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“The Impact of 1956 on the Hungarians of Transylvania”, provides a 50-year retro-
spective analysis of the political consequences of the Hungarian Revolution of 1956
on the Hungarians in neighboring Romania. It focuses on the inter-ethnic knock-on
effects in the Romanian Workers Party, the “Hungarian/Mures-Hungarian Autono-
mous Region” of Transylvania, and the cultural institutions of the Hungarian minor-
ity. It links these developments to present-day Romanian-Hungarian relations, both
on the interstate and the intrastate levels.
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The Hungarian “Fight for Freedom of 1956” had dramatic consequences not
only for the pecople of Hungary but for the Hungarians in neighboring states. It is
the concern of this paper to focus on the consequences of 1956 on the lives of
Hungarians in Transylvania, within the Peoples’ Republic of Romania.

I have chosen this topic because very little has appeared about it in English or
other “world” languages. Since 1989 many studies and documents have been pub-
lished in Hungarian on this subject, but very little of this awareness has been trans-
mitted beyond the Carpathian Basin. Thus, even among policymakers and acade-
micians there is confusion and outright ignorance about 1956 and its cross-border
effects in East-Central Europe.

I have selected Transylvania for my focus, because it is the area that witnessed
the most far-reaching consequences, but which still has a wealth of literature and
documentation in Hungarian. My objective at present is simply to provide a syn-
thesis of these findings, an overview which will guide others to focus on this issue
with the attention that it truly deserves. The subject deserves such attention be-
cause 1956 was the catalyst and the catharsis that has defined Hungarian-Roma-
nian relations ever since on both intra-state and interstate levels.

The Hungarian literature and documentation has appeared in the publications
of the Teleki Laszl6 Foundation and the 1956 Institute, as well as a few maverick
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sources in the West. The most ambitious compilations have been those of Zoltan
Tofalvi, Agoston Székelyhidi, Adam Szesztay, Laszlo Didszegi, Andrea R. Siile,
Kdalman Csiha, Andras Bodor, Istvan Fehér, 11diké Lipcsey, and Anna P. Sebok.!

It is particularly important to link 1956 to Romanian-Hungarian relations, be-
cause like the Treaty of Trianon in 1920 the history of twentieth-century
Transylvania is defined by these two events. 1920 witnessed the transfer of sover-
eignty over Transylvania to the Romanian state, which came out of World War I
as the major recipient of Entente, particularly French, largesse. The context of this
decision reflected the will and perceptions of the victorious powers then. In 1947
the post-World War II decisions simply reinforced this earlier decision. As op-
posed to this, 1956, more than any other event, rehabilitated the Hungarians in the
eyes of the Western world. Yet, while 1956 was a peak event for Hungarians as a
whole, it was followed by devastating consequences for the Hungarians of
Transylvania. 1956 provided both the pretext and the opportunity to dismantle
Hungarian cultural institutions and communal solidarity in Romania.

Antecedents

Before we turn to an analysis of these developments, it is important to remind
oursclves of the nature of the Transylvanian situation in the decade preceding
1956. The urban scene was still overwhelmingly Hungarian in most of Northern
Transylvania. Throughout the first half of the twentieth century Kolozsvar/Cluj
was a predominantly Hungarian city. Even on the eve of the revolution, this city
was still 50.3% Hungarian and only 48.2% Romanian.” Furthermore, its institu-
tional profile still included the independent Bolyai University, which provided an
organized framework for Hungarian higher education. This provided the Hungar-
ian minority with a self-conscious and properly trained elite.

While Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, the leader of the Romanian Worker’s Party,
was committed to breaking/undermining the major strongholds of the Transylva-
nian Hungarian community, he could do so only after the consolidation of ethnic
Romanian control over the Romanian Communist Party (at this peoint called the
Romanian Worker’s Party). This was accomplished through a patient application
of Lenin’s “two steps forward, one step back” tactical advice. After all, the Party —
the Soviet “control-system” — needed the nationalities in the first stages of captur-
ing and consolidating their power in Romania.

