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Foreword


In commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of the end of World War II in Europe, the Center for Romanian Studies organized an international conference on “Romania and World War II” in Iaşi from 25-26 May 1995. The conference was organized with help from the County Board of Iaşi and the Romanian Foundation for Humanitarian Assistance “Michael the Brave.” The conference, held at the historic Palace of Culture in Iaşi, united scholars from Romania, the United States, England, and Holland. It provided an opportunity for these distinguished specialists in the history of Romania and World War II to present the latest results of their research, especially in light of the recent opening of many archives in the former communist bloc countries. This volume includes papers based on the communications delivered at the conference. As both Romanian and English were used at the conference, the articles are published in the language in which they were prepared by their author.


We would like to express our gratitude to Augustin Buzura, President of the Romanian Cultural Foundation, and Ion Amihăesei, President of the County Board of Iaşi, for their generous support of this conference. In addition, I would like to thank Daniela Borşanu, Diana Dascălu, Cecilia Melneciuc, Mihaela Moscaliuc, and Magdalena Pracsiu for their assistance in preparing this volume.


Dr. Kurt W. Treptow


Director


Center for Romanian Studies










Cuvânt Înainte


Cu ocazia aniversării a cincizeci de ani de la sfârşitul celui de-al doilea război mondial, Centrul de Studii Româneşti a organizat la Iaşi, în petioada 25-26 mai 1995, conferinţa internaţională cu tema “România şi cel de-al doilea război mondial”. Conferinţa a fost organizată cu ajutorul Consiliului Judeţean Iaşi şi al Fundaţiei Culturale Române de Ajutor Umanitar “Minai Viteazul”. Conferinţa, ale cărei lucrări s-au desfăşurat la Palatul Culturii din Iaşi, a reunit oameni de cultură din România, Statele Unite, Anglia şi Olanda şi a constituit un prilej pentru aceşti cunoscuţi specialişti în istoria României de a prezenta ultimele rezultate ale cercetărilor lor, mai ales în lumina recentei deschideri a multor arhive din ţările fostului bloc comunist. Acest volum include lucrările ce au constituit comunicările prezentate la conferinţă. Deoarece la conferinţă sau folosit atât limba română cât şi limba engleză, articolele sunt publicate în limba în care au fost pregătite şi prezentate de autori.


Dorim să exprimăm mulţumirile noastre domnului Augustin Buzura, preşedintele Fundaţiei Culturale Române, şi domnului Ion Amihăesei, preşedintele Consiliului Judeţean Iaşi pentru sprijinul generos pe care ni le-au acordat la această conferinţă. Aş vrea să mai mulţumesc Danielei Borşanu, Dianei Dascălu, Ceciliei Melneciuc, Mihaelei Moscaliuc şi Magdalenei Pracsiu pentru ajutorul acordat la pregătirea acestui volum.


Dr. Kurt W. Treptow


Director


Centrul de Studii Româneşti










The Moldovan ASSR on the Eve of the War: 
Cultural Policy in 1930s Transnistria


Charles King1



The Soviet annexation of Bessarabia in 1940 and its transformation into the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic (MSSR) have become standard topics of research for scholars in post-Communist Romania and the Republic of Moldova. Countless articles, monographs, and edited volumes have been published in recent years on the circumstances surrounding the June ultimatum, the effects of the war on Bessarabia‟s majority ethnic population, and the tragic series of famines and deportations which accompanied collectivization and Sovietization in the late 1940s and 1950s.2


Less attention, however, has been given to events in the Moldovan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (M ASSR). This Soviet enclave, created in 1924 in the Transnistria region east of the Dniester river, was later carved up and united with Bessarabia to form the eastern edge of the new MSSR. While the strategic interests of the Soviet Union determined the timing of the Bessarabian annexation, the form of Soviet policy in the newly created MSSR owed a great deal to the legacy of previous political struggles in the MASSR. As this paper will show, it is impossible to understand the shape of cultural policy in Soviet Moldova after the war — especially the crucial issue of the Moldovan “language” — without serious consideration of the origins of these policies in the interwar Transnistrian republic. The entire history of the much-maligned Moldovan language has been detailed elsewhere, but my purpose here will be to consider the political struggles in the 1930s MASSR — in particular, the alphabet changes of 1932 and 1938 — and their impact on the domestic political scene.


The MASSR in the 1920s: A Brief Overview3



The MASSR was established inside Ukraine on 12 October 1924. Carved from portions of the Ukrainian Odesskii and Podol‟skii guberniias, the MASSR comprised some 7,516 square kilometers and stretched from the Olshanka river region in the north, south nearly to the Dniester estuary, and 95 miles eastward almost to the Iuzhnyi Bug river.4 During the Civil War, the area had changed hands no fewer than twelve times, as the Red Army, Cossacks, independent Ukrainian forces, Whites and roving bandits established temporary control.5 But after the victory of the Bolsheviks in the autumn of 1920, the region, known as Transnistria or Pridnestrov‟e, fell within the boundaries of Ukraine and thus, after 1922, within the Soviet Union. The MASSR accounted for less than 2 percent of Ukraine‟s total land area and population,6 and although nominally a “Moldovan” republic, it consisted mainly of Ukrainians. Ethnic Ukrainians formed nearly 49 percent of the republic‟s 1926 population of 572,114, while less than a third of the population was ethnic Moldovan. Russians (9 percent), Jews (8 percent) and Germans (2 percent) were also represented in significant numbers.7 Even after the creation of this Moldovan “homeland,” some 85,000 Moldovans remained in other parts of Ukraine outside the MASSR.8


