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Rumanian Socialists and the Nationality Problem
in Hungary, 1903-18

The history of the Rumanian socialists of Hungary in the decade before the
outbreak of the First World War and during the final crisis of the Dual
Monarchy in 1918 offers a striking illustration of the importance of national
feeling in socialist and working-class movements of peoples who had not
yet achieved their national-political emancipation and who were still over-
whelmingly agrarian. In seeking support, Rumanian socialists had to com-
pete with the middle-class Rumanian National Party, which was well estab-
lished as a staunch defender of Rumanian rights against the aggressive
nationality policies of the Hungarian government, and the church, which
maintained a strong hold over a devout and traditional peasantry. They were
hampered also by having only a modest constituency of their own. Not only
was the Rumanian working class small, but in those places where Rumanian
factory workers had congregated in significant numbers—Budapest, Arad,
Timigoara—they were swallowed up in the greater masses of Magyar and
German workers.and were in danger of losing their national identity. They
provided only a fragile base for an independent socialist party. Until the
First World War, Rumanian socialists developed their activities under the
aegis of the Social Democratic Party of Hungary (MSZDP). In time, they
found ideological and financial subordination to the MSZDP to be a serious
handicap in efforts to recruit new members. At a time of growing national
tension, they were hard put to explain how a party dominated by Magyars,
even socialists, could benefit Rumanians. Yet, in spite of their protestations
of socialist internationalism and their open disdain for nationalistic impulses,
they could not ignore nationality. Indeed, the idea of nationality lent their
movement a distinctiveness that set it apart from the other socialist move-
ments of Hungary and, in the end, gave it its reason for being.

Before 1900 there was no organized Rumanian working-class movement
in Hungary. In the 1880s and 1890s growing numbers of Rumanians began
to migrate from the village to the city to seek work and some relief from
overpopulation and harsh economic conditions. By the end of the century, this
group had become numerous enough to attract the attention of the MSZDP,
which had been founded in 1890 and whose leaders were at this time eager to
increase its membership among non-Magyar workers. At general congresses
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in 1899 and 1900, the MSZDP discussed the establishment of a Rumanian
“organizing committee” to manage the planned propaganda effort and take
responsibility for editing a Rumanian-language newspaper.

The party had good reason to concern itself with Rumanian and other
non-Magyar workers, for together they composed a significant percentage of
the total industrial work force. According to the census of 1900, approxi-
mately 43 percent of industrial workers gave a language other than Magyar
as their mother tongue. By 1910 that figure had declined to 37 percent, but in
a number of industries, non-Magyar workers continued to form either a
majority or a significant minority. The party’s interest in Rumanian workers
culminated in its sponsorship of Adewvirul, the official organ of Rumanian
socialists from 1903 until 1919.' The party also took the initiative in forming
a Rumanian coordinating committee which, in the fall of 1903, issued an
appeal to the Rumanian workers of Budapest to organize themselves under
the protection of the MSZDP. Citing unbearable economic and political condi-
tions in Transylvania, the party insisted that Rumanian workers had no
choice but to organize if they ever hoped to gain political rights and economic
freedom.?

The Rumanian section of the MSZDP, as it was known officially for most
of its existence, came into being slowly and painfully. On November 1, 1903,
after repeated urgings, a small number of workers finally met and established
a “Club of Rumanian Workers of Budapest.”® It did not flourish, and for
the next two years organizational responsibilities devolved upon the editors
of Adevirul. Rumanian socialists remained a group largely without form or
direction.

Hoping to rally additional support for the party’s campaign on behalf
of universal suffrage and other political and economic demands (undertaken
at this time in order to profit from the confusion caused by a severe constitu-

1. During its existence Adevdrul was published weekly, semi-weekly, and monthly,
depending upon the financial condition of the section and the generosity of the parent
party. Between 1907 and 1912 Adevdrul and Glasul Poporului were published in alternate
weeks to avoid the legal requirements for a substantial cash deposit guaranteeing ob-
servance of the press laws. Adevdrul and Glasul Poporulus were, in fact, the same news-
paper appearing weekly under two different titles.

Newspapers are the most important source of information about the activities and
ideas of Rumanian socialists. The archive of the Rumanian section, if it ever existed,
has not been discovered; nor have the personal papers of its leaders come to light. There
are scattered pieces in the Archive of the Institute for the History of the Party in
Budapest, but, to my knowledge, similar materials are not to be found in the Institute
for Social and Political Studies in Bucharest.

2. Magyar Szocidlista Munkaspart (henceforth, MSZMP), Parttorténeti Intézet
Archivuma (henceforth, PI Archivuma), Budapest. Répiratgyiijtemény, 1.1/1903/4205:
“Foihivas Budapest roman ajku munkasaihoz.

3. Adevdrul, November 8, 1903,
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tional crisis), the MSZDP again took the initiative by convoking a congress
of Rumanian socialists at Lugoj in the Banat for December 25-26, 1905.
This was the period of the party’s greatest interest in the Rumanians and
other non-Magyars.* In order to spur the recruitment of new members, an
organization was set up for the Rumanians similar to those already formed by
Germans, Slovaks, and Serbs, but the party had no intention of encouraging
separatism and kept the Rumanian section under close supervision. The first
Rumanian socialist congress was well attended with seventy-eight delegates
from forty communities, but the new organization showed little cohesion.
Nothing had been done to recruit new members or disseminate propaganda,
a disappointing state of affairs which evoked complaints from the parent
party about the “large sums” it had spent on the Rumanians for naught.®

In the next decade the Rumanian section gradually expanded its network
of local branches in Transylvania, Activity was especially brisk in the spring
of 1910 because the section hoped to make a respectable showing in the June
parliamentary elections. Aurel Cristea, a typesetter by trade and the editor of
Adevirul, led the campaign, speaking in city after city and participating
directly in the founding of branches in Sibiu and Orastie.® Cristea and a few
colleagues also took steps to coordinate activities of the new branches, some
twelve in number, with the older ones (especially the Budapest organization)
by creating the National Rumanian Committee of Hungary,” a name later
changed to Rumanian Central Committee in order to emphasize the fact that
theirs was an independent movement.® As we shall see, such a claim was
largely illusory.

