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Note from the Editors

We regret losing Dr. Diane Vancea as our co-editor and want to thank her for her contribution to the JRS in the short months she was a leading member of our team. We congratulate her on her election as President of Ovidius University’s (Constanța, Romania) faculty senate, the very reason her schedule will no longer allow her to serve with us.

We are fortunate to have identified a great successor for Dr. Vancea. Please join us in welcoming a new co-editor, Dr. Svetlana Suveica. 
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She is a Research fellow at the Leibniz-Institute for East and Southeast European Studies (IOS) in Regensburg, Germany. Her research specialty centers on East- and Southeast European History (with focus on Romania, Moldova and Ukraine); World War I and post-war transformations; World War II; Holocaust in Southeastern Europe; socio-political transformations in post-communist East European societies.
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Keith Hitchins (1931–2020)

My contact with Keith dates from the publication in 1969 of his ground-breaking The Rumanian National Movement in Transylvania, 1780–1849. For a newly-appointed teacher of early Romanian literature at the School of Slavonic and East European Studies at the University of London, the book proved invaluable. It represented an example of outstanding scholarship, delivered with the detachment of a foreigner from national and confessional prejudices. I expressed these sentiments in a letter that I wrote to him and received gracious thanks. The same qualities characterized his study Orthodoxy and Nationality: Andreiu Șaguna and the Rumanians of Transylvania, 1846–1873, that appeared in 1977. Once again, I was indebted to Keith, since my teaching obligations were extended to cover the history of Romania in the following year. Șaguna was not only the central figure in the national movement in the two decades after the 1848 revolution, but was also extraordinarily active as an Orthodox prelate, as a theologian, and in organizing education. The exchange of occasional letters paved the way to our first meeting, in autumn 1988, in Cluj, in the office of Pompiliu Teodor, Professor of History at Babeș-Bolyai University. 

Our shared dismay at the draconian austerity measures imposed by Ceaușescu on the long-suffering Romanian people translated our relationship into one of friendship, a friendship that was renewed after 1989 when our association revolved around Șerban Papacostea in Bucharest. Perhaps fittingly, Șerban provided the opportunity for Keith and I to discuss our respective projects on a number of occasions. Taking advantage of our fortuitous presence in the capital, he invited us both either for morning coffee and cakes in his study, or for an afternoon version, in which the cakes were supplemented by fruit salad, and the coffee by Romanian vermouth. 

Keith’s major project in the early 1990s was a monumental history of Romania, spanning the years 1774 to 1947. The typescript proved to be so voluminous that Sir William Deakin, who, alongside Alan Bullock, was one the editors of The Oxford History of Modern Europe, in which series Keith’s contribution was contracted to appear, became concerned and asked me to cast an eye over it. I and a second consultant suggested that the typescript be divided into two volumes and indeed it appeared as Rumania, 1866–1947 (1994) and The Romanians, 1774–1866 (1996). Unique in the English-language cannon and meticulously researched, both books are a testament to Keith’s almost monastic devotion to his métier, and stand as valuable works of reference. 

Șerban’s study also provided the crucible for Istoria României, a 600-page volume published by Editura Enciclopedică in 1998. Șerban himself initiated the project and invited Keith and I to join him, alongside Mihai Bărbulescu and Pompiliu Teodor, as authors. The book was revised and reprinted in several editions over the next five years by Editura Corint. Keith, Șerban and I discussed the revisions to our own chapters and took much pleasure in the positive feedback that we received from Romanian students who informed us that in several universities it had been adopted as a core coursebook. It was in this setting that Keith’s personal qualities were also displayed: his interest in his graduate and postgraduate students, his altruism, his objectivity, and his humility. He was an admirable example of a dedicated scholar and teacher.

