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In spite of the remarkable political mobilization and disciplined ethnic voting of the 
Hungarian minority in Romania, major political objectives, seen by the political 
elite of the community as critical for the cultural reproduction of Hungarians in Ro
mania, have proven to be unreachable since 1989 through the instruments of partici
pation in the country's political life. The paper explores the historical and contem
porary reasons that contributed to this failure, and identifies conditions that could 
trigger a change. Various political projects of the Hungarians in Transylvania seek
ing integration on their own terms into the Romanian state since 1920, together with 
the circumstances that lead to their failure, are critically assessed. Based on consid
erable research conducted between 1995 and 2006, conflicting identity structures 
and competing ethnopolitical strategies are identified that divide the Romanian po
litical community along ethnic fault-lines. The consequences of the divide are eval
uated from the perspective of normative political philosophy and an answer is of
fered to the question which refers to the grounds on which Hungarians in Transyl
vania could (or could not) be considered part of the Romanian political community. 
The paper concludes by identifying alternative ways out of the current situation. 
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George W. White, an American political geographer who has extensively re
searched the relationship between identities and contested territories, asks himself 
the question, within a comparative study dedicated to Northern Ireland, the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Transylvania, what is the true nature of the latter: 
"Hungarian, Romanian, or neither?"1 Though none of the mainstream Hungarian 
and Romanian public discourses seem to have doubts in this matter, the question 
is justified and timely today, more than eighty years after the incorporation of the 
territory into modem Romania. Irina Culic, a young Romanian sociologist and au
thor of several articles on the dominant identity patterns in Transylvania, asks a 
similar question in the title of one of her studies: Hungarians of Transylvania be
long: ours (Romanians), theirs (Hungarians), or no one's?2 
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The questions posed by George W. White and Irina Culic do not refer, evi
dently, to the political status of the province. The converging inquiries of the two 
researchers address rather the issue of the prevailing identity structures and the 
competing ethnopolitical strategies of Hungarians and Romanians in Transyl
vania, trying to suggest foreseeable evolutions in the self-perception and the polit
ical projects of the two communities sharing the territory. While Irina Culic is 
more doubtful, as we shall see later, with respect to the chances, at least on the 
short run, of a positive, mutually acceptable outcome of the ongoing competition, 
George W. White is more optimistic. In his view, 

Transylvania will not simply become a territory where [the two eth
nic groups] coincidentally live. Transylvania will be a territory 
where these people interact and create ... something Transylvanian.3 

It is true, however, that White adds two necessary conditions: (1 ) the two eth
nic groups become more tolerant to one another; (2) there is no interference from 
either the Romanian or Hungarian states or nations to thwart the creation of such 
an overarching regional identity. 

Considering this statement as a working hypothesis, I will try to address in the 
subsequent article the following questions: Is White's hypothesis plausible? Are 
there signs of the two ethnic groups, Romanians and Hungarians, becoming more 
tolerant towards one another? Do the two states, Romania and Hungary behave 
according to White's recommendation? What would be the necessary changes in 
order to preserve diversity in Transylvania by fostering institutional solutions 
acceptable for both communities? 

The above questions will be addressed from the perspective of the Hungarian 
minority in Romania. The declared interest of the paper is to explore, from the 
perspective of normative political theory, the conditions under which the shrink
ing of the Hungarian minority in Romania could be stopped and counterbalanced. 
The underlying assumption of the paper is that the continuous postponement of 
the community's "self-revision" claimed by Sándor Makkai in 1931 - which 
equals, in my view, the refusal to adopt alternative identity structures and more 
feasible strategies of accommodation within the Romanian state - is one of the im
portant explanatory variables for what we are witnessing today in terms of the rel
atively unsuccessful integration of the Hungarian minority into the Romanian 
political community. 

Sándor Makkai was Bishop of the Calvinist Church, an emblematic personality 
of the Hungarian community in Transylvania which in 1920 unexpectedly found 
itself incorporated into the Romanian state in accordance with the terms of the 
Treaty of Trianon. After a decade of heroic minority activism, Makkai concluded 
in 1931 that the long term survival of the Hungarian community in Transylvania 
required a thorough reconsideration of the way in which Hungarians in Transyl-
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vania think of themselves and conceive of their future. In Makkai's views the 
"self-revision" of the community required that "ethnic Hungarians in Transylva
nia (...) take account of the facts that entered their life so decisively. Ethnic Hun
garians in Transylvania, in order to survive, need the truth of life and the obedient 
compliance with this truth..." According to the Bishop, the self-revision would 
imply the reconsideration of what Hungarians had regarded to be the causes of 
their new situation, abandoning prejudices that had loaded their relationships with 
the Romanian majority and designing a new collective identity that would be 
more compatible with the community's currents status: "The primary task of eth
nic Hungarians in Transylvania is to revise their conception of the past in a way so 
as to exclude prejudices hostile to life and establish a sound form of self-defense 
and self-assertion." Any resistance posed to the required self-revision, warns 
Makkai, would lead to emigration: 

We can hear the sad clattering of the railway carnages of expatriates 
and repatriates (...) those thousands who rejected the facts by avoided 
their orders (...) All these attempts at rejection of the facts entail the 
false paths of self-deception and delusion, mistake and confusion for 
us, Hungarians who stayed here, who are here, and who will have to 
remain here, observing the new legal order.4 

It took not more than six years before Sándor Makkai himself was forced by the 
circumstances to leave Transylvania and to move to Hungary. In an attempt to jus
tify his decision he published a pamphlet with a suggestive title - // is impossible 
(Nem lehet) - , denouncing his earlier views and declaring that "living as a minor
ity is not only politically but also morally impossible". He emphatically explains: 

the parts of the Hungarian nation thrown into minority status are in
capable of remaining alive, even if, driven by instinct, they encour
age and deceive themselves with the illusion of survival (...); in serf
dom, in the circumstances of degraded life it might be possible to re
main alive for quite some time, but it is impossible to live the life of a 
nation capable of development, which means that in the new Europe 
[1937 - L. S.] it is impossible to remain human.5 

Apparently Makkai's theses have been refuted by history. The "self-revision" 
of the ethnic Hungarians in Transylvania has never happened according to what 
he considered necessary: the old conception of the past remains quite influential, 
both in public discourse and the collective memory of the Hungarian minority; the 
"hostile" prejudices are still there and are being uninterruptedly re-enforced, as 
the results of recent public opinion polls demonstrate; alternative forms of the mi
nority's "self-assertion" more appropriate to the minority's current situation do 
not seem to emerge. In spite ofthat the community has survived. Though its insti
tutional life has never been - and is far from being - full-fledged (a circumstance 
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which could be considered as substantiation of the "degraded life"), evidence of 
development in several concerns is undeniable, and the shrinking of the commu
nity is a relatively recent phenomenon.6 How can this evolution, loaded with ap
parent contradictions, be explained? Is the reluctance of the Hungarian commu
nity of Transylvania to integrate more harmoniously into the Romanian political 
community an explanation for its endurance, as far as the past almost nine decades 
are concerned, or rather a threat to its continued existence in the future? 

In order to explore the conundrum outlined above I will proceed as follows. 
First, I will briefly summarize the relevant conclusions of the available demo
graphic data and forecast. I will continue by presenting competing views on the 
different strategies by which the Hungarian minority sought integration beginning 
in 1920 into the institutional system of the Romanian state. Based on the results of 
various surveys conducted in the past decade the prevailing identity structures, the 
competing ethnopolitical strategies and the evolution of some indicators of the 
mutual tolerance of Romanians and Hungarians (in Romania, in general, and in 
Transylvania, in particular) will be presented. Following a short digression on the 
issue of the political community, a brief assessment of the role of the Romanian 
and Hungarian states will follow, and I will conclude by formulating the answers 
that emerge from the arguments under discussion to the questions formulated at 
the outset. 

The Evolution of the Ethno-demographic Situation in Transylvania 

Calculating in absolute numbers, the size of the Hungarian minority in Transylva
nia (in this context: the territory annexed from Hungary to Romania on the basis 
of the Treaty of Trianon) is fairly similar today to its population in 1920. The cen
sus conducted by the Romanian authorities in the year of the formal incorporation 
of the territory into Greater Romania registered 1,305,800 ethnic Hungarians, 
while the census of the year 2002 found 1,415,720 Romanian citizens residing in 
Transylvania who declared themselves to be Hungarian. While this comparison 
could make us believe that the Hungarian minority in Romania provides a remark
able example of demographic stability in spite of its domination by the Romanian 
state, the situation is less spectacular if we compare the relative figures: while in 
1920 the Hungarians represented 25.6% of the population in Transylvania, their 
proportion decreased to 19.6% in 2002. The following chart summarizes this evo
lution, including, for comparison, the evolution of the second and third largest mi
nority groups in interwar Romania, the Germans and the Jews. The comparison 
includes the evolution of the Roma (Gypsy) population as well, except in the case 
of the 1920 and 1948 censuses, for which no data is available. 
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Chart 1 

Source: Based on Kocsis, 2007. 

