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Introduction  
 

 

In this thesis, the status of minority rights that apply to the Hungarian minority in Romania will be 

described, from a political, legal, socio-economical, cultural and linguistic point of view. The 

historical developments concerning the Hungarian minority in Romania will also be taken into account; 

as will the international, European and Romanian legal framework of minority protection. The final 

focus will be laid on the current status of minority rights and the effects of Romaniaôs EU accession on 

January 1, 2007. The research question therefore is:  

To what extent has the accession of Romania to the European Union in 2007 influenced the status 

of the Hungarian minority in Romania? 

The expectation is that the need to comply with the requisite of minority protection which was 

included in the political condition of the Copenhagen Criteria, and the pressure provided by the 

monitoring mechanisms of the European Union, created sufficient incentive for Romania to 

significantly improve the rights of its minorities, in particular for the largest minority in the country: 

the Hungarians. 

 

Research will be carried out by means of a literature study; focused on both older as well as more 

recent literature, because not only factual situations change over time, but also the perception of a 

situation. Older books show different and (now often considered as) preconceived opinions on history 

and can therefore provide an interesting insight in why problems were dealt with in a certain way. 

More recent literature describes current events and provides practical, up to date information, but also 

offers new retrospective views on historical events.  

Another thing one must keep in mind when writing on nationality or minority issues, is that sources 

can be biased. In a booklet as recent as 1996 by Romanian authors, Romanians are glorified and 

Hungarians are implicitly brought down as follows: óThe truth was that during the years following the 

unification, the Romanian ethnic element, with a wider demographical basis and biologically stronger, 

increased its majority, from 53.7% in1910 to 57.8% in 1930; in the same period, the Hungarian 

minority decreased from 31.6% to 24.4%ô(é).
1
 On the other hand, Hungarian authors can be equally 

biased, and might be still focused on irredentism. As Shafir wrote in 1985: óAt best, Romanian émigré 

circles would acknowledge that minorities are mistreated, but would attribute this to the plight of all 

Romanian citizens in the multilaterally developed socialist society. Such lack of empathy for the 

sensitivities of minorities, to be sure, is matched by over-sensitivity on the opposite side. (é) Only 

rarely does one encounter a case where a óformerô Romanian or Hungarian strives to remain 

scientifically objective.ô
2
 This óbiasednessô of the issue has produced a heap of unscientific literature. 

The impression is, that only since the late nineties less prejudiced literature has become available. 

Neverthelees, Romania has receives a lot of attention since it acceded to the European Union in 2007, 

and the amount of reliable literature on the country is growing. 

 

In Chapter 1 of this thesis, the origin and history of the Hungarian minority in Romania will be 

sketched first. Next, the period from 1989 up to the start of the negotiations for accession of Romania 

into the European Union in 2004 will be assessed, followed by an overview of Romaniaôs accession 

period. The óZeitgeistô
3
 of the 90ôs will be specifically described because this decade can be seen as a 

transitional period between repression and relative acceptance of the Hungarian minority and as the 

fundament on which the current situation of the Hungarians in Romania is built. 

In Chapter 2, minority policy and protection on international and European level will be looked at, 

with a special focus on the difference between collective an individual minority rights. 

In Chapter 3, the current situation in Romania concerning the status of the Hungarian minority will be 

studied, elaborating on political representation, economical options, cultural rights, and language 

                                                 
1
 Edroiu, N. & Puscas, V., óThe Hungarians of Romaniaô, Fundatia Culturala Romana- Centrul de Studii 

Transsilvane, Cluj-Napoca, 1996 
2
 Shafir, óROMANIA ï Politics, Economics and Society; Political Stagnation and Simulated Changeô, Frances 

Pinter Publishers, London, 1985, p 158 
3
 Concept introduced by Johann Gottfried Herder in 1769, meaning: the spirit of the age and its society. 
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policies in Romania. First of all, Romanian rules and legislation will be analyzed in order to get a clear 

view on the prevalence of restrictive (anti-minority) and protective (pro-minority) provisions for 

ethnic or national minorities. Secondly, the practical use of this framework by Hungarian minority 

organisations will be described, and thirdly monitoring of these rights will be looked at from an 

international, European and Romanian perspective. 

Chapter 4 will focus on political representation of Hungarians from Romania on a European level and 

will assess whether advocating for a European minority policy is an option. Monitoring of the 

Copenhagen Criteria will  also be discussed in relation to minority rights in Romania. Practical changes 

following Romaniaôs EU accession affecting the Hungarian minority will be sorted out, followed by 

an assessment of the visibility of Hungarian Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) from 

Romania, compared to the activities of Hungarian MEPs from Slovakia. 

By following this method of research, an attempt will be made to sketch the background, the current 

status and the future perspectives of the rights of the Hungarian minority in Romania, especially since 

Romania acceded to the European Union in January 2007. 
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Chapter 1 - The Hungarian Minority in Romania  
 

 

 

Introduction 
 

 

The history of the Hungarian minority is best explained in the context of the region of Transylvania. 

Over the course of history, Transylvania has been inhabited by a number of peoples with distinct 

ethnic origins. 

 

According to the CIA World Fact book (2002 census)
4
, the 22.3 million inhabitants of Romania 

consist of: Romanian 89.5%, Hungarian 6.6%, Roma 2.5%, Ukrainian 0.3%, German 0.3%, Russian 

0.2%, Turkish 0.2%, other 0.4%. In nominal terms: 1.4 million Hungarians, out of which more than 

95% live in Transylvania (see Tables 1 and 2, Annex 1). 

