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Introduction

Svetlana Suveica

At the beginning of 1919, all roads led to Paris. One hundred years ago, over 1,000 delegates and journalists hurried to the French capital to participate in the Peace Conference that ended World War I. The desideratum of the conference was to achieve a peaceful and stable post-war political order. To that end, the new state borders, established after the disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian, Russian and Ottoman Empires, had to be recognized, and mechanisms that would ensure the implementation of the political and social order had to be established. The principle of national self-determination, based on Wilson’s famous “Fourteen Points,” was proclaimed as the guiding principle of the conference: states maintained the right to shape their borders based on national, strategic and economic interests.

Re-shaping East European borders was a complex task.1 The new nation-states accommodated multi-ethnic societies with various wartime experiences. Their separation from empire did not automatically mean that they embraced an optimistic perspective on the nation-state. The immediate post-war period was marked by the confrontation of various political forces that tried to fill the power vacuum of transition, which led to an “extensive arc of post-war violence.”2 The newly formed governments had high expectations for the conference, as they strove for the international recognition of their recently established national borders. At the same time, the Great Powers, in charge of decision-making, were little acquainted with the history and post-war domestic situation of Central and Eastern Europe.3 Plebiscite, although recommended as a democratic exercise by various political forces from the contested regions,4 was applied only in several cases; in Upper Silesia, the “nation did not qualify as natural or divine entities” in people’s minds, and therefore the adversarial (German and Polish) propaganda, which made full use of stereotypes and the fear of Bolshevism, could not influence how people made their decisions.5

Another mechanism developed by the conference was the principle of minority protection, which sought to guarantee equal rights to minority groups and was created especially with regard to Jews. The League of Nations was given jurisdiction over disputes that involved minority rights.6 The post-war situation has shown that, although all the treaties signed in Paris included clauses on the equal treatment of minorities living in national states, the latter interpreted the issue as a limitation on national sovereignty. Nation-states constantly redefined their criteria of nationhood, thus questioning the loyalty of their citizens.7 As a result, Southeastern Europe became a region of constant migration,8 a laboratory for the implementation of forced population exchange and international refugee regime.

Romania before the Peace Conference: The Context

At Paris, Romania was considered by contemporary political figures especially favoured among the new states: the country succeeded in doubling her territory and population after the war as well as formulating and successfully negotiating territorial claims matching her interests. By entering the war on the side of the Entente in 1916, Romania secured the regions of Transylvania and the largest part of Bucovina. The revolution and civil war in Russia, which led to the disintegration of the Russian army on the Romanian front, left the Romanian army alone. This had enormous military consequences, as the local population had to confront the anarchy and disaster caused by the withdrawing army. The peace Treaty of Bucharest (7 May 1918) signed with the Triple Alliance, which was never ratified by King Ferdinand I, forced Romania to cede Dobrogea to Bulgaria but allowed it to retain Bessarabia. Romania’s declaration of war on the Triple Alliance the day before signing the armistice of Compiègne pushed Romania on the side of the Entente. Throughout that year, the regional diets of Bessarabia (Chişinău on 9 April), Bucovina (Cernăuţi, 28 November), and Transylvania (Alba Iulia, 1 December) issued declarations of their union with Romania. In each case, the Romanian army entered the region before the declaration was issued. At the conference, the Romanian government expected to secure recognition for the country’s new borders.

When the Romanian delegation left for Paris, the country was in a difficult situation. Local violent conflicts,9 along with the military confrontation between the Romanian and the retreating Austro-Hungarian and Russian armed forces, were often presented as a fight against the Bolsheviks. Various actors later instrumentalised these conflicts during the negotiations for the post-war order.10 The physical destruction of the region as well as the food crisis and scarcity of resources were complicated by the large flow of Russian and Ukrainian refugees seeking shelter and security in Romania; since they were suspected of Bolshevism, the state implemented a series of restrictive measures against these “undesirable elements.”11 Most important was the existence of minorities, especially Jews, Germans, Hungarians, Ukrainians and Russians, the so-called “non-Romanians,” who had to be integrated into the new country. An integration strategy, which did not neglect or suppress past imperial experiences but rather made use of them, failed to materialize. Instead, the ruling National Liberal Party declared that integration would occur under a centralized umbrella. The Romanian language was imposed within the administration, and the shares and assets of foreign nationals were seized even before the peace treaties had regulated the issue.12

