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On 5 December 2004 the citizens of Hungary were called to decide through referen-

dum on two issues: (1) that the health system remained under full state control, and

(2) that ethnic Hungarians living in the neighboring countries were granted citizenship

preferentially. Sixty-five percent of the Hungarians who went to vote gave a favorable

answer to the first question, and a little more than 51% gave a yes answer to the second

question. Despite this, however, the referendum failed because of the low voter

turnout of only 37.49% of the electorate. According to Hungarian law, for a referen-

dum result to be valid it is required that at least 25% of the electorate endorses it. In

this referendum a little less than 19% of all franchised citizens voted for granting

double citizenship to ethnic Hungarians living in the neighboring countries.1

The result of the referendum surprised, disappointed and scandalized Hungarians in

Transylvania. Tens of Hungarians from Szeklerland declared that they would return the

certificate of Hungarian nationality, and some of them even did it. In Miercurea Ciuc,

three days after the referendum, a group of approximately one hundred Hungarians

held several minutes of silence for the Hungarian nation in front of the Catholic

church “Millenium.” They displayed a black flag, a Hungarian flag adorned with a

black ribbon, and a poster with the map of Great Hungary from which the territory

of present Hungary had been cut out. On another poster somebody had written: “We

were cheated twice, but with the help of God we remained Hungarians.” The Szeklers’

anthem was sung, and in several churches, it replaced the Hungarian anthem. At the

end of the manifestation part of the participants retired into the church to pray for

the Hungarian nation.2

Other reactions were more radical. A Hungarian professor declared that he would refuse

to teach any longer in the Hungarian language.3 The owner of a bar in Odorheiu-Secuiesc

posted a note on the door prohibiting the access of Hungarian citizens. In the open letter

sent on 7 December 2004 by the leadership of the County Council of Harghita to its related

counties in Hungary, those who had voted against double citizenship were warned that

they would not be greeted like brothers in the county of Harghita.4 Many Hungarians

from Hungary gave up their winter holidays in Transylvania and stayed at home,

while inns and hotels in Szeklerland advertised free rooms to Hungarians from

Romania, Romanians, Germans or any other people who were good at heart.5

Such reactions are symptomatic for the present state of diversification, multipli-

cation and fragmentation of the institutional and symbolic sources of claim, use and
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construction of the Hungarian identity of Hungarians in Romania. The study investi-

gates the practices, institutions, events, and contexts that have shaped the national

community and identity of Transylvanian Hungarians. Examining the relations of

the Hungarian minority in Romania with the Romanian state and the Hungarian

state, in view of the two states’ policies with respect to their internal and external

national minorities, the analysis contrasts the post-communist transformations and

their consequences, to the communist situation. Larger issues of nationhood and

state building are touched upon in this analysis.

Alongside the analysis of legislation and the use of secondary literature, I used data

from various surveys of the Hungarian population in Transylvania carried out during

the last decade,6 as well as ethnographic data resulted from participant observation and

semi-directed interviews with Hungarians from Romania living in Cluj-Napoca and in

Budapest between 2001 and 2005.

Hungarians from Romania under Communism: The Emergence of a Unified

National Community

The peace treaty of Trianon marks the beginning of a troubled course for the Hungarian

nation. In 1920, Hungary lost more than two thirds of its territory, and was left with a

territory smaller than the territory received by Romania alone. It also lost a population

of more than 13 million, of which a substantial Hungarian population of more than 3.2

million.7 Most of these, approximately 1.7 million persons, were lost to Romania,

which was awarded the historical province of Transylvania, and also a sizeable terri-

tory known as Partium,8 which belonged traditionally to the kingdom of Hungary,

but came, in various territorial shapes, under the sovereignty of Transylvanian

princes.9 Only 53.8% of the population of this territory was Romanian.10 The

trauma of Trianon has become constitutive to the Hungarian national sentiment.

Revisionist courses of action and discourses guided Hungary’s political actions ever

since. The problem of the Hungarians left outside the borders is one of particular

concern and shapes Hungary’s relation with the neighboring states.

The position of the Hungarians from Transylvania was changed significantly by the

territorial changes.11 Not only had they become a minority, but also their political,

economic and social standing deteriorated under the new rule. The political and

cultural rights of the minorities had been guaranteed by the Alba Iulia Resolutions

of 1 December 1918 and the Paris Minorities Treaty of 9 December 1919, which

became an integral part and a condition for the Trianon Treaty of 4 June 1920.

However, various measures taken by the government in Bucharest, which was achie-

ving a social revolution on national lines, altered the community organizations and

cultural institutions of the minorities. Most important in this sequence was the Land

Reform of 23 July 1921. It affected the large and medium-sized estate owners, mino-

rity schools and churches whose lands were confiscated.12 The Public Administration
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Act of 7 October 1925 introduced a new administrative territorial arrangement, weak-

ening the role of national minorities. Various acts regulating the use of the Romanian

language and the requirement of taking an oath of allegiance in public administration

and educational institutions resulted in dismissal of Hungarians from their jobs and

their replacement with Romanians.13

The demographic changes in Transylvania were important, and contributed to the

worsening of Hungarians’ position. Between 1920 and 1924 approximately 197,000

Hungarians left Romania and, as a result of the policy of Romanianization, the

ethnic ratio in Transylvania’s biggest cities changed dramatically between 1920 and

1939.14 Nominally the policies of the Romanian government were to re-Romanianize

that proportion of the population, which she claimed, either on the evidence of sur-

names or of religion, to be Magyarized Romanians.15

The liberal government from Bucharest launched a “cultural offensive” largely

expanding the network of primary schools and endeavoring to unify the education

system of the new three provinces according to the Old Kingdom traditions and

template.16 The higher education system in Transylvania was made completely

Romanian.17 The nationalization of the Cluj University represented both a political

act of historical rectification and a symbolic and substantial act of cultural revival.18

The advent of the Second World War worsened the situation of national minorities

in Romania as a series of authoritarian regimes came to power. Hungary saw fulfilled

some of her revisionist claims under the Second Vienna Award of 30 August 1940,

when Northern Transylvania was returned to Hungary. Retaliations against their

respective minorities followed from both Hungarian and Romanian parts. The ques-

tion of Transylvania shaped Hungary and Romania’s war strategies and was finally

settled in favor of the Romanian people, when Northern Transylvania was returned

to Romania under Soviet supervision. The grim experiences of this period inclined

Hungarians from Transylvania to express sympathy towards the Soviets and to

support left-wing organizations.19

The scholarly literature and debates approach the situation of national minorities in

Romania under communism in several ways, each sharing its part of uses and abuses.

