-
sence allemande » (voir surtout p. 36-38). 

C’est justement l’impossibilité de faire 
abstraction des affinités évidentes entre 
l’ontologie (Seinsphilosophie, Seynsspekula-
tion) heideggérienne et la vision nazie du 
monde qui constitue le thème du texte sui-
vant. Il s’agit d’une réponse tranchante que 
Tertulian donne à Miguel de Beistegui, 
qui avait accusé « les détournements » im-
posés à l’œuvre de Heidegger par de pareils 
rapprochements, et cette réaction polé-
mique nous offre des détails importants sur 
la question très discutée des implications 
politico-idéologiques de la philosophie 
heideggérienne de l’époque du national-so-
cialisme. Faisant appel à des témoignages 
provenant de sources moins fréquentées 
(des lettres, mémoires, articles et dis-
cours de circonstance), Nicolas Tertulian 
montre la continuité et les contaminations 
réciproques entre la nouvelle appréhension 
de l’Être et la révolution allemande qui 
se déroulait à l’époque. Or, si l’idéologie 
nazie officielle est critiquée par Heidegger 
dans les Contributions à la philosophie (et 
ailleurs), c’est parce que, du point de vue 
de l’histoire de l’Être, «  le mouvement  » 
n’était pas à la hauteur de la tâche à accom-
plir, n’étant qu’un simple prolongement de 
l’ancien esprit «  libéral  ». L’appartenance 
du philosophe allemand à la soi-disante 
« révolution conservatrice » est indubitable 
(voir surtout p. 48-51 et 55-56).

Le troisième chapitre, «  Lukács et  
Heidegger – les deux ontologies (une 
confrontation) », constitue la partie la plus 
importante du volume Modernité et Antihu-
manisme. C’est une étude de cent pages dans 
laquelle la philosophie de maturité (ou l’on-
tologie réaliste) de Lukács est jugée comme 
une entreprise théorique et pratique dia-
métralement opposée à la pensée de l’Être 

de Heidegger. À mon avis, il existe dans ce 
texte deux modalités – qui se complètent 
très bien l’une l’autre – par lesquelles l’auteur 
met en évidence les différences entre les deux 
pensées : la première, c’est de voir comment 
Heidegger et Lukács entendent aborder cer-
tains problèmes-clé de (l’histoire) la philo-
sophie. La seconde, c’est de reconstruire la 
polémique entre les deux philosophes non 
seulement de front (par exemple, en analy-
sant la critique de Lukács de la philosophie 
de Heidegger), mais aussi de biais, en rap-
portant les deux auteurs à un tiers.

En conséquence, Lukács conçoit la 
relation sujet-objet de manière dialec-
tique, alors que Heidegger prétend dé-
passer (voire dissoudre) cette dualité. Il 
rejette l’idée de l’autonomie ontologique 
du monde extérieur, en affirmant que le 
monde est configuré par la réalité-humaine 
(Dasein), tandis que le philosophe hon-
grois soutient la position du réalisme onto-
logique, soulignant constamment « l’auto- 
nomie et la consistance objective du réel, 
au-delà de toute ingérence de la subjecti
vité ». En outre, les deux penseurs conçoi
vent tout aussi différemment le principe 
de la causalité  : Heidegger considère le 
triomphe de ce principe dans la pensée 
moderne comme le signe de la domination 
des sciences de la nature, dont la technique 
est la conséquence néfaste. Chez Lukács, 
par contre, la domination de l’homme sur 
le monde à travers la théorie et la pratique 
scientifique a pour conséquence l’amélio-
ration de l’existence humaine et non pas sa 
ruine, en accordant la priorité, du point de 
vue épistémologique, à la causalité et non 
à la téléologie. Pour ce qui est de la mé-
thode, l’approche phénoménologique hei-
deggérienne est en opposition directe avec 
l’ontologie causale-génétique lukácsienne. 
Pour ne donner qu’un seul exemple de la 
manière dont un sujet de philosophie est 
susceptible d’être traité de plusieurs points 
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de vue, le professeur Tertulian montre 
que les deux philosophes, en partant de la 
critique du même « objet  », en espèce la 
subjectivité, parviennent à des conclusions 
tout à fait opposées : Heidegger à l’« être-
dans-le-monde », à la « facticité » de la réa-
lité-humaine, ce qui se traduirait par une 
« intrication de la conscience et du réel », 
alors que pour Lukács, « mettre en cause 
le culte de l’introversion et la dissociation 
entre intériorité et extériorité  » conduit 
à une «  unité inextricable entre le travail 
de la subjectivité et les déterminations du 
monde objectif » (voir p. 60-61, 64-66). 