The MASSR, ostensibly set up on the request of the toiling masses of the east-bank region, was primarily intended to increase the effectiveness of Soviet propaganda west of the river in Bessarabia, to put pressure on Bucharest in negotiations over Bessarabia‟s future, and to serve as a political magnet drawing Bessarabia even farther away from Bucharest.9 Some contemporary observers in Romania misinterpreted the MASSR as the first step towards the further enlargement of the Romanian state, arguing that the Moldovan republic would facilitate the incorporation of Romanian-speaking communities lying between the Dniester and the Bug rivers.10 Soviet intentions, however, were clear. As a Soviet publication on the new republic noted in 1926, “the creation of the MASSR is the beginning of the liberation of Bessarabia. Once the economic and cultural growth of Moldova has begun, boyar-led Romania will not be able to maintain its hold on Bessarabia.”11 The republic was also to be a bridgehead of influence in Romania as a whole, a first step towards sparking the revolution that would liberate all the peoples of Romania — not merely the Bessarabian Moldovans — from the “landlord-capitalist” yoke.12


Within the MASSR itself, one of the chief methods for shoring up Soviet power and of hastening the annexation of Bessarabia was the construction of an independent Moldovan political and cultural identity. The creation of a distinct Moldovan “language” based on the speech practices of the majority population of Bessarabia and Transnistria formed the centerpiece of Soviet cultural policy, an issue which, though of crucial importance, has received only scant attention from Western scholars.13 The scope and pace of language construction in the MASSR, however, cannot be attributed solely to Moscow‟s foreign policy concerns. Local linguists and other professionals played crucial roles in both formulating and implementing Soviet nationalities policy. Like their counterparts in other parts of the Soviet Union, they were motivated by much more than simple fidelity to the center‟s diktat. The prevailing theories and methodologies, their own professional interests, and their genuine belief in the liberating power of Bolshevik language policy all contributed to language construction in the early years of the Soviet Moldovan republic.


At the center of cultural construction was the Moldovan Scientific Committee (MSC), the first state scientific research body in Transnistria and the earliest predecessor of the Moldovan Academy of Sciences. Founded in December 1926, the MSC‟s chief task was to carry out a policy of cultural “Indigenization” (înrădăcinare) or “Moldovanization” (moldovenizare) — defining the bounds of Moldovan ethnic identity and stressing those cultural, linguistic, and even anthropometric traits which distinguished Moldovans from Romanians west of the Prut River. In particular, the MSC was charged with elaborating a standardized Moldovan grammar and vocabulary. This task eventually fell to Leonid Andrei Madan, the MSC‟s scientific secretary and the head of the committee‟s Linguistics Section. After several years of research among Moldovan villagers and consultations with M.V. Sergievskii, a distinguished professor of Romance linguistics in Moscow, Madan eventually published his Gramatika moldovniasky — the first attempt to represent orthographically and grammatically the speech practices of the indigenous population of Transnistria and Bessarabia and a text which would be a key point of reference for subsequent debates about the existence of a distinct Moldovan idiom.14


To speakers of standard Romanian, Madan‟s grammar seems strange. Its Cyrillic alphabet and strange orthography have made it the object of ridicule for scholars in both Soviet and, now, post-Soviet Moldova. However, close reading of archival documents and publications from the 1920s reveals that, far from being the simple result of Moscow‟s mandate, the efforts of Madan and his colleagues at radical “Moldovanization” had much more to do with their own views on the science of linguistics and the political aspects of language use and language policy. For Madan, in particular, speech forms previously dismissed as “dialects” or “sub-standard” versions of Romanian were to be mapped, codified, and raised to the level of a literary standard. The resulting Moldovan “language” would then be fully decolonized, proletarianized, and purged of “bourgeois” Romanian influence. Just as the growth of national consciousness in the MASSR would help end the Romanian occupation of Bessarabia, Madan held, so too would Soviet language policy end the Romanian occupation of the Moldovan language.


By the 1930s, however, the MSC would come under increasing attack for its efforts to create a distinct Moldovan linguistic and cultural identity. Madan‟s grammar, textbooks on the history of the Moldovan people, and lists of newly created “Moldovanized” words would all become the object of official scrutiny by the late 1920s. Indeed, the period of “radical Moldovanization” — which reached its apogee with the publication of the Madan grammar in 1929 — would eventually be denounced as an artificial impediment to socialist construction and an obstacle to the “liberation” of Bessarabia. It is this attack on the “Moldovanizers” of the 1920s which characterized Moldovan cultural politics in the decade preceding the outbreak of war.


The Decline of the MSC


The MSC‟s project of “indigenizing” the Moldovan language and making it as separate as possible from Romanian had long been the subject of discussion and criticism within the Soviet political and cultural elite. The MSC had been publicly criticized already in 1928 for its numerous and frequent changes in Moldovan orthography.15 The most serious area of controversy, however, concerned the danger of “extremism” (krainost‟) in Moldovan cultural construction — the failure to walk the narrow path between rooting out “great-power chauvinism” and encouraging “local nationalism.” Extremism was a frequent worry of MSC cadres and a charge made early on against Pavel Chior, the MSC chair and sometime Commissar of Enlightenment (Narkompros). As early as 1927, Chior and others had argued that, given its unique international and political position, Moldova could not provide fertile ground for the growth of bourgeois nationalism. At the IVth Party Conference (10-16 November 1927), Chior maintained that the danger of a Moldovan version of “Shums‟kyism,” the rapid Ukrainization supported by former Ukrainian Narkompros Oleksander Shums‟kyi, was completely non-existent. In the first place, Chior noted, the influence of Shums‟kyi‟s Ukrainian nationalism had been possible only because the party had failed to control the process of national-cultural construction. Second, Shums‟kyi‟s basic tenet — that Ukrainian culture should be oriented towards the West — was anathema to cultural cadres in the MASSR, since a “Western orientation” could only mean an affinity for “bourgeois-landlord” Romania.16 Vitalii Kholostenko, then a member of the party‟s Moldovan Oblast‟ Committee (Obkom), concurred:


I think that “Shums‟kyism” will not occur here for a long time, and perhaps it will not occur at all. All comrades should take account of this. All the talk about an outbreak of “Shums‟kyism” serves as a cover for not carrying out Moldovanization. This is the real danger, not “Shums‟kyism,” the roots of which do not yet exist.17