At the conference, Romania “emerged as the special defender of East-Central Europe against Bolshevik expansionism.”13 The Allies emphasized the containment of the spread of Bolshevism. The local conditions following the withdrawal of the Allied troops from Russia (March 1919), escalation of the civil war in Ukraine, and instalment of the communist regime in Hungary turned Romania into an important “chain” of the European cordon sanitaire. The Romanian Prime Minister Ion I.C. Brătianu cleverly used the Bolshevik threat to reinforce the country’s territorial demands.14

The territorial claims that extended beyond those of the 1916 Treaty, although viewed skeptically by the Great Powers, did have a chance at success. In fact, the probability that Romania’s territorial claims over Transylvania would be satisfied grew proportionately to the diminishing chances of Hungary’s territorial claims after the communist leader Béla Kun came to power in March 1919. To the east, revolutionary Russia did not accept Romania’s annexation of Bessarabia, while an unstable Ukraine sought to obtain Bucovina. Among the decisions regarding the territories claimed by Romania, only that regarding Banat was more complicated: on 21 June 1919, the Committee of Ten divided Banat between Yugoslavia, Hungary and Romania, with the latter getting the largest part of the region. Romania’s borders were confirmed by several treaties: the Treaty of Neuilly-sur-Seine with Bulgaria for the return of Dobrogea (27 November 1919); the Treaty of Saint-Germain-en-Laye with Austria for acquiring Bucovina and the Minority Protection Treaty (10 December 1919); the Treaty of Trianon with Hungary for Transylvania, Crişana and Maramureş, and two thirds of Banat (4 June 1920); and the Treaty of Paris for Bessarabia (28 October 1920), which was never signed by Soviet Russia. Romania’s newly established frontiers remained an irritant to neighboring Bulgaria, Hungary, Serbia and Soviet Russia.

Making Use of “Centenaries”: World War I and the Paris Peace Conference in Historiography

During the 2018 “centenary year,” the foundation of Greater Romania was celebrated through public commemorations, monument inaugurations, academic events and various media channels and publications.15 Commentators only occasionally exercised a critical approach towards the 1918 union, which was heavily impacted by the war and the Russian Revolution. Instead, the older nationalist discourse, which frames nation as the central construct of collective identity, was and continues to be reinvented and reinforced. The commemorations transferred the war-time “sacrifice” of the Romanian army during the war towards the ruling politicians who led the country’s national unification and the Romanian politicians and diplomats who “fought” for their country’s interest at the Peace Conference in Paris. The conference was presented as the “consecration” of the “Greater Union” through international treaties. A small number of critical studies16 and occasional media debates reinforced the role of intellectuals in the construction—and deconstruction—of national identity.17

At the same time, international scholars used the centenary of the war and the Peace Conference to consider these crucial events from new angles. Jörn Leonhard compared the war to “Pandora’s box” because it posed a serious challenge to states, including those of Central and Eastern Europe.18 In different parts of the world, scholars emphasized the need to question the state-centred approach that presented the newly emerged post-war political entities as “natural units.” The collapse of the Austro-Hungarian, Russian and Ottoman Empires and the formation of new political entities—the nation-states—were presented through individual and collective life experiences that highlighted continuities along the Zäsur.19 Historians challenged the old versus new and the imperial versus national dichotomies, emphasizing instead the interplay between old and new, imperial and national in the transition. The imperial imprint endured in the (Austro-Hungarian) successor states as the old and the new political elite of the post-imperial nation-states brought their professional and personal experiences into the new political realm.20 Feelings of a lost motherland and an in-betweenness generated strategies in which alternative loyalties and the use of the experiences gathered during the imperial period were exercised at the individual, group or community levels.21 Scholars questioned the mass character of nationalism through the lens of “national indifference,” revealing the limits of this categorization when it comes to daily experiences.22

