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Introduction

A CCORDING TO the specialists 
on ethnicity and nationalism, a
ran ge of factors like nostalgia

for past life-styles, imperial driving
myths, and language fissures create shift-
ing ethnic identities.1 This seems to be
the ar gument in the case of the Republic
of Mol dova, once a Romanian land,
anne xed by the Russian Empire in 1812
and re-annexed by the Soviet Union
after the Second World War. Despite the
contentions of the Romanian govern-
ment that the Moldovans are Romanians
and their language a Romanian dialect,
the Soviets forged a distinct national
identity for the Moldovans,2 declaring
them a separate nation and granting
them union republic status. 
Even if after the fall of the Soviet

Union many people expected the (re) -
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union of Romania with Moldova, following the German model of unification,
the Republic of Moldova insisted on stressing its own identity. Apparently, the
present identity policies and attitudes in Moldova indicate that the Soviet gov-
ernment’s fifty-year program to convince the Moldovans of their separate nation-
al identity has borne fruit. 
The idea of the present paper starts from a pragmatic reality: according to

the results of the 2004 census in the Republic of Moldova, 2,564,849 or 75.8%
of the population declared themselves Moldovans, while only 73,276 or 2.2%
Romanians.3 This reality is a result of the long-lasting process of the Moldovan
ethnic definition and it would be superficial to take such data for granted, since
it could be reversed in the case of a change in the political landscape in Moldova.
In dealing with this data we should have in mind that from the very beginning
of their “distinct” identity in 1812, the Moldovans faced four stages of state/impe-
rial nation-building, and each of these patterns left a particular legacy on the phys-
iognomy of Moldovan identity. 
The period of the Russian Empire (1812–1918) brought the Moldovans

for the first time together into a separate community, distinct from the rest of
Romanians. Even though the Tsarist state/imperial policies were not as consis-
tent as Soviet ones in cultivating Moldovan distinctiveness, the very ignorant exis-
tence of the Moldovans within the imperial structure stimulated a sense of “we
are first Moldovans and then Romanians.” During the period of Greater Romania
(1918–1940), the Moldovans (or the Bessarabians, a term preferred by the
Romanian authorities and as a whole by the Romanians in treating the popu-
lation of this territory) were exposed to the great process of Romanianization
as a part of the Romanian state-building policies meant to integrate the Romanians
from all the newly acquired provinces into single Romanian nation. The policy
of Romanianization, though in many respects successful in reviving among the
Moldovans a sense of Romanian identity, proved anyway to be a moment of
“comparison” with the other Romanians, especially those appointed to run the
province after the war. Since Bessarabia faced in the interwar period a critical
situation both because of the uncertainty of its international status as part of
Greater Romania4 and of the bad quality of the Romanian administration,5 the
sense of distinctiveness from the Romanians increased among the Moldovans.
To make things worse, the Soviet Union took advantage of the critical situa-
tion of Bessarabia during the interwar period in order to emphasize the sepa-
ration between the Moldovans and the Romanians.
The third stage of Moldovan nation-building—during the Soviet period

(1944–1989)6—was the most important both in terms of consistency and in terms
of its long-lasting effects on post-communist Moldova. The Soviet Union had 
in fact created a territorial Moldovan nation, with its own state apparatuses



and ruling elites. Or, even though without enjoying real sovereignty or the
right to full political expression, the Moldovan SSR had in many aspects the attrib-
utes of any sovereign state elsewhere in the world. 
In this sense, it was only the demise of the Soviet Union that allowed the

Moldovans to enjoy real sovereignty and the right to full political expression, and
to proceed into the fourth stage of state/nation-building. After achieving inde-
pendence in 1991, the national elites proceeded with the consolidation of the
Moldovan political and national identity by resorting to the old principle “we
have created Moldova, now we need to create the Moldovans.” 

What Was the Soviet Moldovenism?

T HE PRESENT paper seeks to analyze the Moldovan nation-building poli-
cies during the Soviet period. For almost 50 years, Moldova was a part
of the Soviet Union, the first state in history to be formed of ethnic polit-

ical units and which confronted the rise of nationalisms by systematically pro-
moting the national consciousness of its nationalities and by creating for many
of them the institutional forms specific to nation-states.7 The logic and the
content of the Soviet nation-building policy were pointed out elsewhere and it
is widely accepted that it was mainly focused on four attributes of the national
bodies: creation of national territories; linguistic indigenization; creation and
promotion of native elites; and the support of national culture.8
In spite of the similarities in the implementation of the nationalities policy

across the Soviet state, we should admit that there was a sizable difference between
the policy of indigenization pursued during the interwar period toward the
non-Russian nationalities and the postwar one, in the newly acquired territo-
ries of the Baltic States, Western Ukraine, Byelorussia, and the newly created
Moldovan SSR. Since all these territories had known previously either independence
or other forms of state/nation-building which strengthened their sense of iden-
tity, they confronted an opposing force in the Soviet policy on nationalities. In
their case, from the very beginning it was all about destroying rather than con-
structing, as had largely been the case in the Soviet republics during the 1920s,
after which the stages of their indigenization was focused on their “sovereign-
ty” rather than on identity modeling. 
The case of the Moldovan SSR was different from the western Soviet pat-