 

Romanians call the region Transylvania (after the Medieval Latin name óUltra silvamô; over the 

woods), Hungarians speak of Erdély (Erdö-elve or Aerdal; óbeyond the forestô, which also refers to the 

Latin name) when referring to it and Germans (Saxons) use the name Siebenbürgen, named after the 

seven Saxon fortified cities of: 

(Hungarian:   Romanian:  German:) 

Brassó   Braĸov   Kronstadt, 

Segesvár  Sighiĸoara  Schäßburg, 

Medgyes  Mediaĸ   Mediasch, 

Nagyszeben  Sibiu   Hermannstadt,   

Szászsebes  Sebeĸ   Mühlbach, 

Beszterce  BistriŞa   Bistritz, 

Koloszvár  Cluj-Napoca  Klausenburg.
5
 

 

To understand the position and social status of the Hungarian minority in more recent times, it is 

important to learn about its history. 

First of all, an introduction is given to the history of Hungarians in Transylvania, also covering 

territorial disputes and Romanian claims concerning descent, and minority repression during the 

Ceausescu era. In the second and third part, the period between the fall of the Communist Regime and 

EU accession is discussed, focused on political events that affected the status of the Hungarian 

minority in Romania. 

 

 

                                                 
4
 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ro.html#People 

5
 The historical region of Erdély that included the seven cities is smaller than the present-day Romanian province 

of Transylvania. 
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1.1 History of the Hungarian minority in Romania until 1990 
 

 

Magyars 

 

At the end of the 9th century AD, the Magyars (often called Hungarians) entered the Pannonian Plain 

in 896, led by the chief of the tribe Arpád. They were related to Turkic tribal people that originated 

from the Eurasian steppes but were driven off by the growing power of another tribal people, the 

Pechenegs. Hungarians in fact continuously entered the area between 850 and 1000 AD, a few of them 

possibly already arriving in the companion of the Avars, between the 7
th
 and 9

th
 centuries. 

From their new home base Pannonia, the Magyars invaded large parts of Central Europe for strategic 

reasons. These were not random raids, but targeted attacks and organised expeditions to undermine the 

possible development of a unified power close to the Magyar territory. They often closed pacts with 

kings and princes who were not affiliated to the Holy Roman Empire, like Italian and Bavarian 

sovereigns. 

Reminded of the violent raids of the Huns in the 5th century, the victims of the Magyars soon referred 

to them as the óHungariansô. Although they were defeated by Holy Roman Emperor Otto the Great in 

955 at Augsburg, the Magyars consolidated their newly won territory during the next four centuries. 

The territory roughly comprised (in terms of 21
st
 century borders) Hungary, the southern part of 

Slovakia (Vojvodina), the south-west corner of Ukraine (Ruthenia), Transylvania and the Banat; the 

northern parts of Serbia (and Croatia). In the year 1000, their ruler (and later saint) King István 

(Stephen) received a hereditary royal crown from Pope Sylvester II. With this gesture, the Magyars 

were accepted as being part of medieval Christian European culture and the independent Kingdom of 

Hungary came into being.
6
 

In that same century most Magyars converted to Catholicism and the tribal social and political system 

was replaced by a centrally organized county system. From that time on, Transylvania was 

continuously inhabited by the Magyars, and later probably accompanied by the Vlachs or Wallachians 

(later self proclaimed óDaciansô, after the Roman province of Dacia). The Vlachs were herdsmen, 

peasants, serfs or soldiers and resided mainly in the mountainous areas, and were first mentioned in 

12
th
 century written document from Fogaras.

7
 The origin and time of arrival of both peoples was -and 

still is- debated; and the issue also plays a role in later territorial claims and contempt between 

Hungarians and Romanians, which will be discussed later on in this chapter. 

 

In the following ages, Transylvania was attacked numerous times; by the troops of Holy Roman 

Emperor Henry III, by the Pechenegs, Cumans and in 1241 by the Mongols of the Golden Horde. 

Because of these attacks, the Hungarian Kings of the 12
th
 and 13

th
 centuries decided to fortify 

Transylvanian towns in order to enhance border defence. This initiative simultaneously enhanced 

economic circumstances; people were drawn (and even invited by the King to defend the borders; for 

example the Széklers and the Saxons) to the cities, guilds were founded and commercial trade started 

to flourish. Even the political instabilities following the fall of Constantinople in 1453 were withstood 

initially thanks to the fortified cities.
8
 

 

Another minority group form the Székely, who consider themselves as being part of the Hungarian 

minority. They are also one of many Turkic tribes, but their precise origin is not known. They possibly 

arrived in the Carpathian Basin before the Magyars did, but fact is that they were hired by the 

Hungarian King to guard the eastern borders in the 10
th
 and 11

th
 centuries. The Székler were socially 

and politically integrated into the Hungarian Kingdom since then. Although they have a Hungarian 

identity, their language and culture has some distinctive features. Their numbers are most dense in 

                                                 
6
 Hupchick, Cox; óThe Palgrave Historical Atlas of Eastern Europeô; New York; 2001; Maps 9-46 

7
 Cadzow, Ludanyi; óTransylvania ï The Roots of Ethnic Conflictô; Kent/Ohio; 1983; p 51-52 

8
 G¿ndisch, óThe History of Transylvania and the Transylvanian Saxonsô; http://www.sibiweb.de/geschi/ 
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Csik County (or the óSz®klerlandô), in the eastern part of the Carpathian Mountains.
9
 In this paper the 

Székely will be considered as being part of the general Hungarian minority. 

Transylvania and Hungary were conquered by the Ottoman Turks after the battle of Mohacs in 1526. 

