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THE RELATIONSHIP between the ins -
ti tutionalized national political move-
ments—which began with the activity
of the national Churches and continued
with the initiatives of the “Astra” Cul -
tural Association and especially of the
Romanian National Party—and the eco-
nomic situation of Transylvania has long
been in the attention of specialists, and
the social-economic history of the mod-
ern era has seen the publication of many
studies dedicated to general or more
particular aspects concerning these real-
ities, accompanied or not by statistical
evidence.

From various doctrinarian or ideolo -
gical angles, and in various forms, Ro -
ma  nian historiography has highlighted
the manner in which political and cul-
tural goals combined with the need for
economic progress among the Transyl -
va nian Romanians. Quite often, this
interaction sought to produce a distinct
network of economic relations defined
along national lines. The political agen-
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da of the Romanian National Party—set out in the programs adopted at the
national conferences of 1881 and 1905, in the Memoranda of 1882 and 1892,
and in the statements and the initiatives of Romanian members of parliament
between 1905 and 1918—indicated conside rable concern with the economic sit-
uation of the Romanians, and especially with the agricultural sector, since the
rural world was being dominated by an overwhel ming Romanian majority.
The actions taken in various sectors of the modern capitalist economy by the
members of the Romanian political elite considerably expanded and enriched the
objectives and the initiatives of the national movement. For instance, the estab-
lishment of the national banking system,1 coordinated by a center such as the
“Solidaritatea,”2 the movement for the creation of rural cooperative associations,3
or, in the urban environment, the desire to promote trade and manufacturing
by way of professional associations4 saw the active involvement of political
leaders and therefore came to shape the very nature of the national movement.
Indeed, the major theorists of the national movement, Vi cenþiu Babeº, Alexandru
Mocioni, Aurel C. Popovici or Vasile Goldiº included material values among
the values that define all nations in general and the Romanian nation in partic-
ular.5 Also, intellectuals known for the role they had played in public life, but who
were also active in the industrial or financial sector, considered that economic
activities were “the cornerstone of the national edi fice” (George Bariþiu) or
“the most important agent of progress, in whose ab sence all political struggle
is but in vain” (self-taught politician and economist Visarion Roman). Similarly,
in 1913, Vasile C. Osvadã, a specialist in cooperative organization and in cred-
iting, associated the idea of economic progress with that of national specificity:
“Each nation has its needs, its own special features, and there fore every nation
plays an important and significant role as an economic factor.”

The presence among the leaders of the Romanian National Party of people
who had also played a major role in economic life, such as George Bariþiu, Visarion
Roman, Partenie Cosma, Eugen Brote, George Pop de Bãseºti, Ioan Mihu, Aurel
Vlad, Amos Frâncu, etc., supported by a sizable number of economists, engi-
neers, technicians, priests or schoolteachers, driven by the desire to build a nation-
al economy through their own efforts and means,6 comes to perfectly illustrate
the development and the features of the modern national movement. Within this
movement, economy and politics became complementary rather than mutually
exclusive, with one dimension supporting the other, in a binomial relationship
that shaped the organic development of the Romanian nation.

The first authors to speak about the relationship between economy and pol-
itics within the Romanian national movement were in fact the very promoters of
national ideas. They were both involved in the social and political struggle
and, at the same time, judges of their own actions, which made it so that some



of their contributions or value judgments were later called into question. Among
them we find the intellectuals of the generation associated with the Revolution
of 1848 and its aftermath, their most illustrious representative being George
Bariþiu, whose syntheses and numerous solutions proposed for the moderniza-
tion of Transylvanian economy remained unparalleled at that time. G. Bariþiu
analyzed the transition of Transylvanian society from the Old Regime to a cap-
italist economy, and published his observations in the periodicals he led, Gazeta
de Transilvania (The Transylvanian Gazette) and Observatorul (The Observer).
His studies and articles opened a debate surrounding the need for the Romanian
intellectual elite to become involved not only in the public and cultural life,
but also in the economic one. It was called upon to stimulate the development
of trades, manufacturing (paper, textiles, wood, metallurgy, etc.), to encourage
a reorganization of peasant farms along rational and efficient models, to assist
in the establishment of financial institutions and become aware of the importance
played by a modern economy in the pursuit of political and national goals.7 As
the press of that time was publishing hundreds of articles with a precise and prag-
matic economic content, in 1876 G. Bariþiu’s Gazeta de Transilvania introdu -
ced a series called “The best policy—a national economy,” meant to explain the
importance of industrialization within the process of Romanian national eman-
cipation. As a historian, in his Pãrþi alese din istoria Transilvaniei: Pre douã sute
de ani în urmã (Aspects of Transylvanian history: The past two hundred years),
G. Bariþiu focused on various social-economic structures, especially those per-
taining to the field of agriculture.8 In the same pieces, he indicated the present
and future significance of the new credit institutions, and especially of the “Albina”
bank, to whose establishment he had directly contributed by way of sustained
propaganda.