The communist seizure of power in Romania was complete with Petru Groza’s
ascendancy on March 5, 1945, but it was technically confirmed only with the ab-
dication of King Michael in December 1947. In these years Romania was trans-
formed into a “People’s Democracy”. One of the most important tactics utilized to
attain this end was the nationalities policy of the Party, dedicated to the tenets of



THE IMPACT OF 1956 ON THE HUNGARIANS OF TRANSYLVANIA 95

“proletarian internationalism” and the eradication of the abuses and persecutions
suffered by the country’s national minorities in the days of “bourgeois chauvin-
ism”.* But while this policy — the eradication of nationalism — was being carried to
fulfillment, the growth of the RWP, its changing ethnic composition and organi-
zation, was foreboding for future developments for these same national minorities
and revealed developments that were far from promising.

The most dramatic development having long-range atfects on the position of
the country’s ethnic minorities and on the resurgence of nationalism was the rapid
growth of the RWP following the seizure of power. From a minuscule Party of
around 1,000 members in April 1944, the Party grew to 217,000 members by Sep-
tember 1945. This growth accelerated and by June 1947 there were 710,000 mem-
bers. In this early phase of its development it reached a total of 937,846 members
by the September of 1948 with the absorption of the Social Democrats. This was
followed by a series of purges (to be discussed below), which consolidated the
Party membership at 580,000 in June 1956, just a few months before the Revolu-
tion erupted in Hungary.* The rapid growth of the Party, particularly in the years
up to 1948 drastically altered its ethnic make-up. This growth relegated the ethnic
minority Party members — who in the past composed the bulk of the RWP —into a
sccondary position, as Party ranks were swelled by ethnic Romanians who had
seen “the handwriting on the wall”.’

This rapid post-war growth of the Party was the first major step toward its “na-
tionalization”. After 1948, however, the RWP stabilized its membership and car-
ried out purges among elements that it regarded as “unhealthy”. Even these
purges, however, caused the greatest damage not in the ranks of the newly re-
cruited ethnic Romanians, but in the ranks of the veteran ethnic minority Commu-
nists.’ Thus, both the growth and the purges of the Party contributed to the
strengthening of the ethnic Romanian sectors of the RWP. The increases in Party
membership accentuated this trend.” The regime’s search for popularity among
the masses allowed it to lower its standards for membership. This enabled many to
join who were ignorant of, if not hostile to, the tenets of “proletarian international-
ism” and the traditional policies of “minority tolerance”, which had prevailed
prior to this growth in Party membership.

The resurgence of nationalism can be partly explained by the decimation of the
de-nationalized elements, which had composed the bulk of the RWP before 1944.
Membership in the Party prior to the seizure of power was predominantly “inter-
nationalist”, composed of individuals who were for the most part non-Romanians
ethnically.® Historical reasons determined this adhesion of minorities to the RWP,
some of which have already been touched on above. It is the purpose of this study
to examine briefly the composition of the RWP prior to the seizure of power, as
well as after its “nationalization”.
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Before the seizure of power the growth and compositton of the Party can be di-
vided by the historic Fifth Party Congress of 1932.° Up to this Congress, the na-
tional minorities dominated the RWP. Jews and Ukrainians from Bessarabia, Bul-
garians from Dobrogea, and Jews and Hungarians from Transylvania outnum-
bered at this stage the ethnic Romanians in the positions of leadership as well as in
the number of Party members.'” From 1932 onwards, however, the ethnic Ro-
manians began to play a prominent part in the Party’s leadership although they
were still not the dominant sector of the Party membership.

The Party of the inter-war years was made up of roughly two groups. One
group was composed of national minority intellectuals and pseudo-intellectuals.
The other group was composed of ethnic Romanian laborers.'' Of the two groups
the former seems to have been more important until the Party Congress of 1932.
They were a heterogeneous lot made up of a variety of nationalities drawn from all
classes and practically all professions. As opposed to this, the ethnic Romanian
sector of the Party was in all ways more homogeneous. Not only were they similar
in national origin, but their class and labor background gave them more social sol-
idarity and political cohesion. Their role became more important following the
Fifth Party Congress, the Grivita Strike of 1933, and the emergence of Gheorghe
Gheorghiu-Dej as secretary-general of the RWP."?

The RWP after the Seizure of Power

After August 1944 the RWP underwent a vast change in composition. This
change took place on all levels of the Party hierarchy from the Politburo down to
the local cell organizations. This change has brought about a real “nationaliza-
tion” of the Party along ethnic lines."” To understand this nationalization it will be
necessary to examine not only all levels of the Party hierarchy, but also the frag-
mentation of the Party leadership following the seizure of power. This fragmenta-
tion of the leadership followed the general pattern of other East European satel-
lites, and reflects the division of the Party into “Muscovites”, “westerners”, and
“home” communists.