The comparison proves that Romania has performed quite well as a nationaliz
ing state. While the share of the Romanian population in Transylvania grew from 
53.8%, in 1910 to 74.7%, in 2002, the percentage of the minorities decreased 
steadily, two ethnic groups, the Germans and the Jews, shrinking almost to extinc
tion. The impact of the homogenizing policies of the Romanian Communist re
gimes between 1948 and 1990 is quite visible: while the Romanian component of 
the region's population increased steadily, the Hungarian, German and Jewish 
populations registered a trend in the other direction. The decrease of the German 
population from 5.8% (in 1948) to 1.4% (in 1992), which meant a loss of almost 
250,000 persons in absolute numbers, is spectacular. Between 1956 and 1992 the 
Jewish community lost approximately 36,000 members. 

As far as the Hungarians are concerned, their loss of position in terms of the rel
ative shares was not always reflected in absolute numbers. Between 1948 and 
1977 they registered a steady growth from 1,481,903 to 1,691,048, followed by a 
sudden decrease of approximately 90,000 persons between 1977 and 1992. This 
loss is attributed mainly to the migration of the ethnic Hungarians from 
Transylvania, primarily to Hungary, during the harshest period of the Communist 
dictatorship.8 

The loss of almost 200,000 ethnic Hungarians registered between the 1992 and 
2002 censuses (from 1,603,923 to 1,415,720, calculated for Transylvania only) 
has been of somewhat more serious concern both for statisticians and politicians 
of the Hungarian minority in Romania. Contrary to the widespread opinion that 
this loss is due, as well, mainly to migration, recent investigations have proved 
that at least half of the registered loss (approximately 100,000) was caused by the 
negative natural increase, various forms of assimilation being included.9 Between 
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55,000 and 67,500 ethnic Hungarians have emigrated, ° the remaining part of the 
loss (around 30,000 to 40,000) being attributed to the changes in the methodology 
of the 2002 census as compared to the one in 1992. ' ' 

The concern for the unexpected loss of the Hungarian population during the 
1992-2002 decade, in spite of the considerable improvement in the community's 
conditions, at least in comparison to the 1977-1990 interval, remains valid. Al
though it counts for not more than 30% of the total loss, the departure of 67,000 
emigrants in ten years represents a considerable deficit for the Hungarians in 
Transylvania, particularly if we presume - no reliable data being available - that 
they represented the most mobile part of the community, the already negative po
tential of natural reproduction of the Hungarian minority being affected in 
addition by their departure. 

Based on plausible hypotheses regarding the evolution of natural reproduction, 
life-expectancy, the rate of migration and the foreseeable loss through assimila
tion, Csata and Kiss realized a forecast according to which the Hungarian popula
tion in Romania will shrink to approximately 1 million in 2032.12 The dynamic of 
the anticipated process is illustrated by the chart below. 

2002 2009 2018 2032 

Hungarkas total 
(xlOOO) 

Hungarians aged 
between 19-24 
(xlOOO) 
Hungarian electorate 
(xlOOO) 

Chart! 

Source: Based on Csata - Kiss, 2007. 

53% of the forecasted loss (233,365 persons) is estimated to be caused by the 
negative natural increase, 42% (180,979) by emigration and 5% (20,822) by as
similation.13 

The forecast estimates that in 2032 Hungarians will represent 5.6% of the 
country's population and 5.7% of the Romanian electorate. The high-school and 
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university population of the Hungarian minority will decrease to 37% in the inter
val between 2009 and 2018 and will subsequently enter a period of slow but 
steady decrease until 2032. The decrease will be more moderate in areas where the 
Hungarians live in compact communities (Harghita/Hargita, Covasna/Kovászna, 
Mures/Maros, Satu-Mare/Szatmár counties) and more significant in the rest of the 
territory, where Hungarians live dispersed.14 

In spite of the foreseeable spectacular shrinking of the Hungarian population in 
Transylvania, a community with 1 million members, characterized by strong 
self-identification and massive support for political projects seemingly incompat
ible with the will of the Romanian majority and assisted by an active neighboring 
kin-state, will remain a challenge for Romania. On the other hand the Hungarians 
of Transylvania, who, in spite of the evidence of the censuses, stick to the myth 
that they belong to a community of 2 million, will have to take into account the 
ethno-demographic realities when they think of possible forms of their integration 
or design the institutions of their future in Romania. It is important to note that the 
evolution of the ethnopolitical strategies and the terms of ethnocultural integra
tion in Romania - both in what concerns the Romanian majority's reactions and 
the positions of the Hungarian minority - will be significantly influenced by the 
increasing share of the Roma community in the country's total population. 

Strategies of Integration: 1918-1989 

The context in which Sándor Makkai issued his two successive and contradic
tory warnings on the future of Transylvanian Hungarians was offered by the 
young Romanian state, which embarked after the "Great Unification" in 1918 on 
the ambitious project of forging a unitary nation-state out of the four regions that 
were unified within the borders of Greater Romania: Romania proper (the old Ro
manian Kingdom, "Vechiul Regat"), Transylvania (formerly part of Hungary), 
Bucovina (ruled by Austrians) and Bessarabia (taken over from the Russians). 

The leading role in this bold project of national unification was taken by the po
litical elite of the Old Romanian Kingdom, dominated by the National Liberal 
Party, which had earned undeniable merits in representing Old Romania in the 
peace negotiations following the First World War. A "nationalist consensus" 
emerged quickly, unifying most of the major political forces around the idea that a 
prompt national consolidation was necessary, pursued through policies of homog-
enization meant to render a "state of the Romanians" for the exclusive benefit of 
the ethnic Romanians.I5 

The task of the unifiers was complicated, however, by several circumstances. 
The three newly incorporated regions had quite different political cultures and 
were dominated by non-Romanian administrative elites which needed to be re-
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placed as soon as possible. This objective was considerably hampered by the fact 
that Romanians, though they were in majority in most of the newly incorporated 
regions (except Bucovina), populated mainly rural areas, their presence in urban
ized centers being less significant. While ethnic Romanians constituted 71.9% of 
the country's population in 1930, their share in the urban areas was only 58.6%.16 

In Transylvania, Romanians represented 17.6% of the urban population in 1910 
and35%inl930.17 

Another hindrance to the quick homogenization of the country was raised by 
its ethnic composition. While in the Old Romanian Kingdom ethnic minorities 
represented around 8% (mainly Jews), the non-Romanian component of Greater 
Romania was close to 30%, represented by Hungarians (7.9%), Germans (4.1%), 
Jews (4%), Ukrainians (3.3%), Russians (2.3%) and others.18 

A third major element of the obstacles that the Romanian nation-building pro
ject had to face was the existence of "regionalized" Romanian populations in the 
new territories which erected, especially in Transylvania and Bucovina, unex
pected resistance to the swift centralizing tendencies of Bucharest. It is important 
to note however, that their opposition was due to the way in which reform was 
conducted rather than their questioning of the need and scope of the process of 
Romanization.19 

As a response to these hindrances the over-bureaucratized Romanian state, in 
close cooperation with a mobilized nationalist elite, engaged in a vast program of 
nation-building, a genuine Kulturkampf, as Livezeanu puts it, meant to compen
sate the Romanian populations for the disadvantages they had suffered in the past 
under foreign rule, in parallel with marginalizing non-Romanian elites and insti
tutions and taking over foreign-dominated urban areas. Within a fervent general 
cultural mobilization, education was the main instrument by which national ho
mogenization and consolidation of the state was pursued. The new elites that 
emerged swiftly as a result of the nationalizing endeavors were dominated by mil
itant nationalism, pan-Romanianism and strong anti-regionalism. Their major po
litical objective, supported by all the influential political parties of the time was a 
unitary, homogeneous national state that "includes all Romanians" and "belongs 
only to the Romanians".20 

As far as Transylvania was concerned, the major challenge the Romanian na
tion-building project had to face in the region was the strong resistance - through 
political mobilization and an extended network of cultural, educational and reli
gious institutions21 - of the Hungarian and, partly, the German minorities, which 
sought integration on their own terms into the new Romanian state. 

In a broader historical perspective, as Nándor Bárdi observes, with regard to 
the political status of Transylvania and the management of the province's ethnic 
relations three basic ethnopolitical strategies have been pursued subsequently by 
the different actors or have coexisted temporarily within the territory: (1) the de-
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sire for national supremacy, (2) projects of national autonomy (of the whole prov
ince or regions within it) and (3) universalisée ideologies (Marxism-Lenin ism, in
ternationalism) or local, regional identity constructions (Transylvanianism and 
other forms of regionalism) that aimed to transcend ethnic fault-lines." 

The strategy of national supremacy was employed by Hungary until 1918 and 
between 1940-1944 in Northern-Transylvania and by the authorities of the Ro
manian state beginning in 1918.23 Between 1944 and 1989 the principle of na
tional supremacy remained the basic tenet of the Romanian Communist Regime, 
the socialist homogenization of the country adding important achievements to the 
nation-building project started in the interwar period. 

Autonomy has regularly been the option of the non-dominant group: it repre
sented a political objective for Romanians under Hungarian rule until 1905 and it 
was reiterated by the Hungarians several times after 1920. Between 1920-1928 
the desire for autonomy has been embodied by the ideology of Transylvanianism, 
initiated by Károly Kós, first as genuine political autonomy of the province (until 
1923), later as a political vision uniting the Romanians, Hungarians and Germans 
into a separate federal unit within Greater Romania. In the 1930s, when it became 
evident that neither the Romanians nor the Germans were interested in Transyl
vanianism, the quest for autonomy of the Hungarian minority shifted to a decen
tralizing movement claiming cultural and administrative autonomy for the minor
ities within the province.24 Territorial autonomy was implemented for a short 
while between 1952-1968, under the Communist rule, following the authoritative 
intervention of Moscow, which imposed a change in the new Romanian Constitu
tion, dealing with the issue of national minorities and enforcing the establishment 
of the Hungarian Autonomous District according to the Stalinist model of territo
rial administration. The autonomous district, which had only a formal autonomy, 
the local leaders being appointed by Bucharest, was abolished in 1968 by a new 
administrative reform of the country carried out in a context in which the Roma
nian communist leadership was gaining more and more independence from Mos
cow.25 Claims of different forms of autonomy have been on the political agenda of 
the Hungarian minority again since 1989. 

