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Preface


This is the second edition of the first more or less comprehensive and comparative work in the English language concerning the history of the Fascist movement in Hungary and Romania — the only East European countries where Fascism assumed the character of a mass movement. But it can also serve as more than a study of Fascist movements in two relatively unimportant East European countries: it hopefully can shed some light on contemporary political developments in several parts of the world as well.


Some of the readers of the original manuscript would have preferred that this work consider the subject from an ideological point of view, i.e., from the point of view of an established theory. But one of the writer’s primary aims was to gather as many facts as possible about these times in Hungary and Romania and to present them as objectively as possible. Therefore, this work is anti-ideological because the writer considers ideologies in general, and in East Central Europe in particular, to be at best little more than distorted reflection of the real thing: the national sentiment. In other words, ideologies everywhere disguise only ambitions, and perhaps nowhere is this so patently true as in that part of the world where Hungary and Romania are located.


But although this work is anti-ideological, it nevertheless tries to convey the importance of an idea — a quest, yearning for a constructive nationalism compatible with humanity and with a recognized need for development. This quest seems to be the task of the second half of the twentieth century elsewhere, as well. The problems which Hungary and Romania faced between 1918 and 1945 were very similar to the problems confronted by many countries in the underdeveloped world today. Hungary with its Westernized structure presented problems similar to those of Spain and Portugal, and, above all, Latin America. Romania, on the other hand, thanks to Byzantine and Turkish Phanariot influences and traditions, was closer to the problems of the fifty-odd African and Asian countries.


In the second half of the twentieth century, everything seems to be uncertain except the existence of an all-pervading nationalism. Nationalism is stronger than Christianity or any established religion. It is stronger than the secular religion, Marxism. What man should strive for is a nationalism that is compatible with humanity, that alleviates the problems of the industrial age, and that promotes what some historians call “inclusive diversity.”


The author does not pretend to supply a blueprint for constructive nationalism — nor even to have said the last word about Fascism in Hungary and Romania. But, hopefully, by examining the experience of the past in these two countries, this work may in some measure contribute to an understanding of relevant problems in the present.


Nicholas M. Nagy-Talavera
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Chapter I Two Lands within the “No-Man’s Land” of Europe: Hungary and Romania



Asia begins with the Landstrasse1


— Metternich


I


Does Europe end with Vienna? Probably there are few parts of Europe where people cling so desperately to their European identity and emphasize their belonging to the Christian West as do the peoples of the region between the German and Russian ethnic blocs — although the average Westerner knows little and cares less about them. Budapest is freely confused with Bucharest, and even for the educated Westerner the problems of the region represent little more than a nuisance. Bismarck, for example, in a statement which he probably did not mean to be taken literally, considered the bones of one Pomeranian infantryman more valuable than all of the Balkans. One could quote many others in the same vein. And it was partly because of this Western indifference and contempt that both world wars began in this region.


Because Europe does not end with Vienna. Vienna is a bastion, a bulwark beyond which the Tartars, the Turks, and the Soviets failed to advance. But the confused region beyond it, the crossroads of Rome and Byzantium, of East and West, and of German and Russian expansion is an organic part of Europe. And woe to those Europeans who forget it.


Here in this middle zone, between Germans and Eastern Slavs on one hand and Scandinavia and Greece on the other, a tortuous history created a world vastly different from Vienna and the West both in its form and in its content. If we walk in a westerly direction from the Landstrasse, we see in most cases clearly defined nation-states, well established a long time ago, each with an identity of its own and with few insoluble problems, whether economic or political. If we walk in an easterly direction, however, we encounter a No-Man’s-Land with multiple problems.


This No-Man’s-Land contains roughly 570,000 square miles of territory. It is about the size of Alaska, or twice that of Texas, or little more than double the size of France, with her unitary political, ethnic, and religious structure. In it dwells a conglomeration of twenty-four distinct national identities, numbering 110 million people: Germans, Poles, Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, White Russians, Ukrainians, Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians, Romanians, Slovenes, Serbs, Croats, Bulgarians, Greeks, Macedonians, Albanians, Armenians, Jews, Turks, Russians, and Italians. And, of course, those idols of the romantics, the Gypsies. As for religion, we find every possible subdivision of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. To make things more complicated, thanks to the fact that the region was always a road of invasion and migration, the nationalities are not grouped in homogeneous, compact areas, but overlap and crisscross geographical and political boundaries. If for the West one Alsace-Lorraine problem seemed a burden, No-Man’s-Land has at almost any time been confronted which at least twenty of like magnitude.


The peoples of the region, threatened by invasions originating more often than not on neighboring soil, have often looked for salvation to Vienna, St. Petersburg, or Paris, but rarely to each other. Such a situation in a region not protected by a Monroe Doctrine of its own had to produce a violent nationalism. This nationalism in fact became the keynote of life, especially in the last eighty to a hundred years, in an area crippled by economic backwardness and the social dislocation that goes hand in hand with it, and torn by powerful internal and external pressures.


In that area are located the two countries, Hungary and Romania, which provide the backdrop for this discussion of Fascism, or to be more exact of the Fascist responses which their peculiar conditions created during the interwar period.


II


Hungary was structured on a Western pattern. She was a great power during the Middle Ages, and the Renaissance and Reformation left their mark on the Lands of the Holy Crown of St. Stephen.2 Nevertheless, thanks to the long Turkish wars, Hungary lagged centuries behind the West at the dawn of the nineteenth century.


The ruling class of Hungary, the “Hungarian Nation,” was born out of the terrible Jacquerie of 1514, after the suppression of which the oligarchy found it expedient to codify its rights and privileges.


The father of this Nation within the nation was István Werböczy, a corrupt jurist, the man who supplied the codification. By his prescription there was to be no difference between nobles, whether of the lower or higher echelons.3 Only nobles counted as “nations,” and the rest of the people, those who paid the taxes and toiled and slaved on the land, were aptly called misera contribuens plebs.4 The legal code5 which Werböczy devised to regulate the relationship between these two classes of Hungarians (the proportion of which was roughly 5 percent to 95 percent) was to prevail until 1848 on paper and a hundred years longer in spirit.


From the time of the code’s adoption, the Hungarian Nation monopolized political power in Hungary. Even the Habsburgs, who from 1527 wore the Holy Crown of St. Stephen as apostolic kings of Hungary, did not disregard this proud Hungarian elite. They were never deprived of their privileges within Hungary. They were hereditary leaders within their counties, and it became an integral part of their nature to expect obeisance from below and respect from above. They succeeded to an admirable degree — until the year 1945 demonstrated the hopelessly outdated nature of their social and political structure. On the positive side, it was the Hungarian Nation which set the example and the standards for the rest of the country as to what it meant to be Hungarian, and which prevented Hungarians from relapsing into the degradation of the Romanian principalities. On the negative side, it was the same Hungarian Nation which, because it petrified the social and economic, and consequently the political structure, for all too long, prevented the rise of a truly Hungarian middle class — with dire consequences for the country during the twentieth century.


III


The Latins of the Balkans travelled a different road from Hungary with her medieval glories and her society structured on the European feudal model. Ever since Dacia had been cut off from Rome, this area had been a lost land, a sort of Atlantis, where people continued to speak the old Roman tongue and still called themselves Romans and their country Romania. But if they were cut off from Rome, they were not cut off from Byzantium. They weathered the nomadic floods with the same mysterious flexibility and indestructibility that were to become the cardinal traits of the Romanian national character. These qualities are reflected in Romanian proverbs, which are more eloquent than any history book: “The flood runs down the riverbed — the rock remains in it;” or: “The tempest bends the grass roots, but does not tear them out;” and most telling of all: “O Lord, do not make the Romanian suffer as much as he can bear.”


At the beginning of the eighteenth century, after centuries of indirect Turkish rule, the Phanariot period began in the principalities, a period which the Romanian historian A.D. Xenopol could not remember without blushing.


Almost until the mid-nineteenth century, the Phanariot Greeks ruled the Romanians. There was no counterpart of the Hungarian Nation among the higher boyars and the lower nobility in their relation to their princes. If Byzantine tradition coupled with their own historical experience taught the Romanian people to be flexible, the Phanariot period, with its oppressive misrule and poverty through exploitation, profoundly undermined their belief in law, order, and decency. It turned the peasantry into miserable slaves. No Romanian could hope to survive unless he was willing to creep before his boyar master, who in turn groveled before the hospodar, who in his turn crawled literally on his hands and knees before the Turkish officials, who did the same before their superiors in Constantinople, who in their turn could be sent to the scaffold at the whim of a capricious padishah. This period deprived the mass of people of all feeling of honor and independence. It made hunger, misery, injustice, and personal abuse the normal state of human existence, until at last the average Romanian, were he peasant or boyar, went about his business like a dog that has been beaten so often his spirit is broken and he dare not wag his tail without permission.


There was no escape: the arnăuts6 were fast and merciless. The Romanians had to bear in silence whatever their masters inflicted upon them, or run the risk of death. Only the haiduci, the outlaw nationalist bandits whose exploits are perpetuated in folk songs that sigh of oppression, held out in a Robin Hood fashion here and there in the depths of thick forests.


Even the Romanian language retreated into the huts of the peasants. Greek was spoken in the towns well up until the nineteenth century, and Greek was the language of the Orthodox Church. Foreigners, mostly Greeks and Armenians, took over every lucrative profession, giving the Romanians a long-lasting national inferiority complex, a resentment against what their greatest national poet, Mihai Eminescu, called “Xenocracy.” The aristocracy developed in this period and bequeathed to the independent Romanian state was of Greek origin, as their names, Cantacuzino, Sturdza, Marghiloman, Duca, Mavromihali, Mavrocordato, etc., clearly show.


The Romanians of Transylvania fared somewhat, but not much, better. The Hungarian landlords oppressed and exploited them, and the Habsburgs or the Uniate Church could do little to better their lot.



IV


In Hungary, the legacies of Joseph II7 and the quarter of a century of turmoil created by the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars left their traces deep in the souls of articulate Hungarians. The whole of Europe was in a state of ferment, and Hungary, which had undergone little change since the Turks left, showed all the signs of awakening in the 1830s.


Since the suppression of the bloody uprising of 1514, there were, properly speaking, two nations in Hungary, the Hungarian lords, as they were called in this period, and the millions of slaves, the working classes. The two nations glared with wolfish hatred at each other; the master did not regard his serf as a human being, whereas the latter waited like a shackled beast for the opportunity to attack his tyrant.8


In addition to the absence of absolute royal prerogative in Hungary since 1222 and the many rights and privileges resulting from it, the Hungarian Nation enjoyed exemption from taxation.9 It should not be difficult to imagine what sort of economy complemented such a social structure. Industry, transportation, and a money economy were practically nonexistent. Only about 5 percent of the population were town dwellers, the majority of them not Hungarians at all. 10 A primitive agriculture predominated, with the land owned almost exclusively by noblemen. And with the economic and political power in its hand, the Hungarian Nation was not eager for change, for it clearly understood that any change in the status quo would only decrease and not increase the privileges of nobility. No one, looking at the petrified state of the Hungarian society in 1815, would have predicted the swift changes that were to occur in one or two score years under the impact of liberal and national ideas.


Then, in the 1830s, the Hungarian national genius made itself felt in an unprecedented manner, producing poets, musicians, writers, artists, and leaders in a number and stature previously unknown to channel the energies of the Hungarian awakening. Because of the pathos which lingers over great moments in the history of small nations, some words should be said about the two Hungarians who tower over this great Hungarian decade, symbols of the two roads which were to be traveled in bringing Hungary from the sixteenth into the nineteenth century and in winning more independence from Austria. Count István Széchenyi stood on the conservative road, and Louis Kossuth on the liberal one.