In 1529 even Vienna was shortly sieged by the Ottomans. Transylvania however, became an 

independent principality and a vassal state that paid annual tribute or taxes to the Turks. Transylvania 

was governed by a native prince, mostly belonging to the Magyar nobility, which was one of the three 

nationes: the Magyars, the Széklers and the Saxons (Germanic people; present in the region since the 

12
th
 century). The region was granted political, social and cultural autonomy, as long as the monetary 

and trade obligations towards the Ottomans were met. After the death of Sultan Suleyman I in 1566 

the Ottoman Empire weakened through internal corruption and external threat by Western naval 

developments and new weaponry.
10

 In 1648 at the Treaty of Westphalia, Ottoman power in 

Transylvania had already weakened severely and Transylvania was recognized as a sovereign state. A 

few military campaigns of the Turks, however, temporarily re-established Ottoman rule.
11

 In 1683 the 

Turks besieged Vienna for the second time, but it turned into a failure and the Ottoman empire 

crumbled fast after this event. With the Treaty of Sremski Karlovci in 1699, the territory of the 

Ottomans was definitively pushed back by the Habsburg towards the regions south of the Danube, out 

of Transylvania, except for the Banat. Transylvania came with Hungary under Habsburg rule, but was 

governed as a separate unit.
12

  

 

In 1848-1849 Hungarian liberals and nationalists revolted in Budapest, but were defeated after a War 

if Independence in 1849. Their aspiration was to construct a modern nation state based on a liberal, 

constitutional system and civil equality. In Transylvania both the Hungarian and the demographically 

expanded Romanian population supported the revolt, but for different reasons. For the Romanians 

unification with this new Hungary would at least mean an improvement in the still feudal social and 

economical order, from which they suffered mainly. But as became clear that it would become a 

unitary, centralized, Hungarian speaking nation-state, they turned around towards claims of Romanian 

nationalism and autonomy. The revolution was crushed in 1849; Transylvania was detached from 

Hungary and once again governed separately from Vienna, under intensified Habsburg rule. In 1867 a 

Compromise was reached and the Habsburg Empire was reorganised as the dual Austro-Hungarian 

monarchy, of which the Hungarian part fully included Transylvania. This remained the status quo until 

1918 and the Treaties of Paris.  

 

On the basis of Woodrow Wilsonôs idea of ósovereignty of the peopleô, the Treaty of Trianon (1920) 

assigned Transylvania to the newly formed state of Romania. Self-determination of the Hungarian 

people was fully ignored in this treaty, as the self-determination principle was only applied to the 

winners of the war, in other words: the countries that ended on the side of the allied forces. Between 

1940 and 1944 the region was retaken by Hungary with German help, the Hungarians being tempted 

by Hitlerôs irredentist promises. Since the end of WWII, the area of Transylvania is one of three 

historical areas (the other two are Moldavia and Walachia) that constitute the Romanian state. And 

consequently, Hungarians form the largest minority within this multi-ethnic state.
 13

 

 

Minority issues from 1918 to the Communist Era 

 

In the interwar period strong measures of nationalization were taken by the Romanian government that 

had lasting influence on the political and economical structure of Transylvania.
14

 By means of land 

reforms, the new óstate-owning nationô (the Romanians) reclaimed the land from the previous owners 

                                                 
9
 White, óNationalism and Territory ï constructing group identity in Southeastern Europeô, Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishers, Oxford, 2000, p 97 
10

 Hupchick,  óThe Palgrave Historical Atlas of Eastern Europeô, 2001, Maps 9-46 
11

 White, 2000, p 133 
12

 Hupchick, 2001, Map 23 
13

 Brubaker, R., óNationalist Politics & Everyday Ethnicity in a Transylvanian Townô, Princeton, 2006, 

p 59-63 
14

 Brubaker, 2006, p 70-73 
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(the principally Hungarian nobility). Secondly, cities and towns that were dominated by other 

nationalities than Romanians had to be órecolonizedô by creating a new Romanian urban middle class. 

Thirdly, the state apparatus was reformed by allowing only one administrational language: Romanian. 

And finally the educational system was Romanized, first secondary and postsecondary schools, and 

later primary schools as well. 

These measures weakened the old Hungarian elite and promoted the emergence of a new, Romanian 

elite. Romanian presence doubled in the major towns, from 18% in 1910 to 34% in 1930. But the 

Hungarian language was still much used and although the division between the mainly Romanian 

countryside and the minority-inhabited towns became less sharp, it still existed.
15

 During WW II, parts 

of the Transylvanian territory were exchanged or retaken by Hungary and Romania; a clarifying map 

is provided in Annex 1 (Map 3 and 4). 

 

After WWII, the Yalta Conference of February 1945 placed Hungary and Romania under Soviet 

control. In 1945 the Romanian government was somewhat forced to sign a nationality charter in which 

equality for the law regardless of race, nationality, language or religion was fostered. But in March ô45 

the communists curtailed King Michael and took over power under the leadership of Petru Groza. A 

few of their first measures were massive land reforms (expropriation of rich peasant, most of them 

being non-Romanians) and deportations of Romanian dissidents and members of the Hungarian, 

German, Jewish and Gypsy communities to Gulag-like camps. Moreover, a redistribution of the 

Romanian population over the newly won territories was made, partially by means of these land 

reforms. 

 

On the 30th of December 1947 King Michael was forced to abdicate and emigrate, and on that same 

day the Peoples Republic of Romania was declared.
16

 Guided by the Stalinist National Policy, in 1948 

the Romanian Politburo sent out a resolution on the national question, in which the Stalinist idea of 

óequality and diversity amongst nationalities liberated from the class yokeô was promoted.
17

 

Despite this, between ó49 and ó52, two important minority representatives in the Romanian Parliament 

Ana Pauker and Vasile Luca were purged and opposition parties disbanded. Moreover, many critical 

minds were arrested and imprisoned, like the Hungarian bishop of Alba Iulia Aron Márton and the 

leader of the Hungarian Peopleôs Union, Gyarfas Kurko.
18

 Other óelements hostile to the Romanian 

Peopleôs Republicô were sent to ótemporary labor serviceô in ówork coloniesô, in which there were 

believed to be about 180,000 óvoluntary workersô.
19

 In June of 1952 Gheorghiu-Dej consolidated his 

power by becoming President of the Council of Ministers (Prime Minister), next to his function as 

Secretary General of the Party. 