As Kholostenko stressed, the genuine threat to cultural construction was not that Moldovanization would proceed too quickly or go too far, but that the triple dangers of “inertia” (kosnost‟), “conservatism” (konservatizm) and “passivity” (passivnost‟) would prevent indigenization from ever taking off at all.18


Each of these issues came to a head in early 1930. In February, a report to the Ukrainian Central Committee noted that remnants of the “right deviation” existed in the MASSR and criticized the view that local nationalism presented no threat.19 The report argued that little had been done to fight “on two fronts,” struggling against both great-power chauvinism and local nationalism, and denounced the idea, prevalent among some workers in education, that “Only pure Moldovans can build Moldovan culture.” Some party members had even spoken out against the need for guidance from Ukraine, arguing that “We should be against sending workers from Ukraine for fear that they will „thin out‟ the Moldovan aktiv.”20 A special resolution of the Ukrainian Central Committee on 20 February supported the report‟s findings and called on the Moldovan Obkom to carry out a more decisive struggle against Moldovan chauvinism as well as against the Russian and Ukrainian varieties.21 Although the report mentioned no institutions or individuals by name, it represented the first high-level critique of what had so far been the guiding philosophy behind the MSC‟s work: the belief that since Moldovans had never had their own national culture or literary language, other goals in the republic must be subordinated to the basic aims of building and promoting a distinctly Moldovan cultural and political identity.


The February report and Central Committee resolution were followed by a review of the work of the MSC, the institution central to national-cultural construction. In May the MSC‟s scientific secretary, Leonid Madan, was commissioned to provide a detailed report on the committee‟s activities for the Obkom.22 The report, generally lauding the achievements of the MSC since its foundation four years earlier, was subsequently published in the main republican newspaper, Plugarul roshu, as a response to unfavorable views of the MSC‟s work which had surfaced periodically since late 1928.23 In a joint Obkom/Control Commission resolution following a joint plenum (15-16 May 1930), the meeting for which Madan‟s report had been prepared, no mention was made of the MSC‟s work, nor even of the danger of local chauvinism.24 By mid-summer, however, the same criticisms aired in the February resolution had returned. In June, an article in the MASSR‟s main literary publication, Moldova literary, rebuked Moldovan writers and other members of the intelligentsia for failing to consider the political ramifications of their work, especially the sharpening of the class struggle.25 In August, an unsigned article in Plugarul roshu referred once again to the need for carrying out a struggle on two fronts and pointed to Stalin‟s speech at the XVIth Party Congress, held the previous month, as an exhortation to root out both great-power chauvinism and local nationalism in the MASSR.26


The first open condemnation of the MSC came shortly thereafter, in September 1930. An unsigned, full-page article in the same newspaper chided the MSC for distancing itself from the masses, for working on esoteric issues of linguistics and ethnography without considering fully the political nature of its work, and for concentrating on Moldovanization to the detriment of other equally important practical tasks. While the article noted the committee‟s many achievements since 1926, an accompanying cartoon showed MSC members — including a caricature of Madan in the center — seated at a table perched high above the heads of the workers.27 By the end of the year, the Moldovan Obkom had itself spoken out against the MSC. An Obkom resolution on 25 December noted the gulf which had grown between the committee and the workers and the distance that now separated the twin tasks of national-cultural and socialist construction:




There have been attempts to tear national-cultural construction away from the general tasks of socialist construction, which in fact is aimed at undermining our victory over the capitalist elements.


This bears witness to the manifestations of narrow national-chauvinist tendencies and rightist opportunism with which several workers have understood the tasks of nationalcultural construction.28





The resolution concluded with the normal call for vigilance against “Romanianizer tendencies,” but the real target was clear: the reference to the “several organizations” whose work displayed a “narrow nationalistic marginalization” could only point to the MSC.


Alterations in the MSC‟s Statute illustrated the changed relationship between national-cultural and socialist construction. In the original Statute, approved by the MASSR Council of People‟s Commissars (Sovnarkom) in May 1927, the committee‟s chief task was defined as the “comprehensive study of the region and culture of the Moldovan people, as well as the dissemination of scientific and applied knowledge about them.”29 The following year, when the MSC was made an autonomous state organization within Narkompros, changes were also made in the committee‟s mission statement. No longer was the MSC to concern itself simply with “the Moldovan people,” but rather with the “development of Moldovan socialist culture,”30 a formulation which remained in the third Statute adopted in 1930.31 More importantly, these changes were accompanied by an attempt to increase the number of party members serving on the MSC, that is, to raise its “partyness” (partiinost‟) in order to counteract the ill effects of local Moldovan nationalism. Before 1930, few of the MSC‟s collaborators had also been members of the party. As late as April of that year, none of the top salaried posts — including the chairs of all the MSC‟s specialist sections and the position of scientific secretary — was held by a party member.32 But in the wake of criticism from the Ukrainian Central Committee, two new workers were appointed by the Moldovan Obkom to salaried positions on the MSC, including the post of deputy chair, even though neither had previously been involved with the committee‟s scientific or educational work.33


One major example of this desire to increase central control over the MSC was the appointment of Ivan Ocinschi as the committee‟s chair. In 1931, the two posts which Pavel Chior had managed to fuse — Narkompros and chair of the MSC — were separated, with Chior having left the MASSR to study in Moscow and Ocinschi, having arrived from Kiev the previous year, assuming the top MSC post.34 Like his counterpart at the all-Ukrainian level, Mykola Skrypnyk, Chior had managed in a few short years to transform the MSC and Narkompros into a kind of unified “super commissariat,”35 ruling on issues as diverse as Moldovan orthography and educational policy while at the same time berating his colleagues for their sloth in the Moldovanization campaign. Before his departure in 1930, Chior had served as first secretary of the Moldovan Obkom of the Ukrainian Komsomol (1924-1926) and later as editor of Plugarul roshu, while at the same time fulfilling his obligations as president of the MSC. By the time he assumed the Narkompros chair in 1928, he had already built up considerable political capital in the MASSR, having also become a member of the Moldovan Obkom, the MASSR Central Executive Committee (CEC), and the CEC Presidium. He also had the distinction, it seems, of having been the first person to translate the Internationale into Moldovan and, in his spare time, managed to assemble collections of Moldovan proverbs and folk songs for the MSC‟s regional studies program.36 The end of his monopoly on the organs of cultural construction and the shift of MSC control to Ocinschi clearly marked a watershed in Moldovan cultural politics and signaled the end of the most radical phase of Moldovanization in the MASSR.