 

Dennis Deletant OBE

Emeritus Professor, School of Slavonic and East European Studies, 
University College, London

Visiting Ion Rațiu Professor of Romanian Studies,

Georgetown University, Washington DC (2011–2020)

 




Articles


The Shape of Interwar Romanian History

Roland Clark

Abstract: This article reviews some of the major frameworks that historians use to tell the stories of interwar Romania, asking why they became popular and how useful they are in the twenty-first century. It examines the problems of periodization and the placement of the nation-state at the center of Romanian history, then traces the evolution of four major framing narratives: (1) the problems of a small state; (2) the collapse of democracy; (3) the march of progress; and (4) the consequences of state-building and centralization. Such approaches give the impression that interwar Romania was an intolerant, chauvinistic society that marginalized anyone who was not male, Orthodox, and ethnically Romanian. The best new histories, however, not only uncover alternative, suppressed narratives but also reveal how people were able to live and sometimes thrive in a society as diverse as interwar Romania undeniably was.

 

How does one tell the story of what happened in Greater Romania between the two world wars? Was it “a time like no other” (odată ca niciodată), as in the fables, or did it share continuities, institutions, identities, and discourses with other stories from different eras? When does the story begin and end? Who are its main characters and who was simply there as background? What are the important themes that attentive readers of history books should take away with them? In Penelope Corfield’s terms, how does “continuity (or persistence)”, fit with “micro-change (or momentum) and macro-change (or turbulence)”?1 No single framework can encapsulate the rich messiness of reality, but historians choose whichever frames help them make sense of the past most clearly. As the German historian Ulrich Herbert has pointed out, various historians have framed the story of twentieth century Europe as one of the conflict between the bourgeoisie and the working classes, of the creation of the West and the German Sonderweg, of a battle between liberalism, fascism, and communism, or of the climax and passing of high modernity.2 This article reviews some of the major frameworks that historians use to tell the stories of interwar Romania, asking why they became popular and how useful they are in the twenty-first century. Jean-François Lyotard has famously argued that in the postmodern world we no longer rely on a handful of “grand narratives,” but on multiple small narratives.3 Yet as I argue below, most historians of Romania continue to use many of the same broad, overarching frameworks that historical actors themselves used to make sense of their world.

All frameworks privilege some traces of the past over others, marginalizing certain stories through omission. They also reflect the interests and mental maps of those social groups they were created for.4 Before we reproduce these we need to ask whose purposes they serve, whom they empower, and whom they exclude. Moreover, in the same way that the scientific paradigms discussed by Thomas Kuhn shift when new evidence suggests that older paradigms do not describe reality well enough, frameworks are only useful insofar as they explain the evidence that we have available.5 Has the unprecedented access to national archives and the archives of the Securitate that we have had over the past twenty years produced new narratives and/or invalidated old ones? To what extent is the way we talk about interwar Romania shaped by the questions of the twenty-first century? These questions do not attempt to discredit particular frameworks, merely to emphasize their contingency, assess their usefulness and limitations, and provoke new ways of looking at evidence. 

After discussing the problems of periodization and of placing the nation-state at the center of Romanian history, I trace the evolution of four major frames that continue to shape how historians think about interwar Romania: (1) the problems of a small state; (2) the collapse of democracy; (3) the march of progress; and (4) the consequences of state-building and centralization. Such approaches give the impression that interwar Romania was an intolerant, chauvinistic society that marginalized anyone who was not male, Orthodox, and ethnically Romanian. As I argue in the final section, however, the best new histories are those which not only uncover alternative, suppressed narratives but also reveal how people were able to live and sometimes thrive in a society as diverse as interwar Romania undeniably was. 