Internationalism was embraced by the representatives of the Hungarian minor
ity between 1944-1948 (a period of sincere hope for the left-oriented Hungarian 
leaders to find a "genuine home" for the community within Romania's borders), 
and was deployed manipulatively by the Romanian authorities after 1959 when 
they started an extensive campaign of closing down Hungarian language schools 
(including the Bolyai University in Cluj, of great symbolical importance for the 
community) by unifying them with similar Romanian institutions on the grounds 
of the requirements of "internationalism."27 Regionalism transcending ethnic 
fault-lines was manifest, as we have seen, in the ideology of early Transylva
nianism, but it did not represent more than a generous offer of the Hungarians, of 
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little interest for the Germans and of practically no relevance at all for Romanians. 
As Zsolt K. Lengyel notes, during the 1920s there were several political projects 
targeting different versions of Transylvanian regionalism elaborated by Roma
nians, Hungarians and Germans separately, but those projects never managed to 
reach a common platform.28 Some of the autonomy-claims made by the leaders of 
the Hungarian minority in the post-1989 period were gradually transformed into 
forms of non-ethnic regionalism after 1996, when it became evident that the de
sire for autonomy of the Transylvanian Hungarians met with tough resistance on 
the part of the Romanian majority. An attempt to resuscitate Transylvanianism 
was recorded in 2000, when a group of Hungarian and Romanian intellectuals es
tablished the Provincia journal, edited in Romanian and Hungarian, hoping that a 
common space of discourse could be created gradually in which the differences so 
characteristic for Transylvania could be transformed from divisive to comple
mentary within the frameworks of aconsociational political system. The members 
of the group also hoped that through such a transformation Transylvania could be 
elevated from the status of a pre-modern province into a vibrant "center." In 
2002, when it became evident that the time was not ripe for the kind of change in 
Romanian-Hungarian relations that they had hoped to trigger, the group dispersed 
and the journal was no longer published. 

The chances of the Hungarian minority of finding means of integration on its 
own terms into the nationalizing Romanian state were thus quite slim. The success 
of any attempt at an institutional solution was undermined on the one hand by the 
strong legacy of Hungarian statehood in Transylvania (powerful identity struc
tures connected to "Hungariannes" by language and culture, as well as an ex
tended network of institutions) and on the other by the manner in which the young 
Romanian state defined its own objectives, targeting the nationalization of all the 
economic, social and cultural positions of the Transylvanian Hungarians. Indeed, 
since the early 1920s the core of the integration conundrum has been to find insti
tutional solutions based on the double loyalty of the Hungarian minority: to the 
Hungarian nation defined in cultural terms and to the Romanian state and nation 
defined m political terms.31 The question has been and recurrently is the follow
ing: how must the concept of the political community be conceived in order to al
low and integrate such dual loyalties, preventing conflicts and accusations of dis
loyalty on one side or the other? 

Generally speaking, throughout the almost nine decades of Romanian rule in 
Transylvania the Hungarian community tried to answer the question along two 
principally different strategies: through attempts of institutionalized - or at least 
institutional - "separateness" within the Romanian state, on the one hand, and 
through direct participation in the Romanian state-building project on the other, 
trying to adapt the structure and institutions of the Romanian state to the needs and 
expectations of the Hungarian community. 
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The ideologists of early Transylvanianism believed for instance that the Hun
garians in Transylvania who accepted Romanian supremacy were entitled to en
joy autonomy in exchange for their loyalty to the Romanian state.32 Romanians, 
however, had good reasons to resist all claims of different forms of autonomy, re
membering well the importance of autonomous institutions in supporting their na
tional movement in Transylvania under Hungarian rule.33 This strange equilib
rium of opposing forces and tendencies rendered in interwar Transylvania an ar
rangement short of institutionalized separateness of the Hungarian community, 
but one characterized by an extensive network of separate Hungarian institutions 
that survived the Romanian Kulturkampf. Between the two world wars the dual 
loyalty of Hungarians in Transylvania inclined strongly towards "Hungarian-
ness," and those members of the community who tried to integrate on their own 
into the various institutions of the Romanian society were considered traitors and 
were excommunicated.34 

After the Second World War, in the fundamentally changed situation in which 
Romania was transformed from a constitutional monarchy into a soviet-style pop
ular republic, the perspectives of integration were interpreted and molded by the 
left-oriented leaders of the Hungarian community.35 After the disappointments of 
the interwar period and the failures of the territorial rearrangements between 1940 
and 1944, there seemed to be good reasons to believe that on the grounds of Marx
ism-Leninism and internationalism a solution could finally be found to the 
Transylvanian issue. Indeed, as Bárdi notes, the 1944-1948 interval was the only 
period in the history of post-1918 Transylvania when members of the Hungarian 
minority's political elite had the conviction that they were building a country that 
belonged to the Hungarian community as well.36 In this atmosphere of general
ized mutual trust a group of delegates of the political organization of the Hungar
ian community (The Hungarian Popular Alliance) adopted a document in 1945 
which declared that the issue of the Hungarians in Transylvania is not a matter of 
borders, but one of the internal democratization of the country. This declaration 
offered unexpected help to the Romanian delegates who represented the country 
at the 1947 Peace Treaty in Paris, which brought Northern-Transylvania back un
der the sovereignty of the Romanian state after a period of almost three years of 
uncertainty regarding the political future of the region. Once this mission was 
completed, the situation of the Hungarian minority began to change quickly for 
the worse. 

During Communist rule, in spite of the fact that Hungary and Romania be
longed to the same Soviet Block, the manifestation of any form of dual loyalty 
was impossible. In the given circumstances the political elite of the Hungarian mi
nority recognized that loyalty to the Romanian state was a precondition for pre
serving the community's linguistic and cultural identity.37 Based on that principle, 
the issue of integration was simplified and reduced gradually to sustaining and 
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protecting, from positions occupied within the state apparatus, an ever diminish
ing circle of separate institutions that played a role in the cultural reproduction of 
the Hungarians in Transylvania. In this process, following the different cri
sis-points,38 the leaders of the Hungarian minority gradually had to give up the il
lusion that communism would facilitate national emancipation and would provide 
integration on fair terms. Later, the issue of loyalty towards the Romanian state 
came under question as well, as it became more and more evident, starting with 
the mid-1970s, that the two objectives, participating in Romanian state-building 
and representing the interests of Transylvanian Hungarians, could not be recon
ciled.39 Beginning in 1984 the Communist Party officially denied the existence of 
the Hungarian community in Romania, the references to its members in the public 
discourse being replaced with the term "Hungarian-speaking Romanians". This 
was the period that, as we have seen, produced a massive wave of emigration of 
Hungarians from Transylvania. 

The dynamic of the successive attempts of the Hungarian minority to integrate 
into the Romanian state, together with the repeatedly drawn conclusion that the 
way in which the leaders of the community think about the terms of integration is 
in conflict with the interests of the Romanian majority, generated an institutional
ized mistrust of the authorities concerning the political objectives of the Hungari
ans. Between the two World Wars this mistrust became the central element of the 
state's minority policies, which suspected educational and cultural institutions 
and churches and youth associations of subversive activity. ° Following the Sec
ond World War, especially after the Hungarian revolution in 1956, the Commu
nist authorities considered the separate institutions of the Hungarian minority as 
matters of state security.41 

Both the failure of previous attempts towards integration of the Hungarian 
community and the tradition of institutionalized mistrust of the Romanian author
ities represented a difficult legacy for the post-1989 political projects and ethno-
political strategies. 

Identity Structures and Ethnopolitical Strategies in the post-1989 Period 

From the perspective of the present approach, the most important changes that 
occurred after 1989, as compared to the period of the communist rule, was the dis
appearance of any barrier to the assumption of "Hungarianness" in public and the 
acceptance of the idea that the Hungarian community, together with other minori
ties, needs political representation on a corporative basis. Thus, in the context of 
the fragile, young Romanian democracy and the emerging multi-party system, the 
role of representing Hungarians in the country's political life was assumed by a 
rapidly assembling organization, the Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Ro-
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mania (DAHR), which found itself in the position to re-launch the attempts aim
ing to find ways of accommodating Hungarians within the structures of the Roma
nian state. Autonomy, as we have seen, came back to the agenda of the public de
bate, and a significant part of the mistrust of the Romanian authorities with regard 
to the political objectives of the Hungarians has been reactivated as well. 

