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Abstract 

 

The present dissertation explores the contexts in which political agency was negotiated 

in nineteenth-century Romania (1830-1907), the concepts through which it was 

articulated, and the ways in which it was perceived as being distributed across time, class 

and state borders. Whatever may be understood by ‘agency’ is necessarily projected onto 

others as a way of  making sense of  their actions and justifying our power relationships 

with them, and situated in time, insofar as we tend to assume that projects in the present 

and the future are informed by past intentions and conditions. Guided by these 

assumptions, our research focuses on two key questions: how did historical actors ascribe 

agency to other actors and to themselves, and per which criteria? And, secondly, how 

did specific ways of  thinking about agency in turn influence historical actors’ own 

perceptions of  history and temporality? In order to make sense of  this, we use “agency” 

– a socio-culturally mediated capacity to act,1 inherently temporally-situated – in order 

to historicise perspectives on human action, taking Romania as a case-study, covering a 

period from the preliminaries of  establishing a nation-state and the abolition of  serfdom, 

to the last great European peasant uprising. The project exhaustively examines more 

than a half-century of  parliamentary debates, periodicals, literary texts and pamphlets in 

Romania and beyond. Surveying socio-political discourse in an age of  rapid 

modernization, it highlights how often-surprising concepts articulated preconditions for 

– or loci of  – agency, recovering the historically-situated meanings of  terms as diverse as 

“feudalism”, “colonisation” and “proletariat”, how their supposed (in)applicability to 

Romania as a European periphery was negotiated, and how they became key concepts 

for thinking about both individual and collective action, its preconditions, and its 

limitations. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                
1 Laura M. Ahearn, “Language and Agency”, Annual Review of  Anthropology, (XXX) 2001, pp. 109-

137 
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Impact Statement 

 

On the most general level, this dissertation makes a contribution to the fields of  

conceptual history, and cultural history. Thematically, it aims to raise the issue of  how 

“agency” as a category of  inquiry must be reflexively situated with reference to historical 

actors’ own concepts and categories, thereby engaging with debates relevant not only to 

historians, but also to scholars working in disciplines such as anthropology. In terms of  

its empirical content, the dissertation sheds new light on the history of  nineteenth-

century Romania, bridging a gap between cultural and political history. It reinterprets 

canonical sources, de-centres canonical figures, and provides a necessary analysis of  of  

key concepts in public discourse. What is more, it places Romania within both a regional, 

and a European context, adding to a growing literature on transnationalising national 

histories. Owing to the diversity of  its source-base, the dissertation accordingly engages 

with an array of  literatures and methodologies, critically contributing to each of  them 

on a chapter-by-chapter basis. Thus, in light of  recent work on intra-European 

colonialism, Chapter One argues for the necessity of  reassessing the centrality of  

“colonisation” as a key concept both for imagining national histories, and for 

considering the impact of  colonial anxieties on projects of  nation-state-building in the 

European (semi-)periphery. Chapter Two engages with current developments in the 

intellectual history of  international relations as an emerging field of  inquiry, and calls for 

a more sustained engagement with the role of  international law in nation-state-builders’ 

intellectual repertoires. Chapter Three contributes to literature on nineteenth-century 

anti-Semitism, highlighting the hitherto-underestimated importance of  how common 

topoi of  Jewish vagrancy were linked with understandings of  class dynamics, and notes 

the relevance of  actors’ specific imagining of  Jews as transnational “proletarians”. 

Chapter Four, in turn, joins the ongoing conversation on “historical distance” as a 

category of  inquiry, and argues for its broadening. Chapter Five contributes to the study 

of  the relationship between nationalism and the state, showing how nation-state-builders 

related to kin-folk beyond irredentist expansionism. Finally, Chapter Six fills a research 

gap by studying the political language of  the first agrarian movement in late-nineteenth-

century Romania, adding to the historiography of  grass-roots political mobilisation in 

Eastern Europe. In terms of  its broader impact, the thesis adds to our understanding of  

how imagining the agency of  oneself  and others is both historically-specific, and 

inherently political. This is to say that cultural perceptions of  political/social inclusion 

and exclusion, as well as policies informed by them, hinge upon how agency is ascribed. 
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A Note on Primary Sources 

 

The source-base of  our work is eclectic, as befits a study which attempts to cover 

political and cultural sources alike, and put forth a plausible bricolage in which the 

diversity of  visions of  agency peculiar to a period may be showcased. The works listed 

in our bibliography reflect only a small fraction of  those consulted, i.e. only those 

directly cited.  

The most important bibliographical tool used was the “Bibliografia română 

modernă”, which indexes over seventy thousand pamphlets and books published 

between 1830 and 1918.2 Focusing on those published in in Moldo-Wallachia/Romania 

(thereby largely excluding Transylvanian authors), we have attempted a systematic – if  

perforce not entirely exhaustive – study of  sources, based on their titles, descriptions, 

and cross-referencing with thematic bibliographies; we hereby also take responsibility for 

omissions, both in terms of  sources not consulted, or accidentally not included in our 

analysis. The broad categories under which the main topics of  our source-base fall, 

across chapters, are as follows (n.b. not including miscellanea): 

 

1. Works on the peasantry, its socio-economic, cultural, and political state 

2. Works destined for a rural readership 

3. Works on economy, or economic doctrine 

4. Works on the diplomatic status of Moldo-Wallachia/Romania, international law 

5. Works on the “Jewish Question”, and anti-Semitism 

6. Works of philology, literary history, and folklore 

7. Works on Aromanians/Vlachs, and Romanians beyond Moldo-Wallachia 

8. Works on language, including dictionaries, and debates of the Academy 

9. Historical works 

10. Select ego-scripts and memoirs 

 

Periodicals have been consulted on the above topics (adding military publications, in the 

case of  Chapter Five), on the basis of  “Publicațiunile periodice românești ”.3  

A systematic examination of  parliamentary debates has provided us with a point 

                                                
2 http://www.biblacad.ro/bnr/brm.php [last accessed 30/10/2018] 
3 Nerva Hodoș and Al. Sadi Ionescu, Publicațiunile periodice românești (ziare, gazete, reviste). Descriere 

bibliografică, Vol. 1 (1820-1906), Bucharest, Socec & co. și C. Sfetea, 1913, also available at: 

http://www.biblacad.ro/ppr/ [last accessed 30/10/2018] 
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of  reference for identifying the diachronic trajectories taken by concepts and topoi in the 

political arena, and with a corpus spanning from the establishment of  the nation-state in 

1859 to the chronological end-point of  our inquiry.4 Edited source collections containing 

earlier debates, as well as assorted documents on the diplomatic and political context of  

developments between 1830 and 1859 have also been valuable, alongside a 

comprehensive engagement with press articles from the period in question, covering 

topics germane to our inquiry.5 Literary sources have been prioritised for consultation 

on the basis of  “Dicționarul literaturii române de la origini pînă la 1900”, again with a 

focus on non-Transylvanian authors.6 Specialised bibliographies indexing publications 

and/or specific articles/chapters in various sources may be found in our final 

bibliography; as not all of  the topics listed above benefit from apposite cataloguing, this 

has made the entry-by-entry consultation of  “Bibliografia română modernă” necessary 

for source-selection. 