The MSC under Ocinschi


Born to a peasant family in April 1888 in Secureni (Czernowitz region), Ivan Vasile Ocinschi had spent much of his professional life outside the MASSR.37 After winning a competition to enter a teacher training academy, he worked from 1909 to 1917 as a teacher in the villages of Cruglic, Măşcăuţi and Hârtopul Mare (Bessarabia). As a respected member of the local intelligentsia, Ocinschi played an active role in the peasants‟ and teachers‟ Soviets which sprang up in the months following the February revolution. In March 1917, he was elected chair of the volost‟ Soviet of Peasants‟ Deputies in Hârtopul Mare, and throughout the spring and summer of 1917 worked in prominent positions in the first and second Congress of Peasants‟ Deputies, the Congress of Teachers‟ Deputies and the Provisional Executive Committee of Workers‟, Soldiers‟ and Peasants‟ Deputies for Bessarabia.


In December 1917, Ocinschi travelled to Soroca, in northeastern Bessarabia, to prepare the uezd-level congress of deputies. With his credentials in the all-guberniia organizations, Ocinschi was easily elected head of the uezd militia formed to ensure the victory of the October revolution in Bessarabia. He quickly organized a Red Guard detachment in Soroca and made plans to join his forces with those of the great revolutionary general, G.I. Kotovskii. No sooner had he crossed the Dniester river, however, than his military career was cut short by an attack of typhus, and he was forced to leave Kotovskii‟s detachment to convalesce in Iampol (Ukraine). After his recovery, he remained in the town and was eventually named head of its justice department in July 1920.


His move to Kiev in 1921 marked an important stage in Ocinschi‟s professional development. There, he was able to develop his interests in philosophy and languages and to receive formal training in fields in which he had only dabbled as a provincial schoolmaster. In May 1921, he was named head of the municipal public education department in Kiev and enrolled as a student at the Kiev Institute of Public Education. By the mid-1920s, Ocinschi had completed the course of study in the Institute‟s philology faculty, as well as a simultaneous course at the Kiev Medical-Pedagogical Institute, and had begun a research course at the Department of Marxism-Leninism of the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences. His doctoral dissertation, completed in 1930, concerned the “Philosophical Roots of the Right Deviation” and included harsh attacks on both Trotsky and Bukhatin, as well as calls for the more enthusiastic promotion of scientific atheism.


During the late 1920s, Ocinschi began to advance within the scientific and educational apparatus of the new Soviet Union. After joining the Communist party in 1926, he was appointed head of departments of Leninism at various pedagogical institutes in Ukraine. His reputation in the Ukrainian SSR grew considerably when, in October 1931, he was dispatched to Moldova by S.V. Kosior to take over Chior‟s post in the MSC, to chair the editorial board of the influential political-literary journal Oktiabriu (October), and to head the Department of Leninism at the Tiraspol Pedagogical Institute.


Ocinschi‟s assignment to Tiraspol was a clear attempt to check the influence of Madan and other radical Moldovanizers in the MASSR, a group which had come under increasing scrutiny since the middle of 1931. A joint Obkom/Control Commission plenum in May reiterated the reproaches voiced in the February 1930 Central Committee resolution and called for greater “proletarian criticism and self-criticism” to weed out “deviations on the national question.”38 Following the plenum, materials prepared for the VIIth Moldovan Party Conference (15-20 July 1931) likewise described the MSC‟s work as “unsatisfactory” and without “links to the wide toiling masses.” Failing to take heed of previous warnings, the committee was “still not an active factor in the socialist construction of the republic,” and the materials therefore recommended that stronger ties be created with the All-Ukrainian Academy of Sciences to ensure that the MSC fulfilled the party‟s directives.39 Ocinschi was clearly well-qualified to implement the new party line. Not only had he completed a dissertation on the “right deviation” — a label increasingly applied to those on the MSC considered soft on Moldovan chauvinism — but his lengthy tenure outside the republic also meant that he had not been influenced by the numerous debates on Moldovanization in the 1920s. Having also spent the last ten years working and studying in Kiev, he was well-placed to draw the MSC more fully into all-Ukrainian educational and scientific structures. Both in terms of professional development and political proclivities, he was thus the antithesis of his predecessor, Chior, and provided an effective antidote to local Moldovan chauvinism.


Once installed in Tiraspol, Ocinschi soon began the review of the MSC‟s work mandated by the Obkom. In a letter to the Obkom a month after his appointment, Ocinschi launched a harsh assault on several members of the MSC. The previous president (Chior), the scientific secretary (Madan), and other MSC associates were, according to Ocinschi, coming dangerously close to espousing class-alien theories. In particular, the notion of a “pure Moldovan” and his role in cultural construction, articulated mainly by Madan, threatened to undermine Leninist nationalities policy.40 The following year, Ocinschi toughened his stance on the MSC‟s work, arguing that the class struggle was being carried out even in the committee‟s ranks. On the one hand, vigilance was necessary in the continued struggle against the classic enemy of socialist construction, the Romanian bourgeoisie. More recently, however, another enemy had appeared: the local petty-bourgeois intellectuals, whose theories of an “independent” Moldovan language showed that they were simply “riding the coat-tails of Trotskyites and other counter-revolutionary bands.” This “national narrowness” (natsional‟naia ogranicbennost‟) caused those who thought of themselves as “pure Moldovans” foolishly to attempt “to discover America in all fields of science.”41 The only way to control these tendencies, Ocinschi argued elsewhere, was to disband the individual MSC sections and to bring the committee under the direct control of the Sovnarkom.42