Széchenyi was a conservative magnate, but not a reactionary. He loved his country with all her faults, which he criticized vehemently and which nobody saw more clearly than he. He was widely enough travelled to be able to discern important parallels. He was a man of absolutely sincere Catholic faith and of great spiritual purity. His remedy for Hungary’s woes was: moderation; economic development first and national independence afterward, based on a strong domestic economy. He hoped to accomplish this through the leadership of the elite, the Hungarian Nation. It is this elite which he addressed and which he tried to reform.11


Louis Kossuth, like many great Hungarian patriots of the national awakening, was not of Hungarian but of Slovak origin. A liberal nationalist in the nineteenth-century sense, he wished to transplant the ideals of the French Revolution to Hungarian soil. That meant the severance of ties with the Habsburg dynasty and giving leadership to the Hungarian Nation, but only if it accepted liberal principles unreservedly.


Although a nationalist, Kossuth saw the pressing nationality problem which would arise in an independent Hungary after the supranational dynasty was removed from the scene, for 50 percent of her people were not of Hungarian stock. French nationalism, a cultural nationalism rather than one of “blood and soil,” seemed the appropriate solution for the problem. Kossuth hoped that the nationalities in the Lands of St. Stephen would find a liberal, independent Hungary attractive enough to become Hungarians. He was an eloquent orator, a brilliant publicist, and the strange inner flame which burned in him mesmerized the Hungarian Nation, who had been awakened by Széchenyi a decade before.


We see a unique phenomenon in Hungary between 1830 and 1848. The greater part of the gentry but also many of the magnates, especially the younger ones, now embraced liberal nationalism. This radical revolutionary elite won the sympathy of even Marx and Engels, who were in most cases less than enthusiastic about that class. But what these remarkable people did not realize was that nationalism was also on the rise among the nationalities of Hungary. Moreover, the French pattern did not apply in the Carpathian Basin for a number of reasons. The assimilation process of compact nationalities became almost impossible after the French Revolution in Europe. Also, France had never had 50 percent of Bretons, Alsatians, or Savoyards to assimilate, and French culture, society, and state were infinitely more attractive for assimilation than the Hungarian.12 The supranational dynasty understood this and skillfully used the discontent of the peasantry and the nationalities against Hungarian nationalism and the liberalism fostered by the radicals of the Hungarian Nation. The brilliant Hungarian elite realized the threat of the Habsburg schemes: in 1848, it voluntarily abolished serfdom. But it could or would not yield on the issue of intransigent nationalism — its very raison d’être — and this was to become the undoing of the hope for a democratic Hungary.


When the storm broke in 1848, Hungary had to stand up to defend herself against the dynasty, using the only weapon left to her in her prostrate state: to inflame the wounds of every nationality in Hungary. Széchenyi, whom Kossuth himself called “the greatest Magyar,” was hopelessly outdistanced by events, swept aside, and broken in soul and body. There was nobody to organize the life-and-death struggle of the nation but Kossuth.


A sublime euphoria swept through Hungary in those months which posterity can sense but cannot comprehend. The handful of Hungarians, a minority in their own country, challenged in victorious campaigns the strong military monarchies of Russia and Austria while simultaneously fighting off the onslaught of their own nationalities. That such an immortal feat was possible in the struggle for a free, democratic Hungary revealed the merit of Kossuth. It was he who united the Hungarian people with the Hungarian Nation, at least for a while, and it was he who exchanged privileges for freedoms. It was he who broke the tie with the Habsburgs and made Hungary a democratic republic. At the end, he tried to undo the errors of his nationality policy, but it was too late. “France was too far away,” as he used to say, and Russian intervention crushed the noble attempt of the Hungarians, led by a revolutionary elite of aristocrats and intellectuals, to establish democracy in the Carpathian Basin. The Habsburgs thereupon instigated extraordinary court martials and hanged those Hungarian patriots whom they had not been able to defeat in open battle. Hungary was once more made safe for autocracy.


But the myth of Kossuth lived on in the hearts of his people, and it took a long time for the Hungarian ruling class, which in the next decade recovered from revolutionary euphoria and returned to its old ways, to undo the tremendous sympathy which Kossuth’s struggle gained for Hungary in France, England, the United States,13 and the whole civilized West. On the walls of peasant huts his picture was still omnipresent, and every politician knew that the best way to get elected was to invoke the memory of Kossuth. Even during the 1956 uprising, the youth of a new Hungary went to the barricades singing the old songs glorifying the name of Louis Kossuth.


With the crushing of Hungarian democracy, Austria, which had seemed on the verge of collapse a year before, achieved a remarkable comeback, although this end could not have been achieved without Russian help. The feebleminded Emperor Ferdinand was replaced by young Francis Joseph, who with the help of a “government of prime ministers,” as the Viscount of Ponsonby liked to call it, tried to modernize the empire relying only on the army and the police to transform it into a unified centralized state. The personality of Prince Felix Schwarzenberg was a forceful one, and the other cabinet members, Alexander Bach, Count Franz Stadion, Anton Schmerling, Count Friedrich Thun, and Karl Ludwig Bruck were brilliant statesmen. But their policy had a basic weakness: after the ordeal of 1848-1849, they tried to assert Habsburg supremacy in Germany and Italy simultaneously and at the same time to hold Hungary. Such a task demanded resources the dynasty did not have, and under the impact of Solferino and Königgrätz, Francis Joseph and his advisers were able to see, with the remarkable adaptability so characteristic of the Habsburgs, that in order to survive they would have to overhaul the empire thoroughly and come to terms with their strongest and best-organized nationality, the Hungarians.


The year 1867 was a fateful year in the history of Hungary. The Compromise, which was concluded between the dynasty and the Hungarian nation, was a compromise in the true sense of the word. It gave the political Nation a free hand within the lands of St. Stephen over its own people and the nationalities. The Croats were forced against their will back into the Hungarian fold in a Hungaro-Croatian Compromise a year later. The architect of both compromises was Francis Deák, the last of the great representatives of the generation of 1848, who blended in his person the ideas of Széchenyi and Kossuth. He was a liberal conservative, a true Magyar patriot, who understood the necessity of finding a just and satisfactory solution for the nationality problem. He was also a tactful and honest politician, a realist, and a man of irreproachable integrity. He did not survive his accomplishment for long, and even before his death in 1876, much of his work had been undone by the Hungarian nation.


During the years of Absolutism (1849-1867), the political Nation managed to recover from its infatuation with liberal nationalism. It also recovered its traditional political instinct, which expressed itself in identifying its own economic and political predominance with the Hungarian national interest and doing so with a commendable inflexibility. Its economic and social predominance seemed secure in an alliance with the dynasty, the Austrian industrialists, and the newly emerging class of assimilated Jewish industrialists in Hungary. This cooperation would make Hungary safe for the nobles against the possible aspirations of the lower classes or the evident aspirations of the nationalities, which were receiving increasing stimulus from the independent states of their kinsmen across the Carpathians and the Danube. For the short run, the policy of the nobles seemed to succeed. It is questionable whether in the changing, insecure atmosphere of the Danube Basin any policy based on the simultaneous repression of one’s own people and one’s nationalities could have prevailed for long. But this policy had to function within the framework of a capitalist system based on a semi-feudal agriculture of great estates, a system that forced economic liberalism on an unwilling people while denying them political liberty.14


The result was a disconcerting and hopeless mixture of sixteenth and nineteenth century conditions. The very heart and soul was missing from the Western ideas which supposedly were applied in Hungary in those decades. This state of affairs continued in Hungary until 1918 and then, with minor modifications, until 1945. The aristocracy and gentry managed to keep its estates, its de facto serfs, and the privilege of political power despite the pseudo-parliamentary system. That on the national level.


On the local level, that peculiar administrative unit the vármegye, which corresponded roughly to the English county, was ruled entirely in the interest and absolute control of the Hungarian Nation. There was no secret balloting,15 the elections were rigged and corrupt on both the local and national levels; consequently, the results did not even represent the will of the enfranchised 6 to 7 percent of the population.


The nationality laws of 1868 enacted by the farsighted Deák and Baron József Eötvös were never put into effect. Croatia, in complete disregard for the letter and spirit of the Hungaro-Croatian Compromise, was ruled as a pashalik by Count Károly Khuen-Héderváry for two decades, and his removal in 1903 did not change things for the better. Although in the wild Magyarization campaign of the era degrees of intensity could be discerned, the trend of national oppression was a general one. Only among the Jews and the city-dwelling Germans was the drive to assimilate successful.


And here we arrive at a crucial point in our story. A modern Hungary was emerging in place of the old, and the Hungarian Nation could not cope numerically or intellectually with the problem of running this new twentieth-century state alone. Because of the speed of development, the elite needed help. But it did not recruit the Hungarian people, the peasantry, to fill the new openings in the army, industry, commerce, the professions, and administration. It rightly feared that once the Hungarian peasantry developed its own middle class and intelligentsia, this new native middle class would sooner or later take over the country and usurp the power of the ruling class. Even a middle class consisting of neophytes was more desirable than such a challenge to the elite! The political Nation turned to the newly assimilated Jews and Germans. The assimilation of Jews and Germans was an assimilation to the Hungarian Nation rather than to the Hungarian people, with the Jews forming an industrial, commercial, and professional middle class in the Western sense of the word, and the Germans replenishing the ranks of the Hungarian Nation in the extended administration, army, and bureaucracy. Both groups had the zeal of converts as far as their Hungarian nationalism was concerned, and together they became the motor force of Magyarization, their tactless zeal often exasperating the nationalities.


But here the parallel between the two groups ends. The Jewish middle classes became the propagators of reform; the German recruits came closer to approximating the traditional patterns of the Hungarian Nation and, perhaps because of their status as neophytes, emphasized their arrival into the ruling class with arch-conservatism, ultranationalism, and eventually, Fascism. Thus can be seen the grim consequences of the Hungarian Nation’s failure to assume the responsibility of developing a native Hungarian middle class during the Compromise Era, and its equally important failure to extend the franchise and thus widen the basis of democracy. All this was considered inexpedient, contrary both to the iron determination of the political Nation to preserve its commanding position and to the nationality policy. Even in 1867, if the Hungarian Nation had allowed political development to keep pace with economic progress, it could have laid a strong foundation for democratization.


Instead, in addition to all its other problems, Hungary entered the new era without a native middle class. Its middle class was divided between the Jewish segment, which truly can be considered a middle class in the Western sense, and a “middle class of Hungarian gentlemen” (úri magyar középosztály) as they used to call themselves, consisting of the gentry and the neophytes of German origin, occupying such middle class jobs as they considered appropriate to their status. Nevertheless, the economic, and to a lesser extent the social, progress of the Compromise Era was an impressive one.16


As we have mentioned, all this capitalistic progress, a nineteenth-century phenomenon, rested on the archaic basis of great landed estates of the type that existed in the sixteenth century. Prof. Oszkár Jászi calls them aptly “Morbus Latifundi.”17


Some 1,820,000 families did not have enough land for subsistence. If we count five people per family, this comes to 9,100,000 people — half the population. Conditions in Croatia were similar, if not worse. Agrarian disturbances and mass emigration to the United States18 and other parts of the world were safety valves for the spreading discontent. Meanwhile, the ruling classes never ceased to assert their love for the people in general, and for the peasant, “the backbone of the Hungarian state,” in particular. Indeed this was the time when voices were heard about the need to create a Hungarian Nation comprising “thirty million Magyars.”