All dates given are in accordance with the Julian calendar in use at the time in 

Romania. All translations from the Romanian or French are our own, unless stated 

otherwise. 

 

Abbreviations: 

Acte și documente relative la istoria renascerii României – ADRIRR 

Acte și legiuiri privitoare la chestia țărănească – ALPCT 

Alliance Israélite Universelle – AIU 

Anul 1848 în Principatele Române – APR  

Bibliografia română modernă – BRM 

Desbaterile Adunărei Constituante – DAC 

Desbaterile Adunărei Deputaților – DAD 

Desbaterile Corpurilor Legiuitoare – DCL 

Desbaterile Senatului României – DSR 

Documente privind unirea Principatelor – DPUP  

Monitorul Oficial – MOf 

Protocólele Commisiunii Centrale a Principatelor-Unite – PCCPU 

                                                
4  Between 1859 and 1862, each Principality still had its own Assembly, and a common Central 

Commission acted as a third body harmonising extant legislation; between 1862 and 1864, Parliament 

was unicameral; thereafter, a Chamber of  Deputies and a Senate functioned separately. 
5 Ioan Lupu, Dan Berindei, Nestor Camariano and Ovidiu Papadima, Bibliografia analitică a periodicelor 

românești, Vols. I-III, Editura Academiei R.S.R, Bucharest, 1966-1972 
6 Dicționarul literaturii române de la origini pînă la 1900, Editura Academiei RSR, Bucharest, 1979 
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Situating Agency: A Research Agenda 

 The present project takes as its point of  departure a two-pronged research 

question: in which contexts is agency ascribed reflexively by historical actors to 

themselves and others – and through which concepts and topoi are the preconditions for, 

or fetters to agency imagined? It is with this overarching concern in mind that our 

dissertation investigates the politics of  agency in nineteenth-century Romania, and how 

it was envisaged as being distributed between the individual and the collective, across 

time, class, and space. Adopting a skeletal working definition of  agency as a “socio-

culturally mediated capacity to act”,7 our work takes a particular interest in how, firstly, 

agency is always-already situated temporally, whatever its scale, and, secondly, in how 

the ascription of  agency is an inherent part of  the historian’s craft: foregrounding or 

downplaying the role of  individual/collective actors or processes is required by the 

standards of  narration itself.8  Taken together, these two insights allow for greater 

precision in determining both how and what kinds of  agency were ascribed and 

envisioned by past actors – not necessarily themselves historians. On the first point, it is 

the case that agency presents itself  in medias res rather than ex nihilo, as part of  a perhaps 

diffuse, but non-instantaneous causal chain.9 On the second point, this may be expressed 

in myriad ways, themselves capable of  being historicised. Processes through which 

agency is perceived to change its form and nature, such as the gradual accretion of  

individual choice into socially-binding structure, must be shown as having their own 

temporalities and internal logics, operationalised through the conceptual apparatus 

available to actors in a given historical setting. 

 Guided by the above, our dissertation draws upon a wealth of  sources in order to 

provide an in-depth overview of  nineteenth-century literate Romanian culture, and 

retrace the ways in which the capacity to act was ascribed to the nation, its classes, and 

individuals. In the Romanian case, as we will demonstrate, structural preconditions for 

agency were articulated, on a macro-level, with reference to the existence of  “questions” 

– such as the “national question”, “social question”, or “Jewish question”, 

conceptualised as complex problems requiring resolution in order to remove 

developmental fetters for the ethnic nation and/or its classes. By the same token, such 

                                                
7 Ahearn, “Language and Agency”, pp. 109-137 
8  Gianna Pomata, “Versions of  Narrative: Overt and Covert Narrators in Nineteenth Century 

Historiography”, History Workshop Journal, 1/1989, pp. 1-17 
9 Steve Fuller, “Making Agency Count: A Brief  Foray into the Foundations of  Social Theory”, American 

Behavioral Scientist, 6/1994, pp. 746-748 
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“questions”, classes, or the superordinate ethnic nation were amply imagined to exist in 

a distributed state, unfolding across time and space. In turn, the relationship of  each 

such entity with its past, present, and future was a key factor in envisioning its agency, 

and its relationship to the others. For instance, the nation was seen as fortuitously devoid 

of  “feudalism” in its past, and of  a footloose and dangerous “proletariat” in its present, 

yet its future appeared doubtful at times, given the equally perceived absence of  an 

ethnically-Romanian “middle class”. Thus, a multiplicity of  layers of  time were brought 

up in the attempt to ascribe and describe agency – but so was a series of  conceptual 

constellations. As such, our aim is that of  retracing the diversity of  “regimes of  

historicity”,10 and situate the political implications of  how agency was drawn from both 

historical continuities and discontinuities, from (present) absences and (absent) distances 

alike. 