 

A new Constitution was adopted in September of that same year. Included were some provisions that 

seemed to safeguard the cultural rights of minorities. Use of minority languages in education was 

allowed, as well as in administrational and judicial organs. Nánay argues here that it is obvious why 

the Romanian government organized massive population shifts, for there is a relation with the 

minority-majority principle. The provisions allowed for the use of óthe language of the majority 

nationality in their respective areaô. In this way, the provision was only applicable up to the point 

where the Romanians would outnumber the other ethnic groups in the area; or until regions would be 

reorganised to enhance the relative numbers of the Romanian population and minimize the amount of 

other ethnic inhabitants.
20

 

Nevertheless, the 1952 Constitution did provide for the creation of the óHungarian Autonomous 

Regionô in the Széklerland in the eastern part of Transylvania, along the old border. This autonomous 

administrative territory eased the demands of the Hungarians and avoided ethnic conflict, although in 

                                                 
15

 Brubaker, 2006, p 74-76 
16

 Völkl, óRumªni±n ï Vom 19. Jahrhundert bis in die Gegenwartô, Verlag Friedrich Pustet, Regensburg, 1995, p 

162-170 
17

 Nánay, óTransylvania: the Hungarian Minority in Rumaniaô, Danubian Press, Florida, 1976, p 30 
18

 Deletant, óRomania under Communist Ruleô, The Center for Romanian Studies, Portland, 1999, p 58-61 
19

 Deletant, 1999, p 74-75 
20

 Nánay, 1976, p 38 
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practice the theoretical aims were not met. The idea came from the Soviet Union, where the ónational 

questionsô of the ethnic borderlands (Eastern Europe) were thought to be solved by a new model of 

óinstitutionalized multinationality.ô All territories within states should be demarcated according to 

nationality, inhabitants should be counted and categorized by ethnicity and schools on ethnonational 

bases were promoted. According to Brubaker, the bottom line was to create so much ethnic 

heterogeneity that socialism would in the long run become the unifying, pacifying factor.
21

 In the 

meantime, autonomy in the Hungarian Autonomous Region seems to have been pretence, as the region 

did not enjoy more autonomy than any of the other 16 provinces and a large number of ethnic 

Hungarians were excluded. Also, the province was kept as small as possible and was located as far 

east as possible, away from the border with Hungary. It soon was denominated as the Hungarian 

óreserveô. January 1953 Gheorghiu-Dej announced that the minority problem in Romania was 

solved.
22

 

 

In 1956, however, the Hungarian Revolution erupted in Budapest. It re-incited Hungarian nationalism 

in Transylvania and alarmed the Gheorghiu-Dej government that further de-Magyarization was 

necessary to keep the region united under Romanian rule.
23

 After the October 1956 student 

demonstrations in several cities in Transylvania that showed solidarity with the Hungarians in 

Hungary, he accused the Hungarian minority of órevisionismô and a ócounterrevolutionary attitudeô. 

Gheorghiu-Dej started a renewed campaign against the Hungarians, in which many Hungarian 

language schools were closed (again) or merged with Romanian schools. The same was true for many 

Hungarian kulturház (cultural institutes), theatres and even folklore-groups.
24

 In 1960, the Hungarian 

Autonomous Region was reorganised and renamed. The now called Mureĸ-Hungarian Autonomous 

Region lost most Hungarian populated areas and gained mainly Romanian inhabited areas, thus 

strongly diluting the Hungarian majority from 80 to 65% of the total. During the territorial 

reorganization of the country in 1968, the Region was dissolved altogether.
25

 

 

Gheorghiu-Dejôs policy 

In 1952 when Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej took up the highest position in the Romanian Communist 

Party, Romanian nationalism became a high priority. Gheorghiu-Dej designed several policies to 

óforce assimilation of ethnic minorities into the ñmainstreamò of Romanian lifeô
 26

. Summarizing, over 

the course of his reign these policies included: 

- Restriction on educational opportunities for ethnic minorities in their native tongue. (Many 

elementary German and Hungarian language schools were closed and in higher education the numbers 

of classes taught in minority languages were strongly reduced. Also, in 1959 the famous Hungarian 

Bolyai University of Koloszvár was united with the Romanian Babes University, which severely 

limited Hungarian instruction.
27

) 

- Attempts to limit the publication of books, newspapers, and journals in minority languages, as well 

as restrictions on theatrical performances in non-Romanian tongues 

- Redistribution of apparat positions, both in the Party and the state bureaucracies, which tended to 

favour the Romanian nationality, in the Party top but also at regional and local levels. 

- Strong repression of minorities in periods of crisis (for instance in the aftermath of the Hungarian 

Revolution in 1956 and demonstrations in Romanian Transylvania)
28

 

- Terrorization by means of the Securitate or security police, supported by a party controlled legal 

framework to defend its actions.
29

 

 

                                                 
21

 Brubaker, 2006, p (49-)53 
22

 Ramkema & Van Schaik (red.), óTussen recht en repressie ï Minderheden in Oost-Europaô, Instituut voor 

Publiek en Politiek, Amsterdam, 1994, p 116-117 
23

 Nánay, 1976, p 39 
24

 Ramkema & Van Schaik, 1994, p 117 
25

 Brubaker, 2006, p 83 
26

 Gilberg, óModernization in Romania Since World War IIô, Praeger Publishers, New York, 1975, p 213 
27

 Nánay, 1976, p 45 
28

 Gilberg, 1975, p 213 
29

 Deletant, 1999, p 67 
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Minimalization of minorities  under Ceausescu 

 

Before discussing specific anti-minority policies, it is useful to look at some aspects of Ceausescuôs 

rule as a whole. Soon after Gheorghiu-Dejôs death in March 1965, Ceausescu became First Secretary 

of the Central Committee of the Romanian Communist Party and took over power. In August a new 

Constitution was adopted, which renamed the country (formerly called the Romanian Peopleôs 

Republic) as the óSocialist Republic of Romaniaô. 

 

Ceausescu did not follow his predecessorôs line in dealing with national minorities. His tactics were 

based on the idea of Romania as a fatherland for all ethnic groups within its borders. In his first years 

he therefore resurrected nationality councils for Germans, Hungarians and Ukrainians, he allowed an 

expansion of the number of periodicals and newspapers in Hungarian and German, and improved 

educational facilities. 