In spite of the fact that the situation of the Hungarians in Transylvania has im
proved significantly in many concerns - beyond political participation they grad
ually earned extensive language rights (in education, public administration, media 
and, to a more limited extent, in jurisprudence) and they are the beneficiaries of a 
considerable network of educational, cultural and media institutions operating in 
Hungarian, as well as dozens of private associations42 - the conflicting interests of 
the Romanians and Hungarians could not be overcome. The new Romanian Con
stitution adopted in 1991 (over the opposition of the Hungarian community) and 
amended in 2003 continues to define the state as being based on the unity of the 
Romanian people (in an ethnic and cultural sense), and serving its interest only, 
the exclusive beneficiary of sovereignty being the ethnically defined Romanian 
people. According to special provisions, any future changes concerning the offi
cial language, forms of autonomy or federalism are excluded (art. 148). The na
tional symbols, the day of the nation and the country's anthem reflect the Roma
nian nation's historical achievements, which have been accomplished against the 
Hungarian state and nation and thus embody an overtly anti-Hungarian message. 
Hungarians, for their part, consider themselves excluded by the Constitution and 
the national symbols from the integrative functions of the state, and continue to 
see no other guarantee for their cultural reproduction in the territories inhabited by 
them than cultural and territorial autonomy. 

In November 1996 the unexpected outcome of the elections created a situation 
for which neither the Romanians nor the Hungarians were prepared: for pragmatic 
reasons the DAHR was invited to join the governing coalition. The Hungarian 
party has since been in power, and the Hungarians could consider again, for the 
first time since 1948, that by collaborating with the Romanian governing parties 
they are building their own country. In addition to the Educational Law adopted in 
1995, which includes significant provisions concerning education in mother-
tongue (retaining, however, important discriminatory features as well), the most 
important outcome of the cooperation was the Law on Local Public Administra
tions (2001 ), according to which a minority language can be used in those local 
communities in which the respective minority represents more than 20% of the 
population. In spite of these achievements, major objectives of the Hungarian 
community proved to be repeatedly unachievable, and as far as the issue of 
integration is concerned, the options of the Romanians and Hungarians remain 
irreconcilable. 
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As Irina Culic observes, in the post-1989 situation "neither the Romanian poli
ticians, nor the representatives of the Hungarians in Romania succeeded in adopt
ing a new approach in minority politics and, for that reason, they could not break 
out of the old, integration/assimilation versus separatism/autonomy polarity of 
the debate." As a possible explanation she adds: "The Hungarians failed to con
vince the Romanian public that they consider the Romanian state as belonging to 
them as well, and wish to represent their interests within its frameworks; they did 
not succeed in elaborating a plausible form of the institutional arrangements they 
would like to see either."43 

Seventeen years after the re-launch of the political debate concerning the rela
tionship between the Romanian state and the Hungarian minority, though it is a 
long time, it is still early, probably, to draw conclusions. I will try in what follows 
to assess the foreseeable future evolution of the debate with the help of public 
opinion polls and research conducted over the past years reflecting, among others 
things, the evolution of the dominant identity structures, the competing ethno-
political strategies and the level of tolerance between Romanians and Hungarians 
in Romania. 

As far as the dominant identity structures of Romanians and Hungarians are 
concerned, important similarities and differences were observed by Raluca 
Soreanu, who investigated the databases of a series of surveys conducted between 
2000 and 200244 concerning representative samples of the population of Roma
nia. The polls used questionnaires that were fairly similar so as to allow for com
parison and conclusions concerning the evolution of the indicators under investi
gation. 

Analyzing the distribution of answers recorded with regard to the question: 
"According to your opinion, which are the three most important circumstances on 
the basis of which somebody can be considered Romanian/Hungarian? " Soreanu 
compiled a table (the percentages represent the sum of the first, second, and third 
options - see Table 1). 

It is interesting to note that while the way in which Romanians define both the 
in-group and the out-group is quite similar to the Hungarians' views on the funda
mentals of "Romanianness", the auto-identification of the Hungarians in Romania 
is significantly different, laying emphasis on the mother-tongue and feelings in
stead of place of birth and citizenship. The most important conclusion of So-
reanu's analysis, however, is the fact that according to the way in which 
Romanians predominantly define "Hungarianness", Hungarians in Transylvania 
do not qualify in this category, since they were not born in Hungary and are not 
Hungarian citizens. 
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Table 1 

Autodefinition Similarities/ 
Differences 

Heterodefinition 

ROMANIAN To be born in Romania Significant To be born in Hungary 
DEFINING: 63.7% similarity 54.5% 
the Romanian (active) To be a Romanian citizen To be a Hungarian citizen 
the Hungarian (passive) 36.8% 40.9% 

Romanian mother-tongue Hungarian mother-tongue 
41.9% 44.1% 

To feel Romanian To feel Hungarian 
31.5% 30.5% 

Similarities/ Significant similarity Partial differences 
Differences 

HUNGARIAN To be born in Romania Partial Hungarian mother-tongue 
DEFINING: 36.3% differences 75.4% 
the Romanian (passive) To be a Romanian citizen To feel Hungarian 

32.2% 51.9% 
the Hungarian (active) Romanian mother-tongue Hungarian parents 

60% 43.3% 
Romanian parents Baptized in a Hungarian 

34.2% Church 
To feel Romanian 35.5% 

34.5% 

Heterodefinition Similarities/ 
Differences 

Autodefinition 

Based on these findings, Soreanu considers that the relationship between the 
three identities - Romanian, Hungarian and Hungarian in Romania - can be repre
sented graphically in the following way: 

Illustration 1 

Romanian citizens = citizens' in-group 

Civic identity 

Ethnic Romanian 
Majority 

Ethnic out-group 

Ethnic Hungarian 
Minority 

Ethnic in-group The culturally defined 
V Hungarian nation 

Ethnic identity = 
ethnic in-group 
in broad sense 

Source: Soreanu, 2005. 
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Romanians accept Transylvanian Hungarians in the civic in-group provided 
that they do not consider themselves Hungarians (which means that they see them 
as Romanians). Since this is not the case - Transylvanian Hungarians consider 
themselves as belonging to the Hungarian nation, culturally defined -, the concept 
of the "Romanian civic nation" is void in the sense that it falls back to the ethnic 
concept of the nation according to the way in which the Romanian constitution de
fines it. 

Interpreting the findings of the same research, Irina Culic observes that while 
the self-definition of Romanians is a "mixed territorial-cultural construct", the 
self-definition of Hungarians in Transylvania is par excellence cultural?6 This 
difference in self-perception leads in her view to the following patterns of exclu
sion: 

The Romanians 'enjoy' their nation, while the Hungarians are ex
cluded from it. Or, to concieve the situation from another point of 
view, the Hungarians exclude themselves from it, by entering the 
'club' of the Hungarian nation, and enjoying its goods and services.47 

Similar results were recorded by a survey conducted in 1997 as part of broader 
comparative research focusing on the Carpathian Basin and initiated by the 
Eötvös Lóránd University of Budapest under a UNESCO program on national mi
norities. The component of the research focusing on Romania identified signifi
cant differences in the dominant identity structures of Romanians and Hungarians 
in Romania. While 75% of the Romanian respondents' opinions reflected total or 
partial agreement with the statement that for somebody to be considered Roma
nian it is necessary to be born in Romania, in the case of the Hungarians only 9% 
of the respondents agreed totally or partially with the corresponding statement: for 
somebody to be considered Hungarian it is necessary to be bom in Hungary. If the 
question referred to the relationship between citizenship and identity, 78% of the 
Romanian respondents agreed totally or partially with the statement according to 
which for somebody to be considered Romanian it is necessary to have Romanian 
citizenship, while only 18% of the Hungarian respondents took a similar stand 
with regard to the corresponding question referring to the relationship between 
Hungarian identity and Hungarian citizenship.48 

Based on the data of the research on the Carpathian Basin, Irina Culic observes 
the following: 

The dilemma of the member of a minority is an important source of 
tension. First, for the member of the minority community who has to 
choose often between the two identities, civic and national (ethnic). 
In many cases, without regard to the alternative which defines, in a 
given circumstance, the person's actions, attitudes and options, the 
result seems to be that of a zero, or even negative sum game. In most 
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of the cases in which ethnicity (identity) matters, the two alternatives 
cannot be reconciled. Second, the duality of the identity of the mem
ber of a minority is a source of tension for the members of the major
ity nation as well. The ambivalence of the member of the minority 
generates mistrust, uncertainty, suspicion. The majority expects a 
kind of loyalty which is unattainable for the minority.49 

Culic believes that the situation could perhaps be changed by providing more sub
stantive rights to the Hungarian minority. She is aware, however, that even if the 
loyalty of the Hungarian minority towards the Romanian state could probably be 
enhanced in this way, the reactions of the Romanian majority are more difficult to 
foresee: 

A different type political and civic formalization of the minority's 
situation (maximal educational rights in the language of the minority, 
cultural and territorial self-government, or other forms of civic and 
political organization) might probably change the substance of the 
minority's identity construction, though it is debatable how such a 
change could come about or how the majority would relate to the mi
nority in this situation.5 

Other variables of the previously mentioned surveys conducted in 2000-2002 
seem to offer several responses to the question posed by Culic. As far as the domi
nant views regarding the most important ethopoiitical options of Transylvanian 
Hungarians - autonomy, education in mother-tongue, Hungarian language state 
university, state subsidies for the Hungarian culture, double citizenship, assis
tance offered by the Hungarian state - are concerned, the situation, as reflected in 
the surveys, is as follows. 

To what extent do you agree that... 