It is our contention, therefore, that a strategy for recovering visions of  agency is 

needed. Indeed, our concern with “agency” as a tool comes as a twofold reaction. One, 

to an “agency turn” problematising the use of  this analytical category in historical 

thought, catching up with longstanding debates in sociology,11  anthropology,12  and 

philosophy – yet, in the footsteps of  Actor Network Theory,13 more concerned with 

ascribing agency prescriptively to hitherto ignored classes of  non-human historical agents14 

or with de-centring humans by studying the assemblages they create(d) in interaction 

with the material/non-human. Two, as a reaction to historians’ temptation to emphasise 

their own politics of  emancipation when pondering agency-qua-resistance, 15 typically 

                                                
10 François Hartog [transl. Saskia Brown], Regimes of  Historicity: Presentism and Experiences of  Time, 

Columbia University Press, 2015. See also: Diana Mishkova, Balázs Trencsényi and Marja Jalava (eds.), 

“Regimes of  Historicity” in Southeastern and Northern Europe, 1890-1945: Discourses of  Identity and 

Temporality, Springer, 2014. This shall be much more amply discussed further below. 
11 John W. Meyer and Ronald L. Jepperson, “The ‘Actors’ of  Modern Society: The Cultural Construction 

of  Social Agency”, Sociological Theory, 1/2000, pp. 100-120 
12 Katherine Frank, “Agency”, Anthropological Theory, 3/2006, pp. 281-302 
13  Edwin Sayes, “Actor-Network Theory and Methodology: Just What Does It Mean to Say that 

Nonhumans Have Agency?”, Social Studies of  Science, 1/ 2014, pp. 134-149 
14 For instance, the special themed issue: “Does History Need Animals?”, History and Theory, 4/2013. 
15  A common argument in discussions of  “agency”, nicely encapsulated with reference to African 

American slaves and resistance in: Walter Johnson, “On Agency”, Journal of  Social History, 1/2003, pp. 

113-124. The critique has been recently reprised, in Johnson’s footsteps, with regard to gender studies, 

noting that reflexive and historicised engagement with “agency” is still largely absent, to the point that the 

uncritical use of  the category qua resistance obscures actors’ practices and categories in the process: Lynn 

M. Thomas, “Historicising Agency”, Gender & History, 2/ 2016, pp. 324�339. This, we must add here, is 
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when faced with silences from below. Using “agency” as a mere proxy for “resistance” 

we may look for implicit “hidden transcripts”16 of  resistance in official accounts, or look 

for the micropolitics of  foot-dragging,17 or we may read against/along the archival 

grain 18  in order to detect the self-policing and deliberate cover-ups of  official 

institutional memory. However, without ignoring the potential of  new materialist 

interpretations, or the moral necessity of  working against the “enormous condescension 

of  posterity”, our research agenda is that of  moving toward a reflexive engagement with 

historical actors’ visions of  agency – to be defined further below – as a fundamental 
                                                                                                                                          
one reason why our dissertation does not directly engage with topics such as “gender” or “race” in a 

Romanian setting as a means of  “restoring agency” to women or Roma. Although extant literature has 

thus far covered some of  the basic issues relevant to the two categories in question, the breadth of  the 

remaining gaps requires systematic study on a monographic scale for any further contribution if  mere 

historiographical tokenism is to be avoided. For gender, see the valuable contributions made by: Constanța 

Vintilă-Ghițulescu, Focul Amorului: despre dragoste și sexualitate în societatea românească (1750-1830), 

Humanitas, Bucharest, 2006; Ionela Băluță, La bourgeoise respectable: réflexion sur la construction d’une 

nouvelle identité féminine dans la seconde moitié du XIXe siècle roumain, Editura Universității din 

București, 2008; Nicoleta Roman, “Deznădăjduită muiere n-au fost ca mine”: femei, onoare şi păcat în 

Valahia secolului al XIX-lea, Humanitas, Bucharest, 2016; Maria Bucur, “Between Liberal and 

Republican Citizenship: Feminism and Nationalism in Romania, 1880-1918”, Aspasia, 1/2007, pp. 84-

102; Theodora-Eliza Văcărescu, “Contexte de gen: roluri, drepturi si mișcări ale femeilor din România la 

sfârșitul secolului al XIX-lea și la începutul secolului XX”, Sociologie Românească, 1/2014, pp. 92-118. 

For an examination of  Roma slavery and post-emancipation integration through the lens of  race, 

unfortunately, scholarship is stil very incipient; see: Viorel Achim [transl. Richard Davies], The Roma in 

Romanian History, CEU Press, 2013. The point to be made is that even a clear chronology of  

emancipation acts is absent – contrast Viorel Achim, “The Gypsies in the Romanian Principalities: The 

Emancipation Laws, 1831�1856”, Historical Yearbook, (I) 2004, pp. 93-120 with Bogdan Mateescu, “The 

Abolition of  State Slavery in Wallachia: Unknown Laws and Misinterpreted Events”, Analele Universității 

București. Istorie, 1/2014, pp. 3-27. On our part, we suggest that a study of  how peasant masculinities 

convereged with/diverged from middle-class masculinities would be necessary if  we are to identify the 

cultural and legal origins of  the peasant’s default gendering as “male”, yet politically subaltern; likewise, a 

closer examination of  mid-nineteenth-century abolitionism in Moldo-Wallachia as a discourse directly 

concerned with the attainment of  the polities’ “standard of  civilisation” in the international arena would 

also be needed. Both, however, have ultimately fallen outside the remit of  the present dissertation. I am 

grateful to Wendy Bracewell for the many discussions we have had on these topics. 
16 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of  Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, Yale University Press, 

1990 
17 James C. Scott, Weapons of  the Weak: Everyday Forms of  Peasant Resistance, Yale University Press, 

2008 
18 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense, 

Princeton University Press, 2010 
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aspect of  the political.  

Significantly, scholars who have sought to historicise the political and cultural 

construction of  – for instance – the genesis of  the “great man” as a historical agent in 

opposition to the agency of  the masses have themselves opted for highly skeletal working 

definitions; as the author of  the study in question has succinctly encapsulated her 

premises: 

 

What does it mean for an individual or a group to be a ‘historical agent’? The reductio ad 

absurdum would hold that every event in the past is in some way contributory to every event 

in the present (albeit, perhaps, at varying levels of  direct and indirect causation), and 

therefore all people may legitimately be viewed as agents of  all history. In practice, however, 

the assignment of  historical agency or responsibility rests significantly upon interpreters’ 

evaluations of  event outcomes: in one reading, the motion of  economic forces may ‘start’ a 

revolution; in another, it may be the collective sense of  oppression on the part of  the 

disenfranchised poor; in still another, the same revolution may be ascribed to the man who 

incites the opening riot. Because this is a project about perceptions, the choice amongst 

factors such as these is left here to the ancients’ interpretations. Historical agency in the 

ancient evidence may be claimed by individuals or groups through iconography, open 

statement, or the evocative use of  language; it may be bestowed upon one individual or 

group by another; it may also be implicitly or explicitly assigned by historiographers.19 

 