The industrial proletariat lived through the privations of the Manchestrian period of Hungarian capitalism. There had been a Social Democratic Party in Hungary since the 1880s, but it adopted the rigid dogmatism of German and Austrian Socialists rather than the doctrine of the more flexible and adaptable Socialist movements in England and France. The party was never allowed to gain parliamentary representation, notwithstanding the fact that it had more than once proved its strength in strikes and through trade unions.19


The nationalities of Hungary were even more defenseless than the Hungarian people. Of the 413 deputies elected in 1910 by the enfranchised 8 percent of the Hungarian people, only eight represented the roughly half the population consisting of minorities.20 The administration, the police, and the gendarmeries of the nationality-inhabited areas consisted of 80 to 90 percent Magyars. Shortly before the war, the employees and the official language of the railroads in semi-autonomous Croatia were Magyarized by decree, a foreshadowing of trends in the making. And while the adaptable dynasty democratized and federalized the Austrian half of the empire, the Hungarian Nation centralized and Magyarized the lands of St. Stephen, resisting democratization fiercely.


This Hungarian attitude was to count against the Dual Monarchy in its coming struggle for survival. It was not the social dislocation but the oppression of the nationalities that first drew Western attention to the fateful changes within the Hungarian ruling class that took place as a consequence of its interpretation of its national and social interests after 1867.


R.W. Seton-Watson (incidentally an admirer of Kossuth) went to Hungary to gain information to refute Western charges that Hungary was mistreating her nationalities. What he saw there changed his mind. He engaged in a thorough study of the nationality problem in Hungary, for which he became the target of vulgar abuse by the Hungarian Press.21


Other Western voices were also raised: Garibaldi’s son, his father being a great friend of the Hungarians, reproached the Hungarians for their treatment of the Romanians of Transylvania. Clemenceau considered the mass trial of Romanian nationalists the “shame of the free Hungarian nation.”22 (It is interesting to note that in referring to the “free Hungarian nation” Clemenceau showed himself to be still under the impact of Kossuth and 1848).


But by then the nationalities were almost as intransigent as their Hungarian overlords. In keeping with the spirit of the age there was no question about minority rights; what each nationality wanted was to redraw the map. And there were many voices in the Europe of 1910 expressing an opinion that in 1920 only facilitated the Trianon Treaty, which in its turn aggravated many of the injustices it was intended to remedy.


Such were the conditions, problems, and social ills in Hungary as she approached World War I, fatefully tied to Austria and Germany. The leader of Hungary was Count István Tisza, a forceful personality and a strong leader, the quintessence of the Hungarian nobleman, but the kind the Compromise Era produced, for whom 1848 was nothing but a memory. Profoundly undemocratic, believing in the almost divine right of his class to rule unchallenged as it had for ages, utterly incapable of understanding the dynamics of economic change and the social upheaval which inevitably goes with it, he was nevertheless a person of great integrity, of genuine principle, and of stubborn bravery. It was said of him that he was the incarnation of his class and his race, with all its virtues and faults. To this evaluation the writer may only add that he was the embodiment of that which his class became after it turned its back on its own past, on Kossuth, and on the ideals of 1848.



V


Meanwhile, the Romanians continued in a way of life which Professor Nicolae Iorga calls Byzance après Byzance.23 The line which separated the feudal but thoroughly Western class relationships in Hungary from the Oriental structure of the principalities was an almost brutally clear one. There was no talk in Romania about any restriction of royal prerogative or about rights or privileges of the nobility. The principalities had only one thing in common with Hungary: they lacked a native middle class at the beginning of the modern era. Consequently, the ideas of the Enlightenment had to come to the Romanians through the Greeks, the people of the Ottoman Empire who had the most contact with the West. The uncouth boyars listened to the ideas of the Jacobins with bewilderment, but not without sympathy.


In the 1820s, more than two decades after the French Revolution, the Greek rebellion against Turkish rule had started from Russia under the leadership of Alexander Ypsilanti, who hoped to enlist Romanian support for his “Sacred Battalion” on his way to Greece. Ypsilanti and his Greek idealists overlooked the fact that after hundreds of years of Phanariot rule the Romanians would hardly welcome the Greeks as liberators. Yet their thrust had its repercussions in the principalities. An uprising took place under Tudor Vladimirescu, who had pledged help to the Greek cause years before. His rebellion, which had perhaps stronger social than national motivations, came into conflict with the Greeks, and after they defeated him they killed him. Russian help, thanks to Metternich’s swift intervention, did not materialize, and the Arnauts crushed the Greeks with ease. But when the Greeks of Greece proper rose, all of Europe became involved. The flames of the Greek rebellion did not burn out before they reached the pale of civilization, as Metternich characterized the affair, and the Russian armies marched across the principalities on their way toward Tsargorod, which was the coveted prize Constantinople, the first teacher of the Eastern Slavs.


Once more they were to be denied the privilege of celebrating the “Te Deum” in the Hagia Sophia. But in the Treaty of Adrianople in 1829, the Russians wrung many concessions from the Porte. The sultan pledged not to appoint any more Phanariot princes, to appoint only native princes; and he agreed to appoint no one without Russian consent. With this, the Phanariot period of Romania officially came to an end. But the most important concession from the enfeebled Turks was the right of the Russians to intervene on behalf of the Balkan Christians, a reaffirmation of the right granted to them in 1774. Another vital concession was the liberation of trade in the principalities, especially the grain trade, which had been a Turkish monopoly. The principalities were responsible for the food and grain supply of Constantinople and other Ottoman metropolises. Now they could freely export their grain, greatly increasing the income of the boyars. The treaty established Russian predominance in the principalities, and the Russian consuls in Bucharest and Iaşi ruled supreme from then on.


Tsar Nicholas I based his rule on the most reactionary protipendada boyar higher aristocracy. In 1831, he gave to this unhappy land a statute, the Organic Regulations, which codified the existing privileges of the boyars, legalized the restrictions they practiced on the peasantry, and added new burdens to the ones already there. The peasants were bound to the soil, and their obligation to work greatly increased. Since the boyars could now export their produce at discretion, and at soaring prices, they naturally were interested in cheap and abundant labor, and the Organic Regulations secured this for them. While the boyars spent their new-found wealth in the most irresponsible fashion, the peasants, 95 percent of them Romanians, reached the rock bottom of their misery.


From the time the forces of Peter the Great reached the Prut River in 1711, the danger of Russian expansion loomed ever larger on the Romanian horizon. Thanks to their incessant expansionist drive, by the end of the eighteenth century the Russians had established themselves firmly on the shores of the Black Sea. In 1812, they wrenched from the weak Porte the eastern half of historic Moldavia, called Bessarabia, with an overwhelmingly Romanian population for whom the Russians invented a new nationality: “Moldavian.” But this was not all. The Romanian people and rising Romanian nationalism inconveniently blocked the general Russian expansion toward one of its key objectives: Constantinople, with its access to warm seas and direct contact with the Southern Slavs in particular. In those years, for the Romanians Russia became the national enemy, an obsession, just as the Germans were for the Czechs. And no wonder. During the 240 years since 1711, Russian armies passed through the principalities as friends or foes more than a dozen times, their friendship or “liberation” meaning the loss of one or two provinces for Romania and their enmity something infinitely worse. During the nineteenth century, every time they passed through, the Russian armies left in their wake a trail of suffering, plunder, disease, death, and destruction in this dejected, suffering land. Except for a few Russians like the resident Pavel Kisselev, who tried to do his best to mitigate these sufferings Russo-Romanian contacts of the past two centuries have been almost uniformly unpleasant for the Romanians.


It was in the early decades of the nineteenth century that the young boyars (suddenly rich through the grain trade) began to travel abroad, which in most cases meant France, and many of them were shocked when they saw the differences between the West and their native land. It was during this time that the firm cultural bond between the Romanian upper class and France was established. When these “bonjourists” came home, some were filled with revolutionary zeal. We shall see later what became of their peculiar brand of liberalism under the impact of the realities of their country. But in the years before 1848, those who lived in Paris listened avidly to the lectures of Michelet, kept in contact with Miczkiewicz, and when the February Revolution of 1848 came, they were on the barricades of Paris under the blue, yellow, and red tricolor.


After a short propaganda effort for Romania in revolutionary Paris, they hurried home to revolutionize their homeland. Taking advantage of the wavering attitude of the Wallachian Prince Bibescu, they seized control of Bucharest (for reasons to be discussed later, they failed to take Iaşi). The names of these young men — C.A. Rosetti, the republican; Ion Brătianu, who was a fiery revolutionary at that time; the great democrat Nicolae Bălcescu; Ion Ghica; Ion Heliade-Rădulescu; Ion Câmpineanu; Mihail Kogălniceanu; and Vasile Alecsandri in Moldavia — were prominent among the Romanian reform generation which would bring about independence and unification later. Inside Romania, the boyars were dead set against the revolution. Characteristically, they considered these young boyars insane, “otherwise how on earth could they rebel against their own privileges and interests?”24 The peasant for their part were suspicious of these young ciocoi (a derogatory term for the ruling nobility and their helpers, partisans, etc.), who came to their villages and spoke to them about libertate, a word unknown and meaningless to them.


Finally, the boyars applied a well-known remedy against liberal change: they pointed out to Tsar Nicholas that every liberal move in the principalities was a pro-Turkish move, every conservative move a pro-Russian one. In 1849, a Russo-Turkish army entered the principalities and crushed the rebellion of doctrinaire idealists in Wallachia. Many of the leaders, among them Brătianu, fled to Paris, where they assured Louis Napoleon that there could be no better barrier against Russian expansion than an independent Romanian state. 25 Developments soon confirmed their expectations. The general fluidity that characterized the age and the area, Ottoman decay, Russian expansionist pressure, and the rising tide of nationalism gave them the chance they needed.


Russian defeat in the Crimean War removed the main obstacle to Romanian nationhood. Part of Bessarabia was reannexed, and in the principalities the tremendous burst of nationalism of the late 1850s bore ample fruit. Brătianu returned to Bucharest in 1856. Supported by the French consul at Iaşi against complicated Russian and Austrian intrigues, and despite Stratford Canning’s vice-regal diplomacy at the Porte, he unified the principalities in 1859 by electing Alexander Cuza as the ruling prince of both Wallachia and Moldavia. Although still nominally under the rule of the sultan, the Romanian state embarked on her existence as a European nation, armed with the Napoleonic Code, a French Group Theatre, and the novels of Dumas Père.


The father of modern Romania was without question Louis Napoleon, the self-appointed champion of nationalism all over Europe from the Balkans through Poland to Italy. He was impressed by the idea of a “Latin Sentinel on the Danube,” a slogan skillfully planted by Brătianu and Nicolae Golescu in Paris.


It was one thing to gain national independence and foreign support and to adopt Western (French) trappings. To overcome a long continuity of tradition and the consequences of a very different heritage is another. Prince Cuza was the first, but by no means the last, Romanian leader who was to learn this. He may have had some unendearing individual qualities, but he sincerely wished to curb the power of the boyars, to help the wretched peasants, and to restrict the merciless exploitation of national resources through the system of “dedicated monasteries,” which drained away huge sums of the national income to Mount Athos. Cuza was far-sighted enough to negotiate with Kossuth (who in exile had moderated his Hungarian nationalism), to arrive at a nationalism compatible with humanity and reason: the establishment of a Danube Confederation of Romania, Serbia, and Hungary as a balance to the huge German and Russian ethnic blocks weighing so heavily on No-Man’s-Land.