Ihe Hungarian state should provide ethnic Hungarians 
in Romania with certain rights 

the Hungarians in Romania should have double, 
Romanian and Hungarian citizenship 

the countries in which Hungarians are in majority 
should have more autonomy 

the Romanian state should support cultural 
organizations of Hungarians in Romania 

the Romanian state should provide Hungarian 
children in Romania with education in Hungarian 

Chart 3 

Source: Paul - Tudorán - Chilariu, 2005. 
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It is evident from the data that while the enlisted objectives are supported by 
the large majority of the Hungarian respondents, the resistance of the Romanian 
population is considerable, especially as far as the issue of autonomy is con
cerned. 

Regarding the way in which the topic of Hungary's involvement is concerned, 
the opinions are distributed according to the diagram below. 

To what extent do you agree with the following statements concerning Hungary? 

The Hungarian invcslmcnts in Transylvania 
have political objectives 

The EU integration of Hungary is a good thing 
for Romania 

Hungary will never give up its claims 
over Transylvania 

It is normal that the Hungarian Government 
is interested in the situation of 

Transylvanian Hungarians 

M Hungária 

M Roman lai 

( 1 % 1(1% 2 0 % .1«% 41)% 511"/.. 6 0 % 7 0 % 8 0 % » » % 100 

Chart 4 

Source: Paul - Tudorán - Chilariu, 2005. 

Using the databases of the polls conducted in 2001 and 2002, Ioana Paul, 
Mirela Tudorán and Luiza Chilariu51 calculated the percentages of respondents 
characterized by ethnocentric tendencies (more positive attributes for the 
in-group), both in the case of Romanians and Hungarians. They obtained the fol
lowing stratification of the identity structures: 

The findings confirm the contact theory, since the more ethnocentric Ro
manians are non-Transylvanian, while the most ethnocentric Hungarians live in 
the Székely land. 

Using the concepts of "Romanians with balanced ethnic views" and "ethno
centric Romanians" (ETNOr) as defined above, the opinions with regard to two 
major objectives of the Hungarians are distributed according to the following two 
charts. 

If the question refers to the extent to which the spoken Hungarian language is 
being tolerated in public, the options of "balanced" and "ethnocentric" Roma
nians are distributed as follows: 
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Table 2 

Source: Paul - Tudorán - Chilariu, 2005. 

To what extent do you agree that the Romanian state should provide Hungarian 
children in Romania education in Hungarian language? 

I complete agreement Ü rather agree A rather disagree H complete disagreement ü DK/NA 

Chart 5 

Source: Paul - Tudorán Chilariu, 2005. 

Romanians Non- Transylvanian 
total Transylvanian Romanians 
(%) Romanians (%) 
(%) 

Hungarians 
total 
(%) 

Hungarians in 
Székely land 

(%) 
(%) 

Hungarians 
outside 

Székely land 

ë (equal number 35.9 31.7 43.3 46.9 42.0 51.1 
of positive 
attributes for 
in-group and 
out-group) 

ETNOr (at least 30.4 
with two more 
positive ë attributes 
for Romanians) 

33.7 21.7 2.2 2.1 2.3 

ETNOm (at least 
with two more 
positive attributes 
for Hungarians) 

4.2 4.9 2.6 21.0 24.0 18.5 

Other 29.5 29.7 32.4 29.9 32.0 28.1 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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Chart 6 

Source: Paul Tudorán Chilariu, 2005. 

To what extent do you agree with the statement: " I resent when Hungarian 
language is spoken in my presence"? 

Balanced Romanians 

I totally agree H quite agree • partly agree II totally disagree HDK/NA 

Chart 7 

Source: Paul - Tudorán - Chilariu, 2005. 

The tendencies reflected above are confirmed by subsequent polls as well. A 
survey conducted in 200352 recorded, for instance, the following opinions of Hun
garians in Romania (the distribution does not include the opinions of those re
spondents who declared themselves Hungarians): 

To what extent do you agree that the Romanian state should provide Hungarian 
children in Romania education in Hungarian language? 
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To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

The countries where Hungarians arc in majority 
should have more autonomy 

Hungarians should rather 
move to Hungary 

Hungarians will never give up their claims 
over Transylvania 

Hungarians should use only Romanian language 
in public administration 

I total agreement H partial agreement Ü partial disagreement H total disagreement IJDK/NA 

Chart 8 

Source: IPP - Gallup, 2003. 

In December 2006 a new nationally representative survey was completed and a 
research report compiled which compares the results recorded with the ones regis
tered in the previously mentioned 2002 poll.53 As far as the opinions regarding the 
role and involvement of the Hungarian state are concerned, the situation evolved 
as illustrated in the table below. 

Table 3. "In your opinion is it acceptable that the Hungarian state... " 

Agreement (%) Disagreement (%) 

2002 2006 2002 2006 

encourages Hungarian language 
education in Romania? 37.8 26 59 55 

provides Hungarians in Romania with 
Hungarian language textbooks? 42.9 34 54 30 

supports Hungarian companies that invest 
in Romania? 64.1 57.3 31 45 

strengthens its relations with political 
organizations of the Hungarians in 
Romania? 42.4 39 51 52 

offers Hungarian citizenship to 
Hungarians in Romania? 46 34 48 55 

Source: Guvernul României, 2006. 
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Concerning the relationships between the Romanian state and the Hungarian 
minority, measured with the level of acceptance by Romanian public opinion of 
the Hungarians' ethnopolitical options, the evolution was the following. 

Table 4 

Ag 
2002 

reement (%) 
2006 

Disagreement (%) 
2002 2006 

The Romanian state should provide 
education in Hungarian for Hungarian 
children. 47.2 46.2 50.2 47.4 
The Romanian state should support 
cultural organizations of Hungarians 
in Romania. 55.6 51.1 41.5 39.4 
The counties in which Hungarians are 
in the majority should have more 
autonomy. 18.6 13.8 77.8 75.5 

It is good if Hungarians in Romania 
have double, Romanian and Hungarian 
citizenship. 44.1 40.1 50.6 49.2 

Source: Guvernul României, 2006. 

The report compares the evolution of opinions regarding the quality of Roma
nian-Hungarian relations as well. In this respect the situation evolved as follows. 

From the alternatives given below which one describes best, according 
to your opinion, the Romanian-Hungarian relations? 

Conflictual relations 

Relations of cooperation 

I cannol say other 

10 20 30 40 50 60 

S 2002 «2006 

Chart 9 

Source: Guvernul României, 2006. 
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The slightly diminished level of acceptance of the involvement of the Hungar
ian state and the decrease of support for the ethnopolitical objectives of the Hun
garian minority, together with the quite significant increase in the share of the re
spondents who see the Romanian-Hungarian relations more loaded with conflict, 
is explained in the report by the reinforcement of ethnocentrism due to the in
creased visibility of the Hungarian language in public spaces (in accordance with 
the provisions of the public administration law adopted in 2001) and the renewed 
public debate centered around the autonomy claims of the Hungarian political 
elite in Transylvania.54 It is interesting to note that those respondents who appreci
ate the relations as being based on collaboration (30.8%) see as one of the major 
advantages of Romania's EU accession the legal framework of the EU which will 
curb the autonomy claims of the Hungarians' political organization (DAHR). The 
same respondents consider that the idea of autonomy is subversive and constitutes 
a political attack against the etnopolitical status-quo.55 

The Hungarian analysis of the data recorded in Transylvania during the re
search conducted in 1997 on the Carpathian Basin identified different types of 
cleavages in the Hungarian and the Romanian population in Transylvania.56 Ac
cording to Csepeli, Örkény, and Székelyi, Hungarians in Transylvania can be cat
egorized in four clusters by the fear-hope and the nationalist-assimilationist axes. 
Close to 60% of the Hungarian population belong to the category of the "wor
ried", which includes persons who do not situate themselves at large distance 
from Romanians but who have networks that do not include members of the ma
jority, and perceive a high level of conflict generated by all actors involved. A sec
ond category, the "moderate optimists", comprising 20% of the Hungarian popu
lation in Transylvania, includes persons who situate themselves at a larger dis
tance from the majority but believe that all actors are interested in reducing the 
tensions. Another 10% of the Hungarians are labeled as "nationalists" by the anal
ysis: the persons included in this cluster situate themselves at a large distance from 
the Romanians. Their social networks do not include members of the majority and 
they consider that the tensions are intensified by the Romanians and mitigated by 
Hungarians and the international organizations. The remaining 10% constitute the 
cluster of the "integrated". The persons belonging to this category have an ex
tended network of relations with Romanians, do not feel any social distance from 
the majority, and consider that the tensions are generated by Hungarians and the 
international organizations. 

As far as the dominant patterns of thinking about the Romanian-Hungarian re
lationships in the case of Romanians in Transylvania are concerned, Csepeli, 
Örkény, and Székelyi identified three clusters. The first category is labeled as the 
"distance-keepers", comprising 47% of the Romanian population. The persons 
belonging to this cluster do not define a large social distance from Hungarians, but 
they have no Hungarian networks at all, and they blame mainly the Romanians 
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and the international organizations for keeping the tensions high. The second 
cluster includes the "nationalists", who sense a large social distance from Hungar
ians. Their networks do not include members of the minority and they consider 
that the tensions arc generated by Hungarians, while Romanians and the interna
tional organizations try to alleviate the conflict. This cluster comprises 46% of the 
Romanian population in Transylvania. The last category, consisting of 7% of the 
Romanians, is labeled as the "accommodators", who do not feel large social dis
tance, their networks include many Hungarians and they believe that Hungarians 
mitigate, Romanians intensify, and international organizations mediate the 
conflict. 