tern, as Soviet Affirmative Action aimed to create here a nation whose sense of
identity had barely existed before, except in the sense of regionalism within the
Russian Empire or the Greater Romania, to which the territory had previously
belonged. At this point, the case of Moldova was more similar to that of the
republics of Central Asia at the beginning of the policy of indigenization in the
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1920s9 and it was distinct from the other republics of the western part of the
Soviet Union, which had a strong sense of identity. In other words, the ingre-
dients of the policy of indigenization, like the creation of the national territory,
linguistic indigenization, the creation of the elites and of national culture, men-
tioned by the specialists in Soviet nation-building policies, were promoted in
Soviet Moldova in order to stress the “Moldovan” origin and its distinctiveness
from the Romanian one. 
In this case, according to George Schopflin’s pattern,10 the Baltic states, for

instance, are seen as traditional societies which, despite the Soviet experience,
preserved what they could from the past but changed in unperceived ways as well
during the Soviet period, while Moldova was a society brought into being by the
Soviet Union and which owes to the Soviet nation-building policy its physical
creation, political status and even ethnic identity. Here, Soviet social engineering
had gone so far as to create by fiat a language and an ethic group to justify the
eponymous polity and defend it against possible claims by Romania, to which
it had belonged between the wars. Adapting Terry Martin’s assertion, the Soviet
Union inherited a confused Moldovan ethnicity and tried to transform it into
a nation-state.11
Since Soviet Era boundaries are the main foundation on which the newly inde-

pendent Moldova had to build its new political and nation identity, an analysis
of the effect of the Soviet policy of nationalities in the Moldovan SSR would be
very helpful in understanding the current realities in the Republic of Moldova.

Historical Boundaries—Soviet Boundaries 

T HE SOVIET understanding of nationhood was firmly based on the Stalinist
linkage between nationality, its territory, and its indigenous political elite.
It is a well known fact that following Stalin’s own definition of a nation,

Soviet authorities promoted an idea of a nation as associated to a territory. The
major ethnic groups were assigned their officially recognized territories and organ-
ized into an elaborate administrative hierarchy of ethnic stratification, in which
the fifteen Soviet republics represented the highest rank of statehood accessible
to a Soviet nationality.12
Even though experts in Soviet nationalities assert that the Piedmont principle

was not a major Soviet motivation in the policies of nation-building, they ad -
mit that in a single exceptional case—of the Moldovan Autonomous SSR—this
principle was the main reason for the creation of a Soviet republic.13
Since the Soviet Union never recognized the annexation of Bessarabia to

Romania, the Soviets put great pressure on the Romanian authorities by the
organization, training, and financing of subversive agents in Bessarabia. This pres-
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sure included the creation of the Moldovan ASSR within the Ukrainian SSR in
1924, in what V. Zatonsky called “our own Moldovan Piedmont.”14 Despite
the small size and the dubious Moldovan ethnic character,15 the newly created
republic received the status of an autonomous republic because of the future polit-
ical perspectives of Moldova, i.e. the eventual annexation of Bessarabia. For
the same reason, despite the protest of the Romanian communists, in the Moldovan
ASSR began the forging of a distinct Moldovan literary language and the culti-
vation of a separate Moldovan national identity.16
The Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic was created by the Supreme Soviet

of the USSR on August 2, 1940, allegedly at the initiative of the majority of work-
ing people of the region.17 Roughly speaking, the creation of the Moldovan
SSR was the result of a merger between historical Bessarabia and the Moldovan
ASSR, but not in their entirety.
As usual, the Soviets did not follow any ethnic, historic or cultural logic in the

creation of the new republic, but only strategic considerations. As a result,
three counties of historical Bessarabia (Cetatea Albã/Akkerman, Belgorod
Dnestrovsky, Ismail/Izmayil and Ho tin/Khotin), were annexed to the Ukrainian
SSR in exchange for parts of the Moldovan ASSR.18 Beside the idea of destroy-
ing of the compactness of the historical integrity of Bessarabia, the Soviet offi-
cial strategies sought to secure the Soviet Union’s access to the Danube River
(through a reliable Slavic republic) and made the Moldovan SSR a landlocked enti-
ty. Obvious in that policy was the pressure of Ukrainian communist officials, both
in terms of the Soviet ultimatum concerning Bessarabia19 and of the Piedmont
Principle.20 The fact remains that with the new borders, the disputed territory
between the Dniester and the Pruth, Bessarabia, ceased to be a single unit pre-
cisely because it was expected that this would complicate any future attempt to
have the area returned to Romania. In long lasting terms, the unification of these
two distinct entities (known as Bessarabia and Transnistria, or the “left bank” and
the “right bank” of the Dniester River), which had never existed before in any
sense as a common entity, was fateful for the further evolution both of the Moldovan
SSR and the Republic of Moldova. Economically and demographically speak-
ing, Soviet Moldova gradually developed as two republics in one: a largely
rural, agricultural and indigenous Moldovan one, and a more urban, Slavic,
and generally immigrant population in Transnistria working in a Soviet-style
heavy industry.21 Most of the Moldovan industry operated as an appendix of
the great Soviet enterprises or was located outside Bessarabia in Transnistria,
which was producing 1/3 of the Mol dovan industrial output. Besides the inher-
ent distortion of the ethnic balance in the Moldovan SSR, that peculiar Soviet pol-
icy generated the long-lasting premises of future Transnistrian separation. In terms
of the elite, the Soviet Union never trusted the Moldovans from Bessarabia
and generally relied on officials from Transnistria both during 1940–1941 and
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after 1944. As a result, we see the predominance of elements from Transnistria
in politics and culture up to the beginning of the 1980s. This dominance strength-
ened the sense of Mol do venism based on the blurred sense of identity of the
Transnistrians22 and the promotion of their policy of the Moldovan language in
1940–1941 and the 1950s. 
Regarding the creation of the Moldovan SSR, the first manifestation of “Mol -