This, to a great degree, also resonates with our own project: imagining “agency” and the 

politics of  its perception are something not dependent on elaborate prescriptive 

definitions, but on the ontology available to actors themselves. Indeed, as has recently 

been put forth in a discussion of  how agency may be properly understood as 

“distributed”, 
 

a large chunk of  politics turns on who gets to determine the relevant dimensions and 

degrees of  agency, what causes and capacities are considered important, what orderings are 

appropriate, what units can be excerpted [as distinct agentive figures from the background 

of  a causal network], where to draw boundaries between figures and grounds. In some sense, 

the most consequential forms of  agency reside in who or what determines what counts as 

agency, and thus who or what should be held accountable as an agent.20 

 

These insights are significant for our dissertation. On the one hand, being mindful of  

                                                
19Sarah Brown Ferrario, Historical Agency and the “Great Man” in Classical Greece, Cambridge 

University Press, 2014, p. 12 
20 Paul Kockelman, “Gnomic Agency”, in: N. J. Enfield and Paul Kockelman (eds.), Distributed Agency, 

Oxford University Press, 2017, p. 22 
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who sees whom as being capable of  doing what is necessary when dealing with the top-

down perspective of  literate Romanian classes’ demarcation of  a legitimate space for 

political action. And, at the same time, recovering the catalogue of  concepts denoting 

the entities, processes, and logics of  ordering integral to a political ontology is at least as 

important for a reflexive historical anthropology of  agency.  

 

Historicising Agency via Anthropology 

 If  cultural historians do often lean on the definitions of  agency afforded by 

anthropologists, it would be equally fair to note that anthropologists also often generate 

them when attempting to add historical depth to their perspectives. The now-classic 

work of  Marshall Sahlins remains, in this respect, an inspiration. As with Reinhart 

Koselleck, whose methods and theory we shall discuss in the following section, Sahlins’ 

work will inform our own refracted through the synthesis generated between the two by 

François Hartog. But a discussion of  Sahlins’ insights is necessary here, insofar as it will 

help clarify our understanding of  how “agency” and “structure”21 can be used with an 

openness toward actors’ categories and perceptions. Focusing on how the event of  

captain Cook’s (quasi-)ritual murder in Hawaii could provide an entry-point for 

understanding local notions of  historical change and agency, Sahlins re-told a well-

known story: the arrival of  European explorers coincided with a celebration of  a deity 

with whom, according to native schemata, he could be readily associated. Cook’s 

subsequent return, however, would prove problematic – he “was now hors catégorie”,22 

contravening to the logic of  ritual in which he had been initially integrated, and his “fate 

was the historical image of  a mythical theory, mediated by the correlation between his 

own practical rituals for dealing with ‘the natives’ and Hawaiian ritual practices for 

dealing with ‘the gods’ ”.23 This occurred, we might add, in a society in which the 

agency of  chiefs was foregrounded as the iteration of  past ancestors’ actions, and the 

paradigmatic pre-eminence of  royal action both ordered and effaced the actions of  the 

masses. That Cook’s second arrival was untimely, out of  joint with the time of  society 

and ritual, hinges upon how the vision of  history thus construed was cyclical – a fact we 

shall more amply discuss via Hartog’s own take on Sahlins. Yet we might already remark 
                                                
21 If  by “structure” historians tend to understand something which is cumulative and diachronic, 

for Sahlins this was something of  a radical departure from the temporal flatness of  “structure” in 

the Saussurean-structuralist sense. 
22 Marshall Sahlins, Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities: Structure in the Early History of  the 

Sandwich Islands Kingdom, University of  Michigan Press, 1981, pp. 22-23  
23 Sahlins, Historical Metaphors, p. 17 
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that such relationships between past and present have direct bearing upon how a 

capacity to act – to the point of  blurring the lines between collective and individual, or 

between temporally-distributed and synchronous – is socio-culturally mediated. 

Of  interest to Sahlins was how cultural self-reproduction could make sense of  (and 

be altered by) change, and how reinterpretation impelled by events (the “structure of  the 

conjuncture”24) forces the re-contextualising of  cultural and conceptual categories: 
 

As action involves a thinking subject (or subjects), related to the sign in the capacity of  agent, 

the cultural scheme is put in double jeopardy, subjectively as well as objectively: subjectively, 

by the people’s interested uses of  signs in their own projects; objectively, as meaning is risked 

in a cosmos fully capable of  contradicting the symbolic systems that are presumed to 

describe it.25 

 

This, in turn, has direct bearing upon how history, agency, and agency-in-history are 

understood by a given society, in a specific and historicisable way, through the cultural 

categories thus mobilised: 
 

History is culturally ordered, differently so in different societies according to meaningful 

schemes of  things. The converse is also true: cultural schemes are historically ordered, since 

to a greater or lesser extent the meanings are revalued as they are practically enacted. The 

synthesis of  these contraries unfolds in the creative action of  the historic subjects, the people 

concerned. For on the one hand, people organize their projects and give significance to their 

objects from the existing understandings of  the cultural order. To that extent, the culture is 

historically reproduced in action.26  

 

In this sense, our present inquiry is also equally interested in how perceived historical 

change also lead to reflexive cultural and conceptual renegotiation. On this important 

point, Sahlins insisted on how (self-)conceptions of  “creative action” – defined open-

endedly – are dependent upon conceptions of  “history”, and evolve dialectically and 

diachronically. This is a valuable re-statement of  the idea that agency is socio-culturally 

mediated and constructed: “different cultural orders have their own modes of  historical 

action, consciousness, and determination – their own historical practice”,27 a point 

which our discussion of  Hartog’s “regimes of  historicity” will more fully flesh out. On 

                                                
24 “The practical realization of  cultural categories in a specific historical context”, as defined in: Marshall 

Sahlins, Islands of  History, Chicago University Press, 1985, p. XIV 
25 Sahlins, Islands of  History, p. 49 
26 Sahlins, Islands of  History, p. VII 
27 Sahlins, Islands of  History, p. 34 
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the same note, then, Sahlins helps us understand how “agency” is instantianted and 

rendered imaginable through how individuals and collectives react to the contingencies 

of  historical change, by using and modifying pre-given cultural materials: these, then, 

are the “visions” that are of  interest to our work. 