The “Muscovites” composed perhaps the most “alien” (i.e., non-Romanian)
scgment of the RWP not only because of their heterogeneous national back-
grounds, but also because their first loyalty was always to the Kremlin center and
the international at the expense of Romanian needs or capabilities.'* This group
was represented by such well-known individuals as Ana Pauker, Leonte Rautu,
Vasile Luka, Dumitru Coliu, and Emil Bodnaras. They were a “rootless” group
who were often at odds with one another as well as with the “home” and “western”
communists. What gave them their uniting label was that they had spent most of
World War 11 as well as some of the inter-war years in the Soviet Union under the
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tutorship of Stalin. They returned to Romania on the coat-tails of the Red Army to
assist and carry to fulfillment the communization of the country."®

The “westerners” were the smallest of the three above mentioned groups and
also the least significant. They resembled the “Muscovites” in a number of ways,
yet they were distrusted by Stalin. Like the “Muscovites” they were also recruited
predominantly from among the national minorities. Such individuals as Gheorghe
Gaston-Marin and Petre Borila represent this group-'¢

Their major — perhaps only — unifying characteristic is that they had spent the
war years or part of the 1930°s in the West, taking part in the Spanish Civil War or
later in the resistance movement in France. Like the “Muscovites” they too re-
turned to Romania at the close of hostilities to take part in the communization of
the country.

Unlike the above two groups, the “home” communists in Romania were pre-
dominantly (on the leadership level) of Romanian ethnic stock. They had spent
the war years as well as most of the inter-war years in Romanian prisons. Al-
though they were relatively a more homogeneous lot than the former two groups,
they were by no means united in outlook. Individuals like Gheorghiu-Dej,
Apostol, Patrascanu, Ceausescu, Maurer, Dalea, Moghioros, and Draghici made
up this group.'” While most of them had similar social origins and “religious”
backgrounds, their unifying characteristic was that they had spent the inhospitable
inter-war years, as well as World War 11, in the country. 18 They were, in this sense,
the group that was welded together most through a common past of travail and
persecution at the hands of the “bourgeois” and “fascist” authorities.

From these various elements — “Muscovites”, “westerners”, and “home” — the
leadership of the RWP was forged in the immediate post-war years. However, the
amalgamation of such diverse elements was bound not to last. Even during the
lifetime of Stalin — who had imposed unity on these clements in the first place'” —
the instability of the Party’s composition demanded internal alterations. Thesc al-
terations were provided by a number of purges, of which the Patrascanu purge of
1948 and the Pauker-Luka-Georgescu purge of 1952 stand out as the most impor-
tant.”’ These early purges were later (1957) augmented by the Constantinescu-
Chisinevschi purge which followed close on the de-Stalinization policies of the
bloc,”" though ideologically not directly related to them.

The composition of the RWP reflected the change wrought by these purges.
The change had “Romanianized” the Party in the true sense of the word at the top
levels of power. It eliminated the most “foreign” members from the Party
power-structure. Thus, the “aliens” (Pauker, Luka, Georgescu, Chisinevschi,
Foris, Koffler and numerous lesser figures) received the ax together with a few
“natives” like Patrascanu and Constantinescu. The net result has been to consoli-
date within the Politburo and the Secretariat the position of the ethnic Romanian
Party leaders, who had grouped themselves around Gheorghiu-Dej.*
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Homogenization Begins

This Romanianized RWP under Gheorghiu-Dej then undertook the task to be-
gin the homogenization of Romania’s population. By 1956 he had achieved two
goals that he had set for himself in 1945; he had broken the back of the old Roma-
nian elite, and he had eliminated his major opponents from the Party leadership.
He could now undertake the challenge of assimilating the minority nationalities,
particularly the Hungarians of Transylvania.” Even before Stalin died, in January
1953 he had declared that the “nationality question has been solved in Roma-
nia”.** In Romania Stalinism was institutionalized even without Stalin. Even in
1956 after the Soviet XXth Party Congress, de-Stalinization did not take place.
Gheorghiu-Dej categorically rejected the need to exercise self-criticism, which
had been timidly broached by a minuscule minority of the Party’s higher echelon,
including Miron Constantinescu and losif Chisinevschi. Among the reform com-
munists, among the Hungarians of Romania, the XXth Party Congress and the
program of the Imre Nagy government had a more far-reaching impact. In March,
Laszl6 Szabédi, instructor at the Bolyai University, already raised the question of
equal opportunity for Hungarians.”