dovan” patriotism from the local communist elites was attested in February 1946,
when the secretaries of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova
N. Coval and N. Salagor and the Head of the Supreme Soviet of the Moldovan
SSR, F. Brovko, sent Stalin a letter against the annexation of the three counties
to Ukrainian SSR, invoking historical, economic, linguistic and cultural arguments.
The demand remained on paper, however.23
There is evidence that among the Moldovan elites existed at that moment

an idea of the creation of an unified Soviet state of the Moldovans including
the territories of historical Moldova up to the Carpathians and including Bukovina
with Cernãuþi (Chernowitz), i.e parts of Romania and the Ukrainian SSR.24
The idea of a “Greater Moldova” was meant to legitimize Bessarabia’s annexa-
tion from Romania and justify the use of the symbolic markers of “Moldovan
Soviet primordialism,” also shared by Romania. Ironically, the idea of a “Greater
Moldova” reappeared after the Republic of Moldova achieved independence, but
this time it was pushed ahead by Chiºinãu in order to prevent any possible
Romanian claims towards the Romanian character of the country.
Nevertheless, the most important fact is that the Soviet Union created for

the Moldovans, as Ronald G. Suny has argued for other Soviet republics, a
territorial nation with is own state apparatus and ruling elite which had the
symbols of any sovereign state, with a national flag and seal, but without any real
sovereignty or the right to full political expression.25 In this sense, the “imag-
ined community” of the Moldovans gained physical and political meaning for the
first time.

Language Policies

INDIGENIZATION, ENCOURAGED by Lenin and supported by Stalin, and never
officially rejected until the end of the Soviet Union, contributed to the
consolidation of Soviet nationalities in three important ways: by support-

ing native languages, by creating a national intelligentsia and a political elite, and
by formally institutionalizing ethnicity in the state apparatus. 
From all of the criteria used by Stalin in his classical definition on the nation,26

the question of language was a crucial one both in terms of Affirmative Action
and of the Soviet ideology as a whole. In the first sense, as Stalin said “a minor-



ity is discontented not because there is no national union but because it does
not have the right to use its native language. Allow it to use its native langua -
ge and the discontent will disappeared by itself.”27 Secondly, he expressly sug-
gested that the native language would help Soviet ideology to be better under-
stood among the non-Russian nationalities, while native elites, by being close
to the native population’s lifestyle and customs, would help the Soviet rule
seem indigenous and not a Russian imperial authority, imposed from outside.28
The forging of the Moldovan language started after the creation of the Moldo -

van ASSR, and it was the primary issue addressed by the local elites of the newly
created republic.29 Despite the existence of a Moldovan dialect (close to the
Moldovan regional language variation in Romania) in Bessarabia both during
the Russian empire and Greater Romania, it was for the first time that these
differences served political purposes. The logic of Moldovan language enginee -
ring within the Moldovan ASSR fell under the general meaning of the Piedmont
Principle, i.e. the use of trans-border ethnic ties to influence the policy of Romania.
At the same time, taking into consideration the policy followed by the Soviet
Union after the annexation of Bessarabia, it also had far-reaching aims in the
design of a Moldovan identity. After the creation of the Moldovan SSR in 1940
and especially after 1944, the modeling of the Soviet Moldovan language laid
heavily on the language experiments developed during the existence of the
Mol dovan Autonomous Republic. 
That the creation of the Moldovan language was the most important of the

ingredients used in shaping the Moldovans as such became clear soon after the
establishment of the Moldovan SSR in 1940. For instance, between July and
December 1940, 138 books were published in 1.5 million copies, among which
1.2 million in the “Moldovan” language. From June 1940 till June 1941, in
the Moldovan SSR, 56 newspapers and 3 magazines existed which were publi -
shed in 205,000 copies.30 All these publications used a Russified dialect of the
Moldovan language, developed during the existence of the Moldovan ASSR, in
order to make the Soviet ideology accessible to the Moldovans, among whom
literacy was very low.31 During that period, the Soviet authorities still contin-
ued to use the Latin alphabet. The switch to the Cyrillic was planned for the sum-
mer of 1941, but it was made impossible by the outbreak of the war.32
Because of the briefness of the 1940–1941 period, Soviet nation builders were