Throughout its existence the Rumanian section remained small and its
influence on events slight. The MSZDP leadership was partly to blame for this
unhappy condition because of its neglect of non-Magyar socialist movements
after the initial period of enthusiasm. The dominance of Magyars and
Germans over local party affairs in Transylvania and the Banat, where
Rumanian industrial workers were most numerous, also discouraged the
recruitment of new members. Propaganda and other activities were carried
on in German or Magyar, and at regional party conferences Germans and
Magyars were the main speakers and conducted the meetings to suit their
own interests. Although a few speeches were usually given in Rumanian, and
questions were raised about the nationality problem and financial support

4, Janos Kende, A4 Magyarorssdgi Ssocidldemokrata Pdrt nemseliségi politikdja
1903-1919 (Budapest, 1973), pp. 15-31.

5. A magyarorssigi ssocialisstikus munkdsmosgalom (henceforth, MSZMM) az
1905. évben (Budapest, 1906), pp. 367-68.

6. Adevdarul, May 15, 1910.

7. Ibid., August 15, 1910.

8. Kende, MSZDP nemsetiségi politikéja, p. 72.
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of Adevdrul, Rumanian delegates obtained little more than a perfunctory
hearing for their ideas. Often local party organizations were uninformed about
Rumanian socialist affairs. In 1911, for example, the secretary of the powerful
Transylvanian party committee did not know where or how often Glasul
Poporului was published.?

There were also more direct causes for the Rumanian socialists’ frustra-
tion. They had, first of all, to confront local government authorities, who
were generally hostile to socialist activities of any kind. Statistics clearly
reveal the extent of official harassment. For example, in 1913, throughout
Hungary, local authorities forbade twenty-four of fifty-two planned meetings
of the section.!® The press also had its problems. Adevdrul, especially in its
early years, suffered from the heavy hand of the censor. Within six months of
its founding, issues had been confiscated four times and its editors subjected
to five court tests of various violations of the press laws. Some issues con-
tained large blank spaces where offending material had been removed, and on
one occasion, February 14, 1904, almost half the issue was “white.”

Rumanian socialists also had to overcome ethnic bias. Local authorities,
ever vigilant at the slightest hint of nationalism among the non-Magyars,
occasionally interfered with the socialists’ work on what appear to have been
national grounds. For example, in Arad in January 1908, Rumanian socialists
requested permission from the police to hold a public lecture in a city street
on the themes: “socialism and nationalism” and “nationalism and proletarian-
ism,” both forming part of a series they described as “scientific lectures.”
The police gave their approval, but specified that the meeting be held in one
of the rooms of the city hall, that only Hungarian citizens be present, that the
lectures be given in Magyar, and that no subjects other than those announced
be treated.’! Rumanians were by no means the sole objects of official harass-
ment: German, Slovak, and Serb socialists were accorded similar treatment,
and their newspapers were often as “white” as Adevdrul.

Penury plagued the section throughout its existence. Complaints were
registered at every congress about the failure of the membership to pay its dues
or to support the “agitational fund,” started in 1910. Appeals for money,
printed in issue after issue of Adevdrul, fell on deaf ears. The chief source of
income was the MSZDP. In 1913, the MSZDP provided a subvention which
amounted to 1,961 crowns out of the section’s total annual income of 2,594
crowns. Most of this sum, 1,899 crowns, went for salaries for the editors of

9. MSZMP, PI Aschivuma: 658 fond. 6/78 o.e. MSZDP Erdélyrészi Titkarsaga
to central party headquarters, Kolozsvar, October 30, 1911.

10. Adevdrul, October 13, 1913.

11. MSZMP, PI Archivuma: Microfilm Collection, F 716/1.
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Adevirul and various administrative needs, leaving very little for organiza-
tional and propaganda work.!®

The leaders of the section continually had to do battle against the indif-
ference of the membership. In 1906 Adevdrul complained that Rumanian
workers had not yet been awakened by the “trumpets of social democracy,”
which had long since stirred all the other peoples of Hungary.!® At the
Rumanian socialist congresses of 1908 and 1909, delegates criticized them-
selves and the workers for political apathy and failure to join trade unions,
even in such a self-conscious socialist environment as the railroad car factory
in Arad, where the more than one hundred Rumanian workers were still un-
organized.'* The situation seems to have been no better in 1912. Rumanian
socialist organizations did little to involve Rumanian workers in meetings and
demonstrations organized by the MSZDP, or to undertake significant propa-
ganda work of their own on the great political and social issues of the day.®

The degree of worker apathy may have been exaggerated. In some
places, notably Budapest, there seems to have been an active group of workers
which, in 1907, was meeting regularly on Sundays to discuss working condi-
tions and political questions, helping to maintain cohesion among Rumanians
in this large, cosmopolitan city.?¢ But this group, which included white-collar
workers, was exceptional and seems to have had no direct link to the Rumanian
socialist section. Elsewhere, in numerous cities in Transylvania, Rumanian
artisans and workers had long since demonstrated an awakened self-con-
sciousness by joining labor unions, but not socialist ones. Rather, they had
been organized into “reunions,” like the Reunion of Rumanian Artisans of
Sibiu, which were patronized by the Rumanian Orthodox church and the
Rumanian National Party. Roundly denounced by the socialists as “clerical”
and “chauvinistic,” the reunions, nonetheless, gave the socialists stiff com-
petition for recruits.!?

Whatever the cause, a strong socialist workers’ movement did not de-
velop. A few months before the outbreak of the First World War, that is,
almost eleven years after the section’s founding, Iosif Jumanca, one of its
leaders, expressed the feelings of many of his colleagues about the weakness
of their movement and their own failures when he admitted publicly that
they did not have an organized working class behind them. He thought that

12, Adevdarul, October 24, 1913.