At least three of them are dominant in the historical and/or social-political analyses.

The first approach examines the explicit policies—legislation, practices, and

discourses—of the communist state with respect to national minorities. The second

approach investigates the issue of national minorities through the larger framework

of communist policies applied to the whole society, indicating the particular effects

of these policies over the respective minority or community, engendered by its

particular cultural forms, history, or social-economic and political organization. The

third approach is a self-centered one, from the viewpoint of the majority population,

or of a particular ethnic minority. It treats the context in a simplified and unilateral

mode, ignoring the social, political, economic, and cultural complexity of a space

disputed by contending groups. All these approaches produce distortions in the

understanding of the phenomenon, as they emphasize certain aspects and ignore
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others. A serious analysis should offer a balanced approach, giving to each fact its

own importance.

Examining the explicit national policies of Romania during communism, character-

ized by a sequence of mixed atonement and repression, I identified several periods.

The following is a concise outline of the main trends only, as important nuances

and details, impossible to be captured in the space of this article, were left out.

1944–1948

As the communists seized power in Romania, the co-option of minorities represented a

mutual strategy of consolidation of power, respectively of the status of minorities.

During this period were established important cultural institutions for the Hungarian

minority, culminating with the set up of the Hungarian University “Bolyai” by

decree in June 1946. The reciprocity principle allowed free use of the Hungarian

language in the public space—public administration, economic sphere, party meet-

ings, bilingual signs etc.20 The formal language adopted the term “co-inhabiting

nationalities” instead of “national minorities,”21 justified by the Marxist–Leninist

ideology which proclaimed that the ethno-cultural identities and differences would

fade into the working class unity and the new communist identity.

1948–1956

This period was dominated by the communist leader Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej,

who continued the permissive-promoting policies regarding the national minorities.

Bilingualism was officially introduced and many schools in the languages of min-

orities were set up in areas with important minority populations. The administrative

reform of 1950 established the regions Mureş and Braşov (Stalin) so that they com-

prised the majority of the Hungarian population in the area.22 The Constitution of

1952 set up the Hungarian Autonomous Region (RAM), the only case of integrative

solution for the national minority problem in the communist space after the war

(except for the case of Yugoslavia).23

1956–1965

This is the period of deviation from the Moscow line, and is marked by two events: the

Hungarian Revolution in 1956 and the Seventh Congress of the Romanian Workers

Party in 1964. The episode of the Hungarian Revolution is exemplary for the national

communist governments, for the understanding of their relations with Moscow and

with their own populations. It produced a revision of the strategy of the Romanian

communist party, leading to the withdrawal of the Soviet troops from Romanian

territory in 1958, and the proclamation of Romania’s “independence.”24 This was
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the beginning of the autochthonous, national, mode of realizing the developed socialist

society and the socialist nation in Romania.

The policies concerning the national minorities were ambivalent during this period.

On the one hand, the system of instruction in Hungarian and German languages was

developed, it was allowed the choice of language at university admission exami-

nations, and departments and colleges in the Hungarian language were set up at the

Agronomic Institute and the Technical Institute in Cluj. On the other hand, starting

with the 1950s, the number of schools that provided instruction exclusively in

minority languages decreased with the increase of the number of mixed schools,

thus affecting the autonomous status of the Hungarian language and highlighting

the advantage of education in Romanian.25 In 1959, the Hungarian University

“Bolyai” was merged with the Romanian University “Babeş,” a move that represented

a significant symbolic assertion of the power relations, and a serious institutional

blow for the Hungarian minority. In 1960 the administrative reform redrew the

borders of the RAM so that in the new region, called the Mureş Region—Hungarian

Autonomous, the proportion of Hungarians declined from 77.3% to 62.2%.

1965–1986

The period began with Ceauşescu’s sly schemes to concentrate power and is charac-

terized by an alternating handling of the policies concerning national minorities. The

Hungarian state became an important factor during this period, as it had rediscovered

the issue of the Hungarians outside the borders.26 In 1971 one of the members of the

Politic Bureau of the Hungarian communist party issued a declaration of interest for

the fate of national minorities in Romania.27 Institutionally, Hungary started to

build links with the Hungarian minority in Romania, by expressing interest and

involvement in the cultural and scientific activities of the Hungarians in Romania,

considered products of the Hungarian nation. The Hungarian state also started

to refer to the Hungarian–Hungarian relations in various international contexts. The

two countries opened consulates on bilateral bases, strengthening the relation

between Hungary and the Hungarian minority in Romania.

Meanwhile the Theses from April 1971 marked the beginning of a cultural revolu-

tion in Romania. The Marxist–Leninist ideology was challenged by a competing

ideology that came to dominate the last decade of the communist regime. Ceauşescu

started to promote a particular form of nationalism in order to assert his independence

from the Soviet Union and to transform Romania into an autarchic state, dislocated

from the game of power between East and West, nevertheless profiting most efficiently

exactly from the competition between the two systems. If at the level of cultural-

political discourses and practices the communist nationalism re-interpreted the

nationalist unionist history and historiography in the terms of a vigorous genealogical

teleological nationalism, at institutional level this politics meant among others the
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reduction and close down of many forms of representation and functioning of the

Hungarian community in Romania.

1986–1989

This is a period of grim repression of the whole Romanian society, when the poli-

cies started in the 1970s by Ceauşescu got to extremes. The situation of the

Hungarian minority worsened, as did the situation of all the population. There

was a gradual decline in the number of Hungarian students at the faculties providing

instruction in the Hungarian language and several courses taught in Hungarian were

suppressed. The use of mother tongue was drastically restrained in the public space.