Quant à leur rapport aux idées d’un  
tiers penseur, il faut reconnaître qu’il y a 
peu de cas (la critique du néopositivisme est 
une des exceptions) où leurs raisonnements 
soient similaires. Par contre, Heidegger 
et Lukács partagent des idées symétriques 
par rapport à une série de questions im-
portantes. Voyons trois exemples  : dans 
sa critique du darwinisme et de l’idée évo-
lutionniste de l’« étant en soi », Heidegger 
s’appuie sur les théories de von Uexküll 
sur «  l’environnement  » des organismes 
animaux, dans lequel chaque espèce confi-
gure son « monde », qui n’interfère pas avec 
les «  mondes  » des autres espèces, étant 
donné que chaque espèce est isolée dans 
son propre ambiance formé et en même 
temps renfermé par ses organes sensori
els. Dans son Esthétique, Lukács rejette 
cette idée du biologiste allemand, qui, par 
son caractère solipsiste et subjectiviste, se 
rapproche de la manière dont Spengler 
conçoit « les cultures » (voir p. 84-87). Les 
commentaires sur Hölderlin dévoilent une  
autre différence majeure entre les deux phi-
losophes : pour Lukács, toute interprétation 
qui ignore le contexte social-politique de la 
création de l’œuvre d’art, dans ce cas-ci le 
jacobinisme du poète allemand, nourri de 
« sa fidélité inflexible à l’idéal républicain de 
la démocratie athénienne », est une « analyse 

langagière » d’un intérêt limité. Heidegger, 
par contre, fait abstraction dans ses textes 
sur Hölderlin de tout contexte historique, 
social et politique, remplaçant le jacobi-
nisme par la germanité et les coordonnées 
temporelles par l’atemporalité (voir p. 89). 
Enfin, le dernier exemple est une illustra-
tion de ce que Tertulian appelle «  l’hiatus 
qui se creuse entre les deux ontologies  », 
autrement-dit la position de Lukács et de 
Heidegger par rapport à la tradition du 
rationalisme moderne et de l’idéalisme clas-
sique allemand. Si Lukács «  n’a pas cessé 
de célébrer en Descartes l’étoile polaire de 
la philosophie moderne » et s’il a vu dans 
la dialectique de Hegel (mais non dans son 
logicisme) le fondement du matérialisme 
historique, Heidegger tient Descartes pour 
le philosophe occidental le plus nocif (qui 
serait à l’origine de la pensée technico-ins-
trumentale de la modernité), alors que la 
dialectique hégélienne est désavouée pour 
avoir contourné la problématique de la fini-
tude constitutive de la réalité-humaine (dans 
le sens de l’être jeté-dans le monde), afin de 
soutenir la capacité du sujet de parvenir, à 
travers différentes médiations particulières, 
à l’universel (voir, entre autres, p. 107-110).

Je ne peux pas ici passer en revue toutes 
les connexions conceptuelles que le profes-
seur Tertulian découvre dans l’histoire de la 
philosophie du XXe siècle, en commençant 
par la manière dont certains philosophes 
analytiques comme John R. Searle et  
Hubert L. Dreyfus répètent, avec des ap-
pareils catégoriels différents, la polémique 
entre une ontologie réaliste et une ontolo-
gie phénoménologique qui fait écho au dé-
bat entre Lukács et Heidegger (p. 67-69), 
en passant par la présentation d’un pen-
seur un peu oublié de nos jours, Nicolai 
Hartmann (voir surtout p. 171-206), 
et jusqu’aux reconstructions éclaircissan
tes des désaccords entre le marxiste Georg 
Lukács et quelques grands intellectuels du  
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siècle passé placés du côté du progrès  : 
Adorno (p. 209-227), Brecht (p. 229-
243), Bloch (p. 257-261). Il faut mention-
ner aussi l’étude sur la Critique de la raison 
dialectique de Sartre (p. 263-280), ainsi 
que le dernier texte, que Nicolas Tertulian 
 dédie à Arnold Gehlen (p. 299-323), phi-
losophe qui, tout comme Hartmann, a joui 
de l’appréciation du vieux Lukács.