13. Ibid., January 1, 1906.

14. Ibid., January 16, 1909; MSZMP, PI Archivuma, F 716/1.

15. Adevarul, March 15, 1912.

16. MSZMP, PI Archivuma, Microfilm Collection, F 716/2: Report of a detective,
Aopril 1, 1907.

17. Adevdrul, August 15, 1910; November 7, 1913,
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it would come only when they had acquired adequate material resources and
a “suitable [territorial] base” from which to operate.!8

The ideology professed by the more articulate Rumanian socialists was a
simplified form of Marxism liberally sprinkled with the ideas of Ferdinand
Lassalle, Christian socialism of the sort preached by Lamennais in Les
paroles d’un croyant in the first half of the nineteenth century, trade-union-
ism, and agrarian socialism. In assessing the eclecticism and lack of origi-
nality of the ideology, we must keep in mind that, with very few exceptions,
the leaders of the Rumanian section were workers, not intellectuals. As a
result, inconsistencies abound in their public statements, but several continuing
strands of thought are, nonetheless, discernible. Like their Magyar mentors,
Rumanian socialists generally agreed that the capitalist system was to blame
for the misery and oppression of the workers,!? that it was “putrid,” and that
it had to be replaced by a world in which there would no longer be rich and
poor, master and servant, but one in which everyone would enjoy the fruits
of his own labor.?® They were encouraged by the “scientific character” of
Marxian doctrine to believe that capitalist society would give way auto-
matically to socialism through the operation of fixed historical laws. They
recognized the transfer of property rights over the means of production from
the ruling classes to the exploited as the essential law of social development.*!
Their acceptance of these “elemental facts” seems to have bred an optimism
that could withstand even their own failures and the slow progress of social-
ism generally in Hungary. Ioan Cretu, perhaps the section’s most active
theorist, was confident that existing society was heading rapidly toward
socialism,?? and Iosif Jumanca was persuaded that all mankind was evolving
toward “something better,”’23

Rumanian socialists regarded their own role in the historical process as one
of organizing workers into socialist-led labor unions and leading the struggle
to achieve immediate political and economic goals. It did not occur to them to
wait for a sizeable Rumanian proletariat to be created and exploited by indus-
try before setting about these tasks. As Tiron Albani, one of the few genuine
theorists their movement possessed, put it: if the Rumanians were not yet fully
exploited by industrial capital, then landlords, banks, and bureaucrats were
more than making up for this deficiency.?

18. Ibid., April 19, 1914,

19. Ibid., October 25, 1903; March 10, 1907.

20. Ioan Cretu, “Lumea muncitoare,” Adevdrul, March 1, 1906.

21. Ioan Cretu, “Proprietatea colectivd,” Adevdrul, February 1, 1906.
22. Adevdrul, November 28, 1913.

23. Ibid., June 21, 1914,

24. 1Ibid., August 8, 1913.
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Undoubtedly, the image of the poor peasant was uppermost in Albani’s
mind. From the very beginning, he and his colleagues had recognized the
enormous potential which the peasant masses, holding little or no land, repre-
sented for the movement. Between 1903 and 1910 they devoted a large part
of their meager resources and considerable space in Adevdrul and Glasul
Poporului to the peasant’s problems in an effort to recruit him into the ranks
of social democracy. In the absence of a substantial urban working class, they
thought that the “rural proletariat” would give them the strength to become
an important force within the MSZDP. They tried to persuade the peasant
that his condition would not improve as long as he provided the labor and
others owned the land, and they urged him to join with his neighbors “under
the red banner of international social democracy.” Following the lead of the
MSZDP, the delegates to the first Rumanian socialist congress in 1905 de-
cided to organize groups of agricultural laborers in every commune to serve
as permarnent representatives of the party. The tasks of these representatives
were to be largely educational, since the leaders of the section thought that
ignorance had made the exploitation of the peasant possible. But they were
also to impress upon the peasants the importance of the cooperative movement
as a means of acquiring land and raising living standards.?®

The Rumanian socialists’ efforts among the peasantry, even the landless,
came to little more than token support in a few communes. The reasons are
clear: .there were tov few propagandists and too little money; the peasant
hungered for land and suspected socialists of wanting some form of collective
property (“communism’), instead; the peasant was generally religious; the
MSZDP showed little interest in organizing the non-Magyar peasantry; and
the church and the National Party preserved an overwhelming influence
among the peasantry. Partly as a result of failure to organize the peasants,
the section, after 1910, turned its efforts primarily to the factory worker and
the artisan,

In spite of the vehemence with which its press continually attacked the
prevailing political and economic system in Hungary, the section’s program,
like the parent party’s, was remarkably unrevolutionary. Under the impetus
of the parent party, the Rumanian section demanded a democratic political
system responsive to the will of the people, freedom of speech and the press,
the right to organize, and social justice for the urban worker, including
better pay and shorter hours, the improvement of health and safety conditions
in factories and mines, and limitations on the labor of women and children.
The section also opposed compulsory military service on the grounds that
an army was a burden for the workingman alone to bear and served only the
interests of the capitalist.

25. MSZMP, PI Archivuma, Microfilm Collection, F 716/1.
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Again like their mentors, Rumanian socialists eschewed violence as an
instrument of social change ; they did not call for the overthrow of the existing
political system by force either in 1903 or 1914. The methods of struggle
they advocated were peaceful, consisting mainly of the ballot and education.
The cornerstone of their platform was universal suffrage, which alone, they
claimed, would enable the worker and the poor peasant to express their will
and put an end to the “black misery” into which the landlord and capitalist
had submerged them.2® Their purpose was not to overthrow the parliamentary
system in Hungary, but to gain a place for themselves and the working class,
and they were confident that they could transform the constitution and the
legislature into instruments of social progress if everyone over twenty re-
ceived the vote.2” To achieve their goal they ran candidates under the banner
of the MSZDP in predominantly Rumanian districts in the parliamentary
elections of 1905 and 1910. Although they must have had little hope of suc-
cess against government candidates or those of the National Party—indeed,
they elected no one—they pitched into the campaign of 1910 with great zeal.
They regarded it as an opportunity to raise the self-consciousness of Ru-
manian workers, and it is no coincidence that the organization of new local
branches of the section proceeded with unaccustomed vigor during this period.

The section considered a well-informed working class the indispensable
foundation for both a strong socialist party and an effective parliamentary sys-
tem. To provide the great numbers of illiterate workers with at least the essen-
tials of reading and writing, they initiated a broad program of popular educa-
tion. The section became, in the words of Tiron Albani, a school for adults.
They established reading rooms, sponsored evening classes, disseminated
socialist literature written in simple language, organized street meetings, and
held numerous public lectures on a variety of themes. Iosif Jumanca was espe-
cially active as a lecturer and drew considerable praise from one of his
Magyar colleagues for his insight into the basic teachings of socialism, his
careful study of Marx’s economic doctrines, and his effective style of presenta-
tion.28 The party newspapers were also pressed into service. Editorials and
news items dealt with a whole range of subjects from the evils of alcoholism
to the materialist conception of history.