Periodization

It is difficult to challenge the idea that there was an interwar period. Many Romanians experienced the end of the First World War and the defeat of Béla Kun’s Hungary as a watershed moment that set the stage for greatly expanded borders, a decisively pro-French, pro-League of Nations foreign policy, universal male suffrage, the reconfiguration of the major political alliances, new labor laws, land redistribution, and rapid urbanization and industrialization. In the words of Nicolae Iorga, in 1918 contemporaries hoped that “a new Romania, a courageous and pure country must emerge from our sufferings.”6 Twenty years later, the establishment of Carol II’s royal dictatorship in February 1938 meant the end of parliamentary government and a geopolitical shift towards foreign and economic policies oriented towards Germany, as well as a major shift in how individuals related to one another and to the state. Media censorship intensified significantly, the brutal repression of the Legion of the Archangel Michael emphasized how serious the king was about banning political parties, and the National Renaissance Front’s influence in schools and the civil service established a single party as the locus of social and political power. Carol II’s regime curtailed the civil rights of most Romanian citizens, but none more so than Romanian Jews, who were barred from working in public institutions and in certain industries, had their newspapers banned, and lost jobs, businesses, and eventually their citizenship.7 Finally, the territorial gains which defined Greater Romania were spectacularly reversed with the loss of Bessarabia and Northern Bukovina to the Soviet Union in June 1940, Northern Transylvania to Hungary in August, and Southern Dobruja to Bulgaria in September. By the time the National Legionary State was established in September 1940, the constellation of economic, social, cultural, and political conditions that most historians associate with the interwar period were well and truly history.

Treating the interwar period as a coherent whole has certain advantages. It emphasizes ruptures with the past and the future and stresses the synchronic over the diachronic. Periodization reveals flows and influences that we might otherwise not have noticed. Subsequently, it encourages historians to look for the underlying myths or narratives—what Fredric Jameson calls the “political unconscious”—that contemporaries believed gave meaning to their world.8 Only by telling stories that have a beginning, a middle, and an end can we begin to get at the evolution of historical phenomena.

Talking about an “interwar period” is nonetheless problematic because it obscures the continuities between pre-war, wartime, and post-war societies. Significant continuities do exist, particularly in terms of the centrality of what Katherine Verdery calls “national ideology” to Romanian discourses.9 Institutional continuities also existed. One cannot understand the Securitate, for example, without understanding what it inherited from its interwar predecessor, the Siguranţă.10 Historians often mention continuities between institutions and laws in the Old Kingdom and those of Greater Romania, but remarkably little attention has been paid to continuities between Hungarian, Austrian, and Russian legacies and interwar Romania. Paul Brunsanowski’s research on the unification of the Romanian Orthodox Church during the 1920s and Francesco Magno’s work on regionalism in the legal system shows that imperial legacies had a significant impact on the shape of the interwar nation-state.11 It is likely that similar continuities could be found in most regional institutions.

Tracing individual biographies is one effective way to transcend the interwar/postwar binary by revealing continuities within and across historical ruptures. Robert Levy’s biography of Ana Pauker, for example, demonstrates that beyond the before-and-after-1944 story of the Romanian Communist Party lie other stories about the status of Jews and women. As Levy argues, Pauker’s dual “otherness” as both a Jew and a woman shaped her political decisions throughout her life, not just once she came to power.12 By and large, however, Pauker’s story was the exception rather than the rule. In Luciana Jinga’s words, by the end of the interwar period the influence of female communist activists had been roundly defeated: “If they stayed alive they found themselves marginalized and only a few were able to return to prominence within the party.”13 

Prosopographical studies of intellectuals in particular have helped explain how individuals and institutions navigated ruptures such as the two world wars and the rise of state socialism.14 The research collected in Cristian Vasile’s “We Need People” (2017) focuses on “mechanisms of change” during transitional periods, showing how elites who had pursued successful careers as fascists during the 1930s managed to salvage their professional status after the war by “retreating into a strictly specialized area.”15 Individuals who had struggled professionally during the interwar period because of their left-wing sympathies flourished after the war.16 Far from being a decisive break after 23 August 1944, personal alliances and modus operandi established during the 1930s continued to shape careers and institutional practices well into the 1970s.17 Acknowledging continuities is not to deny the significance of periodization. Rather, the challenge is to show how old institutions, ideas, and individuals adapted to new contexts.