According to Jörn Leonhard, the Paris Peace Conference was an “overwhelmed peace” since the competing expectations of both big and small actors were never fully met. These unmet expectations generated disappointments and conflicts both at home and on the international stage. The differences between the assumptions in Paris and the realities on the ground led to mutual frustration, blame, and revisionist actions and ultimately fueled a continuum of violence.23 Other contributions show the war as a conflagration for imperial survival, the post-war Peace Conference being viewed as a conflict of empires in which the Allied Powers tried to secure the vestiges of imperial interests while the successor states sought to limit imperial authority.24 The valuable outcome of this special issue is that the peace negotiations were not bound to Paris: notions such as nation, sovereignty and citizenship were negotiated by state actors as well as regional and local actors both in Paris and at home.25

***

The contributions gathered here make at least three critical interventions. First, they show the multitude of state and non-state actors who positioned themselves with regard to the Romanian interests at the Paris Peace Conference. We observe the actors’ (un)fulfilled missions, exercised both in Paris and at home as well as how these intertwined with party, group and personal ambitions. Second, the studies reconstruct rare moments of interaction between these actors. Consistent or brief, purposeful or occasional, emotional or cold, these moments reveal the energetic dynamic of those times. Third, the contributions show that the main scenes of negotiation on the future of Romania were not necessarily to be found in Versailles. Negotiations also took place—depending on the actors and their status, interests and connections—in Paris clubs and private houses as well as far from the French capital, in Bucharest, upon the return of conference delegates or during visits of foreign nationals. The form and content of these negotiations challenge the perception of Paris as a “fabric” of nation-states accomplished on the basis of people’s desire to live in a unified state. Instead, there is evidence of the molding of alternative post-war scenarios in and for the contested regions. Last but not least, the contributions gathered in this journal add value to the understanding of the Conference not only as a venue but also as a space that affected the ways in which the actors imagined and experienced their roles, interacted with others while fulfilling their mission and challenging the mission of others as well as how they produced, selected and spread knowledge and news.26 The articles complement each other in reconstructing the circulation of people, the production and spread of knowledge, as well as the fabrication of propaganda materials and news favorable to, or discrediting Romania.

State and Non-state Actors: Missions and Ambitions

Similar to the histories that present the Paris Peace Conference through the “eyes” of the “Big Four,”27 previous works on Romania’s participation at the conference have been dominated by the figures of Ion I.C. Brătianu and Alexandru Vaida-Voevod.28 Lucian Leuștean makes a fresh appraisal of the role of the two Romanian state leaders with relation to Romania’s interests at Paris, showing not only the importance of a better contextualization of the actions undertaken during the conference by the two but also the need to look beyond Brătianu and Vaida-Voevod and examine their entourage and connections at country and regional levels. He further shows that the harsh critique of Brătianu’s character and positioning in Paris, presented in western publications, was often based on thin arguments or simply re-quoted from others. To this, we must add the Romanian historians’ (purposeful) ignorance of the complex context in which the Romanian delegation heads fulfilled their challenging mission. Leuștean observes the influence of (opposition) party and group interests and underlines moments in which, when mistreated by the “Big Four,”29 vanity and personal feelings played a role. The contribution reconstructs little known moments, such as when Brătianu, to the satisfaction of the small state leaders, took the lead in voicing collective animosity toward the issue of minority protection. The “moral success” of the Romanians generated severe reactions by decision-makers, criticism and pressure being directed towards Brătianu personally and the claims of Romanian delegation more generally.

Although agreeing with Romania’s position on minority protection as limiting state sovereignty, the two state leaders had different visions of Greater Romania. For Brătianu, Greater Romania was to be a centralised state governed from Bucharest, but for Vaida it was a state in which regional autonomy should be respected (Kührer-Wielach). Conscious that the issue should not be publicly discussed during the conference, the latter wrote to his political counterpart Iuliu Maniu from Paris: “Without a complete autonomy we [the Transylvanians] will be overwhelmed by the money, ostracism, flunkeyism and Byzantinism coming from the country [Old Kingdom—n.a.] to the detriment of national unity, and only then the fight for Transylvanian autonomy will become a stringent necessity in the face of the peril that will threaten us.”30

Gavin Bowd’s study alerts the reader to the activity of the French expert-geographer Emmanuel de Martonne, the conference expert in the Territorial Commission for Romanian and Yugoslavian affairs. He was part of the “epistemic community” of experts whose works aimed at providing plausible arguments regarding the territorial matters under discussion.31 In contrast to another recent study that presents de Martonne as the “advocate” of Romanian national interests at the conference,32 Bowd offers a multifaceted picture of his activity.33 De Martonne was a “friend of Romania”: an active member of the Franco-Romanian lobbying network, he advised delegates on Romanian propaganda and personally made public written and oral interventions to counterbalance Hungarian and Russian propaganda. Bowd asserts that de Martonne’s geographic and cartographic activity, which fully served Romania’s “cause” in Paris and boosted France’s presence in Southeastern Europe, oscillated “between science and propaganda.”34 Conscious of his vulnerabilities, during the interwar period de Martonne preferred to emphasize his “non-political” research.