The research report of the polling institute that conducted the 2006 survey con
tains further interesting data about the level of acceptance of the Hungarian lan
guage in public spaces and the ways in which the role and activity of the Hungari
ans' ethnic party (DAHR) is appreciated.57 

As far as the opinions regarding the implemented language rights are con
cerned, the situation registered by the 2006 poll is reflected in the chart below. 

Chart 10 

Source: Horváth, 2006. 

The report includes an interesting comparison of the way in which the opinions 
concerning the role and impact of the DAHR were reflected in the 2000, 2002, and 
2006 polls. The percentages in the following table reflect the opinion of the Ro
manian respondents only. 

In localities where many Hungarians live, public inscriptions should be 
also in Hungarian in/on... 
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Table 5 

From the statements below which is the one you agree with? 2000 

(%) 

2002 

(%) 

2006 
(%) 

Regardless of which party wins the elections, DAHR should 
be invited in the government. 

11.7 10.8 3.5 

DAHR can participate in the government like any other party. 34.9 30.7 39.8 

DAHR can be represented in the Parliament but should not be 
invited in the government. 

20.1 20 15.2 

DAHR should leave politics and be transformed into a cultural 
organization. 

21 20.6 13.4 

DAHR should be banned. 9.5 11 15.4 

DK/NA 2.8 6.9 12.7 

Source: Horváth, 2006 

The predominance, in 2006, of the Romanian respondent's negative opinion 
with regard to the impact of the DAHR's activity is reflected in the following set 
of data, too. 

Table 6 

To what extend do you agree...? Rather agree 

(%) 

Rather disagree 

(%) 
DAHR serves the interests of the Hungarian minority only, 
not the whole population. 

78.5 11.4 

DAHR's participation in the government does not make any 
difference. 

51.5 37.2 

DAHR's participation in the government resulted in more 
rights of the Hungarian minority than the rest of the population. 

55.5 30.2 

DAHR's participation in the government resulted in the 
deterioration of the Romanian-Hungarian relationships. 

46.7 36.1 

Through its activity, DAHR promotes the rights of all 
minorities in Romania. 

31.4 51.9 

Further interesting aspects are offered by two undertakings that focus on youn
ger generations. Research conducted in 2004 which included quantitative and 
qualitative components revealed that the intolerance identifiable at the level of 
younger generations (aged between 15-35) is due mainly to difficulties in com
munication with Hungarians, who prefer to speak in their language even in the 
presence of Romanians. Younger generations of Romanians consider that the 
Hungarian minority has too many rights (representation in Parliament, and they 
"aspire even to leading positions within the Romanian state") and that the objec
tive of the Hungarian community is "to impose a system in their own language, 
and they want to govern themselves".58 
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Qualitative research conducted in 2006 on the dominant values of Romanians 
aged between 15-25 confirms these findings. The participants in the focus-groups 
generally consider that the Hungarians in Romania have too many rights (in some 
instances, more than the Romanians). They are disturbed by the fact that the Hun
garian language is spoken in public and they firmly reject the idea of autonomy. 
Some feel that the Hungarians are "aggressive" and "they do not like the 
Romanians". More than half of the participants would not accept a Hungarian in 
the family and one third refuse to have Hungarian friends. The report mentions 
minor regional differences and considers that the members of the 20-25 year age 
group are slightly more intolerant.59 In both cases the research proves that the 
dominant way of judging Hungarians and their relationships with the Romanian 
state have been reproduced during the last 17 years. 

Though its perspective is significantly different, the overall image emerging 
from the above is reinforced also by comprehensive research coordinated by Rog
ers Brubaker focusing on the interethnic relations of Cluj, conducted between 
1995 and 2001.60 Though the patterns of "everyday ethnicity" investigated by the 
fieldwork are predominantly peaceful and only occasionally loaded with tensions, 
the price paid for the peace seems to be avoiding systematically any substantive 
debate concerning the unsettled issues of Romanian-Hungarian coexistence in 
Transylvania: various "everyday coping strategies" are deployed both by Ro
manians and Hungarians to avoid confrontation over sensitive issues or to down
play the importance of controversial aspects. 

The findings of the research mentioned here entitle us to raise the question: in 
what sense can we consider the Romanian political community to include Hun
garians in Transylvania? In order to identify possible answers to this question we 
need to explore the concept of political community. 

The Idea of Political Community 

The concept of political community is surprisingly under-theorized in political 
science. Seemingly, there aren't any comprehensive research projects targeting 
the different historical, theoretical and empirical aspects of the issue. The Hand
book of Political Science edited by Goodin and Klingeman61 does not provide any 
definition of the term, and more systematic works dedicated to the concept are 
generally lacking, in spite of the fact that the issue of "bounded communities" has 
been a concern for authors like Kant, Hegel, Marx, Carl Schmitt, Hannah Arendt 
and many others.62 A more analytical account of the concept has been offered re
cently by Elizabeth Frazer, from the perspective of communitarian political the-
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Though the concept is widely used, its significance is considered in most cases 
to be self-referential. However, if we have a closer look at the broad area of its sig
nificance we can easily see that the concept is loaded with several internal ten
sions and contradictions. Some use the term as ifit were synonymous with polity, 
and most authors see a strong relationship between the state, the society and the 
political community. There are, however, opinions according to which well orga
nized, self-governing sub-state actors also can be considered political communi
ties.64 Newly, the concept of the "European political community" has also been in 
use. 

On a different level of analysis, Frazer observes that the term and its use em
body at least four different types of ambiguities. The most common interpretation 
refers to a particular type of community, along other kinds of "partial" communi
ties, such as ethnic, local or business communities, in which what is shared is po
litical: institutions, values, etc. A second widespread account of the concept con
siders political community to be a community that is organized politically. Ac
cording to this view, the political tie is added to other, prior commonalities like 
culture, economy and shared territory. A third sense of the term refers to the belief 
that a community can be considered to be a political community if it acts politi
cally and behaves as a political actor, by defending the community's continued 
existence, protecting the members' needs and benefits, norms, institutions and 
traditions. The fourth interpretation holds that the distinctive feature of the politi
cal community is that it is constituted politically; this view reflects the recognition 
that the reasons for the disintegration of communities are usually political.65 

Frazer observes that political theory is highly ambiguous particularly as far as the 
first two connotations are concerned: while many authors consider that political 
ties are thinner and overlook other types of allegiances, the belief that a genuine 
political community needs deep forms of commitment, reciprocity, shared culture 
and meanings is at least as widespread. 

Two further aspects of the issue are of interest for Frazer: the way in which a 
political community comes into being and the level of internal conflict and diver
sity that prevents a community from disintegrating. 

As far as the first aspect is concerned, Frazer notes that political communities 
can be constituted both exogenously and endogenously. The endogenous version 
implies cases in which a "social contract" transforms an aggregate of individuals 
into a "duly constituted political association (or society, or polity - or community) 
with agreed procedures for legislation, adjudication, and administration and an 
agreed locus and distribution of sovereign power."66 However, a more "realistic" 
account of "bringing into being a political community" seems to be the following: 

.. .a political settlement is forged - by violent conquest, by the grad
ual centralization of power and the accrual of legitimacy, by the dis
possession of kings in the favour of the commons - a political com-
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munity, in the present sense, might be said to be the upshot at the 
point when individuals share allegiance to a particular set of institu
tions and procedures.67 

Frazer observes that the accrual of legitimacy presupposes "stories, actions and 
orientations which tend to confirm its [the community's] existence",68 as well as a 
group which undertakes to provide the rules and their justification. It is quite com
mon that the group which assumes this role acts in its own interest: 

The institution of politics, as has been observed, is quite consistent 
with a politically dominant class or group promulgating and promot
ing mythical justification of the social order, or arguments in favour 
of traditional patterns of government ( . . . ) - in their own interest.69 

The existence of a group that defines the political community according to its 
own interests has further consequences in Frazer's view: the exclusion of those 
who cannot accept the prevailing trend of justification for the community's exis
tence. For the sake of stability and efficiency, the discursive space of the political 
community has to be defined in such a way that the voices of the excluded cannot 
be heard. 