 

Begriffsgeschichte as a Theory of  Agency 

 Much of  the present dissertation is indebted to the theoretical and 

methodological insights of  Reinhart Koselleck and Begriffsgeschichte: one, by 

acknowledging the relevance of  individual concepts as foci of  reflection on agency; two, 

by engaging with Koselleckian theories of  temporal perception as an articulation of  

what was perceived to be possible by historical agents – though the latter shall be more 

fully clarified below, via further elaboration by François Hartog. Whether explicitly or 

implicitly, our analysis is underpinned by a drive toward identifying “key” concepts 

across broad textual corpora, a corresponding focus on concepts as privileged loci of  

historical actors’ articulation of  experience and expectation, a preoccupation with how 

temporalities were renegotiated through conceptual contestation, and a constant 

engagement with how past, present, and future appeared to constrain or enable 

trajectories of  human agency.  

The basic Koselleckian contention is that concepts are rarely found fully in synch 

with social reality either by historical actors themselves or by historians, given that their 

meanings are either oriented toward to a space of  past experience with its ever-eroding 

applicability, or they outline a horizon of  expectation for historical development, be it 

predictable or not. As such, both synchronic and diachronic evolutions must be 

investigated in order to retrace the meaning of  concepts, here understood not merely in 

terms of  the semantic variations undergone by a single word, but by a broader semantic 

field of  interrelated notions. That a concept may benefit from increased semantic 

specificity, often in the form of  an “-ism”, is often the conclusion of  a longer process, in 

which a prehistory of  reflections on the social, political, or cultural realities it may 

denote culminates with a lexical signifier that in turn allows heightened contestation and 

textual deployment. Thus, the various layers of  meaning of  a given concept become 

gradually stratified, their meanings are always socially negotiated, and the breadth and 

depth of  the social negotiation is itself  historically contingent upon the development of  

a public sphere. Indeed, for Koselleck, these presuppositions are heuristically grounded 

in the idea of  a transformatively modern Sattelzeit – a period spanning the mid-

eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, in the case of  Western Europe – in which a 
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sense of  ever-accelerating socio-cultural progress shifted individual concepts’ temporal 

orientation toward the future, along with the projection of  human agency instantiated 

by them: “since the eighteenth century the weight of  experience and the weight of  

expectation have shifted in favor of  the latter.”28 Or, as one perceptive commentator has 

recently glossed, “the future ‘implies different and new things, which cannot be entirely 

derived from  previous experience’, and the past is consigned to a foreign land, 

irrelevant to the present. Central to this break, as Koselleck explains, is first a novel 

notion of  human freedom and volition that is given almost unobstructed sovereignty to 

rebuild societies”29 – in short, there is agency to be found both in the act, and in the 

consequences of  breaking with the past. 

An increase in conceptual coinage, often revolutionising the meanings attached 

to otherwise longstanding terms, was possible now that growing literacy and political 

involvement involved new social categories in debates. Correspondingly, the corpora 

with which the historian may engage are not restricted to a narrow canon of  classical 

authors’ highly contextualized utterances, instead capturing the diversity of  fields, 

genres and formats in which conceptual negotiation took place, and through which 

conceptual usage was instantiated. Two significant remarks are in order here. One, 

many such concepts played a part in defining the social ontologies of  an emerging 

modernity – (self-)identification with “class” or “nation” as collective agents, perceived 

as such by historical actors, also implied acknowledging the agency of  the abstraction in 

question: “a concept does not merely denote such an agency, it marks and creates the 

unity. The concept is not merely a sign for, but also a factor in, political or social 

groupings.”30 Two, concepts such as “reform”, “progress”, “crisis”, “revolution” – what 

Koselleck refers to as “concepts of  movement” envisaging the tempi of  a present’s 

transformation into a future 
 

are oriented in terms of  an irreversible temporal process, loading its agents with 

responsibility while simultaneously relieving them of  it, for the process of  self-creation is 

included within the properties of  the prospective future. It is from this that such concepts 

take their diachronic force, a force which sustains both speaker and addressee. All the 

                                                
28 Reinhart Koselleck [transl. Todd Samuel Presner et al], The Practice of  Conceptual History: Timing 

History, Spacing Concepts, Stanford University Press, 2002, p. 128 
29 Alexandra Lianeri, “Historia magistra vitae, Interrupting: Thucydides and the Agonistic Temporality of  

Antiquity and Modernity”, History and Theory, 3/2018, p. 328 
30 Reinhart Koselleck [transl. Keith Tribe], Futures Past: On the Semantics of  Historical Time, Columbia 

University Press, 2004, p. 156 
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concepts of  movement cited here, a series which could be extended without difficulty, 

embody temporal coefficients of  change. For this reason, they can be arranged according to 

the manner in which they might correspond to the intended phenomenon, or might call the 

phenomenon in question into life, or might be a reaction to phenomena that already exist. 

To express it differently: the three temporal dimensions can be quite variously weighted 

more toward the present, future, or past as they actually enter into concepts. Like the 

historical circumstances they are to register, concepts themselves have an internal temporal 

structure.31 

 

This, then, is nothing short of  a theory of  how concepts simultaneously make imagining 

agency possible (laying the groundwork for “visions” going beyond them), structure the 

perception of  its limits (are progress pre-ordained, revolution inevitable, reform possible?) 

within a broader historical imaginary, and encapsulate trajectories of  agency-in-time.  

Having outlined some general tenets of  Begriffsgeschichte, let us highlight how its 

theory and method inform our inquiry. Firstly: the importance of  actors’ perceptions of  

time and history as a precondition for reflection on agency and possibility, as evidenced 

by the “experience” – “expectation” binary. Secondly: the temporal situatedness of  

agency, as made visible in the manifestation of  structural preconditions in specific events, 

given that “synchrony and diachrony cannot be separated empirically. The conditions 

and determinants that, in a temporal gradation of  various depths, reach from the ‘past’ 

into the present intervene in particular events just as agents ‘simultaneously’ act on the 

basis of  their respective outlines of  the future. Any synchrony is eo ipso at the same time 

diachronic”.32 Thirdly: Koselleck’s references to the “contemporaneity of  the non-

contemporaneous”33 which refers, on a macro-level, to the synchronous coexistence of  

different socio-cultural “stages” of  human development on a global scale, as perceived 

from a Western standpoint, and the possibility of  intimating one’s corresponding sense 

of  place within a developmental logic of  progress and relative backwardness,34 a topic 

we shall expand upon in this introduction’s following sections, with reference to theorists 

themselves indebted to Koselleck. While Koselleck’s reliance on a Sattelzeit may be taken 

as proof  of  a tendency to universalise prevalent Eurocentric or modernity-centric 

chronologies, the temporalities revealed through Begriffsgeschichte are in fact subversive of  

                                                
31 Koselleck, Futures Past, pp. 248-251 
32 Koselleck, Practice of  Conceptual History, p. 30 
33 While this coinage is not Koselleck’s own, and may be traced back to March Bloch, and earlier still in 

the twentieth century, a conceptual history of  this analytical tool has yet to be published. 
34 Koselleck, Futures Past, p. 239, p. 246, and p. 266. 
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neat periodisations,35 and this holds true for our case, too: local reactions against the 

well-worn topos of  Balkan backwardness, if  broken down into their historically-specific 

conceptual components, uncover local (counter-)logics.  