During the start of his reign he also underlined several general concepts that had to be incorporated 

into society. Three main concepts of those were óSocialist ethics and moralityô, óBuilding of 

Socialismô and óPatriotismô.
30

 The first concept was aimed at building new character traits such as 

honesty, commitment to community instead of individual goals, and willingness for hard work. The 

second concept advocated the creation of a óNew Socialist Manô model citizen. He was supposed to 

use his occupational skills to strengthen socialist economy, he had to morally educate others and 

denounce vicious minds, and he should assent to the claim of the RCP that its policies were by 

definition in the best interest of all (Romanian) citizens. The third concept denoted a commitment to 

the construction of a Romanian socialism, a denouncement of óbourgeois nationalismô and the 

unification of all ethnic groups under that flag.
31

 Especially this concept of patriotism evolved into a 

new, nationalist historiography in which the theory of Daco-Roman continuity was embraced, which 

will be explained in the next paragraph. 

 

The Romanian state under Ceausescuôs rule suppressed not only its minorities, but all its inhabitants 

through a number of measures. 

Disrespect of the law and human rights, for example by means of the repressive methods of the 

Romanian Security Police or Secret Service, the Securitate. People were locked up, interrogated, 

beaten, tortured and sometimes purged or executed. Also, numerous critics and dissidents were 

illegitimately and forcefully admitted to psychiatric wards.
32

  

Forced labor: since 1965 unpaid working days were established and referred to as óvoluntary service 

for the fatherlandô. Paid holidays were shortened, working days lasted for 10 hours and working 

standards were continuously heightened.
33

 Labor camps had been introduced by Gheorghiu-Dejôs 

government. The highest concentration of labor camps was to be found between Bucharest and the 

Black Sea. Most deportations took place between 1951 and 1956 and affected people from all 

minorities and ethnic Romanians as well. During Ceausescuôs reign some camps still existed and were 

used to finish the Danube Black Sea Canal Project.
34

 

Austerity measures on food and oil: from 1981 onward, rationing of first all meat and later also bread, 

flour, sugar and milk was introduced. Initially it applied only to some provincial towns, but by 1983 it 

was extended to most of the country. This was a result of the fact that in 1982, Ceausescu had 

announced officially that he would pay off the foreign debt by 1990 by introducing austerity measures. 

Up to 1989, monthly personal rations were gradually reduced to amounts that could not even feed one 

person for two weeks. Also from 1981 drastic measures to save energy were enforced; petrol, 

electricity and gas were rationed. In the winter of 1983 power and gas were cut off even during day 

time and even in a number of major cities.
35

 

                                                 
30

 Gilberg, 1975, p 232 
31

 Gilberg, 1975, p 232 
32

 Amnesty International, óRoemenie Vakantieland ïôt is maar wat je wilt zienô, Amnesty International, 
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Other measures: economic surrealistic planning included super fast industrialization, which demanded 

the utmost of the population. Extreme censorship and information restriction and reshaping affected 

intellectual freedom, as did terrorization by the Securitate. Birth control measures such as the abolition 

of abortion and contraception further restricted personal freedom.  

Ethnic discrimination and persecution was common; and not only the Hungarian and German 

minorities were discriminated against, also the Ukrainian, Bessarabian, Macedonian, Bulgarian, 

Serbian, Russian, Slovak, Turkish, Jewish and Gypsy communities suffered from it. The next 

paragraph outlines legislative measures that were used to óminimalizeô and óRomanizeô minorities. 

 

Minority law 

Minority rights in Romania were provided for under the rule of Gheorgiu-Dej in the constitution of 

1952. Even the new constitution of 1965 by Ceausescu generously guaranteed these rights. However, 

during this period there was a great and constant discrepancy between the pays légal and the pays 

reel.
36

 If reality would have been as bright as it seemed on paper, Romania would have been a shining 

example for the rest of the world in its treatment of minorities. Yet this was not the case. De-

Russification in the late Gheoghiu-Dej years was since the Constitution of 1965 followed by 

Romanization.
37

 

One of many ideological concepts that surfaced during Ceausescuôs rule was the theory of continuity 

of the Daco-Roman ancestry from pre-Roman times, which is explained in the following paragraph. 

This nationalist historiography provided the framework for Romanization on all levels of society. A 

new homogeneous social order was pursued through the elimination of social differentiation based on 

class, region, religion, gender, lifestyle, thought, and ethnicity. In Romania this goal of óomogenizareô 

was openly proclaimed and was the starting point for subsequent nationalistic policies.
38

 

These nationalistic policies included many practical measures that acted óagainstô minorities. But 

factual information remains scarce from this period of Romanian history; many measures were non-

discriminatory in essence but could be applied in many different ways.  

To start with, it is remarkable how the 1965 Constitution provided for the rights of minorities. In short, 

it guaranteed equal rights for all inhabitants, irrespective of nationality, race, sex or religion (article 

17); and restrictions on these rights would be punished by law (article 17). These provisions were 

further defined by several Acts in 1968, 1971 and 1972 on respectively local peopleôs councils, 

education, and freedom of conscience, of religion, press and citizenship. And above all, ñthe free use 

of their own language and the right to have books, newspapers, journals, theatres, and education on all 

levels in their own languagesò was guaranteed.
39

 

However, the greater part of these rights was applicable to the relation between the state and the 

individual, and not between the state and the national minorities. In this way the collective rights of 

the national minorities were not guaranteed and only individuals could legally contest discriminatory 

behavior by the state. Yet oppression was directed against the communities of the minorities and 

usually not against the individual, creating an obstructed legal situation for members of the minorities. 