The rules of the political game and the rules of conduct that govern 
participation in it, has been constructed so as to benefit those who 
constructed the political sphere and continue to participate in it, and 
so as to exclude persons whose disadvantage and subordination is 
necessary (...) At the same time, the claims of the disadvantaged can
not be pressed or heard in the normal political process which is orga
nized so as to exclude certain kinds of voices, certain kinds of claims, 
and certain agenda items.70 

Though Frazer seeks to maintain the balance between the empathy required by 
proper comprehension and the unengaged critique of the communitarian views, 
she seems to reach the conclusion that the essence of the political community can 
only be grasped from the perspective of the communitarian political philosophy. 
Acknowledging the merits of what we might call the "thin" interpretation of the 
term, according to which one can speak of a political community whenever a 
group of people is politically constituted through a common subjection to the 
same governing institutions, she firmly opts for a "thicker" version of the concept, 
according to which members of the political community are "related by sharing 
not only institutions, territory, state or national symbols, a legal system, etc., but 
also values, political culture, national and political identity, a sense of allegiance, 
and so on." Echoing Rawls, author of Political Liberalism (1993), rather than that 
of A Theory of Justice (1971), she stresses at one point that "anything less than a 
reasoned agreement - grudging acceptance, for instance, indifference or the ab
sence of conviction - will mean that the polity is nothing more than a modus vi-
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vendi, and that cannot meet the needs for commitment and participation that gen
erate genuine political stability".72 

Frazer is aware, of course, that a community also involves arguments, even 
conflicts over the meaning of the shared values and goals, or the way those values 
need to keep pace with time. However she believes that in a full-fledged political 
community "what is shared will be privileged for practical purposes over dis
agreement and differences".73 

Privileging agreement on values and purposes is relatively easy in communi
ties that are not divided along ethnic, linguistic, religious lines and do not belong 
to incompatible legal traditions. In deeply divided societies however, the practical 
reasons are often less than sufficient. With respect to this challenge, Frazer ad
mits, building on Benedict Anderson and David Miller, that in the circumstances 
of diversity "political relations and state unity can only be achieved by the use of 
symbols, and rituals as symbols, which relate each to each and to the whole on the 
imaginary level". More concretely, "state institutions must deploy myths and as
sociated symbols of 'nationhood' in such a way that all citizens orient to these in 
such a way as to understand themselves as related to their fellow citizens and to 
the whole".74 

However, as Frazer herself emphasized, the mythical justification of the pre
vailing political order is usually provided by self-interested political elites, who 
prefer to deploy the instruments of exclusion, rather than more integrative ways of 
defining the state and the political community, definitions in which the different 
segments of society relate to one another and to the whole on the imaginary level. 
In addition to this internal contradiction, Frazer's account bears a second one: 
when anchoring her interpretation of the ideal political community in the sphere 
of communitarian political theory, she is obliged to assume the consequences of 
what she sees to be one of the distinctive features of political communitarianism: 

...communitarians argue that the conduct of political life must be 
congruent with the conduct of community life. That is, the culture in
hering in political institutions of the state and the locality must Fit 
with the cultural life people live in their communities - their local 
area of residence, their schools and workplaces and churches.75 

Two consequences follow from this: (1) the political community is justified in 
seeking homogeneity in order to secure the congruence between politics and cul
ture; (2) when the conduct of community life at the level of the state differs from 
that of certain local areas of residence then the latter are entitled to seek congru
ence between politics and culture by claiming the status of separate political com
munity. 

The salience of communitarianism in political thought on the nature and func
tions of political community and the exclusionary consequences of the dominant 
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interpretations of the term have been acknowledged by Andrew Linklater, too. 
Building on Hegel, he emphasizes the importance of the communities' fundamen
tal right to protect "their different ways of life", a right that stems from the "impor
tance which human beings attach to their membership in specific bounded com
munities". By exercising this right through self-determination and the principle of 
sovereignty, communities create the appropriate frameworks of freedom in accor
dance "with the unique experience and distinctive tradition of different forms of 
life".77 

Self-determination and the principle of sovereignty, however, often generate 
various forms of exclusion. Sovereignty, warns Linklater, "is exclusionary be
cause it frustrates the political aspirations of subordinate cultures".78 It also in
volves the right to closure: communal self-determination, the right of a commu
nity to determine its own affairs, cannot be considered complete if it does not in
clude the right to decide who can and who cannot enter the community. In order to 
preserve its autonomy and distinctiveness, the political community is forced to 
harden boundaries that separate insiders from outsiders. The hegemonic political 
discourses, which "set the rules of the game" in Frazer's terms, are important in
struments of the closure since they are meant to 

.. .channel human loyalties away from potentially competing sites of 
power to centralizing and monopolizing sovereign states which 
endeavoured to make national boundaries as morally unproblematic 
as possible."79 

What resulted from the practical need of political communities to protect their 
distinctiveness and particular way of organizing social life was a process through 
which "more inclusive and less expansive forms of political association failed in 
the struggle for survival".80 The form of political community that prevailed as the 
result of this evolution is one that is "too puffed up and too compressed" at the 
same time: 

.. .too puffed up, or universalistic, because the needs of those who do 
not exhibit the dominant cultural characteristics have frequently been 
disregarded; too compressed, or particularistic because the interests 
of the outsiders have typically been ignored.' 

It is not difficult to discover in Linklater's account the same tension that has 
been identified by Frazer between the "thin" and "thick" versions of the idea of 
political community. As Linklater observes, a major dilemma for communitarian 
political thought originates from this tension: the challenge to think of the sover
eign state as the only alternative to the cosmopolitan argument for enlarging the 
moral frontiers to include the whole of humankind, on the one hand, and to take is
sue with the sovereign state that deprives local communities of the right to self-de
termination, on the other. 
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Linklater believes that political communities accepted by the international le
gal order are far less "finished and complete" than neo-realism has depicted them 
to be. Many states are "incomplete", political communities are often "precarious", 
and what is needed in the current phase is an exploration of new forms of political 
community together with a "more comprehensive understanding of what it means 
to be a full member of a political community".82 

The shortcomings of the dominant conception of modern political community 
- in which sovereignty, territoriality, citizenship and one dominant ethnocultural 
community are wedded together, impoverishing, as Linklater puts it, Western po
litical imagination - can be overcome in his view through a triple transformation 
of the idea of political community: (1) by greater respect secured for cultural dif
ferences; (2) stronger commitment to the reduction of internal inequalities; (3) 
significant advancements in universality. Progress in these three directions would 
have, according to Linklater, the impact of "deepening and widening" the sense of 
the concept, as well as gradually 

...replacing unitary sovereign states with new forms of political 
community which are more hospitable to cultural difference, and 
there are equally strong arguments for granting the members of mi
nority groups the right of appeal beyond sovereign states to global le
gal institutions which give expression to the normative idea of an in
ternational society of peoples. 

In addition to the solution thus offered to the problem of those groups which 
"do not feel at home in the political community",84 the suggested triple transfor
mation has also the potential to bridge the gap between communitarian and cos
mopolitan political thought on the nature of political community: 

Far from being antithetical, communitarianism and cosmopolitanism 
provide complementary insights into the possibility of new forms of 
community and citizenship in the post-Westphalian era. They reveal 
that more complex associations of universality and difference can be 
developed by breaking the nexus between sovereignty, territoriality, 
nationality and citizenship and by promoting wider communities of 
discourse.85 

If we return now to our questions concerning the Romanian political commu
nity, Frazer's and Linklater's account entitle us to draw the following conclu
sions. If we bare in mind the "thin" interpretation of the concept, the Romanian 
political community qualifies without doubts. However, if we consider the 
"thick" version of its significance, the entirety of the Romanian citizenry falls 
short of the criteria of the ideal political community. Though territory and politi
cal institutions are common, values, political culture, national and political iden
tity, the sense of allegiance, are, as the evidence of a wide variety of polls and the 
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results of much research demonstrate, far from shared by the large majority of 
Romanians and Hungarians in Romania. Instead of a definition of the state in 
which the Romanian and Hungarian segments of the society relate to each other 
and to the whole, we see, both in the Romanian Constitutions and public dis
course, those patterns and agents of exclusion - providing justification for the po
litical order according to their own interest - which Frazer and Linklater talk 
about. As we have seen, any renegotiation of the way in which the different seg
ments of the population relate to one another and to the whole is excluded by the 
Constitution. The myths and symbols associated with Romanian "nationhood" do 
not help Hungarians in Transylvania feel related to their fellow citizens or to the 
whole of the political community either: on the contrary, they are permanently 
warned by those symbols that they are historical enemies of the Romanian people. 
What is shared seems not to be privileged for practical purposes over disagree
ment and differences, and, as a result, the Hungarians in Romania evidently do not 
feel at home in the Romanian political community. They participate in the coun
try's political life with grudging acceptance, indifference and the absence of con
viction, which means that the Romanian political community is not more, indeed, 
than a modus vivendi between the Romanian majority and the Hungarian minor
ity. The accentuated interest in autonomy, which is equal to the desire to belong to 
a separate political community within which the disadvantages can be compen
sated, seems to be a logical reaction on the part of the Hungarian minority in 
Transylvania. 

The case of the Romanian political community is evidently not singular. While 
the great majority of political communities today can be considered as such ac
cording to the "thin" interpretation of the word, they often fall short of the "thick" 
interpretation provides the criteria. Moreover, the dominant elites of the political 
communities are guided usually by the "thick" version of the concept when they 
think of themselves, while they regularly recommend to the minority nations to 
relate to the prevailing political order according to the "thin" interpretation of the 
term. 

The Role of the Romanian and Hungarian States 

The process described by Linklater as the social evolution along which "more 
inclusive and less expansive forms of political association failed in the struggle 
for survival" and the dominant conception of political community prevailed is in 
fact the historical route leading to the triumph of the nation-state. The amalgam
ation of state building practices with principles of nation building seemed to con
fer to political communities an unprecedented efficiency, as compared to previ
ously known state structures. In addition to internal efficiency, the practical ad
vantages of pursuing the congruence between states and nations proved to be eas-
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ily capitalized in international politics, too. The conviction that international poli
tics is nothing but the process of state interactions and that states are concomi
tantly actors and ultimate goals of this these exchanges, ensured a common start
ing point and solid grounds for all competing theories and paradigms aiming to 
explain the nature of international politics. The assumptions that the actors in in
ternational politics are theoretically equal and sovereign in relation to one an
other, they are not subordinated to one another or any other higher authority, and 
they have clearly marked territories and are easily identifiable as homogeneous 
units of organizing social and political life all represent further dimensions of the 
international consensus that offered a solid basis for the prevalence of the na
tion-state logic. 