The Nation-State

In the vast majority of histories the Romanian nation-state functions as the central protagonist. As did most historians of the nineteenth century, Alexandru D. Xenopol and Nicolae Iorga placed the nation at the center of their major synthetic histories. They defined it in cultural and linguistic terms and treated it as an historical actor that emerged in Roman Dacia during the second century.18 Constantin C. Giurescu and R. W. Seton-Watson echoed their approach and after a lull of several decades, frames emphasizing Romanian national specificity continued under state socialism during the 1970s and 1980s.19 A great deal of nuance and clarification is needed if the nationalist narrative is to have any value. Balázs Trencsényi and others have shown that national identities were created for specific political goals and instrumentalized in an unprecedented way during the interwar period, but most historians continue to adopt “Romanian” as an unproblematic category and reify it through constant use.20 

The fragility of Romanian-ness becomes apparent when one looks at people who had to struggle to be recognized as Romanians. Although a host of early twentieth century writers had emphasized the Romanian national identity of Aromanians living in northern Macedonia, when these people migrated to Romania during the 1920s they were not accorded the same “ethnic privileges” as their co-nationals.21 In Moldavia, the Romanian state maintained an ambiguous attitude towards the Hungarian-speaking Csángós the threat of deportation during the Second World War prompted them into attempting to prove their Romanianness.22 Nor were all territories included in Greater Romania obviously “Romanian.” Romanian elites considered northern Dobruja to be an Ottoman borderland when they annexed it in 1878. Far from identifying its inhabitants as Romanians, opponents of annexation claimed that these people were “an assemblage of the most turbulent elements, gathered there from all over the world.”23 Romania’s leaders did consider Transylvania to be Romanian, but that region’s national identity was far from being a foregone conclusion in the interwar period.24 As Lucian Boia points out, in 1910 only 53.8 percent of Transylvanians were Romanian speakers, 31.6 percent spoke Hungarian, and 10.7 percent German, and the status of the territory continued to be contested until the end of the Second World War.25

National labels become particularly problematic when applied to minorities. When historians refer to “Romanians”, for example, are they also talking about Jews, Muslims, or Roma? These people were citizens of the nation-state but outsiders in other ways.26 Their articulation as outsiders was crucial for defining Romanians as a dominant group and historians reinforce the insider-outside binary whenever they fail to challenge it.27 Historians need to be deliberate about which aspects of historical identity are being highlighted by their labels. The term “Romanian Jews” is no more ideologically neutral than “Jewish Romanians,” but historians have consistently chosen the former term, which satisfies both Jewish nationalism’s desire to identify people as ethnically Jewish regardless of their country of origin and Romanian nationalism’s desire to exclude them from the nation. Talking about “Romanian Jews” also masks cleavages within the Jewish community, which recognized differences between “Hungarian Jews” and “Saxon Jews” based on whether their families came from Transylvania or Bukovina and whether they were more comfortable speaking Hungarian or German. Structuring Romanian history around national identities also ignores the multiple instances of national indifference and solidarities across religious and ethnic boundaries that have been highlighted by historians of places elsewhere in Eastern Europe but are largely ignored by historians of Romania.28 The volume Identities In-Between in East-Central Europe (2019) helpfully moves beyond nationality to look at “subcultures”, emphasizing temporary identities and intersectionality in a rethinking of categories of analysis that bodes well for the future of the field.29

People who did not interact with the state and/or who did not identify as Romanian are almost invisible in interwar archives except when they had to apply for special permits to hold cultural or religious celebrations. As Sorin Radu and Oliver Jens Schmitt point out, we know remarkably little about interactions between elites and peasants apart from in the context of the Gusti School’s monographic projects.30 The silence of non-elite actors fuels the perception that there were in fact two Romanias—one of the educated urban elites and one of the rural poor.31 Such interpretations are, of course, undermined by the wealth of documentation detailing sustained interactions between cities and the countryside throughout the period. 

Women are also marginalized, both in the archival records and by historians, many of whom write as if no women lived in interwar Romania. Historians of feminism have noted the limited civil rights enjoyed by women in early twentieth century Romania, the determined opposition feminists faced at all levels of society, and the limitations of their success in legal and economic terms.32 By focusing exclusively on feminist politics, however, most ignore the key role that industrialization, urbanization, and the introduction of universal male suffrage had on women’s roles. Moreover, those histories that focus exclusively on the early twentieth century implicitly frame the struggle as a teleological story connecting feminist activism in the past with rights enjoyed by women in the present, marginalizing the extraordinary impact of state socialism on Romanian women.33 Paraschiva Câncea, Ghizela Cosma, Mihaela Miroiu, Maria Bucur and others have had little choice about focusing disproportionately on feminist activists to the exclusion of other women because until recently the story of Romanian feminism was almost unknown, and their work has been a necessary first step towards the full integration of women into the history of the interwar period. 