There were closed down Hungarian cultural centers, and the Hungarian Consulate in

Cluj-Napoca. Obviously, the Romanian state continued to acknowledge the exist-

ence of Hungarians in practices and discourses invoking the unity of thought and

action of the socialist nation, and to include them among those who built the multi-

laterally developed socialist society, “Romanians, Hungarians, Germans and other

nationalities.” But Hungarians had started to feel less and less inclined to build

the communist society in Romania, and, in the context of the open and energetic

interest of the Hungarian state towards the fate of Transylvanian Hungarians, the

exodus to Hungary began.28

Apart from the specific policies directed towards national minorities, characterized

by a combination of facility granting and repression, the more general policies of the

communist leadership affected in a specific manner the national minorities from

Romania. The land reform operated by the Petru Groza government in March 1945

expropriated the property of the national minority churches, thus diminishing one of

the main sources of institutional support of the minority communities. The Law on

Cults of 4 August 1948 put under state control the main administrative, financial

and economic activities of the churches, restraining their activity to liturgical and pas-

toral functions. The role of national minority churches in maintaining and managing

the communities was thus drastically curtailed, and their autonomous activity became

completely subordinated to the state. The most severe blow endured by the national

minority communities was the Law on Education of 1948 by which all ecclesiastical

and private schools were reorganized as state schools. Moreover, by the Decree 1388/
1948 completing the Law on Cults all remaining properties of churches were confis-

cated by the state without compensations. The most important institutions of sociali-

zation, identity construction and culture preservation of national minorities were thus

almost completely dissolved. The law on the Protection of the National Cultural

Heritage of 1974 had a negative impact on the national minority communities, as

their cultural patrimony comprising historical documents, works of art, libraries, reli-

gious objects, rare manuscripts etc. was confiscated, and the access to it restricted.

This shattered the link with their symbolic objects and deprived them of the necessary

information required to form and preserve national awareness.29
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During the last years of the communist regime particularly, the existence of

Hungarians through their own institutions had become extremely difficult. Paradoxi-

cally however, this situation unexpectedly generated a configuration of the Hungarian

minority in Romania as an “imagined community,”30 forging an unequivocal form of

social solidarity and self-identity. In the circumstances of open and active interest man-

ifested by Hungary after 1986, and of increasing oppression of the Ceauşescu regime,

two practices of discourse naturalized as constitutive elements of the Hungarian

community in Romania. The first of these was the continuous reference to the kin-state

(external homeland) Hungary. The second one was the representation of the commu-

nist repression as a community repression, rather than as the repression of the whole

society or of the individuals.

The awareness of the disaster represented by the peace treaty of Trianon is one of

the elements of the construction of the modern Hungarian nation. The fragmentation

of Great Hungary and consequently of the Hungarian nation functions like a historical

foundation (anti-)act. The idea of its rectification binds all ethnic Hungarians in the

Carphatian Basin and sustains all national policies of the Hungarian state. On the

other hand, according to the logic of ethnic boundary building,31 the Hungarians

who suddenly became citizens of another state, socially degraded by having been

dislocated from domination positions in the administration and economy, and over-

whelmed numerically, had their sentiment of distinction enhanced by the belief in

their cultural superiority, and by the fact that they were ruled by the state and insti-

tutions of nations and cultures considered inferior. Irrespective of Hungarians’ senti-

ments after the Second World War, of how deep their conviction in the communist

ideology was, and of the intentions of the first post-war Romanian governments, the

discrepancies between the economic and ideological situations of Romania and

Hungary of the last years of communist regime created a homogeneous and unified

community of sentiment and thought among Transylvanian Hungarians. The pillars

on which this community was built were (1) the fraternal relations with Hungary

and the consciousness to belong to the whole Hungarian nation, and (2) the represen-

tation of their position within the Romanian political community as a dominated one,

because of the essentially anti-Hungarian attitude of Romanians and their state’s insti-

tutions. In what follows, I will discuss how these two elements emerged as funda-

mental in the constitution of the Hungarian community in Romania by the end of

the communist regime.

For a long time the communist leaderships of both Romania and Hungary had

avoided the issues of their national minorities outside the borders. Romania kept

silent with regard to her population in Bessarabia, the “Romanian” territory lost in

1812, regained in 1918, and lost again in 1940 and 1944 to the Soviet Union. Ceauşescu

only called for Moscow to renounce the Molotov–Ribbentrop pact, and thus to raise

the issue of sovereignty over Soviet Moldavia, in late November 1989.32 The

reasons for the lack of claim to Bessarabia were obvious: such claims would have

allowed Moscow to encourage similar claims to Transylvania by Hungary;
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Ceauşescu’s nationalism was directed from above, and was very different from the

emerging nationalism in the Socialist Soviet Republic of Moldavia by the end of the

1980s, which had religious and popular tones, exactly the type of movement repressed

by Ceauşescu; the Moldovan movement was not directed against Russians only—it

was directed against the dictatorial government and the communist power too.33

After the rise to power of the communists in Hungary, Budapest took out of its

agenda the issue of the national reunification of Hungarians. Unlike the Ceauşescu

regime, the Kádár regime avoided any reference to the national problem, whose

explosive potential had been demonstrated by the 1956 Revolution.

At cultural level however, the struggles over the possession of Transylvania and

over its legitimate rule had been constantly fought, especially in the form of the con-

flict between the Romanian and the Hungarian historiography.34 On this field the iden-

tity of the Hungarians and the cohesion of their community have been permanently

strengthened. The debate extended into the Hungarian political space in January

1988, when the secretary of foreign affairs of the Central Committee of the Hungarian

communist party, Magyar Szocialista Munkápárt (MSZMP), made the statement that

Hungarians outside the borders were part of the Hungarian nation. One month later, an

article that generated great interest in the public space considered that the problems of

the Hungarian minority abroad constituted an inevitable part of Hungary’s neighbor-

hood relations.35 This discourse and the alternative of the “escape” to Hungary, which

by the end of the 1980s was absorbing more and more refugees from Romania, pro-

duced a communion among the Hungarians, who conceived the Hungarian nation

and the Hungarian state as the answer to their precarious situation. The moment of

the 1956 Revolution and the thrill of those days, the pact made by Kádár with the

population which allowed the development of a secondary economy and opened a

path to consumerism, the public life of the samizdat, all these reinforced the positive

stereotypes of Hungarians about Hungarians, constituting an important source of

actualization of their national identity.36

The second practice used as a strategy of ethnic (national) actualization of Hungarians

from Romania was the representation of the communist repression as a community

repression, rather than the repression of the whole society or of individuals. Its most

important manifestation, not only because of its intensity, but because it involved

the Hungarian state too, was the accusation, made by the end of the 1980s, that the

plan of rural systematization introduced by Ceauşescu in 1974 was directed against