not able to implement the decisive measures of Soviet Affirmative Action, i.e. the
consolidation of the “Moldovan” nation, distinct from the Romanian one. But
the harsh Soviet policies regarding language, the elites, and the cultural poli-
cies anticipated, and in many aspects facilitated, the “construction” of a Moldovan
identity inside the Soviet Union after the Second World War. 
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In this sense, the language policy in the Moldovan SSR from 1944 until
1989 was distinct from that promoted in the Moldovan ASSR from 1924 until
1940, and contrasted mostly with the language policy pursued by the Soviet
Union among its western nationalities. From this point of view, its aim was three-
pronged: indigenization in the sense of Affirmative Action, in the ideological
sense as a means of indoctrinating Moldovans to communist values, and most
importantly, a way to secure a distinct Moldovan identity against any possible
claims from Romania.
Indeed the creation of the new identity was built around the idea of a dis-

tinct language, based mostly on the Moldovan dialect and excluding the liter-
ary norms of the Romanian language. After the Second World War, the Latin
alphabet was forbidden in Moldova and was replaced by the Cyrillic, which
was considered more appropriate to the language of the Moldovans. In this sense
Soviet ideology insisted on the idea that the transition to the Cyrillic alphabet
did not involve the subordination to Russian culture but was the most accept-
able and rational form for the development of national culture, an act of “friend-
ship toward the Russian people and a proof of the internationalist unity of the
Soviet people.”33
After Stalin’s death there was a rehabilitation of the Romanian language in

the Moldovan SSR,34 and after long debates in the mid-1950s the officials of
the Moldovan Communist Party were convinced that it was imperious to renounce
to some archaic and even grotesque norms of the “Moldovan” language imposed
from Transnistria during the Stalinist period. In the end, the new norms of
Moldovan grammar adopted in 1957 generally coincided with the norms of
the Romanian language.35 Also, some of the remarkable personalities of Romanian
culture and literature previously considered as being a part of the “Moldovan
bourgeois nation” were partially rehabilitated.36 At the same time, many works
by the classics of Romanian literature were published, excluding the word “Ro -
ma nian” and replacing some Romanian words with some Moldovan regionalisms
or archaisms.37
The rehabilitation of the “Romanian” character of the Moldovan language

in 1950 considerably changed the policy of the language and its status. By impos-
ing on the Moldovan language a literary standard compatible with the Romanian
one, the “Transnistrian” dialect was rejected as a literary norm for the Moldovan
language, and so was the impact of Transnistrian intellectuals on language pol-
icy. At the same time, it was an indirect admission of the compatibility between
the Moldovan and Romanian languages, a fact declared openly by Emilian Bukov
at the Congress of Writers in Bucharest in 1956, when he said that the Moldovan
and the Romanian literary languages were one and the same.38 This period was
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a good opportunity for the survival of pro-Romanian feelings through the Soviet
era: the young representatives of that period were the elites that initiated the lan-
guage revival in the late 1980s. Beginning with the rehabilitation, the partial
reprinting of the classics of Romanian literature and the introduction of this her-
itage in school curricula avoided the peril of the imminent demise of the Romanian
language in the Moldovan SSR.39
Symptomatic for the times to come after independence, the emergence of a

so-called “Moldovan” trend, both in political and cultural terms, whose reason
to be was to fight against those who “reject the existence of the Moldovan lan-
guage and identity,” was on the rise.40 After the Stalinist period these elements
were preferred in positions of power in the political and cultural hierarchy of
the Moldovan SSR, and they promoted the policy of language and culture up
to the beginning of Perestroika. 
A split appeared then within the elite of Moldova: the Moldovan Soviet

officials against the intellectuals and the “Moldovan” intellectual elite against
the newly-emerged “Romanian” one. In final terms, this dichotomy survived the
moment of the language mobilization of 1989–1990, but reappeared under a
new form in independent Moldova as part of the same Moldovan/Romanian 
confrontation.

Forging the Soviet Moldovan Elites 

T HE CREATION of the native elites and their promotion into positions of
leadership in the party, government, economic and/or educational estab-
lishments was an indispensable element of indigenization and, as in the

case of language, the forging of the Moldovan elite started in the Moldovan
ASSR. Even though the indigenization of the apparatus was never a genuine suc-
cess in the Moldovan ASSR,41 its pursuit was very useful for the Soviet nation-
builders in the aftermath of the formation of the Moldovan SSR. The Moldovan
elements from Transnistria, alongside with the Russian officials appointed from
Moscow, were the main element of the party apparatus that promoted Soviet
nationality policies in the Moldovan SSR. As a whole, these elements enjoyed an
almost caste-like dominance over public life in Moldova in the Soviet period, rein-
forced by the low level of education within the Moldovan population, the dom-
inance of Russian and Russified cadres in most major institutions, and the near-
universal use of Russian as the language of official business in the republic.42
As in the case of the other western Soviet nationalities, the forging of the native

elites was part of the pattern “destroying the old . . . building the new.” At this
point, one of the most consistent and harsh Soviet policies of de-nationaliza-
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tion was implemented in the territories newly annexed as a result of the Mo lo -
tov–Ribbentrop Pact: the elimination of elements considered unreliable by the
Soviet leaders both in terms of the Affirmative Action and of the security of
the Soviet state on the western borderland. According to the decision of the Soviet
officials of June 13–14, 1941, the operations for the “extraction of the anti-Soviet
and counterrevolutionary elements” from the newly annexed territories, i.e.
Bessarabia, the Baltic States, Western Ukraine and Western Byelorussia, were
set.43 Igor Caºu estimates that the total number of people affected by the Soviet
policy of deportation, arrests and executions in Bessarabia and Northern Bukovi -
na during June 28, 1940–June 22, 1941 amounted to 86,604 persons.44
After the Second World War the Soviet Union followed the same policy as