Under Ocinschi‟s leadership, the theories and results of language policy in the 1920s came under increasing attack. Madan, in particular, was singled out for having fostered the notion of a “pure Moldovan,” a fetish which impeded both work among the MASSR‟s various nationalities as well as the broader task of socialist construction. By 1932, the Madan grammar and the neologisms engineered by the MSC‟s terminology sub-section in 1929 and 1930 were denounced as linguistic “alchemy,” “anarchy,” a “Sanskrit” language unintelligible to the Moldovan population.43 The assault on Madan and the language policy associated with his tenure on the MSC hastened the demise of the committee that had once been at the center of Moldovan cultural construction. During the Second Five-Year Plan, in fact, the terms “Madanist” and “Madanism” would come to stand not only for crass artificiality in language construction, but also for the attempt to tear Moldovan language and culture away from the beneficial influence of the Russians and Ukrainians. However, it was the complete volte-face on cultural policy in 1932 — especially the introduction of the Latin alphabet — which brought radical Moldovanization to a definitive end.


The Latin Alphabet


The switch to the Latin script was sudden and unexpected. The Latin alphabet had always been seen by Moldovan language planners as the embodiment of Romanian francophilia, hence the use of the Cyrillic alphabet in the 1929 Madan grammar. This opposition to “Romanianization” among Moldovan cultural and political leaders continued until late in the First Five-Year Plan. Indeed, even the criticisms of the MSC voiced in the December 1930 Obkom resolution included an admonition to wipe out any “Romanianizer tendencies” in the committee‟s work.


By early 1932, however, all this had changed. A Moldovan Politburo resolution on 2 February 1932,44 approved the following month by another Obkom plenum,45 announced the transition to the Latin alphabet by the end of the year. The briefly worded resolution described the change as “timely and expedient” and called on Moldovan cultural cadres to base their work “on the need to enrich the Moldovan language with words generally accepted by Moldovans of [Romanian] Moldova and Bessarabia.” The lexical and phonological basis for the Moldovan language was now to be not the peasants of central Bessarabia and Transnistria — as Pavel Chior and his colleagues had mandated — but the inhabitants of the region stretching from the Dniester westward to the Carpathians. In other words, since the Latin alphabet was to be the same version used in Bucharest, there was now little to distinguish the Moldovan language from its east-Romance cousin, standard literary Romanian.


The underlying reasons for the resolution on Latinization are uncertain. The small amount of evidence which does exist, however, seems to point to a rather spectacular conclusion: that Stalin himself personally ordered linguists to stop playing games over the creation of a distinct Moldovan language and to accept Bucharest Romanian as the literary idiom of the MASSR. Three separate speeches in 1932 and 1934 by members of the Moldovan party and state leadership contain allusions to the influence of organs outside the MASSR, and in two cases, to Stalin himself. In his address to the VIIIth Moldovan Party Conference (1-3 July 1932), Obkom First Secretary I.S. Placinda spoke of Latinization as the “initiative of the Moldovan Obkom, by the resolution of the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party, in particular comrade Stalin, and of the Central Committee of the CP(b)U.”46 A speech two years later by G.O. Bulat, Moldovan Obkom first secretary from 1934 to 1937, likewise contained a reference to Latinization as initiated “on the proposal of Comrade Stalin.”47 Another speech in the same year, this time by the chair of the MASSR Sovnarkom, G.I. Staryi, also seemed to indicate that the initiative for the change came wholly from outside the MASSR. While the speech contained no reference to Stalin‟s personal involvement, Staryi did attempt to reassure his listeners that the MASSR had adopted the correct line in implementing the Central Committee‟s decision on Latinization.” Kiev knew better than Tiraspol, argued Staryi, how important the Latin script might be in spreading the revolution: “The Central Committee knows what it is doing. Who knows how close the culmination of the world revolution is, or the culmination of other revolutions in other countries?”48


Such allusions to Stalin‟s possible involvement may have been merely reflections of the emerging Soviet discourse on policy shifts, in which attributing new policy initiatives to the head of the party became standard practice. Conclusions drawn from such scattered references are thus admittedly speculative. One other document, however, offers more concrete evidence for Stalin‟s role in Latinization. The minutes of a 1956 KGB interview with Ivan Ocinschi point to the abruptness of the switch to the Latin alphabet and the opposition which the move provoked among linguists on the MSC.49 Ocinschi‟s recollections are worth quoting at some length:


At the end of 1931, Obkom secretary Placinda announced to the members of the Obkom Politburo that “the Politburo of the Central Committee of the CP(b)U has recommended that the Moldovan script be switched to the Latin alphabet.” In conformity with this recommendation, the Obkom adopted a resolution which mandated the switch to the Latin script, and this resolution was ratified at the Obkom plenum. It was proposed that I, as president of the Moldovan Scientific Committee, implement this resolution, that is, develop a morphology of the Latinized alphabet. Personally, other members of the Moldovan Scientific Committee and I… did not agree with the switch… to the Latin alphabet…. We were firmly convinced that Soviet Moldova could not go along the same path as boyar Romania and, therefore, we did not want Latinization….


Suspicious of Placinda, Ocinschi and other members of the MSC then addressed a letter directly to S. V. Kosior, first secretary of the CP(b)U, asking whether a resolution on Latinization had actually been taken by the Central Committee and, if so, what motives lay behind it. Shortly after sending the letter, Ocinschi was called by Kosior to an audience with Stalin in Moscow:


I was with Kosior at the meeting with Stalin. During the discussion, [Stalin] asked us why we had not yet switched to the Latin alphabet, and he spoke to us about the fact that we did not understand the importance of this move.