In challenging the Church and the boyars in 1864 by liberating the serfs, Cuza counted on the support of the peasantry. But in the Romania of his day, a prince could work for the peasants but not with them. After generations of long suffering, the spirit and backbone were missing from the peasant masses. One could expect a terrible Jacquerie from them when the burden became unbearable, but no constructive support. Cuza’s dissolute private life was used skillfully against him, and his autocratic temper turned his faithful helper Kogălniceanu against him. In February 1866 a group of officers, representing the dissatisfied ruling class, forced him to abdicate.


It was Brătianu who took over the unchallenged leadership for the coming decades. But this Brătianu was no longer the handsome, somber émigré, the revolutionary idealist of 1848. He had “grown up” and seen the realities of Romanian society; he also understood the interests of his class. He selected Prince Carol, of the Catholic branch of the House of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, to ascend the throne of Romania after Cuza — with the approval of Bismarck. Carol arrived in Romania during the Austro-Prussian War and gave the country a liberal constitution modeled on the Belgian Charter of 1831, a constitution fated amid Romanian realities to remain a piece of meaningless paper. The long reign of this Teutonic Spartan brought Romania final independence from Turkey in 1881, after she had participated on Russia’s side in the war against Turkey in 1878 — and been rewarded by losing to Russia the part of Bessarabia recovered in 1856. Romania received the barren, windswept province of Dobrogea, with its Bulgarian and Turkish inhabitants, as a meager compensation. That experience, coupled with past ones, made Romanian suspicious and fear of Russia almost insurmountable in the future. Therefore, Romania adhered secretly to the Austro-Hungarian-German Treaty in 1883, a step not unwelcomed in Hungary, which hoped to keep the Romanian irredenta under control.


After the difficulties of adjustment during the first years of his reign, Carol, from 1881 the king of an independent Romania, proved to be a conscientious ruler, trying to do his best for his adopted country. But his task was not an easy one. Under the existing parliamentary system, a kind of political life developed in Romania. There were “ liberals” and “conservatives,” the first representing the bourgeoisie and the second the landed estate owners, but these labels were meaningless. There was nothing like a genuine popular representation, for the inarticulate, illiterate masses were effectively denied participation in politics by bureaucratic methods. The criticism against Brătianu, “ la patrie veut être servie et non pas dominée” was a deserved one.26 His methods and measures set a very bad precedent for future Romanian politics. But to do him justice, the opposition was no better, and it is a question of whether other methods would have worked under the circumstances.


In the economy, based as it was on agriculture, the peasant question was paramount, and it dominated the Romanian scene from the time of independence up to World War I. Agrarian reforms did not improve the lot of the peasantry. The local bureaucracy knew how to get around them, and as a result the peasants were worse off fifty years after the Cuza reforms than before them. The land was owned almost exclusively by the boyars and their usurer tenants. The newly won personal freedom of the peasants was illusory because of their indebtedness to their former lords. A sharp population increase (54 percent between 1859 and 1899) weighed heavily on areas which had an agrarian overpopulation already.27 The landowner could even enforce the agricultural “ labor contracts” with the help of the military. In 1912, for example, 26,538 soldiers were “ loaned” to landowners for this unsavory purpose.28


The misery of the peasants notwithstanding, the boom in grain export continued in these decades leading to a superficial prosperity. The external attributes of European civilization were acquired with great rapidity. By 1914, 2,500 miles of railroad were built in a land where there were none in 1866. The Danube was bridged at Cernavodă with a ten-mile-long bridge in order to bring the seaport of Constanţa and Dobrogea into the framework of the Romanian economy. The crude oil production of Ploiești gave some industrial character to a country which until then relied on agriculture alone.


But by 1914 only 1.5 percent of the national wealth was invested in industry. Foreign investment in industry was encouraged by tax exemptions and many other benefits. The oil industry was 99 percent in the hands of foreign investors (German, British, Dutch, French, and American). The exploitation of the Carpathian forests went on in a wasteful manner, quite unchecked. A great deal of foreign debt was contracted to finance railroad construction and other public projects.29 Bucharest began to acquire that douce décadence, that pseudo-Western aspect of sophistication, which earned her the questionable fame of being the Paris of the Balkans. But these twentieth-century trappings were ill equipped to cover up the sixteenth century and the Byzantine and Phanariot heritage. In 1906, when Romania celebrated the fortieth anniversary of King Carol’ s rule with a magnificent exposition in Bucharest, douce décadence was in full bloom and Bucharest glittered before the many foreign guests. Karl Lueger, Mayor of Vienna and enemy of the “ Judeo-Magyars,” was among the most welcome.


What lay behind this imposing facade was exposed in the bloody peasant revolt of March 1907. Touched off by abuses by a Jewish tenant in Moldavia, disorders spread with lightning speed all over the country and widened into a great Jacquerie. The government panicked. There was talk of foreign intervention, but the minister of war, General Alexandru Averescu, did not lose his head. He called on the military to quell the rebellion and did not hesitate to use artillery, to burn and destroy villages, and to kill an estimated 10,000 peasants. This spontaneous, unorganized, desperate outburst of the peasant masses showed better than anything else the reality behind the trappings of the artificially Westernized salons of Bucharest.


After the highly instructive peasant revolt, a Liberal government was formed, and Brătianu’s son declared himself in favor of a radical agrarian reform. The worst abuses of the peasantry by the landlords ceased. But the outbreak of the World War prevented the carrying out of more fundamental reforms. Romania participated in 1913 in the Second Balkan War, gaining from hard-pressed Bulgaria a strip of land, Southern Dobrogea, which was mainly inhabited by Bulgarians and included Silistra, the important Danube fortress denied to Romania by the Russians in 1878.


In Transylvania, the enlightened measures of the revolutionary Emperor Joseph II led to a fearful Jacquerie of the oppressed Romanian serfs against their Hungarian masters. Perhaps their motives were more social than national; the leaders were Ion Horia from Albac, Ion Cloşca from Cărpiniş, and Gheorghe Crișan. The army put down the rising — by no means less horrible than the much later one of 1907 in Romania proper30 — and Horia mounted the scaffold with the simple words, “ I am dying for my people.”


After that, only the Uniate Church with its see in Blaj kept the national spirit alive. Romanian intellectuals gathered under its protection and brought about a nationalist awakening. By the first decades of the nineteenth century, Gheorghe Şincai had reformed the Romanian language, adopting the Latin alphabet in place of the prevalent Greek one.31


During the revolution of 1848, the Romanians, urged on by the dynasty, rose against the intransigent Magyar nationalism of Kossuth. The Romanians’ spiritual leader was the Orthodox Metropolitan Andrei Şaguna, their political leader was Simion Bărnuţiu, and their military leader, the legendary Moţ, Avram Iancu. If in Wallachia the arrival of Russian interventionists meant the end of the liberal revolution, in Transylvania the Russians were greeted as liberators come to rescue the people from the intolerant Hungarian nationalist-revolutionaries. Many a Russian general stated later that their victory would scarcely have been possible without Iancu’s help.32 But gratitude had as little place in Prince Schwarzenberg’s design as Romanian nationalism did; the new Habsburg monarchy had to be a centralized state. When Iancu protested, he was thrown into jail and manhandled. It was too much for the proud Moţ hero. His mind became clouded. He was finally released in this state to wander through his beloved mountains, playing his legendary flute, deeply revered by his unhappy people. But reverence for heroes does not last forever. Some years later, Iancu was found by a roadside, dead of starvation. His fate is an instructive example of how much small nations count in the power politics of great nations.


Nor was that to be all. The raison d’état of the Habsburgs demanded further sacrifices from the nationalities of the lands of the Holy Crown of St. Stephen, among them the Transylvanian Romanians. In the Compromise of 1867 they were handed over to the Hungarian nation. Bishop Şaguna advised passive resistance. But there was now a new generation of militant Romanian nationalists who did not wish to live as their fathers lived. Their paper, the Tribuna, demanded rights for the Romanian majority of Transylvania. The Hungarians usually dealt with demands for minority rights in an administrative manner, as they would deal with common crimes — the perpetrators were fined or imprisoned.


In 1890, the Romanians decided to turn to the emperor, who was in no position to challenge the Hungarian Nation on Transylvanian or any other minority rights. The members of the delegation who presented the memorandum in Vienna were tried for treason by the Hungarian authorities. The trial gained much sympathy for the Romanian cause all over the West, and a demonstration of sympathy followed it in Bucharest.


In the prewar decade it was already clear that Romanian irredentism was irreconcilable and irrepressible. The leaders of Transylvanian Romanians, the poet Octavian Goga and the politicians Iuliu Maniu and Alexandru Vaida-Voevod, became the leaders of the future united Romania.33


It was precisely the Transylvanian irredenta which spoiled the relations of the Dual Monarchy with her secret Romanian ally. The Romanian government could not ignore this question. It seems that by 1913 Brătianu had made his decision: the Bessarabian irredenta seemed to be impracticable. But he tried to enlist Russian support in case of the expected disintegration of Austria-Hungary. S. Sazonov’ s visit to Romania and the meeting between Tsar Nicholas and King Carol in Constanta in 1914 were milestones on this road. But not even the most sanguine optimist among Romanian nationalists on either side of the Carpathians foresaw how soon their wildest dreams would be realized.


VI


For all of Europe the First World War was a terrible calamity. It disrupted brutally a pattern of development, and it was the end of an era. Its material damage could be repaired. Even the colossal loss in life could be tolerated. But the damage it caused in intellectual values, the discredit it brought to reason, and hence to the intellectual, was irreparable in its consequences.


It would seem that the splendid, hopeful structure of Europe (that is, of the world as of 1914) had a weak spot — and the shot fired by Gavrilo Princip in Sarajevo struck into it. Mankind was not ready for the first full-fledged mechanized war. And from then on, “ events passed very largely outside the scope of conscious choice. Governments and individuals conformed to the rhythm of the tragedy and swayed and staggered forward in helpless violence, slaughtering and squandering on ever increasing scales till injuries were wrought to the structure of human society which a century will not efface, and which may conceivably prove fatal to the present civilization.” 34


In a sense, the war of 1914-1918 was worse than the Second World War. During its excruciating trench warfare, huge armies faced each other and month after month and year after year destroyed each other hopelessly and systematically with artillery, poison gas, barbed wire, and machine guns. Ultimately, victory or defeat was more product of the mathematics of cannon fodder and slaughter than of leadership, skill, or individual courage. The Second World War, on the other hand, contained much more movement, hope, and adventure, and in 1939 came to a generation very different from the hopeful, idealistic generation that went to war in 1914.


In the hearts of those who fought or lived through the First World War, something froze irrevocably, resulting in a nihilism, a disillusionment, which produced on the winning side the Lost Generation in the United States, and the Maginot Line psychology and the Pétains in France. On the losing side, the consequences were of a more radical character. Remarque foresaw this in his All Quiet on the Western Front, expressed in the words of a German soldier before the Armistice in the fall of 1918:


All that meets me, all that floods over me are but feelings — greed of life, love of home, yearnings of the blood, anticipation of deliverance — but no aims.


Had we returned home in 1916, out of the suffering and strength of our experiences we might have unleashed a storm. Now if we go back we will be weary, broken, burnt out, rootless, and without hope. We will not be able to find our way anymore.