Moreover, the national minorities as separate groups had not been granted an equal legal status as the 

majority nation of Romanians, which allowed further discrimination through ethnicity.
40

 

 

After Ceausescuôs denouncement of the 1968 Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union 

was increasingly unsatisfied with Romaniaôs behaviour. To avoid Soviet intervention, Romania made 

its minority policies more subtle to keep the peace. Some concessions were made, amongst which the 

establishment of the Hungarian Nationality Workersô Council and the German Nationality Workersô 

Council. These council could be called alibi-institution, as they had no real power or influence and 

their suggestions were simply ignored. When Soviet threat diminished in the seventies, Romanization 

of the minorities was resumed fiercely; they had to assimilate.
41
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Systematization 

The idea of ósystematizationô was launched in 1972, but it was put into practice only in the late 80ôs 

after the 1977 earthquake. According to Brubaker, systematization can be defined as follows: óa far-

reaching plan for rural restructuring and resettlement that was designed to eradicate the distinction 

between town and country. The scheme (é) envisioned the abandonment or destruction of as many as 

half of Romaniaôs 13,000 villages and the construction of hundreds of new ñagrarian industrial 

centresò. The plans generated an international outcry, in part because they were presented as a 

special threat to the rural Hungarian minority and its cultural heritage. In fact, there is no evidence 

that the plans targeted Hungarian villages specifically. The regime, in any event, fell before the plans 

could be implemented on a large scale.ô
42

 The plan was an attempt to destroy traditional heritage, a 

certain way of life that was linked to the land for ages, and the individuality of villages and its 

inhabitants.
43

 Many villages were destroyed, but many still exist, although they all bear some scars of 

this plan. 

 

Forced Assimilation 

In 1987 an ethnic Hungarian (dissident) poet, named Geza Szocs, made a statement on forced 

assimilation during hearings of the Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe. According to 

his statement, the policy of forced assimilation practisized by the Romanian government manifested 

itself in the following ways: 

ó1) the use of population transfers into and out of Hungarian regions in order to change the ethnic 

composition of Hungarian areas; 

2) the ñrestriction of and eliminationò of Hungarian-language education; 

3) the ñbanishmentò of the Hungarian language from public life; 

4) the ñliquidationò of cultural institutions and the harassment of minority churches; and 

5) a campaign ñdesigned to create in Hungarians a sense of shame toward their own history and to 

denigrate their feeling of identityò.ô
44

 

 

In general this policy was enforced by means of urbanization and industrialization. Hungarian workers 

were forced to work in factories outside of Transylvania, which cut them off from their social context 

and undermined the preservation of their native culture. At the same time huge numbers of Romanians 

were set to work in Transylvania, which decreased the percentage of Hungarian inhabitants. 

Furthermore, Hungarians were prohibited from settling in Transylvanian cities and were thus forced to 

move to other parts of Romania to find appropriate work. Urban growth in Transylvania was therefore 

caused mainly by Romanian influx.
45

 Between 1930 and 1992, the Romanian urban population 

increased tenfold from a third up to more than three quarters, while the Hungarian urban population 

barely doubled its net number and in relative terms decreased by nearly fifty percent.
46

 

 

Through the years, the policy of forced assimilation was pursued by specific laws and decrees: 

1968 ï The Education Act of May elaborated on educational rights but remained vague. It mandated 

minority instruction, not minority schools. On top of that, the threshold of the number of students 

required to allow minority language instruction was raised with regularity. 

1969 - A new Criminal Code was introduced, which provided in several discriminatory decrees. 

Article 166 convicted every citizen that made ópropaganda which is aimed at changing the socialist 

social order or which is dangerous to the security of the stateô. Article 167 provided in capital 

punishment for those, who óengage in a conspiracyô. This included having contact with people who are 

planning ófascist deedsô or attempt to óchange the socialist order of societyô. Article 245 was aimed at 

óillegal transgressionô and also punishes preparatory deeds that might lead to an attempt of crossing 

the border illegally. 
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1970 ï Decree No. 153 against youth criminality and óanarchisticô group formation could also penalize 

ódisturbance of the social orderô. Since 1971, Hungarian prayer groups were charged for being 

anarchistic and many protestant Hungarian Sunday services were defined as social order disturbance, 

for which churchgoers could be arrested.
 47

 The protestant faith in Romania is for almost 100% 

connected to the Hungarian ethnicity; Romanians are generally Orthodox. 

1971 ï The Little Cultural Revolution was imposed, which furthered strict Romanization. 

1973 - Educational decree law 278 determined that in primary schools a minimum of 25 students 

would be required in order to hold a minority-language class; in secondary schools a minimum of 36 

students was required. Hungarian villagers tried to limit the problem and organized busses to send all 

Hungarian children to one school so that education would be guaranteed in that village, but the 

authorities halted this practice on the grounds of gasoline shortages.
 48

 

1974 ï According to this decree on press, all import and export of literature had to be approved by the 

state. Publications of religious communities were included, which meant that when in possession of a 

few bibles, a reverend or preacher could be arrested on grounds of óillegal sale of press itemsô. 

1974 ï A very important act was Act No. 63 on the protection of the national cultural treasures 

(including Decree Law 207 and 472). It created a situation in which confiscation of all documents, 

correspondence, drawings, writings, engravings and all other historically important items and material 

from religious or cultural institutions ánd private persons was made possible. This tool enabled the 

regime óto erase and/or censor the history of the Germans, Hungarians, and other nationalities in 

Transylvaniaô.
49

 The implementation of this act had great affect on Hungarian and German minority 

education, as this was managed by the religious communities. 

1975 ï A decree was published which prohibited foreigners from staying overnight with Romanian 

citizens, except for first-degree relatives. It meant that all visitors had to stay in hotels, thus 

complicating family visits from Hungary, Austria, Germany, Yugoslavia or any country, and making 

the visits more costly. 

1977 ï An earthquake struck the region of Bucharest, which was the start of the policy and practice of 

geographical systematization. This is when óroom was madeô in Bucharest for the Presidential Palace 

and the grand boulevards. In the region around Koloszvár it meant the demolition of numerous ancient 

villages and enormous construction works for concrete tower flats in the outskirts of the city. 