Cristina Sircuţa’s Women’s Lives in Interwar Romania (2017) is the first study that addresses the impact of broad social and political change on women’s lives during this period. Women’s history rather than gender history, it explores how women experienced the First World War, female education, women in the workforce, family life and changing attitudes towards women, women’s contributions to the arts, literature, and theatre, women’s involvement in right wing politics, women’s leisure activities, fashion, and the feminist and anti-feminist movements. Sircuţa thus opens up a wide variety of new research agendas that had hitherto been explored only in isolated journal articles or not at all. She notes that “we cannot talk of a single type of woman in the interwar period,” but that the “different opportunities offered by life in the city or the countryside, and distinctions of wealth, income, and education” meant that women’s lives differed radically from one another even while they shared common experiences of patriarchy and legal restrictions.34 More focused research is needed on women from different walks of life, ages, and education. Gender histories of the interwar period are also sadly lacking, with the notable exception of Maria Bucur’s seminal research and a handful of articles on women and fascism.35 Zsuzsa Bokor and Ghizela Comsa have written on the history of prostitution, and Cristina Bejan has discussed elite attitudes towards homosexuality, but their work stands almost alone on the shelf.36 Of all the people ignored by the major frames of Romanian history, women are the most glaring omission, and their stories need to be integrated into future accounts of the period. The social and cultural contributions of ethnic minorities—Hungarians, Germans, Jews, Roma, Ukrainians and Poles—are also sadly missing from most histories, leaving us ignorant of their active involvement in Romanian society.37

The Problems of a “Small” State

A fervent supporter of independent nation-states as a means of maintaining the balance of power in Central Europe, the prominent historian R. W. Seton-Watson wrote in 1915 that “a hundred years ago Roumania consisted of two corrupt and backward vassal provinces of Turkey, without influence or consideration in the world. To-day she has been not unjustly described as ‘the Belgium of the East,’ progressing by leaps and bounds.”38 His account of Romanian history concluded that it was a small country which could easily influenced by the Great Powers, in particular, by Great Britain. In 1945, a survey of the interwar period written by his son, Hugh Seton-Watson, again characterized Eastern Europe as “a battle-ground of rival Imperialisms.” He argued that the Eastern European countries “have shown themselves weak, divided and inexperienced,” unable to solve their own problems. He told of “backward and apathetic” Romanian peasants ruled by vain and ambitious elites, concluding that “the future of Eastern Europe is inseparable from the future of the European Great Powers.”39 Other interwar accounts similarly emphasized the extent to which Great Power politics shaped Romanian political and economic realities, but pointed out that foreign intervention was a mixed blessing in Romania, as likely to harm the Great Powers’ reputation as it was to help them.40 

While acknowledging the undeniable impact of geopolitics, there has been an increasing trend for historians to emphasize Romanian agency and efforts to turn foreign ambitions to Romania’s advantage.41 Norman Stone’s 1975 history of the Romania’s involvement in the First World War argued that Romanian fortunes in the war were entirely dependent on what their French and Russian allies did or did not do, but more recent histories have revealed the extent to which decisions made by Romanians at all levels of society shaped the country’s wartime experiences.42

Sherman David Spector’s and Keith Hitchins’ histories of the Paris Peace Conferences, for example, put Ion I. C. Brătianu in center stage. “In a sense,” Hitchins writes, “Paris was the culmination of a grand strategy Brătianu had worked out in the preceding quarter-century to raise the modest Romanian nation-state to a European level of prosperity and civilization and transform it into Greater Romania encompassing all Romanians.”43 Others have recognized the central role Nicolae Titulescu played in Balkan diplomacy, the League of Nations, and in building the pro-French alliances of the 1920s.44
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