Romanians needed to make concessions in a few concrete cases. In July 1956 a
resolution was circulated about the need to raise standards of instruction. Other
verbal commitments were made for additional instructional and cultural opportu-
nities. Plans were underway for reestablishing Hungarian museums in cities like
Nagyszalonta. Articles appeared in Elére, the government run daily newspaper,
promising that the Arad memorial for the martyred heroes of 1849 would finally
be refurbished. (These had been taken down in 1925') Some new minority period-
icals also began publication, and there were promises of additional book publish-
ing opportunities as well.*® All this, however, was simply the “one step back”. The
Revolution of 1956 provided Gheorghiu-Dej with the opportunity to take the next
“two steps forward!”

It is in this context that the Bolyai University now was targeted for elimination.
It had survived World War II. It officially became the Universitatea Bolyai din
Cluj (The Bolyai University of Cluj) in 1946. It survived because it was in the in-
terest of the Petru Groza administration to placate the Hungarian minority. In this
way he could assure their support for his administration. At the same time it was
useful to demonstrate to the outside world that Romania was pursuing a tolerant
policy toward its minorities. The negotiations in Paris leading to the Peace Treaty
were in part concerned about the future fate of Northern Transylvania.”” Would it
remain with Romania or would part of it be returned to Hungary? Apparently, the
retention of the Bolyai University was a convincing argument — used by Foreign
Minister Tatarescu — to allow Romania to retain all of Transylvania.
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Unfortunately, the Bolyai University did not long survive the signing of the
Paris Peace Treaty. Within a decade it was divided, reduced and finally by 1959
absorbed by the Romanian Babes University. This process was carried out in a se-
ries of campaigns, which culminated in the institution’s Romanianization.

One could argue that Romania under both Gheorghiu-Dej and Ceausescu per-
fected the “salami tactics” system of Matyas Rakosi, at least in the way in which
they systematically undermined Hungarian instruction at the university level. As
we have shown above, the nationality policy of the 1944-1947 years responded
primarily to Romania’s desire to retain all of Transylvania. With this in mind all
kinds of temporary concessions were made to the minorities. The nationality pol-
icy also responded to Soviet hegemonial demands, to assure that a communist
government would come to power in Romania. Playing on the insecurities of the
minorities helped the Communists to power, This required concessions such as
the “Nationality Statute” and the protection of minority-language institutions, in-
cluding the Bolyai University.™

The relative enlightenment in minority-majority relations was also due to two
other factors. One was the role of Petru Groza, the other was the over-representa-
tion of the minorities in the Party organization at higher levels of the hierarchy. At
least this was the case in 19461947, and it also remained characteristic to a more
limited extent from 1947 to 1952. While Groza was influential in policymaking,
the minorities fared much better. His outlook was colored by tolerance for diver-
sity and respect for the cultural contributions of all nationalities. In relation to the
Bolyai University this was clearly demonstrated by his support in 1945 of the re-
tention of thirty instructors, who had Hungarian rather than Romanian ¢itizenship
prior to 1940.%° However, as Groza lost his influence and the Party apparatchiks
around Gheorghiu-Dej gained influence, he was less able to stem the tide of Ro-
manian ethnocentrism.

The changed complexion of the leadership in the Romanian power-structure
set the stage for the “salami tactics” that characterized the Romanianization of all
aspects of minority life. This process of planned corrosion began almost at the
moment that the regime issued the charter for the Bolyai University’s right to ex-
ist. It could be argued, perhaps, that this first stage was not a consequence of Party
planning, but the result of the passive resistance of the Romanian academicians,
who did not want to see a Hungarian University in Cluj. The most direct result of
this resistance is that the university buildings were not shared. The Hungarians
had to move out, and they could not find facilities large enough to house their in-
stitution. This forced them to divide the institution, leaving the legal, humanistic,
and social science sections in Cluj, while the Medical and Pharmaceutical sections
moved to Marosvésérhely/Tirgu—Mures.3 % This initial forced division of the Uni-
versity was made official in 1948 when the Medical and Pharmaceutical college
was made independent of the Bolyai University by political decree.’’
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Parallel to this development, the university-level instruction of the institution
was also undermined. Under the pretext of paying greater heed to ideological
commitments, the instructors who did not have Romanian citizenship prior to
1940, were now terminated by non-renewal of their contracts. This meant that
some of the most well-known scholars could no longer teach at the Bolyai Univer-
sity. A similar process of “weeding” or “purging” also took its toll among the
Hungarian instructors with Romanian citizenship. Some of the finest instructors
were charged with being “clerical reactionaries”. While most were purged in this
fashion during the early 1950s, some had already suffered termination as early as
1947.%