Hungarians and had the aim of destroying their community.37

The systematization plan consisted in the demolition and reconstruction of the

villages and towns of Romania, and was part of the larger project of transformation

of the country into a multilaterally developed socialist society. Formulated with the

intention to introduce modern facilities to the rural area, the villages were to be trans-

formed into urban industrial centers, where schools, hospitals, and blocks of flats

would have accompanied the industrial sites and constructions. Thus the small villages

and hamlets whose population was less than 1,000 persons were deemed “irrational”
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and would have had their land returned to agriculture and all services and facilities

ceased, or would have been demolished and the population removed. The plan had

been devised for the whole country, but focused initially on Moldova and on particular

localities such as Ceauşescu’s birthplace, Scorniceşti. By the 1980s the works at the

rural systematization program stopped, due to lack of funds. At that moment, less

than 10% of the new flats had been built in the rural historical regions. The system-

atization plans for most villages had in the end been abandoned before they even

started, if there had been any project at all. The systematization program disregarded

the history and specificity of the place, and the ethnic distribution of the population.38

The international community reacted to the systematization program, more and more

vigorously as the relaxation policies started by Gorbatchev were felt in the rest of

Eastern Europe. At the beginning of 1989, Hungary made an official complaint to the

Commission for Human Rights of the United Nations, accusing Romania of serious vio-

lation of human rights. At the core of her complaint was the accusation of destruction of

the Hungarian community in Romania through the village systematization plan.39

There is no doubt that the communist authorities employed various strategies to change

the ethnic distribution in Transylvania, beyond the natural results of the Stalinist policies

of modernization of the country, that involved a rural–urban migration of the population.

Internal documents of national and local party committees explicitly encouraged or

ordered the emigration of Hungarians from cities like Oradea, Târgu-Mureş, Cluj or

Arad, while Romanians were transferred to these cities.40 Hungarians also talk of strat-

egies in the repartition of work places in industry and in the layout of the socialist

factories, so that Hungarians were forced to leave their birthplace and be replaced by

Romanians from Wallachia.41 Hungarians’ arguments accentuate the effects of these pol-

icies (including that of compulsory work repartition of university graduates) on them-

selves as a community, reckoning that the impact of the same policies on Romanians

(e.g. Romanians from Transylvania forced to move to Wallachia) is not comparable.

Another form of the strategy that appeals to the representation of the communist

repression as a community repression was the belief that the Romanian authorities

introduced a policy of numerus clausus with regard to the Hungarian minority, in

order to limit their access to the state’s institutions, particularly the higher education

institutions. There is no evidence of any formal provision preventing Hungarians to

apply for admission at any higher education institution in Romania, in conditions

equal to those required for Romanians (or any other person who passed the high

school graduation examinations). Moreover, at the departments that provided

education in the Hungarian language, Hungarians could opt to take the examination

in their mother tongue. There was no provision stating numbers, proportions, or

limits to the distribution of students by ethnic group.

It is obvious and indisputable that Hungarians were disadvantaged in the process of

admission into universities where the examination language was Romanian. But it is

also obvious and indisputable that this is a structural disadvantage common to any

national or linguistic minority anywhere, and that it is impossible for a state to fully
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eliminate this inequality. If introducing education programs in the mother tongue of

the minorities at all levels can mitigate it, the inequality will still persist as long as

most of the social situations in a national state favor the persons who speak the

language of the majority population and of the institutions.

All these discourses, ideas and beliefs were naturally mostly rationalizations of poli-

cies that were ultimately introduced by the communist authorities in order to repress

and subdue the whole population under its jurisdiction. Hungarians considered that

the loss of certain rights affected them in a greater degree than it affected Romanians,

because it meant the loss of collective rights, crucial for the existence of their commu-

nity and for the integration of the Hungarians into the Hungarian community. Then, as

now, Hungarians lived and represented their Hungarian-ness as a different form of

(national) community than Romanians. The source of the Romanian national commu-

nity is perceived in the institutions of the Romanian state, which function as its guar-

antor. The source of the Hungarian community in Romania is seen in their traditional

institutions, partially destroyed by communism and permanently threatened by the

present Romanian state, and is guaranteed only by their belonging to the Hungarian

nation. The crucial difference stays in the unequal hold to power. As Romanians domi-

nate the political and institutional structures, Hungarians find it impossible to impose

their own institutional forms, vital for their community. They are compelled to make

existential compromises (such as to put their children into Romanian schools to

increase their social chances), and this is interpreted as a form of assimilation.42

Often Romanians feel these attitudes and interpretations of the Hungarians as unjust

“accusations.” The great majority of the villages destroyed by the program of rural

systematization were of course Romanian villages, and the access to higher education

institutions was restricted to Romanians too. The Romanians’ feeling (and the reality)

is that the regime oppressed its population equally, irrespective of ethnic group.

Romanians do not understand Hungarians’ demands for “collective” rights: at best

they interpret them as claims for positive discrimination, and at worst as break-

away tendencies. The political mobilization of Hungarians after 1989 was felt by

Romanians as a mobilization against them, or at least indifferent to the efforts of

the Romanian political class and civil society to find solutions for the important

problems of the moment: the economic reform, the corruption, the poverty, etc. The

political strategies of Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania (UDMR) and

its political opportunism are only strengthening this belief among the Romanians.43

I believe that Romanians and Hungarians were, and continue to be, equally insensitive

to the distress of the other, and to the representation of their distress.44

Hungarian–Hungarian Relations after 1990

Apart from atoning for the trauma of Trianon, Hungarian citizens saw little else in the

proposal to grant double citizenship to ethnic Hungarians in the neighboring countries.
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In fact, they relate in equivocal terms to Hungarians left outside the borders in 1920.

Despite the fact that Transylvania remains the central point in the conception of the

Hungarian nation, depository of its cultural and national authenticity, the Hungar-

ian–Hungarian relations are not the simplest. There are bitter feelings and resent-

ment in both Hungarian citizens and Hungarians in Transylvania. For Hungarians

in Hungary, ethnic Hungarians from Romania and other neighboring countries rep-

resent a permanent competition on the labor force market, and a burden on the

social services budget. Survey data indicate an important part of the population

of Hungary holding negative sentiments for the Hungarians across the borders.