And man will not understand us — for the generation which grew up before us, though it has passed these years with us here, already had a home and a calling; now it will return to its old occupations, and the war will be forgotten — and the generation that has grown up after us will be strange to us and push us aside…


I stand up. I am very quiet. Let the months and years come, they bring me nothing, they can bring me nothing. I am so alone and so without hope that I can confront them without fear. The life that has borne me through these years is still in my hands and eyes. Whether I have subdued it, I know not. But so long it is there it will seek its own way out, heedless the will that is in me.35


These words were a grim forecast of things to come: the maladjustment of the veterans; the Horthys and the Hindenburgs who did not understand the postwar world, but who were nevertheless to wield power for too long; and the younger men, growing up in frustration, insecurity, and with a deeply wounded national pride after the defeat. The young would grow restless, and their pessimistic impatience would be strange to Horthy and his generation; consequently, they would try to “ push him aside,” as Remarque predicted. Because despite the shock to reason and intellect, World War I did not mean the end of things. On the contrary, a new day was dawning. With it came the rise of totalitarian ideas, especially in those areas of Europe where the defeat, the economic situation, and the lack of democratic tradition favored such a trend to an extraordinary degree.


Austria-Hungary, which seemed from the outside to be such a magnificent edifice, proved very weak in action — not so much on the Russian front (that could have been understood), but in the campaign against Serbia, in which the Serbians wrote one of the most glorious chapters of their history. Austria-Hungary was always saved only by German intervention. Italy and Romania made much of their traditional policy of sacro egoismo, which continued with increasing vigor. By 1916-1917, the initial general enthusiasm for the war had entirely disappeared. Nobody had counted on a long modern war with its requirements on the home front, and, because of the relentless English blockade, there was widespread famine in both Germany and Austria. Hungary was spared the worst aspects of famine because of its agricultural character.


Surprisingly, the United States’ s entry into the war had its strongest effects in Austria-Hungary. After the Sixtus letter, the dynasty’ s attempt to save the Empire through a separate peace, the German General Staff took direct control. Austria’ s sovereignty had ended in everything but name.


But this did not concern Hungary. There was always a stronger martial spirit and enthusiasm for the war in centralized, unitary Hungary than in heterogeneous Austria, but as the years passed, it lost much appeal even there. Tisza, the dynamic leader of the Hungarian Nation, fell from power in 1917 over the issue of granting a wider franchise than he thought necessary or desirable, but not before he was able to block effectively any concession to the Romanians.


The general war-weariness accentuated both the social ills and the nationality problem in Hungary. The voices of the small, democratic groups grew louder and louder. The disfranchised Social Democrats and the radical intelligentsia, under a predominantly Jewish leadership, became more and more vociferous, especially after the proclamation of Wilson’ s Fourteen Points.36


Ever since the mechanization of war, which coincided with broad popular participation in it, wars have not been conducted with small, professional armies. And when a debacle comes, the losing ruler can no longer return to his palace and continue his business pretty much as before. Not only he but the whole ruling class is made responsible for the defeat by the broad, popular masses, who have attained a degree of consciousness and power. That is what happened in France in 1870, and in Russia the misconduct of war coupled with long-standing social ills led to an outburst unprecedented in human history, not even waiting for the result of the contest on the field.


Both in Germany and in the Habsburg Empire, defeat had far-reaching and immediate effects on the position of the ruling elite and the dynasties. Germany, a fairly homogeneous state, could be saved as a national entity. But the Austro-Hungarian state, only four years older than the German one, could not overcome the temptation to pursue the glittering prospects of independent nationhood. This was a temptation harbored by most of her nationalities and carefully fostered in the highest quarters in the West in line with what the Western powers considered a liberal policy.


VII


In mid-October, 1918, Tisza, the strongest statesman of the Dual Monarchy, declared in the Hungarian Parliament with his usual courage and straightforwardness, “ We have lost the war!” He put into words something everybody had felt for a long time but had not dared to express. “ Tisza said it” was the general reaction. In two weeks revolution engulfed Budapest, and in another two weeks the Dual Monarchy disintegrated. When the revolution came, Tisza was the man most hated by the masses, because they unjustly regarded him as the cause of the war. In the first days of the revolutionary turmoil he was assassinated. It is interesting to think how Hungarian history might have developed if he had lived. He had tremendous integrity and character, which many of those lacked who in the next twenty-five years never tired of invoking his memory. Thus, the Hungarian Nation was left without a leader. It was also thoroughly discredited amid the bitterness of a lost war, amid suffering coupled with the ever present social dislocations which were accentuated by events. Under such circumstances there could be no question of leadership by anyone who even faintly resembled the old order.


So a progressive magnate, Count Michael Károlyi, formed a National Council of democratic, progressive elements, many of them members of the Jewish bourgeoisie, and some of them Social Democrats. Archduke Joseph, the last homo regius of the Habsburgs in Budapest, swore allegiance to the National Council. The Council severed Hungary’ s ties with Austria, proclaimed a republic, began an enlightened, democratic policy toward nationalities, and appealed to the Entente, which after all had fought the war under the slogan, “ Let’ s make the world safe for democracy,” to help to create a free, democratic Hungary on the basis of Wilson’ s Fourteen Points.


The new minister for the nationalities in Count Károlyi’s democratic government. Professor O. Jászi, who for many years had advocated an enlightened policy toward Hungary’s nationalities, thought the day had come to put his ideas into practice. During the months of November and December 1918 he tried his best to transform Hungary into his dream: an Eastern Switzerland. But the nationalities were beyond the point of being satisfied by concessions: the ideas of Czechoslovakia, Greater Romania, and the “Yugoslav Idea” were too overwhelming for that. As far as the Entente was concerned, it became clear at an early stage of the peace settlement that the world first had to be made safe for France, and only then, if at all, for democracy. And it would not be fair to condemn the French after the heroic struggle and the sacrifices they had made during the war. After four years of an ordeal in which their soldiers bore the brunt of the burden, the French people had one thought, will, and slogan: “Never again!” But French policy toward Czechoslovakia, Romania, and the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes excluded any possibility of cooperation between the newest and oldest democracies of the continent. This fact did not add to the popularity of a government in Hungary which openly proclaimed its devotion to France, and under which the “Marseillaise” was played along with the Hungarian national anthem on festive occasions. All this had grave consequences later on.


But perhaps the greatest misfortune was the fact that the democratic and Socialist intellectuals, although they meant well, did not have deep enough roots in Hungarian society. Most of them were not Hungarians by origin. In addition, Hungary was not ready for a liberal revolution. When it came, only the workers were an organized group, led by the Social Democrats. The bulk of the population, the peasants, were not organized because in the past the landlords on the local level could prevent their organizing themselves, and the government took care that they not be organized by the workers.


As F. Borkenau was quick to see, Károlyi had four tasks before him: (1) to make peace, (2) to carry through democratic elections, (3) to democratize the administration, and (4) to carry through an agrarian reform.37 The agrarian reform was by far the most important measure to be carried out. In all countries where the feudal manorial system existed with its de facto if not de jure serfs, there was no room for democracy. Whether in Russia, Spain, Latin America, Hungary, Poland, or Romania, the first (but not the only) condition for a working democracy is a strong, land-owning, self-confident peasantry. Otherwise, the choice lies between an ultra-Leftist or a reactionary dictatorship. And even in Russia, Bolshevism could only live by giving land to the peasant.


Károlyi failed to fulfill any of his four tasks, partly because of the intransigency of the French, who cared nothing for the fate of Hungarian democracy. There was no moderation in the attitude of the Social Democratic Party either. Because of the lack of mass support, the Károlyi regime was nothing but the dictatorship of the Social Democratic Party, which had the only organized force, the workers, at its disposal with their framework of trade unions. It was a sad spectacle that the Social Democrats, who had spent the last thirty years or so in criticizing electoral abuses, now made free elections impossible. They had the temerity to proclaim that “regardless of how the elections go, we intend to have a Red Parliament.” 38 Also, they were narrow-minded enough to deny the peasants the right to organize their own party. Little did those Jewish intellectuals, who felt only an abstract kind of love for the Hungarian people, understand the bulk of it — the peasantry. There was no Lenin among them, not even a Trotsky. They prevented land reform on the basis of their dogmas, hoping to outdo Lenin by not allowing any capitalism in the villages as he did. They hoped to accomplish a direct transition to Socialism.39


It is reasonable to assume that if the leadership of the Social Democratic Party had come from the Hungarian people and had loved them with something more than abstract love, they would have had something more than a doctrinaire lack of understanding for the peasantry and would not by their errors have decided the fate of the democratic revolution from the outset. The consequences of this haughty contempt for the peasantry were to be far-reaching. If land reform had been carried out, there is little likelihood that the counterrevolution, even if victorious, would have been able to undo it subsequently. And the peasants would have remembered later those who gave them the land as they remembered Kossuth, who liberated their fathers and grandfathers from de jure serfdom.


VIII


But as is often the fate of small nations, the coup de grace for the new Hungarian democracy came from the outside. On 20 March 1919, the Entente demanded from Károlyi the surrender of new territories to the successor states (this time purely Magyar-inhabited areas), declaring also that the lines of demarcation would have to be considered provisional frontiers. Károlyi was by that time thoroughly discredited. He could not get a decent peace from his Entente friends, he could not solve the social problems, and he could not even guarantee self-determination for his people. At that dark hour, there seemed only one solution — to ally Hungary with Soviet Russia and to drive out the intruders with the help of the Red Army and the solidarity of the international working class.


The national emergency gave the Bolshevik agent Béla Kun his chance. As a prisoner of war in Russia, he familiarized himself with Lenin’ s ideas, became an enthusiastic Bolshevik, and was sent by Lenin hack to Hungary to start a Communist revolution. Lenin was an expert as far as the psychology of the Russian people was concerned, but for Hungary he could not have made a worse choice. It is hard to conceive of somebody farther away in thought, spirit, and character from the Hungarian people than this little Jewish ex-journalist, who, in addition, did not have a winning personality.


He came to power on the national issue, but he quickly forgot the basis of his power. He started a bizarre experiment of doctrinaire War Communism; for example, he threatened to punish the smallest commercial transaction with the death penalty.40 In Russia, Kun must have observed Lenin’ s policy, which satisfied the peasants’ land hunger, concluded a very detrimental but speedy peace, and refused to cooperate with the reformers. Kun implemented his conclusions in his own way: (1) refusing to carry out land reform and terrorizing the peasants. (2) making war on everybody, and (3) merging with the Social Democrats. Nevertheless, in the first two months or so the country went along with him because he was ready to stand up against the Czech and Romanian invaders. In a swift offensive he threw back the Czechs, and the Hungarian Soviet was about to achieve what Kemal attained some years later. But the Entente ordered Kun to stop.


In Hungary the economy was going to pieces. The threat of food requisitions and the socialization of peasant plots led to the first counterrevolutionary disturbances. In the cities of Arad and Szeged, both within the French zone of occupation, the first counterrevolutionary groups, which later became governments, were formed. Another group of counterrevolutionary exile was organized in Vienna.


Then Kun, an exceedingly cowardly person himself but possessed by the resentful cruelty so characteristic of cowards, resorted to terrorism. His henchman was another Jew, the notorious Tibor Számuelly, who crossed the unhappy country in an armored train with his “ Lenin boys” terrorizing the countryside, his victims being mainly peasants. Of the 342 victims of the Red Terror, 248 were peasants.41 No one should think that Szamuelly or the Communist regime (in whose leadership the Jewish population was overrepresented) was in any way favorably disposed to the Jews, a predominantly bourgeois element. According to the statistics presented by the Arrow Cross historian Ödön Málnási, forty-four Jews were killed by Számuelly’ s terror squads.42 The Red Terror in Hungary does not match the one perpetuated by the Cheka, but the Kun regime had little time at its disposal.