Stalin explained to us that the Latinization of the Moldovan alphabet could be one of the forms of rapprochement between the Moldovan and Romanian peoples and of their mutual influence. He mentioned that, because of the differences between the governmental systems in Moldova and Romania, cultural relations between Moldovans and Romanians were lacking, and that the Latinization of the alphabet was one of the forms which would facilitate the strengthening of these relations. At the same time, he considered that the Moldovan language was not a language as such, but merely one of the dialects of the Moldo-Romanian language [limbii moldoromâne] He stressed that the Moldovan and Romanian cultures should draw closer together and in no sense draw farther apart. In conclusion, Stalin mentioned that, among other things, it was possible that Moldova and Romania would one day become a single Soviet state, and that the strengthening of cultural relations could bring that day closer At the end of the discussion, he proposed that we move immediately to implement the [Ukrainian Politburo‟s] resolution.


There is some reason to doubt parts of Ocinschi‟s story. The fact that he claims to recall in detail a conversation which took place nearly a quarter century earlier calls into question the veracity of his statement. However, buttressed by the speeches of Placinda, Bulat and Staryi, the essence of Ocinschi‟s claims seems reasonable: that the adoption of the Latin alphabet was initiated by organs outside the MASSR (and possibly by Stalin himself), that the move initially met with opposition from local language planners, and that the primary goal of this radical change in Moldovan language policy was wholly strategic — to facilitate Soviet influence in Romania and to hasten the day when Soviet power would include not only “occupied” Bessarabia, but the Romanian lands west of the Prut river as well.


The political functionality of the alphabet change was the chief post hoc justification offered by the Moldovans themselves. At the VIII Moldovan Party Conference in July 1932, Obkom First Secretary I.S. Placinda argued that, through Latinization,


we are taking the course for the future unification of Soviet Moldova with the future Soviet Romania. The future of these two peoples, which are artificially separated by the [Romanian] occupation, demands that they take up this broad task.50


Likewise, noted a Moldovan pamphlet two years later, by using the Latin alphabet in Soviet Moldova, “the common bond between the language of the Moldovans of the MASSR and of the Moldovans on the other side of the Dniester is preserved, which increases the revolutionary influence of Soviet Socialist Moldova on the other side.”51 Whereas language policy had previously centered on exploring the differences between Moldovans in the MASSR and Bessarabia and their neighbors in the rest of Romania, the new line on language would seek to draw the regions closer together by highlighting “the common struggle of the toilers of Bessarabia and Romania against a common class enemy.”52


The most extensive explanation for the adoption of the Latin script was given in the months following the Obkom resolution in the pages of Oktiabriu (October), the organ of the Moldovan Union of Soviet Writers and the MASSR‟s most important scholarly journal. An article on „The Latinization of the Moldovan Alphabet: Weapon of the Proletarian Class Struggle and of Socialist Construction,” most likely written by the journal‟s editor, Ocinschi, introduced a new Latin-script section in which translations from Lenin, the Internationale, Moldovan poetry and other items familiarized the reader with the new alphabet. The article offered a detailed exposition of the philosophical, historical, political and linguistic reasons behind the change of alphabet. In the first place, the author argued, the works of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin had shown that language was one of the manifestations of the superstructure and, as such, reflected not individual human consciousness, but the collective consciousness of society as a whole. Since each form of social organization displayed its own unique consciousness, it would also display its own unique form of language.53 Second, the tsarist period had not created the conditions for the full development of the Moldovan language. Its lexical fund was small and permeated with the “archaic, primitive forms of the plowman,” and as a result, the “language of the people” became increasingly divorced from the language of the cities, where the influence of the bourgeois form of the Romanian language predominated.54 Third, the Latinization of Moldovan, which would facilitate its modernization, was strongly linked to the current international situation of the USSR, especially its western irredenti:


Comrade Stalin has stressed the current international significance of the language question: There is the Ukrainian SSR, but there is also Western Ukraine under the heel of Poland. There is Soviet Belorussia, but there is also occupied Western Belorussia.55


The Moldovan case, argued the author, must be seen in the same context as the Ukrainian and Belorussian situations:


The Moldovan language is in the same circumstances. East of the Dniester, the culture and language of the MASSR, national in form and international in content, is flourishing. West of the Dniester, the fascist, exploitative culture… is Romanianizing the workers and peasants.56


Moldovan culture could not afford “to confine itself artificially to the borders of the MASSR”; the language would have to develop in such a way as to “serve all the toilers who can understand [it] beyond our borders.”57 The most appropriate way of realizing this necessity, then, was the adoption of the Latin script, a move which would “help in the rapprochement of the fraternal peoples on both sides of the Dniester.”58


The Oktiabriu article is indicative of the kinds of ad hoc and inconsistent arguments which were proffered by the Moldovan authorities as justifications for the transition to Latin orthography. Since the switch from Cyrillic was mandated from above, with little participation by local linguists in the formulation of the policy itself, it is not surprising that the Moldovans were initially hard-pressed to justify it. Previous local debates, published materials and party resolutions had taken one truth as fundamental: that there was as little hope of rapprochement between Moldovan and Romanian as between Russian and Ukrainian. Not only were they, like Russian and Ukrainian, completely separate languages, but in contrast to the Slavic pair, Moldovan and Romanian had also developed as the languages of separate classes — the bourgeois, Gallicized language of the Bucharest salons on the one hand, and the popular, under-developed language of the oppressed Bessarabian and Transnistrian peasants on the other. Language policy in the MASSR was to be based on the latter, raising the language of the backward peasant, long despised as “sub-standard,” to the level of a national literary idiom. With the switch to the Latin script, however, local elites were placed in the difficult position of legitimating a policy which not only contradicted their previous assumptions about the link between national-cultural construction and socialist construction, but which also seemed to call into question the very reason for the existence of the Moldovan republic itself. It was little wonder, then, that the author of the Oktiabriu article could offer only a hodge-podge of incoherent arguments — appeals to the classics of Marxism-Leninism and reiterations of the separate histories of Moldovan and Romanian — in order to rationalize a policy dictated by Moscow.