Romania, as we have seen, performed quite well as a nationalizing state. In ad
dition to the Kulturkampf carried out during the two world wars and the homoge
nizing achievements of the communist regimes, the post-1989 political system of 
the country managed to strike the appropriate balance between minority protec
tion and resistance to any claims submitted by minorities which could undermine, 
at least in the long run, the unitary character of the Romanian nation-state as en
shrined in the Constitution. While the language-rights that were provided (in edu
cation, local public administration and to a limited extent in courts), the parlia
mentary representation of 19 "small" minorities,86 and the presence of the DAHR 
in the government and other subordinated state institutions made the situation of 
Romania fairly comfortable in cases of international scrutiny targeting the coun
try's minority regime, the tough resistance posed by the Romanian authorities to 
all claims for autonomy, the acceptance of Hungarian as an official language of 
state, the (re)establishment of the Hungarian language state university, and the 
amendment of the Constitution to acknowledge Romania as a multinational state 
did not lead to any serious concern, at least so far, on behalf of any influential in
ternational organization - in spite of considerable efforts of representatives of the 
Hungarian minority. State institutions, together with various political actors, are 
efficient as well in keeping the necessary level of mobilization within Romanian 
public opinion against political targets of the Hungarian minority which could 
pose a threat to the Romanian nation-state. 

The treatment that Hungarians in Transylvania get from the mother country is 
heavily loaded, as well, with the logic of the nation-state. The authorities of the 
Hungarian state maintain a high level of involvement in the life of the Hungarian 
minority, seeking ways of legalizing its relationship with members of the Hungar
ian community in Romania, considered, as we have seen, members of the Hungar
ian nation defined in cultural and linguistic terms. This involvement contributes 
with no doubt to the enhancement of the cultural and linguistic reproduction of the 
Hungarian minority in Romania, but significantly impairs the chances of finding 
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effective ways of integrating the Hungarian minority into the Romanian political 
community. 

According to Article 6.3 of the Constitution, the Hungarian state "feels respon
sible" for its co-nationals who live outside the borders as citizens of neighboring 
countries, and this sense of responsibility has generated during the post-1989 era a 
number of initiatives, both on behalf of state agencies and various political or 
civic actors. The most spectacular elements of these initiatives were the extended 
system of financial aid provided by the Hungarian state from public funds to 
members of the Hungarian minorities in neighboring countries; the establishment, 
in 2000, of the Sapientia University in Transylvania, funded exclusively by the 
Hungarian state (meant to provide a substitute for the Hungarian language state 
university, the reestablishment of which is strongly resisted by the Romanian au
thorities); the adoption, in 2001, of the Status Law by the Hungarian Parliament 
(on the basis of which "identity cards" were issued by Hungarian state authorities 
to members of the Hungarian communities in neighboring countries, the carriers 
of the IDs being entitled to certain state subsidies);87 and the initiative to grant 
Hungarian citizenship to members of the Hungarian communities abroad, which 
was finally abandoned after the unfavorable outcome of a referendum organized 
in 2004. 

Though some of those initiatives seem bold post-Westphalian political projects 
meant to challenge the prevailing concept of political community and trying to 
surmount the unity of territory, sovereignty and citizenship, their impact was in 
fact seriously marked by the logic of the nation state: they delivered the message 
to members of the Hungarian communities abroad that the improvement in their 
situation rests in the hands of Hungary exclusively through unilateral initiatives, 
implemented in spite of the opposition of the neighboring state. The tacit assump
tion according to which the interest of all Hungarians lies in seeking peaceful re
unification of the cultural nation across borders, without changing the status-quo, 
became openly assumed after Hungary's and Slovakia's accession to the Euro
pean Union in 2004, when the frameworks of the European political community 
seemed to offer a perspective within reach for Hungarians in Transylvania, too. In 
addition to the above, Hungary openly supports the claims for autonomy and the 
project of a Hungarian language state university in Romania, without having any 
leverage in pushing those objectives closer to fulfillment. 

As far as the role of the two states are concerned, we can conclude that they 
keep the Hungarian community in Transylvania in the cross-fire of two competing 
nation-states, rendering the integration-conundrum even more complicated: the 
higher the involvement of the Hungarian state, the more accentuated the resis
tance of its Romanian counterpart. 
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Conclusion 

Based on the above, we can return now to the questions formulated at the out
set. We have seen in the previous chapters that the various political projects of the 
Hungarians in Transylvania seeking integration on their own terms into the Ro
manian state have all failed since 1920. We have seen considerable evidence of 
conflicting identity structures and competing ethnopolitical strategies that divide 
the Romanian political community along ethnic fault-lines, and we have taken 
note of survey results that show a negative trend of the indicators of mutual toler
ance. Guided by normative considerations, we explored the relationship of Hun
garians in Transylvania to the Romanian political community and reached the 
conclusion that this relationship is precarious. Finally, a brief assessment of the 
role of the two states was presented, revealing that the level of interference of the 
two states is quite high and that this thwarts the chances of more pervasive 
patterns of mutual acceptance. 

Drawing the line, we can conclude that George W. White's hypothesis con
cerning the construction of something particularly Transylvanian, with the joint 
efforts of Romanians and Hungarians in the region, seems quite unlikely. 
Romanians do not seem ready to accept that the definition of the Romanian politi
cal community could include anything related to Hungarians, and the Hungarians 
in Transylvania are evidently unwilling to cooperate at the cost of giving up their 
Hungarianness. Transylvanianism, the ideology which could lay the ground for 
the type of cooperation and political innovation White considers plausible, re
mained, as we have seen, isolated in time and in the minds of a few visionary 
thinkers of the Hungarian elite in interwar Transylvania. The promising attempt to 
reinvent Transylvanianism in more appropriate terms and conditions, launched in 
2000 by the Provincia-group, remained, as we have seen, a short-lived endeavor 
with no impact at all on the region's dominant identity structures. 

What would be necessary to trigger change that could make White's vision 
concerning the potential of the region more plausible? 

An initial theoretical option would be the "self-revision" advocated by Makkai 
in 1931, which would translate in contemporary terms into a thorough reconsider
ation of the identity structures and etnopolitical options prevailing today in Hun
garian public opinion in Transylvania. Such a reconsideration, should it prove 
possible, could allow perhaps a gradual demobilization of the Romanian majority 
with regard to the "dangers" posed by the Hungarian minority to the Romanian 
nation-state, and the salient differences between the Hungarian and Romanian 
components of public opinion in Transylvania could gradually disappear. Once 
the mental structures of mutual mistrust are deconstructed, the Romanian state 
could accept some of the main ethnopolitical targets of the Hungarian minority, 
which could enhance the loyalty of the members of the Hungarian community to-
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wards the Romanian state. A more harmonious integration of the Hungarian mi
nority into the Romanian political community could be the grounds on which 
"something Transylvanian", as White puts it, could emerge in the territory. 

The second theoretical option would be the triple transformation of the Roma
nian political community, according to Linklater's recommendations. If the Ro
manian political community could become "more hospitable to cultural differ
ence" and could accept "wider communities of discourse", the Hungarians in 
Transylvania could have a say in defining the Romanian political community, 
could see themselves reflected in the symbols of the state and gradually would 
start to "feel at home" within the Romanian political community. 

The first option would require the Hungarians to take the initiative, the second 
would depend on the stance taken by the Romanian political elite. Since neither of 
the two parties seems convinced of the advantages that might follow, these two 
options seem equally implausible. 

A third possibility could be that if everything remains as it is, history could of
fer the solution on the medium and long run. The demographical forecasts, as we 
have seen, foretell a rapid shrinking of the Hungarian population in Transylvania. 
The population loss can be further amplified by the push-and-pull effect exercised 
by the behavior of the two states. Romania, being firmly reluctant to accept the 
main ethnopolitical objectives of the Hungarian community, generates a sense of 
community failure in the younger generations of Hungarians in Transylvania, 
who could decide to leave and seek new forms of belonging in Hungary or else
where. This trend could be amplified by the policies of the Hungarian state, facing 
itself a serious demographic deficit. It has been quite common in past years that 
increasing numbers of Hungarian institutions recruited members of a properly ed
ucated, Hungarian speaking work force from neighboring countries, especially in 
fields left behind by Hungarian citizens who moved to western countries seeking 
better paying jobs. It has also been observed that educational institutions, middle 
and high schools in Hungary, risking closure due to the decrease in the number of 
children, recruit Hungarian students from outside Hungary. The graduates of sev
eral university departments in Transylvania in which education is provided in 
Hungarian enter the Hungarian labor market, their return to Transylvania often 
being improbable. Judging from the mere statist perspective, it can be observed 
that the interests of Romania and Hungary seem to coincide for the first time since 
1920: the massive, though gradual transfer of the Hungarian population in 
Transylvania to Hungary seems to be in the interests of both states anchored in the 
logic of the nation-state, in spite of contradictory public statements on one side or 
the other. 

Finally, an alternative solution could be offered by the European Union. The 
dynamics unleashed by the various aspects of European integration, though the 
success cannot yet be taken for granted, may easily foster the reconsideration of 
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identity structures and ethnopolitical strategies which, for the time being, does not 
seem to be in the interest of either Romanians, or Hungarians, both in Hungary 
and in Transylvania. The evaluation of the chances for such a development would 
require a separate investigation. 
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