in 1940–1941: the suppression of the class enemy, mass famine and starva-
tion,45 followed by the collectivization campaign strongly struck the native ele-
ment of the Moldovan SSR, affecting both the elites and the rest of the popula-
tion.46
It is a well-known fact that the ruthless suppression of nationalist and sepa-

ratist movements was the centerpiece of Soviet nationality policy.47 In Soviet
Moldova this powerful coercive apparatus proved quite successful during 1944–
1989 in destroying both real and imaginary ethnic oppositions and suppress-
ing the activities of dissident nationality groups. As a result, excepting some minor
movements in favor of the Romanian language, any serious challenge to the
Moldovan stance in political perspective was not serious throughout the com-
munist period of Moldova.
As was pointed out elsewhere, after the tumultuous postwar years Moldova’s

evolution as a part of the Soviet Union settled down considerably and from
this period, in terms of local politics, the history of Moldova as a Soviet repub-
lic is largely unremarkable. It became a generally quiet backwater on the periph-
ery of the USSR, and was a popular vacation spot for the members of the Communist
Party and state elite. Within the Moldovan Communist Party Russians and
Ukrainians dominated, and at the all-union level the Moldovans were the least
represented nationality in the entire Soviet Union.48 In this sense, Moldovan polit-
ical elites were among the most loyal in the union and manifestations of local
nationalism were sparse.
The key positions in cultural policy were also held by officials appointed from

Moscow, i.e. Russians, Ukrainians or Moldovans from Transnistria. In January
1947 of the 37 leaders of the cultural institutions, only six were Moldovans from
Bessarabia.49 As a whole the Soviet authorities never trusted the elements of
the cultural elite from Bessarabia who “did not escape from the bourgeois ide-
ology and whose creation was influenced by symbolism and formalism.” At
the same time, alongside the accusations of Soviet officials, intellectuals from
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Bessarabia were accussed of affiliation to “Romanian bourgeois” nationalism
by Transnistrian intellectuals.50 Besides the fight for predominance in society, these
accusations were used as a signal for Bessarabian intellectuals to be more active-
ly involved in supporting the Soviet regime, or be marginalized.
One of the most important aspects of elite competition was the existence

and persistence of the “hole in the middle” in Soviet Moldova, i.e. the native tech-
nical and white-collar elite that would secure indigenous control over the repub-
lic.51 The economic rationalization pursued by Soviet officials in Moldova between
1944 and 1989 led to the creation of a divided intelligentsia—a native cultural
elite (which was also split between “Moldovans” and “Romanians”) and a Russian
or Russian-speaking technical elite.52 This fact strongly affected the Moldovan
sense of the republic as their own and negatively influenced the post-Soviet devel-
opment of the economy and the problem of identity.
Following David D. Laitin’s formula of peripheral elite-incorporation in

the Soviet Union,53 Soviet Moldova could be considered a “colonial model” where
native underlings under Russian surveillance mediate between Russian authori-
ties and Moldovan society. As Laitin says, the colonial model gave higher incen-
tives for ambitious office holders to adopt many aspects of Soviet culture: the
motivation to learn Russian was to become “monopoly mediators” standing
between Russian rule at the center and Moldovan society at the periphery. By
doing so they earned the trust of Soviet officials and advanced to positions of
local or regional authority.54 In Moldova this alternative was available only in
the late Brezhnev era, when we see the real indigenization of political elites. Until
that moment, preference had been given to the Transnistrians; and as pointed
out before, the Soviet elites never trusted the natives of Bessarabia. For instance,
out of 15 ethnic Moldovans who had at one time been department heads in
the Moldovan Central Committee Secretariat in the 1970s and 1980s, only 5 (33
percent) were born in Bessarabia, where more than 90 percent of the Moldovan
population of the republic was concentrated in 1940.55 The rest were officials
originating from the left bank of the Dniester River, a situation that lead to
the emergence of the well-known saying during the Moldovan SSR: “If somebody
wants to be a minister he should be from the other side of the Dniester.”56
The shift in this policy occurred in Soviet Moldova by the end of the 1960s,

when the Brezhnev regime found it difficult to accept that the Soviet republics
were essentially ruled by national “mafias,” centered within the communist
parties and state apparatuses, and turned to new personnel outside the dominant
party apparatuses. The mandate given to these men was the same as in the rest
of the Soviet Union: to end economic and political corruption, to stimulate
economic growth, to end ethnic favoritism and contain the more overt expres-
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sions of local nationalism, and promote a new governing elite able to carry out
the policies of the Communist Party.57
Born in the 1940s, this new generation of Moldovan party officials came of

age in the 1980s, putting increased pressure on the older generation and the
Transnistrians for a greater say in the affairs of the republic. They had come to
power largely as a result of the preferential promotion of local Moldovans after
the 1960s, when the Communist Party of Moldova attempted to indigenize
the party hierarchy. As a result, by 1989 Moldovans were in fact overrepresent-
ed in the party leadership relative to their proportion in the entire popula-
tion.58 The social profile of these new elites was substantially different from
that of the old. These new leaders had worked as rayon officials or collective farm
heads or in other positions that necessitated some interaction with the large
Moldovan countryside. But at the same time they brought into the halls of power
and culture the Moldovan regional identity of the countryside. This new wave of
leaders was able not only to survive the breakup of the Soviet Union but also
to become the leaders of the new states that emerged after the collapse of the
Soviet Union. Such leaders were the main architects of the independent Moldova
after 1991.59