The Return to the Cyrillic Alphabet


The experiment with Latinization came to an end as suddenly as it had begun. A resolution of the MASSR CEC on 19 May 1938 returned the republic to the Cyrillic script in use before 1932 and denounced the Latinization policy as an ill-conceived detour along the road of cultural construction:


Enemies of the people operating in Moldova have carried out a hostile policy on the front of national-cultural construction, polluted the Moldovan language with Romanian salon-bourgeois words and terms, and introduced the Latin alphabet, which is unintelligible to the Moldovan toilers.59


The resolution mandated that a 31-letter Cyrillic alphabet replace the Latin and that, from early June, all “salon-bourgeois words and terms” be purged from the Moldovan language. An editorial accompanying the published resolution was clear in its assessment of the political significance of the switch:


The transition to the Russian alphabet is a great strike against the Trotskyist-Bukharinist-bourgeois-nationalist-enemies-ofthe-people-agents-of-fascism who wanted to tear flourishing Soviet Moldova from the Soviet Union.60


Within weeks, lists of words had been prepared illustrating the “pollution of the Moldovan language by Romanian words” and were distributed to party and state institutions in the republic in order to root out any residual Romanianisms.61


The task of providing a more detailed academic justification for the reversal fell to I.D. Cioban, a young linguist who, like Ocinschi for Latinization, would serve as the chief exponent of re-cyrillicization.62 In an article entitled “A Little Something About Language,” Cioban set out the main reasons for and results of the return to the Cyrillic alphabet.63 First, Cioban echoed other slogans regarding the “agents of fascism” who had intended to drive a wedge between Moldova and the rest of the Soviet Union by “polluting” the Moldovan language with words not understood by the people. Instead of normal Moldovan words, “enemies of the people” had foisted on the masses terms from the “bourgeois-salon” vocabulary used in Bucharest: the Romanian oră for the Moldovan “shias,” ziar for “gazete,” succes for “azhuns,” stradă for “ulitse,” necesar for “trebuinsh‟os,” and so on. About 40 percent of any text, Cioban held, was composed of such incomprehensible words. Second, adopting the Cyrillic script would help the Moldovans draw closer to Russian and Ukrainian culture, a goal that had been artificially undermined by adopting the Romanian-oriented Latin script. Such a process would be accelerated, in fact, by accepting more Russian and Ukrainian loan-words — words “born of the revolution and socialist construction” — into the Moldovan language. Finally, Cioban condemned the artificiality of the “Madanists” in the late 1920s and criticized those who felt the language should develop on the basis of the spoken idiom of the Moldovan peasant:


A few words about those who say we should write like the Moldovan villagers speak, without leaving out a single word. This is a mistaken view. The Moldovans speak in many different ways, with all kinds of words which cannot enter into the literary language. We must work to bring the literary language as close as possible to the language of the toiling masses, but we must not set about making it stupid.64


Cioban‟s words epitomized the massive transformation in Moldovan linguistics and language policy since the late 1920s. Both Cioban and Pavel Chior, writing in the same newspaper over a decade apart, had used the same words to describe the task of local linguists. Their meanings, however, were completely opposite. In a 1926 article, Chior had spoken approvingly of the “simple” or “uncomplicated” (prost) nature of the peasant‟s speech; the language of the Moldovan or Bessarabian village was simpler, more popular, more democratic than the bourgeois language of the Romanian city, and raising this idiom to the level of a literary language was thus to be the linguistic analogue of the political liberation of Romanian-occupied Bessarabia.65 It was precisely this “simple” language, though, which Cioban condemned. Basing literary Moldovan on the language of the village would merely lead to its “simplification” or “stupidification” (ymprostiria limbii).


The reasons for the policy reversal in 1938 surely lie outside the MASSR itself. In the first place, the re-cyrillicization campaign covered virtually the whole of the Soviet Union. Beginning in 1935-1936, steps were taken to transfer the Latin-based alphabets of non-Russian peoples of the RSFSR to Cyrillic. By 1939, all the languages of the RSFSR had been cyrillicized, and within a year, all the Soviet languages that had been Latinized in the 1920s and 1930s (with the exception of Karelian) had adopted the Cyrillic alphabet.66 Only those languages with established literary traditions based on distinctive writing systems (such as Georgian, Armenian or Yiddish), or the languages of the Baltic republics annexed by the Soviet Union in 1940, retained non-Cyrillic scripts.


The re-cyrillicization campaign was only one component of the broader crack-down on “bourgeois nationalist” linguists. One author, looking back on this period in 1949, identified three primary deviations which were corrected by the language policies of the late 1930s. First, many linguists had mistakenly used “provincial regional nationalist terminology” rather than “internationalist words,” such as the Belorussian use of knigarnia (library) for its “internationalist” (and Russian) equivalent biblioteka. Second, many scholars adopted a “cosmopolitan policy” of orienting themselves towards foreign powers — the Belorussians and Ukrainians towards the Poles, for example — rather than looking to class brothers in the USSR for sources of linguistic innovation. The Moldovans, in particular, had mistakenly adopted the “salon-courtly elements of the Romanian language” (salonno-dvorianskie elementy rumynskogo iazyka) rather than looking to Moscow for guidance. Finally, archaic word forms were introduced which deliberately hindered the progressive influence of Russian on the national languages, erected barriers to communication among Soviet peoples, and reduced the national languages to “provincial small-town regional dialects.” The reforms of the late 1930s, the author argued, rectified such deviations by bringing most of the languages of the USSR under a single orthographic system and purging the languages of extraneous influences and politically suspect orientations.67



The Destruction of the Moldovan Cultural Elite


The sudden introduction of the Latin alphabet in 1932 and its equally sudden revocation six years later put an end to debates among Moldovan linguists over the orthography and orientation of the Moldovan language and asserted the dominance of exogenous actors in the field of Moldovan language planning. In the early years of the MASSR, Moldovan language policy had emerged as the product of prolonged, sometimes heated debates involving a range of policy actors. Local linguists and other cultural cadres, specialists dispatched from Moscow, the Moldovan party and state leadership, central authorities in Kharkov, and foreign policymakers in the Kremlin, all influenced the creation of a distinct Moldovan national language in the years following the establishment of the MASSR. Such plurality of opinion —which, if not respected, was at least tolerated before the early 1930s — ended with the introduction of the Latin script. Local elites seemed to have had little role in the decision to reverse the direction and fundamental assumptions on which language policy had been based before 1932. Whether taken in Kharkov or Moscow, the decision to introduce the Latin alphabet represented a radical departure from the previous methods and goals of language construction and, therefore, opened the door to the criticism of, and eventually the denunciation of, those who had engineered the language policies of the 1920s.