Amid famine, disillusionment, and Red Terror, Kun forces moved against the Romanians. But under such circumstances the Romanians finished them off with relative ease. The help expected at the outset from the Russian Soviets never materialized. The Hungarian Red Army disintegrated, and, on 4 August 1919, the Romanian Army entered Budapest just after the Kun government made its disgraceful exit to Vienna. Kun continued to outrage Lenin by committing unspeakable and unnecessary cruelties in the Crimea where he was sent as political commissar.43 In 1937 he was purged by Stalin for alleged crimes which, ironically enough, he did not commit.


Meanwhile, a caretaker government was formed in Budapest by the Right-wing Social Democrats, Károly Peyer and Gyula Peidl, but after some days this government was overthrown with Romanian military assistance by István Friedrich.44 Archduke Joseph was also at hand to play one of his many roles in Hungarian history. He made an abortive attempt in August to grab the reins of power for himself. The Romanians looted Budapest thoroughly and left in November 1919. On November 16, the counterrevolutionary forces called National Army and headed by Admiral Miklós Horthy entered the capital. The counterrevolution was in place.


IX


When the Great War broke out, Romania remained neutral. Although a member of the alliance system of the Central Powers (a fact known in Romania only to some few, even among the initiated), public opinion and the opposition of the Liberals under Brătianu made it impossible for old King Carol I to join his kinsmen and his house in its struggle against the Entente. This decision was made at the historic Crown Council on 4 August 1914, at Sinaia, the summer residence of the Romanian kings in the Transylvanian Alps. Soon after the old king died. With his death, a powerful obstacle was removed from the way of Brătianu’s policy, which, like that of Italy, was to enter the war at a decisive moment on the side of the Entente and extract the highest possible price for it. The ultimate goal was the creation of Greater Romania, which would encompass all Romanians who lived outside the Old Kingdom.45 The new King Ferdinand and his beautiful wife Queen Marie, the granddaughter of Queen Victoria and of Tsar Alexander II of Russia, were enthusiastic supporters of the Entente. King Ferdinand seems not to have been influenced in the least by the Hohenzollern blood in his veins; all such sentimental attachments died with King Carol. His nephew was first and last the servant of Romania, and Brătianu, his prime minister, demanded that the Allies recognize Romanian claims to Transylvania and Bucovina and did not forget — to the towering fury of the Russian foreign minister, Sazonov — Bessarabia. Yet he hesitated with his declaration of war on the Central Powers. The Germans made a faint attempt to offer concessions in Transylvania to Romania, an attempt firmly squashed by Tisza, the Hungarian prime minister.


The favorable moment for Romania came in the summer of 1916 when the great Russian offensive was in full swing, and Cadorna attacked along the Isonzo, pressing the Dual Monarchy hard. Nor was the military situation on the Western Front, after the bloody German failure to take Verdun, rosy for the Central Powers, and the Allies urged Bucharest in unmistakable terms to stop temporizing. On 24 August 1916. Brătianu pronounced his famous words at the Crown Council, directed at the few perturbed conservatives of the “ German line”: “ I take the responsibility [for this step] because I trust in our victory.” 46 The same evening, the Romanian envoy in Vienna handed in the Romanian Declaration of War at the Ballhausplatz. Romanian troops promptly invaded Transylvania.


The war went well for Romania in the beginning. The weakened Dual Monarchy had no forces to repel the new enemy, and a considerable part of Transylvania was occupied by the Romanian Army in September. Then the German Balkan Army, under Erich von Falkenhayn and August von Mackensen, struck. Crossing the Danube from Bulgaria, it quickly moved on Bucharest and, after occupying the capital, swept Wallachia clean and drove back the rest of the Romanian Army to Moldavia. King and government fled to Iași.


Under the stress of modern warfare, the backwardness of the Romanian Army’s supply and organization was exposed and with it the country’s social ills as well (1916-1917 being barely a decade since the great peasant rising of 1907). French officers under General Henry Berthelot47 took care of the first problem: they reorganized the faltering Romanian Army. The second problem, popular discontent, was handled in a decisive fashion by the king and the ruling class. King Ferdinand told the troops on the front, “Land will be given to you. I, your King, am the first to set the example; and you will also take a larger part in public affairs.” 48 The results were immediate and far-reaching. Although neighboring Russia was engulfed in a great revolutionary upheaval for many years, the Russian revolution did not spread to Romania, despite the similarity of conditions in both countries and despite the close geographical connection. Even after the demoralizing breakdown of discipline among Russian division fighting side by side with them on Moldavian soil, the Romanians, under Generals Averescu and Prezan, bravely withstood the German onslaught in the battles of Mărăști and especially of Mărășești in August 1917. The front could be stabilized between the Carpathians and the Black Sea.


But it would not have been in Romanian political traditions to wait in an “ all quiet on the Western front” fashion, to bide time until the Entente’ s victory. The conservative Germanophile politician, Alexandru Marghiloman. remained in Bucharest, where he began negotiations with the Germans and succeeded in concluding a humiliating peace treaty with the Central Powers in May 1918. The king never ratified this political insurance treaty, which he opposed to the end, along with Brătianu and the rest of the Liberals.


Humiliating though the peace treaty was, and though it was a breach of faith with the Entente as Romania had promised not to conclude a separate peace, it was not wholly disadvantageous for Romania. The Germans recognized, nay encouraged, Romanian occupation and annexation of Bessarabia. This province, with its overwhelmingly Romanian population, formed an autonomous Moldavian Republic, which was to become a part of the Russian Democratic Republic in December 1917. Now its governing Sfat (Council), opposing Bolshevik centralization, called in Romanian troops, which occupied the province in January 1918. After that, the Sfat voted for union with Romania, with the dual demand of autonomy (never honored) and preservation of the land reform already in effect.49


That was the situation when the Balkan front of the Central Powers collapsed with the capitulation of Bulgaria at the end of September 1918. Mackensen withdrew his troops from the Südostraum, and Romania then made a theatrical “reentry” into the war, a reentry which would later be grudgingly recognized by the Entente. Recognition depended not so much on the intrinsic value of this opéra-bouffé as on the services Romania rendered to the Powers during the turbulent years of 1918-1919. The “Versailles system,” that is, French foreign policy, had two principal goals in this area: the quest for securité, and the maintenance of a cordon sanitaire against Bolshevik Russia. Romania had her place in both schemes.


After the acquisition of Bessarabia and after Romania’ s reentry into the war in its last days, Brătianu cashed the promissory notes of the Allies in Bucovina, an ancient part of Moldavia ceded by the Turks to Austria under Maria-Theresa. Although the province was then both historically and ethnically Romanian, by 1918 almost half its people were Ukrainians, and the cities were overwhelmingly Jewish in character. On 28 November 1918, the governing congress “ voted,” under the pressure of occupying Romanian troops, for union with Romania.


But all these acquisitions did not lie as close to Romanian hearts on either side of the Carpathians as did the union of Transylvania and the Regat. With the collapse of the Dual Monarchy, the Hungarian democratic republic of Károlyi adopted a conciliatory attitude toward the nationalities of the lands of St. Stephen. Professor Jászi, the newly created minister of nationalities, a convinced democrat and a long-standing opponent of the brutal Magyarization policies of Budapest, tried to save what was left to save. He met with Transylvanian leaders in Arad to convince them of the advantages of remaining in Hungary. If anybody was qualified to negotiate with Transylvanian Romanians, Professor Jászi was. He was a Transylvanian himself, and he meant it when he spoke of transforming Transylvania into an “Eastern Switzerland.” But the Romanians had been mistreated too long to prefer any state under Hungarian leadership, democratic or not, to a union with their kinsmen. On 1 December 1918, the representatives of Transylvanian Romanians met in the historic capital of Transylvania, Alba-Iulia, and the Governing Council, under the chairmanship of Iuliu Maniu, proclaimed the union of Transylvania with the other Romanian lands. Their other demands, all of which reflected the spirit of Maniu, were liberty for the nationalities, autonomy for all regions, democracy with universal suffrage, liberty of the press and of association, a radical agrarian reform, and significant improvements for industrial workers.50


Iuliu Maniu, who with Ion Brătianu was the architect of Greater Romania but decidedly the better man, was 45 years old in 1918. Undisputed leader of the Romanian National Party of Transylvania, he exemplified the best qualities of the Transylvanian Romanians, who were much less the product of the Byzantine-Phanariot tradition than their kinsmen in the Regat. He was the descendant of the great Simion Bărnuţiu, and a lawyer by profession, educated at Cluj, Budapest, and Vienna. As attorney of the ecclesiastic-cultural center of the Uniate Church in Blaj, which was also the center of Romanian national consciousness, Maniu became involved in the struggle of the Transylvanian Romanians at the time of the Memorandum of the 1890s when Transylvanian Romanians made a desperate attempt to air their grievances to the dynasty. Later, he was elected to the Hungarian Parliament from one of the electoral districts the Hungarian Nation reserved for Romanians in order to help maintain the fiction of parliamentarianism. There he courageously and hopelessly fought for his people in the wildest years of Magyarization at the beginning of the century. His struggle earned him the undying hatred of the Hungarians, especially those in Transylvania. His companions in this fight, Vaida-Voevod, the poet Goga, and Valeriu Pop, like many other young Romanian intellectuals of Transylvania, looked to Vienna for support. Not finding it in the dynasty, which was committed to Budapest, they found the language and ideas they wanted to hear in the harangues of Lueger, the Christian Socialist Mayor of Vienna, and his party against the “ Judeo-Magyars.” Although these harangues had some influence later in moving the Transylvanian leaders toward Fascism and a violent anti-Semitism (some of the most enthusiastic Magyarizers and the most uncompromising zealots of Magyardom in Transylvania were the Jews!), Maniu never wavered in his belief in democracy, decency, and due process of law, a belief he had absorbed in the austere, pure atmosphere of Blaj and of Transylvania as a whole, and in the parliament at Budapest.


But such deep faith belonged to another age, another century. It had little in common with the atmosphere of the “ Paris of the Balkans,” or with the world of the political ethics after 1918, in which this ascetic, incorruptible man was to work for the welfare of his people for the next thirty years. In both contexts, in that of postwar Bucharest and in that of the political world of Hitler and Stalin and Carol II, this greatest son of Transylvania in the twentieth century was hopelessly out of place. All three of the rare “ incorruptibles” of Romanian politics — Maniu, Antonescu, and Corneliu Codreanu — perished within a decade, 1938-1948. Each sought a different road to salvation for Romania. Without a doubt the most pathetic figure among them, and the only democrat, was Maniu. Ultimately, the greatest sin attributed to him was that he was unable to live up to the ruthlessness, the atrocious vulgarity, and utter unscrupulousness of the politics of his age. To the end, he remained faithful to the three ideals he fought for in his lifetime: (1) constitutional government, (2) Christian conduct of government leaders, and (3) a Romanian Transylvania. But this was all in the far future on 1 December 1918, that wintry day in Alba-Iulia where Iuliu Maniu experienced the great moment of his life, uniting Transylvania with the rest of Romania.