It is true that the instructors of the Romanian Babes University also suffered
during these Stalinist purges. However, a close comparison of the effects of these
purges shows that the damage done to the Bolyai University was much more se-
vere. It disrupted continuity of instruction and undermined the quality of educa-
tion. It also instilled a constant sensec of insccurity among the students, not just in
terms of their personal existence, but in terms of the survival of the Bolyai Univer-
sity. This was accentuated by the recruitment of “politically reliable” replace-
ments, who were not competent in the areas or courses they were supposed to
teach.”

Of all the Hungarian minorities in East Central Europe, the Transylvanian
Hungarians were perhaps most adversely affected by the 1956 Revolution, both
immediately and in the long run.** Until 1956-58 they had an extensive network of
cultural and educational institutions. From this time on these institutions and asso-
ciated opportunities became the target of cutbacks, outright abolition, or gradual
erosion. For the Transylvanian Hungarians 1956 was the beginning of extensive
discrimination and even repression based on their national origin and sense of sol-
idarity with the Hungarians of Hungary.

During the next two years the Romanian leadership undertook a systematic
propaganda campaign to discredit the Revolution and its Transylvanian sympa-
thizers. The Revolution was presented as a throwback to the “Horthyist™, “fascist”
past that would have become a threat to the territorial integrity of Romania.*
Again, the mood that was activated related more to the knee-jerk reactions of the
Little Entente than to the quest for “socialist solidarity”. This campaign came to a
head a week before the first anniversary of the Hungarian Revolution, when the
Party held a meeting of intellectuals at Cluj.*® At this meeting the Hungarian intel-
lectuals, headed by Lajos Jordaky, engaged in self-criticism of their behavior dur-
ing the previous October. They admitted having succumbed to nationalism and
having sympathized with the actions of Imre Nagy and other leaders of the “coun-
terrevolution™.”” In effect, this meeting documented the “nationalism” and “isola-
tionism” of the Transylvanian Hungarians even at the highest levels.
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The Romanian leaders began to move against this threat of “nationalism” at the
first opportunity. The withdrawal of Soviet troops from Romania in the summer
of 1958 meant that the last impediment to Romanian nationalist revival had been
removed.’® Gheorghiu-Dej and his faction of the leadership immediately set about
dismantling the Hungarians’ remaining cultural institutions. The first major blow
was aimed at the Bolyai University, which was merged with the Romanian Babes
University.*

Actually, the merger of the two institutions was already contemplated before
the Hungarian Revolution of 1956.*" However, the uprising provided it with a pre-
text, which would enable the Party leaders to speed up the process of “unifica-
tion”. During the 1955-1956 academic year visits by important party leaders to
Cluj and the Bolyai University, hinted that the Romanian leadership was thinking
of “alternative options”. Leonte Rautu of the Executive Committee and Miron
Constantinescu visited with the university’s administrators raising questions
about the placement of graduates and the “excessive” time devoted to Hungarian
literature in the curriculum.*' Also, during the summer of 1956 steps were taken to
terminate the instruction of history in Hungarian. Although the university was
able to stall implementation of this, it was not able to avoid the Party’s directives
to hold round table discussions with administrators and instructors from the Ro-
manian Babes University, which became regular weekly occurrences at the Conti-
nental Hotel.*

After the Revolution in Hungary broke out during October 1956 everything ac-
celerated.” Under trumped-up charges of sympathizing with the revolution they
fired a number of instructors in the Social Studies fields (Géza Saszet, Edit Keszi
Harmat, etc.) and arrested a group of students in the history department. Then a
brief lull followed until March 1958, when more arrests and trials took place. The
Dobai-Komaromi trial was followed by the arrest of talented young university in-
structors, including Gyula David, Elemér Lako and Janos Varré. They were ac-
cused of counter-revolutionary agitation for having visited the graves of the poets
Sandor Reményik and Jené Dsida during October 1956, singing and reciting their
poems. The well-known professor Lajos Jordaky was also arrested at this time, as
were many students in the Department of Hungarian Studies.**