Figures show that during the 1990s immigrant Hungarians from Transylvania

were considered traitors (of their kin remained in their birth country) by approxi-

mately a third of the Hungarian population, and the proportion of those who did

not consider Transylvanian Hungarians real Hungarians raised to approximately a

quarter of the population.45

All Hungarians from Hungary and the Hungarians from Transylvania to whom I

spoke explained these figures mainly in terms of economic interest. Their arguments

concur with the main ideas of the split labor market theory.46 The discontent of the

Hungarian population originates from the fact that ethnic Hungarians coming to

work from the neighboring countries accept lower salaries and poorer social security

guarantees, provoking the split of the market and unemployment within the local

population.47 Transylvanian Hungarians encounter hostility in Hungary, being seen

as competitors in the labor market and state social services. They are often called dero-

gatorily “Romanians,” a “quality” inevitably loaded with negative connotations,48 or

“füstösképú́”—a pejorative term for Gypsies.49 This utterly unpleasant situation

brings frustration and grief, building up animosity towards both their fellow nationals

and their fellow citizens. While perfectly secure in their national Hungarian identity,

Hungarians across the border often find it subject to derision or request for proof.

Although firmly and constantly concerned with the fate of the Hungarians outside

the borders, the positions taken by Hungarian government nevertheless varied accord-

ing to the party in power. In August 1992, Prime Minister József Antall said that he

wished to be Prime Minister “emotionally as well as spiritually” for 15 million Hun-

garians, a figure that included the ethnic Hungarian populations in surrounding

countries.50 At the same time, Hungarian Foreign Minister Geza Jeszenszky asserted

that his government could make no agreements or treaties with neighboring countries

“over the heads” of the ethnic Hungarian minorities there.51 This government’s policy

regarding Hungarians abroad was shaped according to Hungary’s foreign policy

priorities: the Euro-Atlantic integration, the relations with neighboring countries,

and the Hungarian national politics. During the Antall government, a legislative

framework instituting minority local self-governance was introduced, setting a

model for dealing with the internal ethnic and national minority issue. The Hungarian

external minority problem was approached in terms of international norms of minority

protection and human rights. This government established the principle, later come to
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be known as the Antall doctrine, that Hungarians outside the borders should be

consulted in any decision-making concerning issues of Hungarian national politics.52

The socialist government of Prime Minister Gyula Horn that succeeded to power

between 1994 and 1998 showed moderation and pragmatism in its approach to

relations with Hungarians outside the borders. It stripped the issue of the historical

and teleological connotations, subordinating it to the goal of European integration.

Heeding Western powers’ request to stability in the region, Hungary aimed at establi-

shing good relations in the Carpathian Basin and concluded the negotiations with

Slovakia and Romania for the bilateral basic treaties, signed in 1995 and 1996,

respectively. External minorities were declined requests for greater guarantees of

minority rights in their countries and the right to veto Hungary’s signing the basic

treaty with their host-countries.

The right-wing government led by the Alliance of Free Democrats (FIDESZ) of

Prime Minister Viktór Orbán during 1998–2002 set on actively and energetically to

promote new institutional forms for the relationship between Hungary and her external

kin, culminating with the adoption of the Act on Hungarians Living in Neighboring

Countries, discussed below. The Orbán government however was careful to imply

that it was the external Hungarian minorities that led Hungary’s policies in this

respect.53 Despite the populism of its national and nationalist policies, Viktór

Orbán’s party lost the elections of early 2002, mainly because of a negative economic

vote penalizing the poor performance of the FIDESZ government.

The Hungarian Socialist Party (MSZP) candidate for the office of prime minister,

Péter Medgyessy, declared soon after winning the elections, on the occasion of the

meeting with the leaders of Hungarian organizations in neighboring countries on 8

May 2002, that his government will consider matters that concern them as part of

the national agenda. He said that while constitutionally he will be the prime minister

of 10 million Hungarians, he feels responsible for 15 million.54 Surely, Medgyessy

was thus delimiting his position from that of the former prime minister who had

declared himself many times the prime minister of all 15 million Hungarians, insisting

that “the border of the Hungarian nation extends as far as the Hungarian language is

understood.”55 The new government pledged to continue the policy initiated by the

former government, but in a more pragmatic manner, and Prime Minister Ferenc

Gyurcsány who succeeded in 2004 made this explicit during the debates over the refer-

endum on double citizenship.

Double citizenship has been supported since mid 1990s by the World Federation of

Hungarians (MVSZ) as the form through which the Hungarian state should institutio-

nalize its relationship with the members of the Hungarian nation left outside the

borders of Hungary.56 Following a series of debates carried in the journal Magyar

Kisebbség, the Transylvanian Society of MVSZ came out with the idea of the

foreign-resident Hungarian citizenship (external citizenship), which would grant the

right to travel to Hungary but not to vote or settle, which was adopted by the World

Congress of Hungarians in May 2000.57 In the summer of 2000, MVSZ framed a
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law proposal concerning granting Hungarian citizenship to Hungarians outside the

borders in the practical form of a Hungarian passport. This passport would have

solved the problem of the visa requirements for traveling in the Schengen space,

but would have not entitled to the full rights and obligations associated with proper

citizenship. The project was enthusiastically supported by the Hungarian population

in Romania and by the Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania (RMDSZ),

the ethnic Hungarian party in Romania. Despite this, many claims of juridical and pol-

itical difficulties prevented the bill to enter the debate agenda of the Hungarian

Parliament.58

Meanwhile there emerged a new conception of the institutional shape for the

relationship between the Hungarian state and the Hungarians living outside its

borders. Eventually it was formulated as the Act on Hungarians Living in Neighboring

Countries LXII/2001, and came to be known as the Status Law. The leading role in

drafting the Status Law was played by the Hungarian Standing Conference

(MAÉRT). This was established in 1999 by the Hungarian government, in order to

meet the demand for regular and institutionalized relations between the Hungarian

government and Hungarian communities living outside Hungary. MAÉRT comprises

organizations of Hungarians abroad that are represented in the local or national demo-

cratically elected bodies in their host-countries, members of the parties represented in

the Hungarian Parliament, and members of the Hungarian government. The idea of

setting such a framework of discussion arose at the Hungarian–Hungarian summit

in 1996, held under the socialist-liberal administration, but was realized only after

the right-wing government led by Prime Minister Viktór Orbán had taken office.