The activities of the Paris Peace Conference coincided with the zenith of tensions between the Romanian government and the international oil companies. Whereas most historians favorably evaluated post-war nationalistic policies, others emphasized that the dividing line between the Romanian national interest, which was promoted by the Liberals and apparently had strong social support, and the self-interest of multinational oil companies to earn profits at the expense of the Romanian state, “was not so clear cut.” Members of the opposition parties and representatives of various social strata opposed nationalization.35 In her study on the little-known topic of post-war American relief in Romania, Doina Anca Cretu shows that the Romanian government tried to use oil as leverage to secure the financial and diplomatic support of the big allies, such as France and Britain, while coping simultaneously with American pressure. For Brătianu, the American Relief Association (ARA) “practices, their conditions around its reception, and the impositions on Romania were essentially threatening the sovereignty of this new state” (Cretu). Ultimately, the Romanian government accepted the ARA support due to the Bolshevist threat, both sides tacitly agreeing that this threat could be tackled through food and material support.

Cretu brings in new actors who participated on the political scene. Herbert Hoover negotiated with the Romanian government, while the ARA agents worked with governmental and local public institutions on the ground. Hoover had to deal with the stubborn Brătianu, who tried to resist his “open threats” and not hand his country over for economic exploitation (Leuștean). Comparatively speaking, the ARA agents, who found in Romania “the most starved looking people” of Europe, cooperated with local and national authorities. The “semi-oriental Slavs” apparently could not administer the aid without American guidance and advice. The article masterly reveals the “multiple colors” of the ARA-brand in the region. The organization acted under the umbrella of humanitarianism and felt itself morally obliged to help the East European nation. At the same time, American aid in Romania was an “elitist” project. Its aid flew into the country through governmental institutions, and regional and local public employees communicated with the donors, reported to the country officials and voiced people’s needs.

Non-state actors also rushed to Paris. Among them were representatives of the former Bessarabian imperial elite and Sfatul Țării deputies disappointed by the loss of Bessarabian autonomy. They formed a “Bessarabian delegation,” which used various means, such as appeals, memoranda and propaganda publications, to persuade the decision-makers and the public to reject Romania’s claims to Bessarabia. They cooperated closely with Russian political emigres and diplomats, who in turn sought the support of the Great Powers for the anti-Bolshevik front and opted for the restoration of Russia to her pre-war western border. In countering Romania’s claim to Bessarabia, the “delegation” asserted that the majority of the region’s inhabitants, if given the chance to share their opinion through a plebiscite, would opt against the Romanian “yoke,” installed in the region on 9 April 1918. Instead, they would favor the return of Russian protection. The issue of legitimate representation was crucial for both state and non-state actors. The conference delegates did not question the mandate of the Romanian delegation, which was nevertheless challenged by the “Bessarabian delegates” who claimed in the press to represent “a good part of the Bessarabian people.” In my own article, I reveal how the Bessarabians, whose status in Paris was contested by the Romanians, made use of the diplomatic tensions between the latter and the Americans to persuade the US delegates to reject Romania’s claims to the region. In particular, the “Bessarabian delegation” exploited conflicts over oil interests and tensions around the conditioned aid of the ARA (Cretu) to convince the American administration of Romanian abuse of duty in the distribution of food to Bessarabian inhabitants.