The Entente seemed to waver about granting Romania such great chunks of land. But when Béla Kun established the Hungarian Soviet Republic, there was no time to scrutinize Romanian performance during the war or how well founded were her claims. Despite the fact that Romania was encircled by Leftist disorder or Communism on all sides — in Russia, Bulgaria, and Hungary — she remained stable, thanks to the promise of land reform and to national aggrandizement. The sporadic disorders of the Communist elements were handled by the Siguranţa (the Romanian secret police) with ruthless efficiency. Not only did the Romanian peasant-soldier not revolt, he could be used successfully to crush the Hungarian Soviet Republic. It was these factors which helped to support the immoderate demands of Brătianu at Versailles. The peasant leader Ion Mihalache called the coming land reform “ a kind of safety valve” for the ruling class; it served its purpose successfully until the great depression wrecked the economy thoroughly in the 1930s.51


After a year and half of Kuhhandel, of changes of government, and increased Leftist agitation, the ruling class found it expedient to enact the much-vaunted land reform in the Regat, after it had been carried out in Bessarabia, Transylvania, and Bucovina.52 As minister of defense in 1907 Marshall Averescu brutally suppressed the peasant rising, but, in 1921, as a hero of the Great War, the head of the Popular Party, and prime minister, he carried out the land reform in the Regat. Altogether, more than six million hectares of land were expropriated in Greater Romania in this most sweeping of all postwar agrarian reforms in non-Communist Europe.53 Out of 1,979,083 peasants entitled to land according to the law. 1,368,978 received land by 1927.54 In 1923, after a fierce political struggle, the Liberal Party under Brătianu regained power and fulfilled the last part of the king’ s promissory note: a democratic constitution was enacted by parliament, granting a wide franchise to men (women were excluded from political rights until 1946). On the surface, as happens so often, things looked more hopeful in this peasant state where, as late as 1930, 79.9 percent of the population lived in villages55 and not all of the remaining 20.1 percent lived in towns deserving the name.


A Greater Romania beyond the wildest hopes and dreams of the decade before had been established. The Regat with its 137,000 square kilometers and its seven million people had blossomed into a state of 294,000 square kilometers and 15.5 million people. Some 30 percent of its population was not Romanian. Almost a million were Jews. So many Jews were bound to cause difficulties especially if we consider that in 1930 68.2 percent of them lived in towns, and the 31.8 percent living in the villages were rarely engaged in agriculture.56 The social stratification of Romanians was just the opposite; 75 percent lived in villages57 with the result that there was an agrarian over-population of 51 percent.58 The Jews were not the only nationality in Romania by far. The more than 1.5 million Hungarians of Transylvania were irreconcilable enemies of the new state. But the country now possessed three great advantages: a democratic constitution and a sweeping agrarian reform supposedly doing justice to the overwhelming majority of Romanians, the peasants, had been added to economic resources among the richest and best balanced in Europe (Romania was often referred to as a “ beautiful, marriageable girl with a rich dowry”). With the national dream fulfilled, the future looked bright for Greater Romania.


But in an underdeveloped peasant economy and with the peculiar historical fate of Romania sometimes even such a bright prospect is not fulfilled so logically, consistently, and self-evidently as some might expect it to be. Despite the apparent advantages of Greater Romania with her vast natural resources, radical agrarian reform, and democratic system of government, the Romania of reality had not changed very much.


X


If the difference between the capital and the countryside in Hungary was great, that between the life of Bucharest and life of four out of five inhabitants of Greater Romania was even greater. With the exception of some Transylvanian Saxon communities and some German colonies in Bucovina and Bessarabia, the lot of the peasant masses was miserable. Although almost every innovation in the interwar period was supposed to serve their welfare, the peasants in their ideas, way of thinking, and civilization were centuries behind modern Romanian life.


The agrarian reforms liberated them from the bondage and degradations of de facto serfdom. But the humiliations inherent in poverty, economic underdevelopment, and a police state remained. The agrarian reform gave land, but no farming equipment, no domestic animals, and no credit to start independent farming. Above all, the agrarian reform did not change the outlook and the lack of education in the villages. The distribution of efficient great estates into individual plots decreased productivity, and many enterprising peasants, who with hard work began to hold their own as masters of their plots of land, were crushed by the great depression of the 1930s. The ideal of transforming Romanian agriculture into efficient three-to five-hectare holdings was not achieved. On the contrary, as the National Peasant economist Virgil Madgearu pointed out, after the depression it was the middle-sized peasant properties which showed themselves efficient and grew at the cost of the smaller proprietors, who relapsed increasingly into the growing agricultural proletariat.59


Mirrored in the statistics of 1938, the agrarian situation was as follows: out of 3,978,820 peasant families, 1,002,556 were still living in huts built of plain clay, some 600,000 of them not even possessing a window. About 500,000 peasants lived with their cattle in the same room. Two million peasants did not possess a cow, 600,000 not even a pig, and about 250,000 did not even have a chicken. The average meat consumption of a Romanian family was seventy pounds a year.60 Out of 60,885 springs used for water supply, 28,743 were found to be infected with disease germs. This perhaps explains why Romania, with the record birthrate of Europe (650,000 a year) also held the infant mortality record (350,000 infants a year). More than 10 percent of infants died in their first year. These non-European conditions in the countryside receive additional confirmation when we look at the number of doctors per capita: 4.6 per 10,000 inhabitants — but only 1.1 in the rural districts in 1938. The figure coincides with the figure for India in the same year.61


As for the workers, they were certainly better off, both in relative and in absolute terms, but Romania had no working class of importance. With 7.2 percent of the population deriving its livelihood from industry in 1930, Romania lagged, for example, behind Turkey. The extent of under-development is revealed by the fact that industrial production (the all-important petroleum industry and other mining industries included) was responsible for less than half — in certain years for one-third — of the gross national product in the years preceding World War II.62


All this contrasted sharply with the small skyscrapers and the pulsating life of Bucharest. Not without reason did they call it the “Paris of the Balkans.” The atmosphere of Dragomir Niculescu or the Confisierie Capșa, the night clubs Alhambra or Albastru, the worldly sophistication, and the easygoing mélange of Paris and the Orient (with the worst temptations of both well represented) created a corrupting mood (the douceur of life in pre-Communist Bucharest was more a mood than anything else). This mood influenced almost everybody, citizen or foreigner, who experienced it for very long. In the mid-nineteenth century, A. Gorchakov complained to N. Giers about the effect of their Bucharest stay on the morals of Russian officials.63 Tsar Nicholas 11 summed up aptly in one of his rare mots the essence of the problem: “Romania — this is not a nation, but a profession!” Field Marshal August von Mackensen, the commander of the German Army, after a stay of two years, cried out in despair concerning the behavior of his officers, “I came to Bucharest with a troupe of conquering heroes and I leave here with a troupe of gigolos and racketeers!”64 Even one of the most austere, upright dynasties of Europe, the House of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, became utterly corrupted in the one generation between the first and second Carol. But few people worried in Bucharest about that aspect of things. Theirs was a society and way of life that cared neither about the future nor about the past — because it did not have any. So between 1918 and 1944 it made the best of the present.


The superficial and all too speedy adaptation to Western ideas and culture (where Western stands above all for French) had even more terrible consequences in Greater Romania than it did elsewhere. Such an adaptation could not penetrate deeply or overcome the heritage of many centuries; it gave to life in Romania only an outwardly Western aspect. European science, ideas, and fashions dominated social life in Bucharest. But the real, positive forces of society ought to come from a deeper source: from the moral and cultural bearing of the people. If one looked for these unconscious or subconscious manifestations of the West, one could find none; although one could find many of those of the Orient. But as Romania was a borderland between the Near East and Central Europe, with her eyes fixed in awe on France and Paris, she no longer trusted her traditional values. The inconsistent nature of the inconclusive, ever-changing imitation of Western forms expressed itself in the atmosphere of Romanian cities (especially outside of Transylvania), but also in administration, in organization, in every aspect of life. In this cultural borderland, Western intellectual influences had not yet found a modus vivendi with the traditional culture; outside the peasantry, there was no sincere and deeply rooted form of life to be found.


This tension between form and content could be found at every step, but was most apparent in the political life of the country. Despite the fact that there was no open balloting or restricted franchise in existence, as in Hungary, democracy and parliamentarianism served to camouflage the coarse egotism and will to power of parties and individuals whose goal was almost invariably to grow rich quickly at the expense of the state. This led to an unsavory competition between the parties, a competition fought out by means of unscrupulous demagoguery and unabashed promises. The uneducated and politically inexperienced electorate voted for those who were bidding the most. When the new government could not fulfill its impossible promises, it lost its popularity fast, and the naive electorate turned to a new bidder. Thus, the most popular opposition as a rule became the unpopular government in power. And because they figured time was short, the governing party hacks threw themselves at the pork barrel with two goals: to reimburse themselves for costly electoral campaigns and to secure for themselves the loyalty of “ influential supporters.”


Under such circumstances there could be no question taking advantage of the before-mentioned positive aspects of Greater Romania; no constructive government and no solution of problems is possible in such a political milieu. Political and electoral promises had to be kept at any cost, if not to the masses at least to the “ influential supporters,” and each successive government gave away as much as the dwindling resources of the state allowed. It was a self-perpetuating process. The misdeeds of the preceding government could not be exposed, because the vanquished party would have retaliated by exposing the misdeeds of its successor. Judging from the ample instructive, if not every edifying, examples in this vein contained in volumes of Romanian parliamentary debates of the early 1920s, it would seem that almost all the time and effort of the M.P.’ s on the Dealul Spirei65 was spent trying to use their influence on their protégés — a practice that seemed more than natural to their constituents, who, after all, had elected them for that purpose! The standards of parliamentary life reflected on those pages are among the lowest in recorded history. The real issues were submerged in a flood of petty, personal affairs, revindication, slander, invective, “ explanation,” etc.


There were very few educated Romanians. As we mentioned before, for good or bad Romania had no counterpart for the Hungarian Nation. The governing elite it had did not deserve the name. It is no exaggeration to say that in the whole of Europe, the rest of the Balkans included, there was no match for the corruption of all kinds, public and private, which prevailed in the Romanian upper class and reached as high as the crown.66 And yet, some qualifications must be made. Perhaps because of the corruption or because of the long historical experience of Romania (the task of drawing the line between the two is not an easy one), these people were realists; there were few “enthusiasts” amongst them and no traitors. In matters of foreign policy, their sometimes astounding, almost cynical realism was often employed effectively in the service of their nation.


Internally, in the early 1920s, the consequence of the sparse number of educated leaders and the lack of political experience on the local level produced an extreme centralization of power which extended itself to every possible sphere of life. Balkan liberals always stood for centralization, and the Brătianu government was no exception. Its centralizing policies, which overruled any possible resistance on the local level, were never undone. If there was any opposition, the two time-honored Romanian means of persuasion or dissuasion were used: bribery and violence.


The electoral campaigns were fought with the free use of the Romanian gendarmerie (its violence, too, tempered only by corruption), stealing of ballot boxes, and quarantines imposed arbitrarily on any number of districts, and by crass intimidation of voters.67 These methods reflected not only the rather low educational level of the lower echelons of administration, but also political “ necessity.” Where demagogic promises did not work, and the direct bribe either was not suitable or there were no financial means available to bribe with, the government had to apply direct pressure in the form of violence. The administrative official had to go along with all that; his job and daily bread depended on the government that had secured employment for him, and every election brought about a wholesale exchange and replacement of administrative officials. His subservience to the government was augmented by fear that his own shoddy dealings might be exposed. The incredibly low salaries, which often were paid late and sometimes not at all, delivered the whole administration, and also the military, into the arms of corruption. There were honorable exceptions — but they were few and they certainly were not able to change the overall picture. The distinguished Romanian economist. Gheorghe Leon, who presented the budget for the year 1934-1935, illustrated handily the prevailing corruption when he reported to Parliament that in the last years in the ministries and other administrative organs, 3,567,587,136 lei68 had been embezzled by officials. Out of this very considerable sum, the share of the Ministry of Defense was 2,862,376,868 lei.69 These were the officially recognized figures concerning state funds; individual bribes were not included.