MAÉRT was granted a consultative role with respect to legislation affecting ethnic

Hungarians outside Hungary’s borders. Formally the Hungarian government acted

at MAÉRT’s request in proposing the law and its text was drafted and negotiated

within six working committees of MAÉRT, where members of external minorities

worked together with Hungarian ministry bureaucrats.

Following Article 6, Paragraph 3 of the Hungarian Constitution, which asserts

that “the Republic of Hungary bears a sense of responsibility for what happens to

Hungarians living outside of its borders and promotes the fostering of their relations

with Hungary,” the Status Law provides facilities to ethnic Hungarians living in the

neighboring countries, with the exception of Austria. These facilities are accorded

on the territory of Hungary (discount transportation costs, free access to cultural

institutions, work permit for a determined period of time, financial support for students

and teachers who learn or teach in Hungarian) and on the territory of the host-state

(the possibility to receive financial help upon request for families with at least two

children, financial help for Hungarian organizations).

The law provides that ethnic Hungarians will receive a Certificate of Hungarian

Nationality with photograph, and the non-Hungarian spouse and children of an

ethnic Hungarian may receive a certificate for dependants, also with photograph,

both valid for a period of five years. The certificate may be obtained following a
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procedure that involves an organization in the host-country, considered representative

for the Hungarian community in that country, which issues recommendations for

applicants. The law was adopted by the Hungarian Parliament on 19 June 2001 and

applied since 1 January 2002. Presently the law is applied in an altered form according

to the provisions and recommendations of the Report of the Venice Commission

(October 2001), the Memorandum of Understanding signed with Romania on 22

December 2001, and the Agreement Between the Government of Romania and the

Government of the Republic of Hungary, signed in Bucharest on 23 September 2003.59

The law triggered a heated debate within the public and the political space in

Hungary and in its neighboring countries, Romania in particular.60 The academic

and political stances ultimately formulated two main contending positions with

respect to the understanding of the concepts of system of states, national identity,

and nation: a “modern” understanding of the system of states based on principles of

territoriality, sovereignty and citizenship, and a “post-modern” approach, allowing

for multiple and diversified jurisdiction over a population.

The Hungarian policy-makers declare that the space and political community

forged by MAÉRT and the Status Law are not forerunners of an alternative order to

the present system of states and borders in the Carpathian Basin. Quite opposite,

the bilateral relations regulated through the basic treaties signed with Slovakia

(1995) and Romania (1996) which guarantee the present common borders and the

multidimensional links established between Hungary and these two states provided

the platform from which Hungary could move on building a different type of relation-

ships with her kin across the border.61 Her approach implies notions of multiple

identity, attenuated or shared sovereignty, and membership in multiple political

communities, and allows the possibility to establish relationships between states

and individuals based on other elements than citizenship and territoriality: language,

nation, kin.62

For the Romanian government, the relationship between Hungary and her exter-

nal national minorities devised through the Status Law challenges the sovereignty of

the host-state, its exclusive citizenship relationship with its own citizens, the terri-

toriality principle, and the assumption of a single basis of loyalty and identity for

the citizens of a state.63 Romania maintains that the fundamental units of inter-

national law and international relations are territorial states. Citizenship constitutes

the legal relationship between states and individuals, and defines the borders of the

political community of a state—the source of its legitimacy and power. The Roma-

nian government affirms clearly that “a person cannot have several identities. A

person can have several citizenships but not dual identity.”64 The Romanian govern-

ment also considers that the declaration to belong to the Hungarian community (or

the Hungarian nation as a whole) required by the Status Law cannot be considered a

manifestation of the principle of free choice of national identity, as long as those

who obtain the Certificate of Hungarian Nationality as a result of a recommendation

based on such a declaration benefit of certain advantages, including social-economic
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rights. The Romanian government believes that freedom of choice of national iden-

tity should be characterized by awareness of belonging to a national community.

Moreover, “free choice does not suppose supplementary confirmation from any

organization or authority.”65

The European Commission for Democracy through Law (Venice Commission)

carried out a careful scrutiny of the law, and of the objections and arguments pre-

sented by the two states.66 The Commission’s report insisted on the formula of the

bilateral and multilateral treaties, intergovernmental agreements on specific issues,

domestic legislation stipulating their implementation, permanent cooperation and

work in mixed committees. Even though the Commission argues that “the emerging

of new and original forms of minority protection, particularly by the kin-States, con-

stitutes a positive trend insofar as they can contribute to the realization of this goal

towards the satisfactorily solution of this key problem,” internationally acknowled-

ging the role of kin-state, it considers that kin-states can create individualized rights

for their co-ethnics only in certain conditions and to a certain extent. The Commis-

sion considers that states can adopt unilateral measures on the protection of their

kin-minorities, irrespective of whether they live in neighboring or in other countries,

upon the condition that the following principles are respected: territorial sovereignty

of states, pacta sunt servanda, friendly relations amongst states, and respect of

human rights and fundamental freedoms, in particular the prohibition of

discrimination.

In what concerns the Status Law, the Commission accepted that privileges, facilities

and rights may be granted to members of external minorities in their kin-state, but

expressed doubts in what concerns granting them in the host-country, and forbade

giving administrative, quasi-official prerogatives to non-governmental minority

organizations registered in another country. It also required that the criteria used in

order to grant facilities and rights on an ethnic basis should be regulated by law.

The Commission expressed concern with the fact that Hungary extended the facilities

and rights beyond the aim of preserving the Hungarian cultural identity (e.g. according

to Article 10 Hungarian students in the host-state benefit of similar rights in Hungary

as their fellow students in Hungary), thus favoring professional groups or functional

communities.