His contemporaries, specialists in agriculture or in economic science, approached
various sectors of the modern Transylvanian economy, comparing the Romanian
social and economic structures to those of the other nations living in the province
and offering solutions meant to help modernize the former. Thus, George Maior,9
a specialist in agronomy, performed a first synthesis of Romanian agricultural
organization by drawing on the data found in official statistics. Eugen Brote10
analyzed the economic situation of Romanian society in the larger framework
of the national political movement associated with the Memorandum. Other spe-
cialists interested in agrarian relations discussed the reorganization of the entire
economic system of the Romanian rural world, in keeping with the principles
of a market economy, arguing that traditional methods had to be changed so that
small and medium-sized farms could become more productive. The most inter-
esting contributions in this respect are those of ªtefan Pop,11 Demetriu Comºa,12
Ioan F. Negruþiu,13 Ioan Georgescu,14 Aurel Coºciuc,15 Romul Simu,16 Eugen
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Brote,17 etc. Among the solutions and the alternatives proposed by them for
the economic revival of the Romanian village we find the associative models
and the various forms of agrarian cooperation, ranging from credit institutions
and production and commercialization units to the means of obtaining live-
stock and agricultural equipment and machines. Among the promoters of the
cooperative model we find Visarion Roman,18 Aurel Brote19 and Eugen Brote,20
Vasile C. Osvadã,21 Victor Tordãºanu,22 and Cornel Aisner.23

The role and the importance of credit institutions for the economic and polit-
ical life of the Transylvanian Romanians were well understood and highlighted
by those advocating the establishment of national credit institutions, from self-
taught specialist Visarion Roman24 to Nicolae Petra-Petrescu,25 Eugen Brote,26
Pompiliu Cioban,27 Constantin Popp,28 Corneliu Diaconovici,29 and to financial
expert Ion I. Lapedatu.30 The theoretical and practical observations from the pieces
dedicated to the development of the national banking system until the year 1918
were not limited to quantitative aspects, but also highlighted the importance
of financial and banking institutions in the economic life of the Transylvanian
Romanians, indicating the advantages of the transfer of assets from the large
Hungarian feudal estates to the small farmer holdings.

I N SPITE of the positive developments occurred in the fields of Transylvanian
agriculture and banking, the authors of studies in the fields of economic
analysis and policy or of economic history never completed the investiga-

tions concerning the political impact of economic phenomena. Their conclusions,
albeit pertinent, remained rather general in nature, failing to fully indicate the
significance of economic initiatives for the political activity of the Romanian elites
prior to 1918. This restraint can be somewhat understood if one thinks of the
aggressive economic literature and policies cultivated by the Budapest authori-
ties, worried by the economic progress of the Transylvanian Romanians, seen
as directly connected to the revival of a national-cultural movement that advo-
cated a separation from the political and economic structures of the Austrian-
Hungarian state.

After the Great Union of 1918, during the interwar period and continuing
even as late as 1947–1948, economic historiography approached with new meth-
ods and from a different angle the interrelation between economic progress
and the objectives of the national movement in the modern era, focusing on
the unitary economic development of Greater Romania. The authors of such
studies came from the fields of general, agrarian, or financial political econo-
my, and to a lesser extent from among the major historians of that period. In spite
of the fact that most attention was being given to political initiatives, there
were writings dedicated to economic aspects, writings which essentially high-
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lighted the Transylvanian orientation towards the economic life of the Old
Romanian Kingdom. For instance, Ioan Moga published a study31 concerning
the disastrous effects which the customs “war” of 1887–1891 between Romania
and Austria-Hungary had had over the industry and the agriculture of Transylvania,
suddenly isolated from their trading partners in the Romanian provinces. Towards
the end of that period, the historian Ioan Lupaº analyzed the economic and finan-
cial policies pursued by the Transylvanian Romanians,32 and also completed the
manuscript of a sizable study dedicated to the activity of the “Albina” bank
from Sibiu.

The investigations concerning the economic life of the Transylvanian Romanians
prior to 1918 were mainly carried out by economists such as Ion Luca Ciomac,
Petru Suciu, Gheorghe Dragoº, Nicolae N. Petra, Alexandru Bãrbat, Victor
Slãvescu and Victor Jinga, etc. Drawing on new sources of information, they
broadened the scope of the debate concerning the relations between economy
and politics within the Romanian national movement, making comparisons
and correlations with the contemporary economic situation of the Hungarians
and the Germans. Landmark studies, of interest even today, such as the ones
devoted to the financial and banking system (Nicolae N. Petra,33 Victor Slãvescu34),
to the initiatives and the results of rural cooperation (Gheorghe Dragoº,35 Nicolae
Ghiulea36), to social and real estate structures (P. Suciu,37 I. L. Ciomac38), indi-
cate the involvement of the Romanian elite in the development of a national eco-
nomic life, of a national economic body, representative within the structures of
the Austrian-Hungarian state. These achievements were completed by the inter-
disciplinary investigations of Victor Jinga, published under the title Probleme fun-
damentale ale Transilvaniei (Fundamental problems concerning Transylvania).
Jinga analyzed the demographic, economic, cultural and political development
of the Transylvanian Romanians from the creation of the Romanian people to
the Second World War. The book was written under the impact of the territo-
rial losses suffered by Romania in 1940, and his main arguments concerned
the idea of unity across the entire Romanian space, also reflected by the syn-
chronous economic development of Transylvania within the same space.39