Then a meeting of the Bolyai student body was called, at which representatives
of the Young Communist League from Bucharest also participated. Provocative
questions were asked of the students, and emotions ran high. Eight students were
arrested and one of them was given a twelve-year prison sentence. A few days
later the University was visited by Virgil Trofin, the Central Committee member
with responsibility for youth affairs. For “weakness and indecisiveness” he had
both the Dean (Andras Bodor) and Assistant Dean (Zoltan Nahlik) removed from
their positions.*
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The next step was to go public with the “Hungarian problem”. This took place
on February 18-22, 1959 at the Bucharest Conference of the Romanian Student
Association.*® A high-powered government delegation was present at the meeting
including General Secretary of the Party Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej and the Minis-
ter of Education Athanasie Joja. Gheorghiu- Dej denounced “isolationism” and
said that steps must be taken to eradicate the remnants of “national antagonisms”.
This could only be achieved by bringing all students of all nationalities together in
one institution, where they can build Socialism together as a united and patriotic
people. All the people who spoke up favored the unification of universities and
schools. Minister of Education Joja added that even beyond the classroom, it was
important to give students a sense of national unity via common dormitories and
other common activities.*’

On February 23" the Administration of the Bolyai University called a meeting
of the University Council. The Rector presided and stated that the Assistant Rec-
tor would make a statement that could not be discussed or questioned. The Assis-
tant Rector then stated that the Party and the Ministry of Education had decided -
on the basis of the demands of students from both universities — to unite the two
universities of Cluj. Pandemonium broke out in the chamber, but the Rector re-
fused to allow anyone to speak. He simply concluded the meeting by saying that
this decision is in the best interest of all concerned, it will allow for teaching of all
courses in Hungarian as well as Romanian and at half the cost because it will re-
duce administrative and other forms of duplication. He also called on everyone to
support the Party and government decision with their active participation in the
scheduled unification meetings.*

These meetings began on February 26 and continued until March 5 almost in
marathon fashion. The objective of these meetings was to build public support for
the Party’s decision and to isolate those who were opposed to it. For this reason
the Party sent many of its influential leaders to these public sessions, including
Nicolae Ceausescu, a member of the Presidium, the Minister of Education Joja,
Ion Iliescu, the president of the Romanian Student Federation (and two-term Pres-
ident of Romania after Ceausescu’s fall), and many others. Speakers followed one
another in a steady stream applauding the Party’s decision to “merge” the two uni-
versities. In this atmosphere only three members of the Bolyai staff dared to speak
up against the unification: Edgar Balogh, Istvan Nagy and Lészlo Szabédi.*

The public meetings were than used to bring pressure on those who were still
hesitant or noncommital about this decision. Nicolae Ceausescu personally
guided the intimidation of the individuals who opposed the decision. He ha-
rangued those present by saying that no one should live under the illusion that a
Swiss model was applicable to Romania. No such “medieval” model was accept-
able in sovereign Romania, where there was no room for Ghettos, and the “isola-
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tion of nationalities”. In Romania there was room only for one culture, a culture
devoted to the construction of Socialism.>

Laszl6 Szabédi was picked out for particular pressure, because of his stature in
the community and at the University. He did not break! When called by
Ceausescu to present his own views, he presented them in Hungarian as his col-
league Lajos Nagy translated them into Romanian. Ceausescu was livid and pub-
licly castigated him. During subsequent evenings Szabédi was called in for ques-
tioning by the Securitate. This harassment convinced him that he could not alter
the decision, but he refused to become a party to it. He committed suicide. On May
5 the Assistant Rector Zoltan Csendes and his wife followed his example.”!