In the course of their struggles, Rumanian socialists had to confront an
idea which had struck deep roots in the popular consciousness and had per-
meated every facet of Rumanian political, cultural, and spiritual life—modern
nationalism. As socialists, they denounced it as an “insidious disease” which

26. Adevirul, March 15, 1912,

27. 1Ibid., August 30, 1903; February 1, 1905.

28. MSZMP, PI Archivuma: 659 fond. 1913/2 6.e. Letter to Jézsef Eszterfi, June
17, 1913.
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divided the working class into hostile factions, thereby enabling the landlord
and capitalist classes to perpetuate their grip upon society. They equated
nationalism with all that was worst in contemporary Hungary. Yet, para-
doxically, the idea of nationality and the national struggle in Hungary gave
their movement its distinctive character and persuaded them that if socialism
was to prosper among the Rumanians, it must have an ethnic basis.

Rumanian socialists spoke of their people as an “oppressed class” and
frequently complained of a “double yoke’-—social and national. As time
passed, they became convinced that the Hungarian government had singled
out the Rumanians for special discrimination. When, in 1906, the government
published statistics on the state of agriculture showing Rumanian-inhabited
areas to be among the most depressed, Adevarul called the situation “natural,”
since no one in authority bothered about the fate of “helots.”?® Rumanian
socialists openly ridiculed statements by Laszlé Lukécs, the prime minister in
1912-13, and his successor, Istvan Tisza, that all the nationalities of Hungary
were treated the same, citing numerous examples that proved just the oppo-
site. The electoral reform bill proposed by the government in 1913 struck them
as a particularly glaring example of discrimination in that it failed to offer
the non-Magyar nationalities a role in political life commensurate with their
numbers. They could discern no inclination on the part of the Hungarian
ruling parties to abandon policies of half a century because the classes these
parties represented feared the nationalities—the Rumanians of Transylvania,
in particular—and were determined to stifle their social and economic ad-
vancement.?°

Yet it was evident to many Rumanian socialists that the dangers threat-
ening their movement did not emanate solely from outside. Jumanca and
some of his colleagues were deeply disturbed by their own alienation from
the mass of their people. They recalled how they, as young artisans, had
left the countryside and the smaller towns to settle in Budapest or other
industrial cities, learning a new language and different customs and gradu-
ally being assimilated by a foreign culture. To be sure, they acquired a social-
ist culture in the trade unions, but it was one that corresponded to the condi-
tions and needs of Magyars rather than Rumanians. As a result, the Rumanian
socialist leaders found it increasingly difficult to maintain links with the Ru-
manian worker outside the few great industrial centers, and could foresee the
time when all contact would cease and they would be unable to continue to
work for enlightenment where it was needed most. They readily acknowledged
that socialism was, and should be, international, since its goal was to free the
working class of the world regardless of national boundaries. They were now

29. Adevdrul, June 3, 1906.
30. Ibid,, January 24, 1913.
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convinced, however, that every people had to adapt its methods of organization
and struggle to fit unique circumstances.®!

Opinion on the question was far from unanimous. Another group within
the Rumanian section saw the nationality problem in a quite different light.
They were afraid that too much emphasis on national differences within the
socialist movement would merely fragment it and, in the end, lead to the
isolation of the Rumanian worker. They believed that he could improve his
standard of living and develop intellectually only in close union with his
Magyar, German, and Slav brothers. They accused their colleagues in “Tran-
sylvania proper,” who demanded a purely Rumanian organization, of violating
the principles of international socialism and poisoning the work of true
socialists. As they saw it, their task was to draw the Rumanian worker and
peasant out of the narrow cultural environment of his small town or village
into the broader society of his fellow workers of other nationalities; only in
this way could he develop a true proletarian consciousness that would free
him from the constraining influences of his own hourgeoisie and the church.
Consequently, they urged every Rumanian worker to join a labor union and
participate fully in its activities, even though, as was likely, he might find
himself in the minority and unable to understand the language. Yet, they did
not propose that he give up his own language and culture. They recom-
mended the formation of “Rumanian cultural groups,” whose function it
would be to organize lectures and other cultural events in Rumanian and in
this way draw even the most reluctant workers into the union.32

In spite of these differences, all Rumanian socialists were united in de-
manding equality for the nationalities of Hungary and denouncing those forms
of nationalism that promoted the interests of the ruling classes at the ex-
pense of workers and peasants. They judged the policies of the Hungarian
government severely, taking its handling of the delicate language question
as a prime example of persecution. Their comments on successive Magyar
language laws also chronicle the evolution of their thinking on the nationality
problem in general. Their criticism of government efforts to extend the study
and use of Magyar in Rumanian church schools, almost the only national
educational institutions the Rumanians possessed, had none of the fervor dis-
played by the leaders of the Rumanian National Party. They indeed rejected
the idea that children should study only Magyar in school, but they urged
Rumanians to learn the language of the state as a useful tool. The real
question, as they saw it, was not language at all, but more and better schools
and compulsory free education for everyone.®® They took a stronger stand

31. Ibid., March 22 and April 19, 1914,
32. Ibid., August 29, 1913.
33. Ibid., April 17, June 5, and June 12, 1904.
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after the passage in June 1907 of the so-called Apponyi Law, which brought
the church schools of the nationalities under greater state control and ex-
panded the use of Magyar as the language of instruction. They branded it
as Magyarization pure and simple, but they showed no sympathy for the
Rumanian Orthodox and Uniate churches, claiming that they were chiefly
concerned about a loss of influence as the parish school was weakened. The
perniciousness of both “Magyar chauvinism” and “Rumanian clericalism”
struck the socialists as self-evident.*

The language question became increasingly important to Rumanian
socialists as they moved closer to the creation of an autonomous organization.
In January 1914, Toan Cretu promised Rumanian workers and peasants that
the section would fight to obtain educational rights for Rumanians equal to
those of Magyars. He advocated “absolute cultural liberty,” by which he
meant that Rumanian would be the only language taught in Rumanian village
schools and that it would also serve as the language of administration and
justice in compact Rumanian areas.3® A few months later Jumanca decried
compulsory study of Magyar in the beginning classes of the primary school as
“barbarism.” He did not object to the study of Magyar itself, but he insisted
that young children could make intellectual progress only in their own lan-
guages. He attributed the high rate of illiteracy and “cultural stagnation”
among Rumanians to Magyarization policies and demanded that interference
with Rumanian schools cease.3¢

However great their defense of national rights may have been, Rumanian
socialists warned their people not to expect a solution to the nationality
problem from either Magyar political leaders or Rumanian nationalists. They
pointed out that there was no essential difference between the two: both were
hourgeois and relied on political chicanery and economic exploitation to
maintain their wealth and power. Under these circumstances, then, the Mag-
yar worker fared no better than the Rumanian, and only the triumph of
socialism could bring about a just and lasting solution to the nationality
problem in Hungary. They were convinced that the liberty of whole peoples
depended in the first instance upon the economic freedom of individuals, and
they rejected the idea that nationalists could ever provide an economic base
for freedom because they were essentially bourgeois. Class struggle, which
aligned all workers, regardless of nationality, on one side, and all capitalists
on the other, was the only way to achieve it.