Finally, “crisis” is another privileged Koselleckian topic of  reflection that makes 

its appearance in our work, particularly in its final two chapters: a sense that Romanians 

in the independent nation-state lagged behind those elsewhere and that peasants’ 

political emancipation had become an imperative contributed to the fin-de-siècle 

disenchantment with what had been hitherto achieved. For Koselleck, it is the concept 

of  “crisis” itself  which constitutes a career-long concern, again in conjunction with his 

study of  “modernity”: crisis as that which demands an unpredictable solution and 

therefore puts the historical future in question;36 crisis as an index of  “the pressure of  

time”, chronic under modernity and transformative even if  not truly final in an 

apocalyptic sense;37 crisis as “a historically immanent transitional phase”.38 As recently 

noted in an assessment of  Koselleck’s notion of  “crisis”, one of  the meta-questions 

accompanying any analysis of  a situation falling under this heading is that of  whether 

“crises [are] the product of  ascribable human agency, and therefore subject to 

prevention, deflection, or rectification; or are they impersonal, catastrophic, and socially 

or scientifically endemic, testifying to human helplessness in the face of  natural, 

economic, or political forces?”.39 This is a question which also informs our discussion of  

how converging temporalities of  crisis manifested themselves at the turn of  the twentieth 

century, in the ever-receding horizons of  resolution for the “national question” and 

“social question”. Indeed, parallels may easily be drawn between the temporalities 

inhering in the logic of  “question”-resolution and “crisis” – a contribution we thereby 

hope to make to the Koselleckian canon. 

In the Romanian case, work has been carried out in terms of  outlining a 

programme of  research in the field of  a nationally-contextualised conceptual history, 

mindful of  the need to localise periodisation, retrace patterns of  transfer, and follow 

                                                
35 Helge Jordheim, “Against Periodization: Koselleck’s Theory of  Multiple Temporalities”, History and 

Theory, 2/2012, pp. 151-171 
36  Reinhart Koselleck [transl. Victor Gourevitch], Critique and Crisis: Enlightenment and the 

Pathogenesis of  Modern Society, MIT Press, 1988, p. 127 
37 Koselleck, Practice of  Conceptual History, pp. 237-240 
38 Reinhart Koselleck [transl. Michaela W. Richter], “Crisis”, Journal of  the History of  Ideas, 2/2006, pp. 

371-372 
39 Michael Freeden, “Crisis? How Is That a Crisis!”, Contributions to the History of  Concepts, 2/2017, 

pp. 16-17 



 26 

trajectories of  contestation. However, the predominant reliance on classical authors and 

the relative brevity of  such studies has meant that existing contributions have thus far 

recovered neither the full diversity of  any one period’s conceptual repertoire, nor the full 

diversity of  any one concept’s nuances, beyond what has been retroactively deemed 

normative and canonical for given debates.40 And, even from the broader standpoint of  

elaborating an intellectual history of  Eastern/Central Europe in terms of  its shared 

conceptual vocabularies,41 the approach is more often that of  including minor (yet 

nevertheless canonical) authors’ stances on canonical themes, than on rediscovering the 

relevance of  regionally-specific concepts.42 Naturally, the importance of  such projects 

for questioning Western-centric interpretations of  a major concept’s range of  meanings 

is fully understood, especially given the globalisation of  intellectual/conceptual history’s 

remit, with its emphasis on regional dynamics part and parcel of  this. However, 

identifying “key” concepts in terms of  their relative prominence in canonical debates 

and in non-canonical contexts of  everyday politics/politicking, in terms of  the thematic 

diversity of  corpora in which they occur, and in light of  their diachronic staying-power 

is arguably of  similar importance.  

All of  the above bring us to two necessary caveats. The first is that our inquiry is 

not coterminous with identifying concepts which denote action as such, insofar as their 

relative relevance, degree of  contestation, and recurrence in the ideological vocabulary 

of  a given period fail to single them out as “key” concepts. For instance, the open-ended 

concept of  “capacity”, denoting the moral, economic, or educational prerequisites for 

granting voting rights to a given social category was undoubtedly relevant to nineteenth-

century debates on inclusion into the body politic.43 Yet, at the same time, its diachronic 

relevance beyond synchronic moments of  deliberation – such as constitutional 

assemblies or attempts at reforming electoral laws – may not always be sufficient to 

                                                
40 Victor Neumann and Armin Heinen [transl. Camelia-Dana Mihăilescu] (eds.), Key Concepts of  

Romanian History: Alternative Approaches to Socio-political Languages, CEU Press, 2013 
41 Balázs Trencsényi, Maciej Janowski, Monika Baar, Maria Falina, and Michal Kopeček (eds.) A History 

of  Modern Political Thought in East Central Europe. Volume I: Negotiating Modernity in the “Long 

Nineteenth Century”, Oxford University Press, 2016. 
42 A laudable exception is: Diana Mishkova and Roumen Daskalov, “ ‘Forms without Substance’: Debates 

on the Transfer of  Western Models to the Balkans”, in: Diana Mishkova and Roumen Daskalov (eds.) 

Entangled Histories of  the Balkans. Volume Two: Transfers of  Political Ideologies and Institutions, Brill, 

2014, pp. 1-99 
43 As exstensively examined in: Alan S. Kahan, Liberalism in Nineteenth-Century Europe: The Political 

Culture of  Limited Suffrage, Palgrave Macmillan, 2003 
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recommend it, in spite of  the complexity of  the broader constellation of  which it was 

part, as a primary site of  contestation within the period’s political imaginary.  

By contrast, the Koselleckian contention would be that the temporal structure 

instantiated by any key concept inherently allows for the retracing of  historically-situated 

perspectives on agency. Let us take the example of  the ad-hoc theories of  agency 

encapsulated in the concept of  funcționarism, which represents a major focus of  inquiry in 

Chapter Three. The briefest definition of  it is that of  ethnically-Romanian middle-class 

youths’ imagined propensity to disdain enterprise and join the ranks of  a state 

bureaucracy, dependent upon political patronage and threatened by unemployment. 