1985 ï An oral directive from the Ministry of Education dictated that Hungarian teachers and 

headmasters had to be replaced by Romanians, sabotaging the Hungarian educational system and 

contributing to the processes of homogenization and systematization.
50

 

1988 ï April: the bull-dozing plan around Temesvár is announced and Hungarian Bishop Tökés 

László (dissident and critic of the communist regime) starts to act against the actual start of the 

demolition of Hungarian houses. His resistance eventually led to the Revolution of December 1989. 

 

As becomes clear from the above mentioned measures, minorities were cut short in various ways; in 

religion, education, press freedom, social mobility, economically, politically, and even in the private 

sphere. In this way they were forced to assimilate into the Romanian unitary state. 

One more practical example of linguistic discrimination of the Hungarian minority was the entry 

examination for universities. The government reasoned that only ten percent of students at the 

university were allowed to be ethnically Hungarian, as this corresponded with their percentage in the 

total population. Moreover, Hungarians who did not fully master the Romanian language (due to 

attendance of a Hungarian high school) were often refused in advance. This practice ended rather 

slowly in the years after the Revolution. 

Unfortunately, the downfall of Ceausescu did not bring an end to the problem of the Hungarian 

minority. The city of Koloszvár for example has become famous for its very Romanian mayor 

Gheorghe Funar, whoôs óreignô will be described in Chapter 3. Also in that chapter, an overview of the 

current status and rights of the Hungarian minority in Romania will be given, with special attention to 

language issues. 
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Motherland Transylvania 

 

There has been and still is a lot of debate on the origin of both Romanians and Hungarians and their 

claims to Transylvania as their motherland. The issue of Transylvania as the motherland for the 

different ethnic groups that live there is, however, not so much based on origin, but on cultural 

heritage. Both Hungarians and Romanians have fiercely claimed the region as being the cradle of their 

culture and the logical area for the establishment of national territory. Although the motherland 

question in terms of ócradle of cultureô is still very much alive and unresolved; the motherland 

question in terms of national territory has been resolved by the outcome of WWI. 

 

Three nationes 

In the 19
th
 century the concept of nationalism developed, based on the premise of nationhood, which 

emerged in the 18
th
 century but clearly manifested itself into political thought in the 19

th
 century. After 

the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, the principle of sovereignty of people was a major 

issue in politics, and the idea of a nation of people constituting a nation state was defined. The 1814 

Congress of Vienna further defined the nationality principle, after which the conservatism of European 

monarchs and the subsequent revolutions of 1848 only added fuel to the nationalistic fire. 

Nationalism also gave rise to the óTransylvanian questionô, especially in relation to the Romanian 

inhabitants of the region. Through the ages their number had grown into a majority but they had not 

enjoyed the same rights as the other three so-called nationes, the nobility (basically the Magyars), the 

Széklers and the Saxons (Germanic peoples who were invited in the 11
th
/ 12

th
 century to defend, 

colonize and develop the areas along the southern borders of Transylvania). But the concept of three 

nations seems to have been misinterpreted during this period of upcoming nationalism. 

 

Since the 13
th
 century, Transylvanian society had not been organized according to ethnicity, but like 

most other societies according to natio (as in legal status). The natio comprised of those who enjoyed 

political rights and other privileges, liberties and immunities, and in Transylvania three nationes were 

recognized: noble, Saxon, and Székler.
51

 Different occupations could also be distinguished: noblemen, 

civilians, scholars, patricians or tradesmen, craftsmen, soldiers and farmers. Hungarians were 

represented in all positions; however they formed the main part of the nobility. The Székler were all 

noblemen, as they received this status in exchange for their border defence activities. The Saxons also 

belonged to all groups, but were mainly represented in the group of craftsmen and patricians. 

Romanians were present in all occupations as well, from farmers to noblemen, although most 

Romanians had rural occupations. These Romanian nobles were called the óBoyarsô, and were 

accepted into the Magyar nobility by the Hungarian King, and often magyarized voluntarily afterwards. 

 

Still, ethnic origin and language were neither sufficient nor necessary qualifications for membership of 

a natio.
52

 Speaking Hungarian did not make any peasant part of the Magyar natio, and Romanian 

ethnic origin was no bar to membership in that natio. The point is that although the Transylvanian 

nationes could be (mis)perceived through a modern national-ethnic lens, the core of these nationes 

was a legally privileged status, and not ethnicity. Therefore, the assertion that Romanians had always 

been repressed and deprived of rights is a later invention, which was created to support the 

nationalistic and territorial claims of the Romanians in the 19
th
 and 20

th
 centuries. The Romanian 

peasant revolts of the late 18
th
 and early 19

th
 centuries in the western parts of the Carpathian 

Mountains were therefore not an ethnic but a social, feudal conflict between Romanian peasants and 

Hungarian landlords. It is very plausible that the Habsburg used this conflict to emphasise ethnicity in 

this conflict and create an ethnic divide, in order apply the policy of ódivide and conquerô. 

 

During the Hungarian Revolution of 1848, the Romanians were instigated by this modern idea of 

nationhood and led by Avram Iancu, they took their chance by demanding an autonomous Romanian 

national territory and equal rights like the other ónationsô of Transylvania. Their claims were not heard, 

which led to an evolvement of nationalistic sentiments into an ethno-national opposition between 
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Romanians and Hungarians. However, the Habsburg rule did encourage Romanians to take up 

executive positions, which gradually happened. Still, 1848 ethnicized Transylvania and the intensified 

Hungarian rule after the 1867 Compromise only added to the ethno national conflict.
53

  In 1920, the 

matter was conclusively decided by the allied parties: the whole of Transylvania was assigned to 

Romania. Hungary lost more than 2/3 of its previous territory, 1/3 of it being Transylvania, the other 

half being the regions north and southwest of modern Hungary.  