While the Status Law seems to have nurtured more of a symbolic, emotional need of

Hungarians across the borders to assert their Hungarian-ness,67 double citizenship

would have answered needs that were more practical. The advantages of holding

Hungarian citizenship are obvious, as they are congruent with the advantages of belong-

ing into the EU. While access to the EU labor market and the freedoms of movement are

principal, there are other, no less important, advantages, such as the option to immigrate

to Hungary, or the protection of the Hungarian state. MVSZ once again had the initiat-

ive of holding a referendum on granting double citizenship, and managed to gather all

200,000 signatures required to submit its proposal to vote. The enthusiasm and support

it received from ethnic Hungarians abroad were surely fostered by the prospect of these
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advantages, leaving national sentiment a secondary concern. The action targeted in

particular the approximately 150,000 Hungarians living in Transcarpathia (Ukraine)

and the approximately 300,000 Hungarians from Vojvodina (Serbia) who, as a conse-

quence of Hungary’s accession to the EU, are required visas to travel into their mother-

country or to visit their relatives across the border.

Not surprisingly, Romania objected to the organization of the referendum. The

Romanian political leaders interpreted the granting of double citizenship to ethnic

Hungarians in Transylvania as a means to increase Hungarian government’s influ-

ence over minority policies in the neighboring countries and the control of the Hun-

garian population in these states, infringing on their sovereignty. Reinforced by the

need to secure the votes of the nationalist Greater Romania Party (PRM) in the

second round of the presidential election on 12 December 2004, the Romanian

Prime Minister Adrian Năstase, the candidate of the government Social Democratic

Party (PSD) for presidency, criticized vigorously the referendum. He said that “the

idea that citizenship can be granted to compact ethnic groups, the way one spreads

chemical fertilizers over a field, is totally incompatible with the provisions of con-

stitutional law (. . .) citizenship is granted to individuals.”68 He also invoked an

agreement from 1979 between Romania and Hungary whose provisions interdicted

double citizenship.69 Moreover, Minister of Foreign Affairs Mircea Geoană, PSD

candidate for the office of Prime Minister, sent a letter warning that any ethnic

Hungarians who applied for Hungarian citizenship, were the referendum to pass,

would be stripped of their Romanian citizenship.70

The topic of the referendum also reflected the division within the Hungarian politi-

cal space. The Civic Union, led by Viktór Orbán, placed itself on the side of the pro-

posal and his rhetoric played on the nationalism card. Attacking the ruling party,

which opposed the referendum, Orbán stated that the referendum would determine

“for our descendants (. . .) what kind of Hungarians we were.”71 Hungarian Prime

Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány retorted against nationalism with Europeanism, insisting

that Hungary should let go of her past and focus on the process of full European inte-

gration, and accused Orbán of cultivating nationalist populism. Forced however to

defend the legitimacy of the referendum, Gyurcsány pointed out that Romania’s con-

stitution permitted dual citizenship and that approximately 300 Romanian citizens

applied for Hungarian pensions each month.72 Hungarian Foreign Minister Ferenc

Somogyi said that all countries had the sovereign right to choose whom they

wanted to recognize as their own citizens. He was backed by the European Commis-

sion, which issued a statement on 6 December 2004 that “it was the full right of

Hungary to have a referendum on citizenship.”73 At the same time, Gyurcsány

urged the people not to vote on the referendum, bringing forward practical arguments

that appealed to the Hungarian taxpayers. He estimated that 800,000 ethnic Hungar-

ians might move to Hungary if the proposal passed, generating an additional USD

2.9 billion expenditures in welfare each year and thus impeding the improvement of

the health services.74
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Institutional Choices: Too Many Yet Not Enough

When the referendum failed, Hungarians from Romania expressed their rage. If this

was to be expected, then there were several accounts for it. They all epitomize the

complex situation of a significant national minority (i.e. politically mobilized national

minority), within a national (and nationalizing) Eastern European state, holding an

external homeland.

The national politics of the post-communist Hungarian governments, between 1998

and 2000 particularly, and the activity of MVSZ created expectations and dispositions

for the Hungarians abroad, through their discourse on nationhood and the unitary

Hungarian nation, downplaying the relevance of territorial borders in a united Europe.

The creation of MAÉRT involved and made political organizations of Hungarians

abroad even more important in the politics of Hungary. While becoming a significant

actor in the Romanian political life, UDMR, so far unchallenged by other political organ-

izations in Romania, cannot be ignored by any parliamentarian party in Hungary.75 Its

vast success almost made UDMR gain an existence of its own, autonomous from its

own electorate. UDMR is the dialogue partner of the Hungarian government, and as

such, the political link between Hungarians in Romania and Hungary. In the 2004

general elections campaign, in his efforts to mobilize ethnic Hungarian voters,

UDMR Chairman Béla Markó related the general elections in Romania to the referen-

dum for double citizenship in Hungary. Declaring that Hungarians from Romania will

take a huge decision in the 28 November 2004 elections, he said, “On 28 November,

the referendum for double citizenship will take place here as well. We are tied together;

separately we cannot be Hungarians. This is the lesson of the last fifteen or one hundred

years for the whole Hungarian nation, including the Hungarians from Transylvania.”76

The issue of double citizenship might bear more consequence to the Hungarian state than

to the Romanian state, economic costs of Hungarian immigration invoked by the

Hungarian Prime Minister being left aside. For the political context, it is crucial

whether Hungary has seven or ten million voters.77

One can consider that Hungarians across the borders acquired some sort of depen-

dency syndrome, in terms of an alternative space to carry on their existential strat-

egies, whose key element is Hungarian citizenship as a means to get full access to

the resources of this space. By the liberalization of the movement of persons, Hungar-

ians from Romania have got enhanced access to the Hungarian economic and social

space, doubling their social networks of economic, work, academic, and leisure

relations.78 This extraordinary chance, taking into account the discrepancy between

the economic development of Romania and Hungary, and the faster Euro-integration

of the latter, signified the supplementation and diversification of their economic and

social opportunities. It however brought along a change in the fabric of the Hungarian

community from Romania. Hungarians from Romania lost the certitude of the place

and position that they had shared during the communist period. Incapable of identifing

with the Romanian state and the Romanian political community, Hungarians were also
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unpleasantly surprised to encounter difficulties in identifying with the Hungarian state

and with the Hungarian political community. Moreover, the diversification of their

existential strategies diminished the effectiveness of the mechanisms promoting the

sentiment of unity and community among the Hungarians from Romania.