The rise to prominence of  a specific -ism around the middle of  the century marked a 

sense of  novelty only to a degree: a discourse on the structural-historical absence of  an 

ethnically Romanian “middle class”/“bourgeoisie” had long preceded it. More 

concretely, however, funcționarism managed simultaneously to refer to past experience, 

present re-negotiations, and future prognostication – a historical absence and its possible 

causes (national character, ever-increasing Jewish competition in commerce), a concern 

with finding ways to stem its tide (educational reform, anti-Semitic legislation), and the 

sense of  impending crisis brought about by the omnipresence of  funcționarism (its spread 

to the peasantry and the emergence of  a dangerous bureaucratic proletariat). Even if  

these were different segments of  a historical sequence, mention of  funcționarism conjured 

them up all at once, and the agency of  actors needed to cure a social pathology versus the 

weight of  the past was painstakingly reflected upon. 

Our second caveat is that, following the above, finding conceptual antonyms to 

“agency” is equally subject to historicising. In Koselleckian parlance, binaries yoking 

together concepts with opposing meanings lead to the existence of  “asymmetrical 

counter-concepts”, whereby the negative half  of  the pair is polemically invested with 

additional connotative complexity – for instance, as in the case of  historically-specific 

variations on “friend-foe”, “Christian-pagan”, and other pairings relevant for the 

othering of  an out-group, not least in regards to the (absent) agency thereof.44 But these 

are basic dichotomies; rather, the way in which concepts entered dichotomous 

relationships is itself  historicisable: “proletariat” and “bourgeoisie”, or “conquest” and 

“contract”, as our work will show, were conceptual pairings which denoted asymmetries 

of  imagined and ascribed agency. 

  

                                                
44 Niklas Olsen, History in the Plural: An Introduction to the Work of  Reinhart Koselleck, Berghahn, 

2012, pp. 189-190 
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“Regimes of  Historicity” and Agency 

 One heuristic tool of  great relevance to our study of  how agency was socio-

culturally constructed in relation to time and history in nineteenth-century Romania is 

that of  “regimes of  historicity”, a concept popularised by François Hartog, explicitly 

synthesizing the insights of  Koselleck and Sahlins. As this section will demonstrate, 

Hartog’s subtle and wide-reaching application of  the term, as well as the ways in which 

it has been put to use in the literature inspired by his insights, may allow us to investigate 

the interplay between the presence and absence of  various pasts in a historical present, 

the way in which imagining futures served to mobilise and problematise agency, and 

how historical entities/agents were thought to have distinct yet overlapping pasts and 

presents. In its initial iteration, the definition elaborated by Hartog (in collaboration with 

anthropologist Gérard Lenclud) primarily restricted itself  to the possible relationships 

between past and present that may inform a given culture’s sense of  history:  
 

[a] “regime of  historicity” refers first – at least logically – to the type of  relation that any 

society maintains with its past, to the way it treats and deals with the past before using it 

(and in order to use it) and constitutes the sort of  thing we call history – the way a society 

treats its past and deals with its past. In ascending order of  activism in treatment: the way a 

society arranges the cultural frameworks that lay out the means by which its past affects it 

(beyond what the fact that it has a past implies for every society), the way that past is present 

in its present (more than it might necessarily be), the way it fosters or buries it, reconstructs 

it, constitutes it, mobilizes it, and so on. There would thus be an entire range of  attitudes 

linked to cultural variability: in one place, the past is a magistra vitae, a “life guide,” in another, 

an unbearable burden, elsewhere, an inexhaustible resource, a rare asset.45 

  

Already, this pluralisation of  the past and its cultural uses explicitly points to its 

capacity to both restrict and enhance the sense of  possibility afforded to the present, 

insofar as its perception as either a “burden” or a “resource” allows for the imagining of  

agency. This is more amply – yet also with less in the way of  definitional specificity – 

brought out in Hartog’s later book-length treatment of  the topic.46 In it, a “regime of  

historicity” is open-endedly offered as a means of  exploring “ways of  being in time”,47 
                                                
45 François Hartog and Gérard Lenclud, “Régimes d’historicité”, in: Alexandru Duțu and Norbert Dodille 

(eds.), L’état des lieux en sciences sociales, L’Harmattan, Paris, 1993, p. 26. The above-quoted paragraph 

is provided apud Henry Rousso [transl. Jane Marie Todd], The Latest Catastrophe: History, the Present, 

the Contemporary, University of  Chicago Press, 2016, pp. 7-8. 
46 François Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity: Presentism and Experiences of  Time, Columbia University 
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“simply a tool [...] neither a chronosophy nor a discourse on history” 48, with the aim of   
 

help[ing] us examine our relations to time historically. Historically, that is, moving across 

several times at once, putting into play the present and the past, or rather pasts in the plural 

[...] a heuristic tool which can help us reach a better understanding not of  time itself  – of  

all times or the whole of  time – but principally of  moments of  crisis of  time, as they have 

arisen whenever the way in which past, present, and future are articulated no longer seems 

self-evident [...] The notion of  “regime of  historicity” also sheds light on the much-

discussed issues of  memory and history, memory versus history, and the “never enough” or 

“already too much” of  cultural heritage.49 

 

To this end, Hartog contrasts, with sweeping breadth, regimes of  historicity articulated 

in Polynesia, ancient Greece, nineteenth-century France, and twentieth-century France, 

aiming to put Koselleckian insights into dialogue with anthropological approaches.50 

Hartog’s interest in Koselleckian meta-categories of  historical experience, applicable 

even in the absence of  a modern, Western category of  “history” allow him to argue that, 

if  “a sense of  historical time is generated by the distance, and tension, between the space 

of  experience and the horizon of  expectation, then we can say that what the regime of  

historicity [...] seek[s] to explore, are precisely the distance and tension between the two; 

more precisely, the types of  distance and the modes of  tension.”51  

 Drawing upon Marshall Sahlins’ work on de-centring Western notions of  

structure, event, and individual agency by examining their encounter with local logics of  

historicity in Hawaii and New Zealand and conditions of  comparison with ancient 

Greece, Hartog’s first analysis is that of  the “heroic regime”. This is a paradigm of  

temporal perception – as we have alluded to already – in which events are not inaugural 

thresholds of  the new, but reiterations of  pre-ordained mythical scripts: “the past is a 

vast reservoir of  models of  action [...] but by the same token, the event is no event at 

all”.52 This, in turn, has momentous impact on imagining agency: on the one hand, the 

individual acts of  heroic kings who re-enact scripts in this mythical mode erase the 

broader agency of  the masses, inasmuch as “the king is the very condition of  possibility 
                                                