“Unification” in this psychological sense, was then followed by joint commit-
tee discussions between the two universities for the actual implementation of this
decision. While the “charter” of the Bolyai University was never annulled, no le-
gal document was drawn up to define the rights and obligations of the two institu-
tions in the newly created “Babes-Bolyai University”. In this way no one could be
held accountable for the failure to fulfill obligations. However, the joint commit-
tees did hammer out the future academic program in terms of language use in the
classroom. Already in this “compromise” it became apparent that the Bolyai fac-
ulty and students would henceforth play second fiddle to the Babes faculty and
student body. Of all the courses offered at the new unified institution, 137 would
be offered in Romanian, while only 43 would be in Hungarian. In some areas
Hungarian was totally excluded (law and economics), while in others it was re-
duced to a few insignificant scctions, which were totally eliminated by the middle
of the 1980s.” By the time of Ceausescu’s overthrow in December 1989 Hungar-
ian instruction survived only in the pedagogical section for Hungarian literature
and Hungarian language.

The fate of lower-level educational institutions followed the same pattern; they
were not eliminated outright, but made subordinate parts of Romanian-language
grade schools or high schools and subjected to administrative restrictions that un-
dercut their status and standards. These considerations led many Hungarian stu-
dents to take their classes in Romanian rather than in their mother tongue.”® Thus,
after 1958 the educational system became an unabashed instrument of
Romanianization.

Parallel to the elimination of the most important Hungarian educational and
cultural institutions, the RWP also began to isolate all those intellectuals who
were too closely tied to their sense of national identity. On November 19, 1956
Nicolae Ceausescu vehemently denounced “isolationism” and at the same time
demanded that students fulfill their responsibilities as students, insisting that they
should apply themselves to their studies rather than activism. The RWP, he said,
was engaged in constructing factories, including cane processing plants, to which
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all those students who do not fulfill their responsibilities were to be sent.’* This
was a pointed reference to forced labor in the Danube delta region.

Many, indeed, were sent to participate in such re-educational opportunities and
many never returned from this experience. Already on December 5, 1956 the Cen-
tral Committee received a report from Leonte Rautu and Janos Fazekas, which
followed up on Ceausescu’s demands. They had gone on a fact-finding trip to Cluyj
between November 23-26, 1956, focusing primarily on the activities of Hungar-
ian intellectuals and the students of the Bolyai University. Their report included
the observation that many of the intellectuals were infected by the developments
in Hungary and were skeptical about the “mass basis” of the Kadar regime.”® Even
more disturbing was the attitude expressed by Professor Gyula Marton that the
Hungarians of the Romanian People’s Republic are really a part of the Hungarian
nation. This attitude is a threat to the unity of the state and contradicts Marx-
ism-Leninism. Furthermore, the students want independent student organizations
unmonitored by the Party. They also want contact with international student orga-
nizations without restrictions. All these required a concerted response from the
Party and the Securitate. ™

This response was not long in coming. In fact, some of the first arrests already
preceded the Rautu-Fazekas Report on October 25 when Imre Balazs and
Tirnovan Arisztid Vid were taken into custody. A year later they were both con-
victed of incitement and were given seven-year jail terms. On November 17
Istvan Varhegyi was also arrested on the same charge and also given a seven-year
term. These were merely the first of a long series of arrests and show trials that
continued through the end of 1958. It is not coincidental that they were halted only
with the merger of the Bolyai and Babes universities on February 22, 1959.%

Conclusion

While in the short-run 1956 led to retribution in Budapest as well as Kolozs-
var/Cluj, in the long-run Hungarians tended to benefit from the glory and the
global attention that went with heroic rebellion against the Soviet superpower. In
Transylvania, on the other hand, the impact was negative in terms of both the short
and long-run. It led to the reprisals of the Gheorghiu-Dcj and Ccausescu adminis-
trations. In the short-run long prison terms and forced labor for thousands fol-
lowed. According to some estimates out of the approximately 30,000 citizens of
Romania affected, close to one-third were Hungarians. Besides the executions
and imprisonments, the Hungarian part of the population also lost its most influ-
ential cultural institution, the Bolyai University. However, other cultural and edu-
cational institutions were also eliminated between 1956 and 1959.
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These developments were a direct consequence of the Romanianization of the
RWP and the nationalist agendas of leaders like Gheorghiu-Dej and Ceausescu.
They were also possible because Soviet hegemonial interests were altered by
1956. The Soviet Union under Nikita Khrushchev altered its policies, utilizing in-
direct control rather than just military occupation. Thus, in the summer of 1958
the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Romanian territory, enabled the leaders of
the RWP to chart a more nationalistic course. They used 1956 as the pretext for
their policies of Romanianization. The most devastating long-range consequences
were the negative demographic and cultural inroads and the erosion of the Hun-
garian population’s cultural institutions in Transylvania.
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