The Politics of Culture

O F THE four elements of indigenization—the creation of national terri-
tory, linguistic indigenization, the creation of elites, and the politics
of culture—the question of national culture was the most ambiguous

but, in light of the long term impact, the most persistent in the post-Soviet
period.60 The ambiguity was first the result of Stalin’s famous definition of 
na tional culture as national in form and socialist in content.61 The controversy,
in essence, was over what was national in form and what was socialist in con-
tent. Since Soviet policies followed the Stalinist dogmas in the matter of nation-
alities, the controversy persisted also in the implementation of the politics of
culture. As is widely accepted, Soviet nationalities policy was profoundly incon-
sistent, pushing for “indigenization” and the “flourishing” (rastsvet) of nation-
al culture while promoting the ideological goals of “stirania” (obliteration of
national peculiarities), “sblizhenia” (rapprochement), and “sliania” (merging).
The 1961 CPSU program was explicitly clear in pointing out that in the “all-
people’s state” all Soviet nationalities “flourishing” (rastsvetaiut), were under-
going the process of “rapprochement”(sblizhenie) as a step toward their com-
plete “merger” (slianie).62
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The second ambiguity was the idea of culture as such in Stalin’s perception.
In this sense, it has been frequently pointed out that the best translation to Stalin’s
“national culture” (national’naia kul’tura) would be “national identity.”63 Indeed,
as proved by experience, the promotion of Soviet nationalities policy in the “nation-
al culture” meant the aggressive promotion of the national identity together with
the dismantling of distinct national beliefs and social practices. In other words,
the Soviet policy systematically promoted the distinct national identities not only
by providing them with national territories crafted by national elites which
used the native languages, but also by aggressively promoting the symbols of
national identity: national folklore, museums, dressing, cuisine, costumes, the
national theatre and opera, poets, historical events and literature.64
The system indeed permitted the Soviet elites to promote “primordialism,”

but at the same time it severely limited their mobilization into direct confrontations
with Soviet power. Or, primordialism in the Soviet context could be promoted
by allowing nationalities to use their “own” languages, just as long as they did
not make political demands on the basis of nationality on the central state.65
What Tom Nairn calls a “reservation culture”—an ethnolinguistic culture with-

out political nationalism—was the only accepted “healthy” nationhood66 that had
also been established in Soviet Moldova. Yet, Soviet Moldovan primordialism
was not promoted to prevent in any way the emergence of Moldovan political
nationalism, but rather to justify it and to defend it against possible claims
from Romania. The Soviet regime retained full power to decide what were
permissibly “patriotic” expressions of Moldovenism and what was perniciously
nationalist, and the boundary between the two shifted constantly.
The mission of monitoring what was permissibly “patriotic” expression and

what was pernicious nationalism amid the intensification of the national mani-
festations in the Moldovan SSR in the 1950s was given to Ivan I. Bodiul, first sec-
retary of the Moldovan Communist Party from 1961 to 1980.67
Ivan I. Bodiul became a typical exponent of “mankurtization,”68 known else-

where in the non-Russians republics; the period of his rule is widely associated
with the institutionalization of Soviet Moldovenism both in the political and
in the cultural sense.69 Moldovan nationalism was especially sustained by the Soviet
officials in the context of the changing landscape of Soviet-Romanian relation-
ship in the 1960s, when Romania reopened the problem of Bessarabia, which
had been taboo before. Seeking to combat the influence of the broadcasting of
Romanian radio and television transmissions the Moldovan SSR, Bodiul informed
the Soviet officials of his intention to celebrate in 1966 some historical person-
alities and events in order to emphasize the ties of the Moldovan people with
Russia.70 The Moldovan political and intellectual elites were among the most reli-
able also because they drew their legitimacy from the Soviet nation-builders.
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Even though the existence of the Moldovan nation was unquestionable for
the Soviet officials, the Moldovan Soviet intellectuals were in charge of devis-
ing reliable arguments supporting this idea. History was one of the most impor-
tant instruments in modeling the Moldovan identity. The teaching of the his-
tory of the Moldovans started in the Moldovan SSR in the late 1950s, but only
in 1967 did the Central Committee of the Moldovan Communist Party issue a
decision concerning the problems of the history of Moldovan SSR, expressing the
idea of the inconsistency of the old theoretical approaches concerning the exis-
tence of the Moldovan nation, especially in confronting the challenge of Romanian
and Western scholars. In this sense, historians were requested to clarify both in
terms of chronology and theory the concepts of “Moldovan bourgeois nation”
and “Socialist Moldovan Nation.”71 And it is worth stressing here that the idea
of the creation of the “Moldovan bourgeois nation” was hard to justify as a
step to the “Socialist Moldovan Nation,” since its emergence generally overlapped
with the common ethnogenesis of the Romanians.
Mainly during the Bodiul period, Artem M. Lazarev published the well-known