The ideology of the communist period made it so that the investigation of
such matters was conducted on the basis of an artificial set of values and crite-
ria, assigning a central role to economic factors by twisting and distorting the
Marxist dogma and by completing it with Leninist and Stalinist elements. Between
1948 and 1960, the entire Romanian history—the modern history of Transylvania
included—would be mutilated in this fashion. The role played by the political
elites was not only questioned, but actually condemned, and the activity of polit-
ical leaders was approached selectively, the only criterion being the conver-
gence between their interests and those of the classes deemed to have been exploit-
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ed and oppressed by the capitalist regime. Furthermore, the very word ‘nation-
al’ and the ideas of national spirit and national movement were often dispar-
aged and criticized as belonging to the bourgeois capitalist society.

The exaggerated importance given to the social significance of economic
elements led to artificial, inaccurate, excessively general and indiscriminating con-
clusions. Thus, the Romanian Transylvanian elites, especially those active in
the economic field, were included under the generic label of capitalist exploiters
belonging to the Austrian-Hungarian Empire. They were seen as a negative
factor influencing the economic and social situation of the masses, in their turn
perceived as a homogeneous social organism, knowing no material, cultural,
demographic, and national differences. According to such interpretations, the
social-economic movement of the exploited groups and classes was defined as the
source of the general progress that had led to the major moments in history, such
as the one marking the dissolution of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire.

The reduction of ideological constraints in the 1960s and the 1970s allowed
for a return to the interwar historiographical investigations concerning the natio -
nal movement from Transylvania. It was not so much a renewal in terms of
concepts and ideas, but rather in what concerned the investigated topics and
the historiographical style itself. The main moments in the modern history of the
Transylvanian Romanians were thus described in the light of more comprehen-
sive information, but also by means of new comparative, structuralist, and even
interdisciplinary approaches, requiring the involvement of economists, sociolo-
gists, and specialists in historical demography. The analysis and the interpreta-
tion of the social-economic realities of Transylvania became thus more detailed
and minute, gradually revealing the important role played by the Romanian intel-
lectuals in the modernization of Transylvanian social structures and in the pro-
motion of national interests. Quite notable are the writings of historians Bujor
Surdu,40 Iosif Kovács,41 Liviu Botezan, Simion Retegan,42 Hilde Mureºan, Aurel
Rãduþiu,43 Nicolae Cordoº, Mihai Drecin44 and others. They highlighted the role
played by the elites in the national movement, in spite of the fact that the offi-
cial censorship sought to suppress the references to a number of personalities tar-
geted by the communist regime, especially the former political prisoners who
were deemed enemies of the new order.

At the same time, through the efforts of specialists noted for their studies in
the field of economic thought, a new life was given to the investigations dedi-
cated to those elements of economic history and doctrine that were directly relat-
ed to the importance of the Romanian Transylvanian elite in the modern era.
Costin Kiriþescu,45 Costin Murgescu,46 and especially Gheorghe Zane,47 histori-
ans of economic relations, turned towards the Transylvanian society of the mo -
d ern era and discussed either the emergence of an economic literature of nation-
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al relevance, or the economic and financial achievements of the Romanian elite
prior to 1918. The investigations carried out in the field of economic history
in Cluj and Bucharest focused on the contribution brought by reputed econo-
mists belonging to the national movement from Transylvania. Such are the
studies of Nicolae Ivanciu-Vãleanu,48 Toader Ionescu,49 Ioan Tiberian, Victor
Axenciuc,50 etc., who sought to identify the beneficial influence of economic
progress over the political actions aimed at achieving the unity of Romanian
territories.

The radical shift occurred in our national historiography after 1989, when
new topics were approached and the old ones were revisited from an entirely new
perspective, with the help of the methods and techniques currently used in Europe,
opened unlimited horizons to the researchers working in the field of history.
Under these circumstances, the analysis of the elements that defined the Romanian
Transylvanian national movement in the modern era once again highlighted
the value of the national elites, outlined the ideas and the ideologies of that time,
the social and economic doctrines, and the mentalities of various social groups.
The history of the institutionalized forms and of the various aspects pertaining
to the economic life of Transylvania deserve to be investigated from the van-
tage point of the new economic models and doctrines, which take into account
the role played by individuals and nations as dynamic and innovative produc-
ers of new assets, in support of societies experiencing a process of political
integration and economic globalization. 

q
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Abstract 
Economic and Political Aspects Pertaining 
to the Romanian National Movement from Transylvania 

From various doctrinarian or ideological angles, and in various forms, Romanian historiography
has highlighted the manner in which political and cultural goals combined with the need for
economic progress among the Transylvanian Romanians. Quite often, this interaction sought to
produce a distinct network of economic relations defined along national lines. The radical shift
occurred in our national historiography after 1989, when new topics were approached and the
old ones were revisited from an entirely new perspective, with the help of the methods and tech-
niques currently used in Europe, opened unlimited horizons to the researchers working in the field
of history.
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