Rumanian socialists naturally looked to the MSZDP to lead the class
struggle of the united proletariat of Hungary, and in the first few years of

34, Ibid., September 18, 1909.
35. Ibid.,, January 7, 1914,
36. Ibid., June 21, 1914.
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the section’s existence a fairly harmonious relationship seems to have pre-
vailed. Their cooperation was in large part attributable to the early interest
the party took in the activities of the nationality sections and to its support
of the principle of national equality. The party program of 1903 demanded
full equality before the law for all the nations of Hungary3” and during the
widespread protest movements of 1903-4 among the non-Magyar peasantry,
party leaders undertook a vigorous campaign to recruit non-Magyar mem-
bers.?® As we have seen, the Rumanian section was founded and Adewvdrul
began publication during this period, and various provincial party organiza-
tions, notably the Transylvanian Regional and Arad County committees,
recommended a more determined effort to win the “nationality workers”
away from their respective bourgeois parties.3’ At the party congress in
1904, the nationality question was placed on the agenda for the first time.
Party leaders acknowledged that non-Magyar workers suffered- from a
double oppression—national and social—and offered the MSZDP as their
only true representative, as the national parties were essentially bourgeois
and hence very close to the Magyar ruling classes.

After 1905 the party displayed less sympathy toward the nationality
sections. It ceased to give the strong moral and material support that they
had come to expect.*! There were good practical reasons for the change. The
party suffered from a chronic shortage of funds, which drew from its leaders
frequent warnings that they could not continue to support two movements—
one Magyar and the other Slovak, Serb, and Rumanian—thereby sacrificing
the whole socialist cause in Hungary.*> Furthermore, they discerned little
benefit to their cause from the sums spent on non-Magyars, particularly the
Rumanians. In dealing with the nationality question, they were guided and,
in a sense, encumbered by doctrine. They directed their attention almost ex-
clusively to the class struggle and refused to recognize the existence of a
separate nationality problem. There were only two ‘“‘nationalities” in modern
society—the exploiters and the exploited. Theirs was the decisive struggle,
while the contest among nationalities was a “minor skirmish” carried on ex-

37. A magyar munkdsmozgalom tirténetének vdlogatott dokumentumai (henceforth,
MMTVD), vol. 3 (Budapest, 1955), p. 140.

38. Dezsé Farkas, A Magyarorscdgi Scocidldemokrata Pdrt és as agrdrkérdés 1900
és 1914 kéz6tt (Budapest, 1973), pp. 135-41.

39. Kende, MSZDP nemsetiségi politikéja, p. 30.

40. MMTV D, vol. 3, p. 199.

41. For general accounts of the party’s nationality policy during this period see:
Tibor Erényi, “A Magyarorszagi Szocialdemokrata Part nemzetiségi politikdja (1890-
1917),” in Magyar Torténész Kongresssus (Budapest, 1954), pp. 308-17; Tibor Erényi,
“Az 1918 elottt magyarorszagi munkasmozgalom és a nemzeti kérdés,” in A magyar
nacionalizmus kialakuldsa és torténcte (Budapest, 1964), pp. 194-208; Kende, MSZDP
nemzgetiségi politikdja, pp. 40-74.

42. MSZMM as 1905. évben (Budapest, 1906), pp. 247-49, 34344,

https://doi.org/10.2307/2494821 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.2307/2494821

Rumanian Socialists in Hungary, 1903-18 81

clusively in the interest of the propertied classes.*3 Hungarian socialists gen-
erally held to the belief, at least until the First World War, that a lasting
solution to the nationality problem was possible only after socialism had
replaced capitalism. It is not surprising, therefore, that they believed they
had done enough for the nationalities by lending a hand to establish the sec-
tions and that, henceforth, the nationalities should fend for themselves.

There was, of course, more than this to the party’s attitude. Party
leaders were suspicious of national aspirations in principle. They cherished
the idea of the Habsburg monarchy as a single economic entity exerting a
salutary influence on the development of capitalism and, hence, on the growth
of an industrial proletariat. Since nationalism threatened to fragment this
highly beneficial structure, the party condemned it as reactionary. This atti-
tude helps to explain why the party at its congress in 1906 refused to allow
the nationality sections to engage in organizational activities in places where
regular party organizations already existed, or to enjoy genuine financial
independence by collecting dues directly from workers of their own nation-
ality.** Behind these prohibitions also was the desire to preserve the unity
of the socialist movement in Hungary. Party leaders recognized the party’s
weaknesses and seriously doubted that it could withstand the constant
pressure from the government if the party was transformed into a loose
federation of regional committees. The party neglected the national sensi-
tivities of its non-Magyar members in other ways, too. It failed to come
forward with a radical solution for the agrarian problem which would have
satisfied the yearning of the Rumanian and Slav peasant masses for land and
made socialism more attractive to them. Some party leaders, like Zsigmond
Kunfi, a member of the Executive Committee, regarded the non-Magyar
peasantry as a conservative force precisely because of its attachment to land
and hence an enemy of socialism. Others, while advocating equality of rights
for all citizens regardless of nationality and denouncing forcible Magyariza-
tion, hoped, nonetheless, that the nationality problem could be resolved “natu-
rally” through the enormous assimilative powers of the largely Magyar
industrial cities.*

The Rumanians protested almost immediately against alleged “mistreat-
ment” by the party. At the congress of the MSZDP in 1907 they complained
about the party’s unwillingness to increase its support of Adewdrul and its
general neglect of Rumanian affairs ;%% at the 1908 Rumanian socialist congress
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they blamed the section’s organizational difficulties on the party leadership’s
“passive attitude” toward them because they did not speak Magyar;*" and
at the general party congress in 1910 they protested against the party’s
failure to supply them with propaganda materials in their own language and
to sponsor Rumanian meetings in those cities where a large Rumanian work-
ing class had congregated.*8