This partition of territory has greatly influenced the relation between the new ruling Romanian nation 

and the curtailed ex-ruling Hungarian nation that was now a minority. The land reforms and 

Romanization of the interwar period and after WWII, seemed (in Romanian eyes) to be necessary 

practical measures to redistribute the whole population in order to achieve a ónormalô ethnic division. 

But this assimilation process has over the decades created a clear ethnic division of Transylvania, 

which often culminated in severe ethnic tensions between Romanians and Hungarians, and eventually 

ignited the 1989 Revolution.  

 

Theories on Romanian ancestry 

The ethnic divide between Hungarians and Romanians was deepened by Ceausescuôs concept of 

patriotism, which evolved into a new, nationalist historiography in which the theory of óDaco-Roman 

continuityô was embraced. 

This continuity theory stated that Romanians were direct descendants of the Roman (or Latinized) 

inhabitants of the Transylvanian region as far back as 271 AD, who stayed behind when the Roman 

troops abandoned the former Roman province of óDaciaô, and of the indigenous óDaciansô. These 

Daco-Romans were óidentifiedô to be the ethnic foundation of the Romanian people
54

 and were the 

óproofô of a continuous presence of Romanian people in Transylvania, until they were allegedly 

óexpropriated by the Hungarian invaders and forced into the hills.ô
55

 By this statement, the theory 

automatically wiped all Hungarian claims of Transylvania as motherland off the table, as they arrived 

in the Carpathian Basin only 896 AD. In line with this theory, Cluj was 1974 renamed Cluj-Napoca; 

after the early Roman settlement of Napoca.  

At the Party Congress of July 1965 this óDoctrine of the Romanian Nationô was officially proclaimed. 

The doctrine was never abandoned during Ceausescuôs reign and became one of the fundaments for 

his later policy of forced assimilation of the national minorities.
56
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The plaque under the statue of the Capitoline Wolf with Romulus and Remus in Cluj-Napoca 
(given to Cluj by city of Rome  in 1921) reads:

57
 

ALLA CITTA DI CLVJ 
ROMA MADRE 
MCMXXI  

 
 
Regarding the Romanian descent, there are many more theories that point in essentially different 

directions, and even disprove the Daco-Roman continuity theory. Du Nay
58

 described in 1977 the 

improbability of the continuity theory and presented the óroaming theoryô, or also called the ómigration 

theoryô or the óRºsler theoryô, named after the Austrian (Habsburg) scientist who described the theory 

in the 19
th
 century. 

In this theory the Romanians are considered to descend primarily from the Vlachs, who migrated from 

the Balkan Peninsula to the areas south of the Danube and later migrated further north. They acquired 

their Latin language before migration, in contacts and mixing with the Roman population from the 

Rome based empire. According to Du Nay, there are óseveral circumstances that indicate that the 

ancestors of the Rumanians did not live north of the lower Danube before the 11
th
 ï 12

th
 centuries.ô

59
 

The basic ideas behind the roaming theory are: 

- The number of Vlachs that still live south of the Danube (in Bulgaria, Greece, Albania, the Republic 

of Macedonia, Serbia and Croatia) and speak East Romance languages that are related to Romanian: 

Aromanian, Megleno-Romanian and Istro-Romanian. Their presence in those areas has been 

mentioned in several documents since the early Middle Ages. 

- The lack of clarity about the term "Vlach", as mentioned in the medieval chronicles. Taking into 

account that modern Polish "Wloch" and "Wlochy" mean respectively "Italian" and "Italy", and 

modern Hungarian "olasz", deriving from "Vlach", means again "Italian", it is arguable that the 

"Vlach" references in the chronicles generally indicated Latin-speaking populations that were part of 

early Slavic settlements in the Carpathian basin. 

- The common words in Romanian and the Albanian language which may be of Thracian or Illyrian 

origin, and a number of Romanian toponyms in current Albania and Bulgaria. 

- The short time of Roman occupation, which lasted only about 165 years, which undermines a 

complete take-over of the language and full Latinization of the population.  

- The lack of archaeological evidence of a continuously present, specific óRomanianô (or Daco-

Romanian) population before the 11
th
 century. 

 

These findings strongly contradict the Daco-Roman continuity theory and suggest that the Romanians 

are indeed a principally Vlach people, who migrated from the areas south of the Danube and the 

Balkans to the current Transylvanian area, and not presumably not in large numbers before the 11
th
 

century. The issue is still fiercely debated among both scientists and lay people; and the question of 

Transylvania as motherland in terms of the ócradle of cultureô is not concluded yet, as the ethnic divide 

between Romanians and Hungarians still influences daily interaction and relations. 

 

Huntington 

An interesting observation is the distinction that Romanians from Transylvania nowadays seem to 

make between themselves (Transylvanian Romanians) and Romanians from other parts of the country, 

whom they call óBalkan-Romaniansô.
60

 In conversations between the author and several (ethnically) 

Romanian ladies from Sibiu, it turned out that Transylvanian Romanians do not identify with those 

óBalkan-Romanians, and describe them as being corrupt, backward and non-Western. Whether these 

characterizations are true of false is not the point, but the general idea of the whole of Transylvania
61

 

being different and more ówesternô than other parts of Romania does coincide with Samuel 

Huntingtonôs idea of a cultural divide between Western and Eastern Europe.  
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In his 1993 theory óThe Clash of Civilizationsô, Huntington considers Romania to be part of the 

Orthodox world; opposite to the Western civilization; and Transylvania is located just on the western 

part of the fault line between these two.
 62

 According to this theory; the divide between the Hungarians 

and the (non-Transylvanian) Romanians is therefore not solely based on an ethnic distinction but also 

on a different cultural-religious dimension. And the border of this partition does not follow the 

geographical boundaries of the Hungarian inhabited parts of Transylvania, but the Transylvanian 

region as a whole. Thus, the óWesternô hemisphere includes ethnically non-Hungarian inhabitants as 

well and underlines the overall cultural disparity of Transylvania in comparison to the rest of Romania. 
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