The permissive Romanian political framework burgeoning political ambitions of

UDMR and traces of century old Hungarian revisionism brought about striving political

projects for the Hungarian community in Romania. Thus, alongside political projects in

the mother-country, the Hungarian minority from Romania has started to develop its

own nation-building projects—of the Hungarian nation in Romania, independently of

what goes on in Hungary.79 The disagreement over contending views has lately frac-

tured the Hungarian political community from Romania, segmenting the electorate

of UDMR too.80 According to the Romanian majority population, Hungarians are

not fully members of the Romanian society as long as they care only about the problems

of their minority, such as they are represented by UDMR, even though survey data

constantly indicate that Hungarians are equally concerned by poverty, corruption,

unemployment, health, like their Romanian fellow citizens.81 Neither the Romanian

politicians, nor the Hungarian politicians from Romania, were able to reformulate

the topic of the Hungarian minority other than in the old bipolar terms of inte-

gration/assimilation versus autonomy/separation. Hungarians did not succeed in

convincing the Romanian population that they see the Romanian state as their state

and share the interests of the political community of this state. Nor did they manage

to shape a plausible formula for the institutional form desired for the Hungarian

community in Romania.82

The diversification of economic and social opportunities of Hungarians in Romania

was accompanied by a diversification of the meanings associated with the position,

place and concept of the “Hungarian.” The conflict between the practical possibility

and the symbolic meaning of the same things was disturbing. Thus, the certificate of Hun-

garian nationality represented a symbolic form to assert belonging to the Hungarian

nation, but at the same time, the Status Law restricted the access to the Hungarian

labor market for the Hungarians in the neighboring countries. It also prompted the

reduction of funds granted by Hungary to her external minorities. There is conflict in Hun-

gary’s policies too. On the one hand, Hungary anticipates a serious demographic decline

that can be dealt with least painfully and least costly by immigration of ethnic Hungarians

from the neighboring countries. This was an anticipated effect of granting double citizen-

ship, and even of the Status Law at that moment. On the other hand, the main rationale of

the Status Law, as stated in the preamble of the law, was “to ensure that Hungarians living

in neighboring countries form part of the Hungarian nation as a whole and to promote and

preserve their well-being and awareness of national identity within their home country.”

Keeping Hungarians on their birth territories serves the goal of the symbolic conservation

of the “territorial” boundaries of the Hungarian nation, as they were in 1918.

In the vision of a de-territorialized nation, proposed by Hungary, Hungarians

outside the borders should not be regarded as external minorities, but as communities
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within the reach of their kin-state, to which it can get as easy as to its own political

community. The practical elements of Hungary’s politics may somehow change the

sentiments and actions of the external members of the nation. But the daily routine

and practical reasons of these people have their own logic. Transylvania was and con-

tinues to be populated, assumed and possessed, practically and symbolically, by

Romanians and Hungarians equally, in parallel and perfectly symmetric socio-cultural

spaces and mental representations.83 The way Hungarians become aware of their

nationhood and nation is marked by their everyday experiences, the local context,

and the social, political and cultural structures of the host-state. Hungary and her popu-

lation are only in a slight degree points of reference in the national identification of the

Hungarians in Transylvania, and so are the Hungarian government’s discourses of the

nation. The homeland of the Transylvanian Hungarians is Romania, and this coexists

unproblematically with the fact that they are Hungarians.84 The awareness and pursuit

of their Hungarian-ness, of their belonging to the Hungarian nation, increases with the

level of education and degree of urbanization.85 In the everyday life of Transylvanian

Hungarians, nationality is secondary to social stratification or the economic and

social-political context, for the structuring of social interaction and their existential

strategies.

The reactions to the result of the referendum thus expressed the fact that Hungarians

from Romania took for granted the support of the “Hungarian population” for double

citizenship, as a manifestation of brotherly relations between Hungarians from

Hungary and Hungarians across the borders. The unresponsiveness of the former rep-

resented a betrayal, raising the question of who were the “real” Hungarians and who

constituted in fact the Hungarian nation. On the other hand, the reactions of Hungar-

ians outside the borders presented a fine duplicity. By distancing themselves from the

Hungarian citizens who voted against double citizenship, they conditioned brother-

hood into nation by gestures that are measurable in costs for the Hungarian citizens.

They wanted to benefit at once from both what the Romanian state provided, as a

public good, and what the Hungarian nation provided, as a club, and were upset

with both of them when they did not obtain the maximal package.86

The essence of these reactions however stays in the changes in their situation after

1989, which they have not yet been able to fully internalize. The diversification and

fragmentation of institutional and symbolic sources of claim, use and construction

of Hungarian-ness make Hungarians from Romania experience institutional perplexity

and existential discontent. The practice of negotiating the identity formula according

to the context and the set of available resources, when there exist multiple institutions

of and multiple discourses about the Hungarian nation, complicates and makes fluid

the concept of national identity that had been unequivocal and clearly shaped

during the communist period. This exercise in trying out conflicting institutional

casts for the Hungarian identity is triggered and paradoxically maintained exactly

by those political actors that should bring assurance, trust and reinforcement of

their own identity. These are principally the Hungarian state with its policies
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concerning the Hungarian minorities abroad, and the organizations of Hungarians in

Romania, designing political projects for them. All of a sudden, Hungarians them-

selves have become of many types. The national homogenization achieved during

the Ceauşescu regime produced homogeneity-as-unity of the Hungarians in

Romania, but the diversification that became possible after 1989 endangered this

unity, through its various contexts of defining what is nationality and the various

ethno-cultural social and political spaces that are now available and accessible.87

If there still are elements that function in favor of the integration and unity of the

Hungarian minority in Romania, like the demographic stress or the vote in national

elections, there is no doubt that the elements that work towards its disintegration

are now much more important. And the most painful and the most confusing situation

is that where the integrating element of the Hungarians in Romania is the one and the

same that separates them from the Hungarians in Hungary, thus scattering the idea of

the nation.
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splinter organizations from or factions within UDMR competing for the ethnic Hungarian
vote, so far only the Hungarian Civic Union (UCM) posed certain challenge to UDMR in
the local elections, where UDMR also loses votes to Romanian parties (mainly to PSD and
PNL), but was prevented from taking part in the national elections. According to survey
data, more than 10% of the Hungarians voted for the PSD candidates in the 2004 local elec-
tions. Data come from the survey carried out by the Research Center for Interethnic
Relations (CCRIT) in September 2004, commissioned by UDMR. Author’s database.

76. S. Silviu, “Marko Bela—Alegerile, referendum pentru UDMR,” Jurnalul Naţional,
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