Party leaders responded to these criticisms with mounting irritation. At
the 1911 congress Mand Buchinger, the party’s general secretary, noted that
Magyars paid most of the dues and could not be required to give more in
order to support nationality movements; and Jakab Weltner, an editor of the
party organ, Népssava, claimed that the party had already done too much
for the nationalities, who had done nothing for themselves**—a view widely
held by his colleagues. In the following year, Buchinger reluctantly agreed to
continue financial support of Adevdrul, but made it plain that the “Rumanian
comrades” could not rely on others to keep bailing them out of financial
difficulties.?°

Charges and countercharges continued to be exchanged in 1912 and
1913, as the nationality problem now became the focal point of relations be-
tween the Rumanian section and the parent party. The Rumanians publicly
accused the MSZDP of reneging on promises of equality for all the peoples
of Hungary and of showing preference to Magyars, the very same practice
for which the Hungarian government had been repeatedly condemned. Ioan
Flueras, the editor of Adevdrul since 1911 and the leader of the dominant
Budapest committee, suggested the formation of purely Rumanian trade unions
as a means of strengthening the Rumanian socialist movement,® and at the
Rumanian congress in 1912 many delegates urged the section to collect dues
directly from Rumanian workers to be used for political education and trade
union organization without prior consultation with the MSZDP leadership.5?
Although the motion carried by a wide margin, the majority stopped short of
a formal break with the parent party.

Partly as a result of disenchantment with Hungarian socialists, the
Rumanians tried to expand contacts with the Social Democratic Party of
Rumania (PSDR). This relationship was marked by an exchange of visits
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and by a flow of socialist literature from Bucharest to Budapest and Tran-
sylvania, making up, to some extent, for the paucity of Rumanian-language
materials in Hungary. Some idea of the intense interest the leaders of the
Rumanian section took in the socialist movement in the Old Kingdom can be
discovered in the pages of Adevirul. The newspaper carried frequent edi-
torials and news items about strikes and other socialist-led activities, and
eagerly pointed to any success achieved by the PSDR as an example to the
Rumanian workers of Hungary.

For the most part, socialists in Rumania lent willing, if modest, support
to the Rumanian section. They were especially interested in the nationality
problem in Hungary because of its possible adverse effects on the socialist
movement, In 1910, a lead article in the party's main organ, Romadnia
Muncitoare, accepted the idea that the “oppressed nationalities” suffered from
national as well as economic exploitation and even went so far as to advo-
cate “national autonomy” as a prerequisite for economic and social progress.
But the article made it clear that the party was not trying to promote irre-
dentism among the Rumanians of Transylvania or to produce a schism be-
tween the MSZDP and its Rumanian section. It emphasized, rather, that
national autonomy was not the final goal but primarily a means toward
political and economic freedom. It declared also that the national liberty of
the Rumanians of Transylvania depended upon the success of “all the
workers of Hungary united in their class party.”%

The Rumanian section’s relations with the Rumanian National Party
and the Orthodox and Uniate churches in Transylvania were of a quite
different nature. On the surface, it would seem that all Rumanians had much
to gain by creating a united front, since Rumanian nationalists and clergy
were as much objects of the Hungarian government’s restrictive measures
as were Rumaman socialists. But neither side saw it that way.

The National Party, led by middle-class professional and business people
and intellectuals, was the chief political representative of the Rumanians of
Hungary and Transylvania, and through affiliated cultural organizations and
links with the church and various financial and commercial institutions, had
achieved a dominant position in almost every area of Rumanian public life.
Yet that position had been won and was maintained at great sacrifice. Since
its founding in 1881, party leaders and the editors of the party newspapers
had suffered arrest and imprisonment on numerous occasions and had seen
possibilities for effective political action systematically curtailed. After a
period of internal crisis and inactivity at the end of the century, the party
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had reestablished claims to national leadership by winning fifteen seats in
the parliamentary elections of 1906.

Rumanian socialists were unimpressed. The National Party was re-
garded as a competitor for the allegiance of the laboring masses, particu-
larly the artisans of the small cities of Transylvania and the peasantry.
Lacking the material resources, organization, and numbers to challenge the
National Party directly, the socialists tried to discredit party leaders by
exposing their connections with the exploitive classes and by impugning the
genuineness of their concern for the common people.

To Rumanian socialists, the Rumanian National Party was essentially
no different than any other bourgeois political party. Its leaders and many of
its members were “‘gentlemen” (domni) who were committed to the main-
tenance of the capitalist system and, hence, to the continued subservience of
the working class in the existing unjust order of society. Rumanian socialists
included the “intelligentsia”—lawyers, doctors, priests, and school teachers—
in this sweeping indictment. In the socialists’ view, the intelligentsia may have
been well-intentioned, but, in the final analysis, they could not offer the
people any more hope of a change in status than bankers and businessmen.5*
That the leaders of the National Party and the working classes belonged to
the same nation was not significant. To the socialists exploitation was ex-
ploitation, and they scoffed at the National Party’s claim that no class differen-
tiation could exist within the nation and that all Rumanians stood under the
same banner. The socialists argued that, far from wanting to free the Rumanian
people from the yoke of the Magyars, the nationalists wished to replace the
Magyars as the masters, and merely used appeals to patriotic sentiment to
mask their real intentions.??

In spite of these virulent attacks, and reciprocation by the National
Party, a few half-hearted, and unsuccessful, attempts at rapprochement were
made.5¢ It had become clear to both sides that the bases for genuine coop-
eration did not exist. They could agree on little except universal suffrage.
Even the definition of national rights, which both favored in principle, some-
times led to violent disagreement. I.eaders of the National Party regarded
the socialists as too weak to be effective partners and rejected the socialist
program as a threat to the economic and religious foundations of the national
movement. The socialists, on the other hand, saw little evidence that the
National Party had any serious intention of protecting the workers from
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exploitation by Magyar, let alone Rumanian, industrialists and businessmen.5?
They also doubted the nationalists’ willingness to organize workers into
strong unions or to countenance the use of strikes for economic demands.58

The quarrel became especially bitter in 1913 and 1914 during negotia-
tions between the National Party and the Hungarian government to achieve
a modus vivendi. The National Party had suffered a shocking defeat in the
elections of 1910, reducing its representation in parliament from fifteen to
five. Moreover, unrelenting pressure from the government had persuaded
most party leaders that only an immediate accommodation, guaranteeing the
Rumanians a minimum number of seats in parliament, recognizing the
autonomy of the Orthodox and Uniate churches and their schools, and allow-
ing the use of Rumanian in local government, would protect their existence
as a nation. Negotiations went on from January 1913 to February 1914, when
the executive committee of the party, convinced that Prime Minister Tisza
would make no substantial concessions, finally decided to break off discus-
sions.