work Moldavskaia Sovetskaia Gosudarstvennost’ i Bessarabskii Vopros (The Soviet
Moldovan statehood and the Bessarabian question) which was considered the
cornerstone of Soviet Moldovan identity and used until nowadays in the justi-
fication of the existence of the Moldovan nation.72 Also during this time, some
scholars tried to justify the existence of an independent Moldovan nation by con-
structing a racial distinction between the Moldovan and the Romanians.73
Moldovan Soviet officials also attempted to ground Soviet Moldovenism into

various sets of invented Moldovan national elements. During that period were
promoted the local forms of “official Moldovan nationalism” through celebra-
tions of sanctioned traditions and acceptable heroes of the past. Certain figures
from this reconstructed Moldovan history were incorporated into the official nar-
rative, and others were excluded. The case of Stephen the Great is the most
illustrative. Stephen the Great—the emblematic hero of the Romanian 
people—was accepted as a symbol during the Soviet period because he sym-
bolized Moldovan identity and complied with the Soviet Moldovan “primor-
dialism” cultivated by the Soviet authorities. Ironically, after independence the
Moldovan nation-builders also used the image of the Stephen the Great as a sym-
bol of Moldovan independent statehood and identity.74 Soviet authorities accept-
ed many other Romanian symbols in order to justify the existence of the Moldovan
people from the Middle Ages. Today, some of these are still in use by Moldovan
officials.
Yet, the shift in identity was not only a result of the politics of culture as

part of the soft policy of Soviet Affirmative Action, but also the result of the hard
line of Soviet modernization policy. The collectivization of agriculture, resisted
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by hundreds of thousands of peasants, devastated the traditionally patriarchal vil-
lage leadership in Soviet Moldova. Simultaneously, rapid forced industrialization
resulted in social and geographical mobility that further disrupted traditional pat-
terns of authority and cultural practices. All these led to rapid urbanization,
increased migration, and continued assimilation of the ethnic Moldovans.
Like elsewhere in the Soviet Union, a new working class drafted from the

peasantry appeared in towns and at new factory sites, without industrial skills,
ignorant of labor traditions and organizations, and subject to the elite of Russian
managers and technicians.75
In 1989 the Moldovans made up 46.3% of the urban population (as com-

pared to 15.2% in 1897, according to the last Russian census).76 As Irina Livezeanu
asserts, in the Moldovan SSR urbanization resulted neither in radical Russianization
nor in radical Moldovanization. Instead, there seems to be a stable equilibrium
between the two languages, with more people becoming bilingual, especially
in the cities and towns.77 But it is also true that the flow of the native popu-
laiton to the urban area changed it in essence and made the cities and towns more
“local,” i.e. more Moldovan. As Ion Drutza said, “townspeople originating from
the countryside kept in (the city) their stride, speech, custom, the entire color
of their native land . . . The country has quite transformed old Kishinev.”78
At the same time the Moldovans continued to dominate the rural world,

representing 78.2% of the rural population in 1970 and 80.3% in 1989.79 Ba -
sed on the Soviet censuses, we can assert that the linguistic assimilation of the
Moldovans was not so important and that the rural population, as in the Tsarist
period, maintained its parochialism with some trends toward unassimilated bilin-
gualism.80 The percentage of unassimilated bilinguals and assimilated bilinguals
was higher in the urban area, but the Moldovans never achieved a massive phe-
nomenon of complete assimilation. In 1970, 97.7% percent of Moldovans decla -
red the Moldovan language their native tongue and 33.9% declared Russian 
their second language; in 1979, 96.5% and 46.2%, respectively; in 1989, 95.4%
and 53.3%.81
Like elsewhere in the Soviet Union, the acquisition of Russian as a second lan-

guage was almost entirely a matter of economic and practical consideration, with
the ethnic significance of this language step playing only a minor role.82 In this
sense, the Russian language played in the Moldovan SSR up to 1989 the role of
lingua franca among the nationalities of the republic and served as an instrument
of communication outside.
At the same time, we witness a deep compliance of the native population to

Soviet Moldovan identity, which can be explained by several factors. First of
all, submission was part of the cooperation with Soviet authorities after 1944,
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but the Moldovans did not show an anti-Romanian attitude or a strong Romanian
identity. Rather, they displayed an attitude of prudence and conformity to the cir-
cumstances of the time. Taking into consideration the evasive attitude showed
by the Moldovans on the question of identity during Tsarist rule and during
Greater Romania, this conformity was not unexpected during the Soviet peri-
od and in present-day Moldova as well. 
Second, this compliance was a result of living in a society in which the lan-

guage of power, of higher education and of public communication was Russian,
but also the result of a coexistence with a powerful and numerous Russian-speak-
ing minority, dominant in terms of status and privileges. 
Third, Soviet Affirmative Action with its policy of anti-Romanism, the Cyrillic

alphabet and the isolation of the Moldovans from Romania led to the defor-
mation and the marginalization of the native language. The Moldovans were
speaking (and still speak) a primitive Romanian language, imbued with excessive
words from the Russian and Soviet vocabularies, and often preferred Russian
words when they had difficulties in finding Romanian equivalents.83 As a result,
many Moldovans pretended that this primitive native language was the Moldovan
language, distinct from the Romanian language, and they still pretend that this
is the case in the Republic of Moldova today.
In the end, it was the result of the Soviet nation builders’ policy to promote