Greater Romania made feverish efforts to replace the alien middleman by creating a Romanian middle class. This change of the guard concerned first and above all the Jewish middle class, but also the Hungarians in Transylvania, and at a later date and to a lesser extent it would reach the Saxons too. Many of the shortcomings that have been described were attributable to the lack of a native Romanian middle class. In Romania in 1925, there were 6.8 university student for every 10,000 people compared to 10.7 in Great Britain: by 1932, there were 19.7 in Romania to 12.1 in Britain.70 The overwhelming majority of these young men did not take up those professions which Romania urgently needed — that is, engineering, medicine, technology — but concentrated on law. The number of practicing lawyers searching for a lucrative access to the pork barrel and clamoring for government officers (and when not satisfied, leaning toward the radical Right) was proverbial in this period and on the increase.


The unchecked exploitation of the country’s resources was the goal not only of the elite and the bureaucracy, but also of this new middle class. If in neobaroque Hungary the common prerequisite for acceptance into the ranks of the Hungarian Nation of recruits from the lower classes was the acceptance of the Szeged Fascist interpretation of its standards, in Romania the entrance requirements were simpler: the newcomer need only be a Romanian and adapt himself to the easy-going deceit of the “Paris of the Balkans.” The governing circles were willing to extend a helping hand to these badly educated, and more often than not amoral, creatures in order to overcome the Jewish, Hungarian, and German minority-group classes, and in order to “nationalize” — or as they called it, to “Romanianize” — the spiritual and economic life of the country.71 In the 1930s there would be a “Romanianization” campaign of enterprises owned by the minority middle classes and restrictive measures for the admittance of minorities to universities, but with very different results from those expected by Vaida-Voevod or the other apostles of this course. As in Hungary after the anti-Jewish legislation, in most cases the minorities in Romania merely featherbedded some comfortable sinecures for the new Romanian middle class; the real work was done as before by those in inferior positions and those positions were filled mainly by the same minority middle class. Those of the new Romanian middle class who really did some work did it not in the honorable and more difficult trades or professions, but through political connections they acquired immoral advantages for themselves, and they demanded in the name of the “national idea” that members of their class be preferred to those of the minority middle classes and their frequently inferior services better remunerated.


It was the poet Goga himself who pronounced a devastating criticism of the abortive movement to create a Romanian middle class. After describing these Jacks of all trades who exported and imported every possible article and were everywhere omnipresent, Goga touched upon the essence of the problem:


These are carnivorous birds who, as if by tacit agreement, prepare the doom of the country. They create a disgusting atmosphere, a pestilential stench of carcasses.... Unfortunately, there is for the salvation of these corrupt creatures a theoretical justification, which has already achieved the strength of a dogma — that we should base our national life on this dubious scum of our towns, the well-known policy that we should create quickly and at any cost, a stately bourgeoisie. But because in our great haste we could not wait for the slow process of development, we replaced the citizen with the swindler.72


Prophetic words, though how disillusioning that most of the support for Goga came ten years later from precisely those elements whom he condemned in such forceful terms in 1925.


But the government was always hopelessly dependent on a political party, and the political party had insurmountable obligations and indebtedness to the financial interests, both domestic and foreign, which were in turn inseparably bound in a sinister, obscure manner to the system itself. In this disconcerting, vicious circle there could be no question about the balance of privileges and responsibilities. Responsibilities is the only guarantee of a democratic government. In the Romanian sham democracy, the lack of responsibility was the rule. A frightful lack of responsibility toward the public and toward one’ s fellow man, and utter disregard of the law — both written and moral law — these were the visible results of the adaptation of Western democratic forms in Romania.










1 The Landstrasse is the street that leads from Vienna eastward toward Hungary, to the Balkans and to Eastern Europe.



2 Szentkorona országai, historic Hungary (minus Croatia and Slovenia) as it existed before 1928.



3 As Werböczy put it, “Una eademque nobilitas.”



4 Wretched taxpaying commoners.



5 Called Tripartitum, the Bible of the “Hungarian Nation.”
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Chapter II The Jews of Hungary and Romania



You [the Convention] have been told things about Jews, which are extremely exaggerated and do not bear examination. The deficiencies of the Jews have their roots in the degradation in which you forced them to live. The Jews will better themselves as soon as they see that it is advantageous for them to do so. I mean that one must not deprive a single member of the [Jewish category of] people of his Holy Rights, to which he, as a human being, is entitled.


The question is a matter of principle, and must he treated accordingly.


— Robespierre, before the French National Assembly on the Question of Jewish Emancipation, 1791


The complete elimination of the Jews from Europe is not a question of morality alone, but the question of the security of nations. The Jew will always act according to his nature and racial instinct. He cannot act otherwise. Exactly as the potato-beetles destroy the potato fields and as they must destroy them [in order to live] so does the Jew destroy nations and peoples. There exists only one remedy against this: the radical elimination of the menace!…


— Dr. Joseph Göebbels, Prague, November 1940



I


In a study of the history of Fascism in Hungary and Romania, the Jewish Question deserves a special chapter. Professor C.A. Macartney is right when he states that it occupied a position second to none in the history of interwar Hungary,1 and the same is true of Romania, so far as Romanian Fascist movements are concerned.


When Frederick the Great, perhaps in a grave moment of his life, asked his physician Zimmermann of Brugg for proof of the existence of God, the answer was a short one: “The Jews.”2 The strange story of this predestined people has no parallel in the history of the world. At every important turn in the history of Western Civilization they are there — the son of the carpenter of Nazareth, Marx, Trotsky, Einstein, Freud are points in the case. Jewish nationalism is a unique one, of the toughest mold, in which religion and nationhood are not only closely connected, they are exclusively identical. And this nation amidst the nations seems predestined to play a special role in the world, markedly different from the roles of other nations. This is why Jewish nationhood survived the blandishments of Hellenism and the might, the majesty, and the terror of Rome, and why it continued to survive in the medieval ghetto, thrived rather than was crushed by the pyres of the Inquisition, and emerged triumphant from the ovens of Auschwitz. After 2,000 years, the Jews restored their homeland, speaking the same language and worshipping the same God in the same Jerusalem as in time immemorial.


The unusual character of Jewish history has perplexed and fascinated Gentiles throughout the ages, and more often than not a substitute for a rational explanation has been found in charges of ritual murder, alleged desecration of churches, and responsibility for epidemics (a more modern version of the old theme was the “Protocols of the Wisemen of Zion”). When the Romans, tired of incessant insubordination in a miniscule corner of their faraway Syrian province, exiled the Jews from their homeland, the Jews reacted in their own way. They made the scriptures their portable fatherland, evolving from geographical nationhood into spiritual nationhood. Thanks to the exclusiveness of Judaism, it could become the expression of Jewish national consciousness for the coming eighteen centuries. But the medieval ordo not being a nationalist one, and being based as it was on Christianity, this peculiar Jewish nationalism, manifesting itself through Judaism, automatically excluded the Jews as full-fledged members of the medieval world. Not having a place among peasants and nobles, the Jews became the oldest middle class of Europe, but not the respectable kind. Max Weber calls their capitalism a “speculative pariah-capitalism”3 and Professor Jászi, himself a Jew, does not hesitate to call this attitude of the medieval ghetto “parasitism.”4 Barred from the guilds, they were left to make a living in professions which were needed but in which no respectable Christian would engage. These professions, the constant, degrading persecutions and humiliations, massacres and expulsions, products of fanaticism and ignorance both on the Jewish and on the Christian side, developed a Jewish ghetto type, the only type such a situation, which lasted for centuries, could create.


The Jews preferred degradation, persecution, and death to giving up their peculiar nationhood. They survived it all, paying a terrible toll in life and property. But for the ghetto Jew, only his God (that is, his nationhood), his income (that is, survival), and his family mattered. Historically, the family was the stronghold in a hostile land. Its honor must not be tarnished. In fact, during the Middle Ages, most Jews obeyed a double standard. Within the family they assiduously demonstrated all the qualities not usually attributed to them by superficial observers. They were reliable, honest, obedient, generous, disciplined, and brave. Outside the ghetto, they often left compelled to employ the wiles of underground fighters in enemy-occupied territory.


In the middle of the fourteenth century, an unprecedented plague, the “Black Death,” ravaged Europe and Germany. The numerous Ashkenazic Jews5 were blamed for the disease. The ferocity of the massacres in Germany knew no bounds. Most of the German Jews (although never all of them) migrated to Poland, where they received a friendly welcome by King Kasimir the Great. They were settled all over historic Poland, which later included Lithuania, White Russia, the Ukraine, and part of Latvia and East Prussia.


The Jews of Poland enjoyed a great deal of autonomy and prosperity during the heyday of the Reczypoczpolita (the elective Polish kingdom), but parallel to the decline of Poland, their lot worsened. When Napoleon’s armies swept this area after the French Revolution, these sturdily conservative, nationalistic Jews refused the Haskala (enlightenment), their rabbis feeling rightly that it would lead to assimilation and dilution of Jewishness, to the abandonment of the “Jewish mission.” and to the eclipse of their power over the superstitious, uneducated masses of the ghetto.


Poland, meanwhile, had ceased to exist as an independent state. Political upheavals rarely meant anything but trouble for the Jews. The new Russian masters restricted the Jews to the area within the former boundaries of Poland — thus, it became the Pale of Settlement for them. Those living in Prussian and Austrian Poland were subject to Prussian and Austrian laws respectively.


During the nineteenth century, therefore, the bulk of world Jewry then residing in this region was in an unenviable position. It lived in a desperately poor environment, amid an ever-increasing agrarian overpopulation, and in an area torn by growing nationalist passions. In addition to all this, there was an unprecedented population explosion among the Jews themselves. 6 With their movement restricted within Russia and under the impact of grinding poverty, lack of opportunity, cruel laws, and fearful pogroms, many Jews left for overseas. But many others moved to Romania and Hungary.


The Pale produced no parallel to the treatment of Western European Jews nor to their reaction to emancipation. In Eastern Europe brutal persecution was the rule rather than the exception, with the Jews stubbornly refusing any identification with the nations in which they lived. They made no attempt to become Poles, Russians, or Ukrainians as their coreligionists eagerly became Frenchmen, Dutch, Englishmen, or Italians. The more they were brutalized, the more stubbornly they clung to their religion; that is, to their nationality.


II


During the Middle Ages and up to the nineteenth century, the fate of the Jews in the lands of St. Stephen was neither better nor worse than in the rest of Europe. There were not a great many of them there, and during the reign of Joseph II their emancipation began. Professionally, they engaged in renting an inn, a butcher shop, or land from landlords, and trading in cattle or wheat. The towns did not admit them since the predominately German burghers hated them intensely. Nevertheless, the culture of these Jews was predominately German in character.


This situation changed swiftly and radically when the reform generation began the building of a new Hungary based on French ideas of nationhood. The Diet of 1840 removed many medieval Jewish disabilities. The best sons of Hungary championed the cause of Jewish emancipation. Kossuth was cautious at first. He desired, according to the spirit of the age, that the Jews should become Hungarians first, and then he was prepared to grant them the right of citizenship. But the Jewish attitude during the revolution of 1848 removed his doubts and quelled all opposition to Jewish emancipation.
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