Rumanian socialists reacted to the possibility of a pact between the
National Party and Tisza with extraordinary hostility. Condemning the whole
proceeding as a deal between two bourgeois groups, neither better than the
other, the socialists accused the National Party of blatantly ignoring the
interests of the Rumanian people. Using such epithets as “traitor” and
“lackey,” the socialists denounced the nationalists for suspending the protest
movement against government policies and for abandoning the principle of
universal suffrage in return for a guaranteed number of seats in parliament
(which the nationalists would proceed to fill without bothering to consult
the people) . Behind these attacks lay the socialists’ desire to present them-
selves as the true leaders of the Rumanian nation of workers and peasants
and as the only consistent and steadfast opponents of the oppressive policies
of the Hungarian government. The socialists had now come to regard the
nationality struggle as essentially a class struggle, in which the Magyar
bourgeoisie was the ruling class and the natignalities the poor and oppressed.5

The socialists attacked with equal vehemence the church, which had far
deeper roots in the Rumanian past than the National Party. The Orthodox
and Uniate churches were regarded as pillars of a society that the socialists
were determined to change. Because of the church’s role in the national move-
ment and the importance of religion in the life of the peasantry, the conserva-
tive social doctrines of the church and the clergy were viewed as serious
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obstacles. The socialist offensive against the two churches had the peasants
as its main objective. The plan was to undermine the pervasive influence of
the parish priest in the peasants’ political and cultural life and to destroy the
aura of sanctity which surrounded the higher clergy. In this way, the socialists
expected to open up the patriarchal village to a new world of rational and
materialist ideas and, thus, to win vast numbers of converts to the new
religion of socialism.

The socialists, at the very beginning of the section’s activity, stated their
position on the place of religion in the socialist movement. They insisted
that they were not against religion itself—belief or unbelief was a personal
matter which depended upon the conscience of the individual and had nothing
to do with the affairs of a political party. The important thing was to be a
worker and to embrace the worker’s cause. But even as they tried to reassure
a faithful peasantry that the intent was not to destroy religion, the socialists
were looking forward to the time when it would “disappear.” This, they pre-
dicted, would take place when poverty had been eradicated once and for all
and when both worker and peasant could enjoy the fruits of their labor on
earth and would no longer need to seek a better life only in heaven.

The brunt of the socialists’ assault was directed not at Christian doc-
trine but at “clericalism.” Clericalism was defined as “darkness” brought
down upon the people by priests, for no other purposes than to prevent
society from advancing and to make men their servants.®! The socialists
found “priestly influence” especially pernicious and widespread in elementary
and secondary education. The church school, which dominated Rumanian
education, was in the socialists’ view ill-suited to the modern age because it
propagated medieval superstitions and the “barbarous doctrines” of hell and
God’s wrath, instead of a humanitarian philosophy of life.%2 This attitude
partly explains the socialists’ ambivalence toward the Apponyi Law. On the
one hand, they objected to the fact that education was in the hands of the
church, which was bad for progress. But, on the other, they could not acqui-
esce in the destruction of confessional schools because that would mean the
virtual end of national education.®® The solution was ‘“to relegate the
catechism” and related subjects to the church and to preserve the school
for “modern” education and culture.

Attacks on the church did little to enhance the appeal of socialism in
villages, as leaders of the section soon discovered. Toning down the criticism
considerably, they changed tactics. In recognition of the strong religious
feelings of most Rumanians, the socialists tried to show how closely the
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program of social democracy resembled primitive Christianity, discovering
in Christ a fellow socialist and distilling from His teachings the primordial
“Christian idea” of “Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity,” that they them-
selves were trying to bring to fruition in this world.®* It was even appro-
priate for socialists to celebrate Christmas as the birthday of Christ, because
He had come to spread peace and love among men in a world pervaded by
darkness and evil.

The outbreak of the First World War brought an abrupt end to the debate
of the Rumanian socialists with the National Party and the churches, and,
indeed, to all public debate on controversial economic and social issues.
Adewirul ceased publication on August 9, 1914, and the Rumanian section
entered into a period of inactivity that was to last until the summer of 1917.
As Hungarian leaders began to realize that victory had become impossible
and that something might yet be salvaged by negotiation, a more tolerant
atmosphere for socialist activity was created. In July 1917, leaders of the
Rumanian section met to define their position on the question of national
rights. This action seemed necessary in view of the fact that relations be-
tween the section and the parent party had reached an impasse on the eve of
the war, and there had been no opportunity since to resolve their differences.
Toan Flueras, speaking for the section, approved a general party resolution
stating that national differences could never divide true socialists, but at the
same time he recognized the continued existence of a nationality problem in
Hungary and called for a solution based solely upon the principle of equal
rights.®® What he meant became clear as events unfolded.

By October 1918, Rumanian socialists could no longer postpone pain-
ful decisions on the grave matters that had long troubled them. They, of
course, were anxious to preserve socialist integrity, but they were deter-
mined not to shirk responsibility toward their own people. The dramatic
events in Hungary in October and November 1918 and the possibility of
Hungary being divided into a number of separate national entities placed
them in a quandary. Ideologically, they felt closer to the MSZDP than to any
other party, but national feeling, which had grown stronger in the years
preceding the outbreak of war, had imbued the socialists with a sense of
mission to emancipate the Rumanian worker and peasant from all forms of
oppression. Consequently, in spite of serious misgivings, the socialists drew
nearer to the Rumanian National Party.