the positive image of Moldovan nationality that became stereotypical through-
out the Soviet Union: the “blooming and resplendent land,” the “flourishing
orchard,” “Moldovan hospitality,” “Kagor” wine and “Belyi Aist” cognac, the
men from the national dance group “Joc” dressed in national costumes and danc-
ing “Moldoveneasca” (the Moldovan dance).
The sense of being part of a Great Power and enjoying a higher standard of

living in contrast to the situation in communist Romania created a sense of supe-
riority among the Moldovans toward Romanians and accentuated their dis-
tinctiveness. All these were stressed in contrast to the negative stereotypes toward
Romania, especially in speculating Bessarabia’s difficulty during the interwar peri-
od to create a negative perception of the Romanians with the Moldovans. No
wonder that after national revival in the context of the Soviet Union’s collapse,
these negative stereotypes were reactivated as a result of the personal contacts
between Moldovans and Romanians, but also supported by the creators of the
independent Moldova in terms of statehood and identity.
The arguments pointed out above overlapped within the myth that the Soviet

period, especially the years of Brezhnev’s stagnation, was the only real “golden
age” of Moldovan history, when they knew relative economic prosperity, stabil-
ity and security, and that a positive image of Moldovans was never achieved before.
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In the post-Communist period this myth perpetuated itself not only by strength-
ened the commitment to the Moldovan identity but also in terms of the politi-
cal choice for the unreformed Communist Party in government.84

Conclusion

A S IT has been pointed out elsewhere, the most obvious consequence of
an empire in the 20th century has been the physical and political divi-
sion of a large multiethnic, multilinguistic conglomerate of cores and

peripheries into a multitude of smaller countries aspiring to become national
states. These national states bring to their development different aspects of
their imperial legacy depending on where they were located in the empire. The
elite reached power through different routes, with different programs and dif-
ferent appeals to various constituencies. They inherited imperial institutions of
varying strength and efficiency, uneven levels of economic development and indus-
trialization, and a political culture that evolved over decades.85
These arguments could generally be accepted for the Soviet realities. Yet,

the legacy of the Soviet Union is a special one in the way it influenced the
post-Soviet evolution of the republics that emerged from the Soviet state. Nation-
making in the Soviet Union occurred within a unique context: a state that had
set out to overcome nationalism and the differences between nations had in
fact created a set of institutions and initiated processes that fostered the devel-
opment of conscious, secular, politically mobilizable nationalities. As a result,
at the moment of its disintegration, the Soviet Union brought into being fif-
teen states that claimed to be nation-states and were engaged in the process of
nation-building.
Having secured sovereignty following the collapse of the Soviet Union,

the Republic of Moldova is now also embarking upon nation-building. In judg-
ing the present complex realities in Moldova around the question of identity, we
should bear in mind that Moldova’s sense of imagined community and the nature
and form of its post-1991 nation-building is bound up with its place, real and
imagined, within the Soviet Union. In fact, Moldova was a society brought into
being by the Soviet Union, and it owes to Soviet Affirmative Action its phys-
ical creation, political status and even ethnic identity, as well as the Soviet era
forms that are the main foundation on which independent Moldova has to build
its new political and national identity. But the ingredients of that Soviet nation-
building policy—the creation of national territory, linguistic indigenization, the
forging of elites and of national culture—that was promoted in Soviet Moldova
are different than in the rest of the former Soviet Union. The case of the Moldovan
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SSR was an exception in the sense that Soviet Affirmative Action aimed to cre-
ate there a nation whose sense of nationhood had barely existed before, not in
order to stress “Moldovan” primordialism, but rather its distinctiveness from
the Romanian one. 
In other words, the sense of the Moldovan “imagined community” gained

physical and political meaning for the first time during the Soviet Union, in order
to justify the eponymous polity and defend it against possible claims by Romania,
to which it had belonged between the wars. 
The emergence of the new Moldovan state after the fall of the Soviet Union

created the conditions for turning a vague sense of Moldovan nationality into a
conscious Moldovan nationalism. In this sense, the idea of “Moldovenism” as dis-
tinct from “Romanianism” is constructed and reconstructed to serve the new state-
hood purposes and to take advantage of new opportunities both for the elite
and the population. Even though current identity policies and attitudes in Moldova
apparently indicate that the Soviet government’s fifty-year program to convince
the Moldovans of their separate national identity from that of the Romanians
has borne fruit, Moldovan national identity is far from being a finished product
of history, still remaining in the process of being built and rebuilt. 
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Abstract
How to Make a ‘Nation’: Reflections on Moldovan Nation-Building Policies during
the Soviet Union (1944–1989)

The study examines the manner in which a nostalgia for past life-styles, imperial driving myths,
and language fissures combined to create shifting ethnic identities in the case of the former
Soviet Republic of Moldova. The emergence of a distinct Moldovan national identity is seen in his-
torical perspective, the focus resting on the Soviet period, when this identity emerged as the
result of deliberate policies, ranging from social to cultural and linguistic ones. The study demon-
strates that the sense of the Moldovan “imagined community” gained physical and political
meaning for the first time during the Soviet Union, in order to justify the eponymous polity
and defend it against possible claims by Romania, to which it had belonged between the wars.
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