The Latinization drive also marked a significant change in the role of linguists and other professionals in the formulation of language policy. In the 1920s, Chior, Madan and other members of the MSC had been at the center of Moldovan cultural and political life. They held posts in the organs of national-cultural construction, served in the MASSR Sovnarkom, CEC and Obkom, studied and taught in institutions of higher education in Balta, Tiraspol and Moscow, and represented the Moldovan republic in political and cultural circles in Ukraine and Russia. The introduction of the Latin alphabet represented the diminution of the influence of such professional polymaths. After February 1932, their role was primarily one of legitimating and implementing policies formulated outside the MASSR, rather than debating and shaping policies from inside the republic.


In the 1930s, the fate of these cultural engineers was little different from that of their counterparts at the all-Ukrainian level. A trip by Ukrainian Narkompros Mykola Skrypnyk to Moldova in the summer of 1932 provided sufficient grounds for launching an assault on the Moldovan party organization once Skrypnyk himself came under fire in June 1933.68 Within a fortnight of Skrypnyk‟s suicide on 6 July, the primary party organization in the MSC condemned Ocinschi‟s lack of vigilance in rooting out local nationalists, whom he had allowed to link up with Ukrainian nationalists seeking to pull the entire UkSSR out of the Soviet Union.69 Despite engaging in the requisite self-criticism,70 Ocinschi was branded a “party crook, false-scholar and adventurer,”71 removed from his post as MSC chair, and excluded from the party in August.72 The MSC as an institution was likewise denounced as a nest of “Skrypnykist” bourgeois nationalists in an article in the all-Ukrainian journal Komunist in October 1933.73 Similar condemnations at a Ukrainian Central Committee plenum in November 1933 and at the IX Moldovan Party Conference in January 1934 led to the committee‟s liquidation. The links that Ocinschi had managed to establish with the All-Ukrainian Academy of Sciences — one of his chief assignments upon his appointment a few years earlier — were condemned as channels of influence through which Ukrainian nationalists such as Skrypnyk and Mikhailo Hrushevs‟kyi had spoiled the MSC.74 After first being subordinated to the MASSR CEC presidium, the institution that had been at the heart of cultural construction in the 1920s then ceased to exist, transformed in April 1934 into a restructured “Scientific-Research Institute of Moldovan Culture.”


Most of the political and cultural elite of the MASSR followed a similar path. Madan, having first been attacked by Ocinschi and then grouped together with him as a “dyed-in-the-wool nationalist,”75 was accused of wrecking socialist construction and was removed from his post as head of the MSC Linguistics Section in July 1933.76 Those who had not fallen during the first wave of attacks in the early 1930s were swept away in the purges of the latter half of the decade. Pavel Chior fell under attack after his return to the MASSR from Moscow. Appointed first secretary of the Rybnitskii raion party committee in 1934, Chior was eventually denounced as having failed to carry out a thorough-going purge of bourgeois nationalists in the raion party organization and of having sheltered known Trotskyites.77 He was excluded from the party in April 1937, arrested in June, sentenced to ten years imprisonment, and died in 1943 before his sentence expired.78 Of the nine members of the Moldovan Obkom Politburo elected at the Xth Party Conference in May 1937, only one survived politically in the MASSR until September of that year; seven had been declared “enemies of the people” and arrested, while one managed to escape from the republic.79 Nearly all the previous first secretaries of the Moldovan Obkom or chairs of the CEC were eliminated, along with virtually anyone who had played a role in the major organizations of cultural planning. Any trace of their having existed was erased. By the end of 1934, all works by Leonid Madan, along with all those of his colleagues on the MSC (a total of 3,231 volumes) had been removed from the MASSR‟s libraries.80 Periodic checks were then carried out to make sure that none had been missed.81


Conclusion: Transnistria on the Eve of War


As this paper has attempted to show, the Sovietization of Bessarabia actually began long before the region‟s annexation by the Soviet Union in 1940. The linchpin of Soviet cultural policy in the post-war MSSR — the attempt to construct a distinct Moldovan cultural and political identity — clearly had its roots in the MASSR of the interwar period. The terminology, slogans, and policies which would later be used by the Soviets to buttress their control over the newly acquired Bessarabian province were originally shaped and perfected in the short-lived MASSR.


In addition to setting the stage for the annexation of Bessarabia, cultural policy in the MASSR left a more important legacy for the post-war period: whereas writers, artists, and academics had been allowed considerable latitude in the 1920s to set their own agendas and to express their own views on the main features of “Moldovanness,” by the late 1930s such relative freedom had completely disappeared. Local cultural cadres were expected to implement policy decisions in which they had had little input and to provide post hoc justifications for inconsistent policy initiatives motivated by wholly political and strategic concerns. Clearly, the policies originally elaborated by the MSC had a detrimental effect not only on relations with Romania, but also on the cultural development of the Moldovans themselves; the indigenous languages of the region fell into disuse or were infused with Russian lexical and syntactical borrowings, and the history of the Moldovans was torn away from the broader history of the Romanian-speaking people. However, even beyond these cultural policies — which became increasingly untenable as the Soviet period progressed — the destruction of the MASSR‟s early intellectual and artistic elite remained the most damaging legacy of Soviet rule in Transnistria, a legacy which would continue to hamper the development of literature and the human sciences after the annexation of Bessarabia.
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