Another important actor in Paris, mentioned in several contributions to this journal, was Queen Mary of Romania. Conscious of her political mission as queen of the country and protector of the Romanians, to which she dedicated her entire energy during the time of the war and great distress, she made a trip to Paris in March-April 1919 to lobby for Romanian interests. Once there, she received guests, gave audiences and was photographed and featured in almost every newspaper. Alexandru Vaida-Voevod appreciated her presence as being “of the highest importance” for the Romanian cause: “This extraordinary woman succeeded in what hundreds of diplomats plus an army corps could not have done. She remains the most imposing historical figure of our time.”36 

The figure of Queen Mary serves as an important example of the activities that took place outside the conference, helping to deepen our understanding of the relationships between Romania and other countries beyond the strictly diplomatic sphere. Her wartime cooperation with the Russians and the Americans on charity projects projected a positive attitude towards the ARA’s mission, different from Brătianu’s (Cretu).37

(Alternative) Scenarios: Through the “Region’s Lens”

In Paris, the Romanian delegation invested in diplomatic and propaganda efforts in order to show the willingness of the people inhabiting the newly acquired regions to merge with Romania. The delegation presented the union declarations issued in Chișinău, Cernăuți and Alba Iulia as expressions of the people’s will. Back in the provinces, the hesitant elites were persuaded to abandon any idea of autonomy and “go there [to Paris—n.a.] united so as to leave no room for criticism.”38 In contrast to the French capital, where the position of the official delegations mattered, the leading political figures in Bucharest were well aware that the centralized state-building project of Greater Romania was not very welcome in the new provinces; moreover, the capital’s plans clashed with regional and local perspectives.39

Far from Bucharest or Paris, the local and regional elites molded scenarios that conformed with, or opposed, the nation-state perspective, thus trying to negotiate the place of their region in the future political order. It is telling that the Bucovinian resident Iancu Flondor, who pleaded for regional autonomy and greater political participation for non-Romanians, was marginalized by proponents of centralism such as Ion Nistor.40 In Bessarabia, Sfatul Țării deputies underlined the region’s multi-ethnic character and the quest for equal rights for all citizens starting from its first session, held on 25 November 1917.41 Until the merging of the region with Romania on 9 April 1918, the dominant political project with regard to Bessarabia’s future was autonomy within a federative Russia.42 The frustration of the Bessarabian elite with Bucharest’s centralist policy is reflected in multiple private and official sources, including the minutes of parliamentary sessions. Whereas the so-called “generaţia unirii,” who contributed to the union with Romania, remained faithful to the old Romanian nationalists and made successful careers for themselves in the interwar period, the younger generation were regionalists.43 The former imperial elite’s scenario for Bessarabia imagined the region’s future as part of a restored (Greater) Russia, in which Ukraine was somehow removed from this imaginary space (Suveica).

The integration of the new regions into Romania, synonymous with a “levelling” based on political, administrative and cultural transfers from the Old Kingdom, generated discourses in Transylvania about the distinctiveness of regional multiethnicity, cultural superiority and identity.44 The Bucharest elite’s immediate push for Romanianization generated various political and cultural counter-reactions in the new regions. Intellectuals supported cultural regionalism to show the distinctiveness of the Hungarians in Romania from those in Budapest.45 The declarations of Transylvania’s union with Romania mentioned autonomy as a necessary political condition for creating Greater Romania. Conscious that the issue of autonomy should be postponed until after Paris, regional leaders privately exchanged views about why and how it should be achieved.

Local and regional actors designed political agendas and constructed mental maps46 that hardly coincided with those designed in Bucharest, Budapest, Belgrade or Paris. Whereas the state elites saw the regions as (frontier) spaces lacking national loyalty and labelled those who failed to support the nationalist agenda as “enemies” and “disloyal elements,” the regional elites sought strategies that would allow them to gain from the ambivalent situation. Similar to the national delegations in Paris, the regional elites used historical and strategic arguments to claim that, in the case of a plebiscite, either the minorities or the majority of a region would prefer the citizenship of one or another country. In addition, the regional elites argued for the need to make the region an independent political construction. Gábor Egry shows that the Banat elite, which opted for the region’s integration into Romania, tried to convince the population to assert the continuity of Banat as part of a unitary Romania. In the case of Székelyland, they projected the region as a “buffer zone” against the spread of Bolshevism. The author convincingly argues that, for the period in-between the empire and the nation-state, when a political and administrative vacuum was formed, the regionalist more than the nationalist political mobilization drove people in the two regions. The competing power centres used propaganda means to further exploit the violation of the principle of self-determination of people inhabiting the two regions, which fueled animosities between the “rival” countries long after 1919. This sharpened political debates in the country.
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