As the monarchy approached its end, Rumanian socialists became con-
vinced that the old regime was beyond salvation and that its traditional
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ruling classes were incapable of building a new world upon its ruins. Deter-
mined to undertake this task themselves, the socialists had to decide where a
strong Rumanian working class might best develop, and where they might
contribute most effectively to the creation of a democratic society. They
could remain in Hungary, or support an independent state comprising Tran-
sylvania and the Banat, or unite with the Kingdom of Rumania. And, al-
though the new state could follow the example of either the 1917 Russian
Revolution (and the spectacular successes of the Bolsheviks in Russia had
some influence on the Rumanian socialists) or of the evolutionary socialism
of Western Europe and Rumania, leaders of the section never seriously con-
sidered any other tactic than the parliamentary, trade-union struggle they
had always followed in the past.®®

The territorial question caused Rumanian socialists considerably more
anxiety. Although for a time they seemed to waver over the possibility of out-
right separation from Hungary, they were, nonetheless, firmly committed to
the principle of self-determination. Making their first important public
declaration on the matter on October 9, 1917, at a joint meeting with
German and Serb socialist committees, the Rumanians demanded the right of
absolute self-determination. They rejected all attempts at compromise at the
extraordinary October congress of the MSZDP. The Hungarian party
leaders tried to persuade the Rumanians to approve a declaration of the
party’s determination to eradicate every vestige of national oppression and
permit broad cultural autonomy, including the legal equality of all languages
in state institutions, but the Rumanians refused because the document
hardly went beyond the local autonomy and language rights provided for in
the so-called Law of Nationalities enacted by the Hungarian parliament in
1868. Ioan Flueras, chief spokesman for the Rumanians, also had grave
reservations about the party’s stated intention to cooperate with Magyar
bourgeois parties. He warned that if the congress approved the idea, the
Rumanian section would no longer “be attracted” to the party and the
Rumanian people would, henceforth, “trust only in themselves.”¢

By this time the Rumanian section was working closely with the Rumanian
National Party to create a single national bloc. The first official contact be-
tween them appears to have taken place at the end of September, but the
decisive moment came at a joint conference in Budapest on October 29 when
they decided to create a Rumanian National Council to take over administra-
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tion of those parts of Hungary and Transylvania inhabited by Rumanians and
to represent them in negotiations with the Hungarian government and the
Magyar National Council. On October 31, in the midst of the revolution that
brought the Magyar National Council to power and installed Mihaly Karolyi
as prime minister, the Rumanian National Council, composed of six socialists
and six nationalists, formally came into being. Within a week it had left
Budapest for Arad to be nearer the compact masses of Rumanians in
Transylvania and to coordinate more effectively the activities of the growing
number of local councils,

Rumanian socialists now conceived of self-determination in terms of a
union or federation of all Rumanians. Rumanian workers and socialists every-
where were part of one Rumanian nation whose future depended upon the
will of the whole. Consequently, the socialists recognized that their party
might have to work with parties and individuals of widely divergent social
and political views, but they persisted in the belief that they themselves did not
need to abandon their own principles. According to this line of reasoning,
cooperation with the Rumanian bourgeoisie was not only permissible, it was
essential.

As the month of November wore on, relations between the Rumanian
socialists, on the one hand, and the Karolyi government and the leaders of
the MSZDP, on the other, became increasingly strained. Flueras and his
colleagues professed great respect for Karolyi, but doubted that he could
exert much influence on the policies of his own government because he
lacked a strong political party of his own. Moreover, the socialists had no
illusions about the intentions of Magyar bourgeois parties to defend the
territorial integrity of Hungary at all costs.® They were especially chagrined
by the MSZDP’s decision to join the Karolyi government and to cooperate
with Hungary’s traditional political parties. They saw little difference be-
tween the MSZDP's plan to preserve Hungary’s historical boundaries and
that of the government. Their suspicions were confirmed by the behavior of
the party’s representatives at the negotiations held in Arad in mid-November
between a Hungarian government delegation headed by Oszkar Jaszi, minister
without portfolio in charge of nationality problems, and the Rumanian Na-
tional Council. No agreement was possible. The Rumanians rejected Jaszi’s
compromise plan for the establishment of autonomous Magyar and Rumanian
enclaves in those areas where it was impossible to determine ethnic bound-
aries. Throughout the discussions, delegates of the MSZDP energetically
defended Hungary’s territorial integrity at the expense of national self-deter-
mination and even threatened drastic action against the Rumanian socialists
unless they accepted the enclave plan.®® This encounter seems to have dis-
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couraged any further cooperation between the MSZDP and the majority of
Rumanian socialists.

Rumanian socialist leaders had by this time decided that union with
Rumania was their only reasonable course of action, but they faced this pros-
pect with misgivings. The social and political system in Rumania repelled
them. Although they desired to see the Rumanian people united, they could
not ignore the miserable condition of the working class in Rumania and its
neglect by middle-class politicians and landlords.”® They had also to con-
sider a question of international socialist ethics: Could they desert a demo-
cratic republic, in which the broadest liberty prevailed, for a kingdom with
a long record of class oppression for reasons of nationality only? Such con-
siderations led the Rumanians to insist that Transylvania and other areas of
Hungary inhabited by Rumanians remain autonomous until sufficient guaran-
tees of constitutional and economic reform in Rumania would assure the
workers and peasants a decent standard of living and a dominant voice in
managing their own affairs,”! The Rumanians were, however, resolved to
support eventual union with Rumania, if that was the will of the Rumanian
people.

At the Rumanian Grand National Assembly held at Alba Iulia on
December 1, 1918, the sixty official delegates of the Rumanian section added
their votes to the overwhelming approval of union with Rumania. The next
day they accepted membership in the Consiliu Dirigent, a Rumanian pro-
visional government formed to administer Transylvania until its final status
had been determined. At the same time they changed the name of the section
to Social Democratic Party of Transylvania and moved its headquarters
from Budapest to Sibiu. These acts brought the history of the Rumanian
section of the Social Democratic Party of Hungary to an end.

In practical terms the Rumanian socialist section had accomplished little.
Nonetheless, the contribution of its leaders to the development of socialism
among the Rumanians of Transylvania and Hungary was of the utmost sig-
nificance, and it came, strangely enough, in their embrace of the national
idea. The decision to support the union of Transylvania with Rumania proved
decisive, for it made socialism respectable among a people who were at last
about to achieve their national ambitions. By this act they had refused to
isolate socialism from their people’s deepest aspirations. Consequently, be-
tween the wars they were able to influence the working-class movement in
Greater Rumania in ways denied the Communist Party, which remained
committed to a rigid internationalism.
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