Pour finir, je tiens à mentionner quel
ques aspects de l’étude qui clôt le volume, 
«  Scènes de la vie philosophique sous le 
IIIe Reich: Steding, Schmitt, Heidegger » 
(une brillante analyse de la philosophie 
nazie), corrélés avec des impressions is-
sues du texte sur la genèse de la pensée de  
Gehlen. Étant donné que les relations de 
Carl Schmitt et Martin Heidegger avec 
le régime national-socialiste avaient fait 
l’objet de multiples investigations, y com-
pris dans les pages de ce volume (pour 
Schmitt, voir aussi p. 325-337), je ferai ici 
seulement quelques précisions sur Arnold  
Gehlen et Christophe Steding. Que tous les 
deux aient été récupérés en France non pas 
autant par le milieu universitaire que plutôt 
par le milieu journalistique de la « Nouvelle 
droite » (voir p. 301 et 141), ce n’est pas 
surprenant dans le cas du premier et tout à 
fait normal dans le cas du second. Gehlen 
a ranimé, avec Helmuth Plessner, l’anthro-
pologie philosophique, publiant son prin-
cipal ouvrage, L’Homme, en 1940. Même 
s’il est resté, sa vie durant, un penseur 
conservateur, après la guerre il s’est éloi-
gné de certains motifs proches du nazisme. 
Bien que, comme le montre le professeur 
Tertulian, la philosophie de Gehlen soit ex-
trêmement intéressante et originale, nous 
ne pouvons pas ignorer qu’il est présenté 
ici avec beaucoup plus d’empathie que, par 
exemple, Heidegger, même si l’auteur de 
L’Homme, comme celui de Être et Temps, a 
soutenu sans trop de réserves le national-
socialisme. Une possible explication pour 

ce traitement asymétrique serait que tant 
Lukács que Hartmann ont discuté, cité et 
approuvé les textes de Gehlen, alors que les 
écrits de Heidegger n’ont pas bénéficié de 
la même attitude bienveillante de leur part. 
Si l’anthropologie philosophique d’Arnold 
Gehlen n’est pas complètement ignorée 
à présent par les chercheurs, la philoso-
phie de Christophe Steding est restée une 
simple curiosité. Paru (à titre posthume) 
en 1938, Le Reich et la maladie de la culture 
européenne, le principal ouvrage de Steding 
est considéré par Nicolas Tertulian comme 
« un témoignage singulier sur la Weltan
schauung nationale-socialiste  ». Comme 
beaucoup d’autres écrits appartenant à ce 
courant réactionnaire, le texte de Steding  
défie la cohérence et la consistance, l’« abon- 
dance vertigineuse de références histori
ques », la « frénésie associative » et « certains 
stéréotypes de pensée  » déterminant des 
commentateurs comme Günther Anders 
et Franz Neumann à le considérer effecti-
vement « pathologique », respectivement, 
«  quasi-pathologique  » (p. 344). Cepen-
dant, les idées du livre comptent moins 
pour le professeur Tertulian que le succès 
dont il avait joui à l’époque, lorsque l’ou-
vrage avait été apprécié aussi bien par l’esta-
blishment nazi que par des penseurs tenus 
pour des esprits profonds et sophistiqués, 
tels que Heidegger et Schmitt – or, ce fait 
en dit long sur l’orientation des deux phi-
losophes. 

En guise de conclusions, ce dernier vo-
lume de Nicolas Tertulian est une exégèse 
indispensable à tous ceux qui s’intéressent 
à la philosophie de Georg Lukács et aux 
grands penseurs contemporains avec qui 
il avait établi un dialogue (souvent) po-
lémique, mais aussi aux configurations 
ontologico-politiques du régime national-
socialiste.

q
Andrei State
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