48 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 15 
49 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 16 
50 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 9. Even before this, Hartog’s concern with the mutually-constitutive 

nature of  imagining a past and experiencing a present had been compared to Koselleck’s binary of  “space 

of  experience” and “horizon of  expectation”; see: Jacques Revel, “Pratiques du contemporain et régimes 

d’historicité”, Le genre humain, 2/1999, pp. 13-20. 
51 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 17 
52 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 33 
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of  the society”53; on the other hand, the “I” of  the agent is itself  dissolved, insofar as it is 

meaningful to say, in accordance with the past-oriented, iterative cultural script:   
 

“ ‘I ate your father’ or ‘your ancestor,’ although the occurrence may have occurred ten 

generations before his time.” From this we can see how the heroic “I” functions: the past 

can only be experienced in the present, or rather, the divide between the two which 

inaugurates modern Western history does not exist. It would be better to say that past and 

present coexist, and that the “past” is “reabsorbed” into the “present.”54 

 

 Thus, as retracing regimes of  historicity is directly linked to historicising actors’ 

logics of  agency-in-history, Hartog then repeats this manoeuvre by exploring another 

type of  presence of  the past, through a close reading of  Homer, set against the (now-

classic, Ricœurian) example of  Augustine’s meditations on the nature of  time and the 

ambiguous status of  the present between memory and expectation. As the Greek epic 

must reckon with the cultural logic of  a flattened past and present when depicting  

actions which nevertheless unfold through time, narrating the deliberate decision of  its 

heroes to put their pasts behind them leads to the representational impossibility of  such 

agency. 55  Not so for Augustine’s regime of  historicity, where the ambiguities of  

personally-experienced time are overcome through the believer’s insertion into a 

temporal order which balances the “already” of  fulfilled revelation, and the anticipation 

created by revelation. Even as the event horizon of  eschatology subsequently receded 

ever further into the future, Hartog notes,  
 

the Christian order of  time retained a certain malleability, which allowed present, past, and 

future to be articulated against a backdrop of  eternity. It was not a single regime of  

historicity, nor can it be reduced to one, not even to its predominant regime of  historia 

magistra. Later, Christian time and the time of  the world divorced, after going through a 

whole series of  crises. But this in no way implies that nothing passed from one order to 

another. On the contrary, what the path of  progress appropriated, as it gradually replaced 

the striving for salvation, was the latter’s forward-focused tension combined with a “hopeful 

expectation” oriented toward the future.56 

 

This, in a nutshell, is a Koselleckian insight into the genesis of  a seemingly-natural 

separation between past, present, and future – and its implications, by contrast, for 

                                                
53 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 29 
54 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 34 
55 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 43 
56 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, pp. 62-63 
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imagining agency as something which may properly be said to be in medias res within a 

historical process of  unfolding.  

Perhaps what best showcases how regimes of  historicity may be used as a tool for 

investigating individuals’ relationships with memory and history is Hartog’s analysis of  

Chateaubriand, Tocqueville and Volney’s process of  coming to grips with the experience 

of  temporal acceleration and of  an increasingly unintelligible/unenlightening past, in 

the wake of  the French Revolution: now, “different epochs were too dissimilar”.57 The 

paradigm of  history as magistra vitae, reliant on analogy as a way of  making sense of  

“new” events, had hitherto presupposed a broadly cyclical, iterative order of  time. 

However, once the Revolution emphatically sought to do away with the past and orient 

history toward the future, individuals were forced to negotiate between two regimes of  

historicity – one, which had furnished them with the practice of  drawing insight from 

comparing “ancients”, “moderns”, “barbarians”; the other, which instrumentalised 

historical knowledge for the sake of  future-oriented prognosis. This process of  

renegotiation, however, was also impelled by individuals’ own need to reckon the 

fracture which had introduced a troubling sense of  distance between the recent past of  

personal memory and the present – gauging the agency of  oneself  and others in a 

historical sense had become difficult in the course of  a “crisis of  time” and of  

interpretive models. Or, as Hartog has phrased it elsewhere, 
 

The fundamental characteristic of  the modern regime of  historicity [...] [is] the 

predominance of  the category of  the future; an expanding distance (to adopt the meta-

categories of  Reinhart Koselleck) between the field of  experience and the horizon of  

expectation. The future is the telos. It is the source of  light illuminating the past. Time is no 

longer a simple classificatory principle, but rather an agent, the operator of  a historical 

process – the other, or rather the true name, for progress. This history, which human beings 

make, is perceived as accelerating. There is thus a belief  in history – a belief  that is diffuse 

or reflected, but nonetheless shared. There is also a conviction that mankind makes 

history.58 

 

Hartog is not alone in arguing this: publishing a study equally explicit about its 

Koselleckian inspirations in the wake of  “Regimes of  Historicity” ’s first French-

language edition, Peter Fritzsche reaches similar conclusions in regards to memory, time, 

                                                
57 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 135 
58 François Hartog [transl. Joel Golb], “The Modern Régime of  Historicity in the Face of  Two World 

Wars”, in: Chris Lorenz and Berber Bevernage (eds.), Breaking up Time: Negotiating the Borders 
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and temporality, while also making recourse to much of  the same cast.59 Fritzsche’s 

interpretation, however, emphasizes how the post-revolutionary experience of  a past 

untethered and estranged from the present made it quintessentially open to reinterpretation 

– a multiplicity of  pasts and presents now democratised historical experience and made 

it intimately personal, a building-block for individual subjectivities and collective 

(including national) identities: 
 

history turned dramatic: it offered modern subjects a way to think of  their ability to act and 

influence the world around them in circumstances of  contingency; it introduced a whole 

new range of  political actors and political motivations; and it invited people to think of  their 

own lives in a historical, hence politically potential [sic] fashion.60 

 

This is an explicit reflection on how a socio-cultural process of  imagining agency can be 

historicised: “agency” is set against “contingency” (insofar as “structure” disappears 

along with the past); a new ontology of  “actors” and “motivations” necessarily brought 

about equally new spaces of  possibility for action. 

 Having made a case for the relevance of  “regimes of  historicity” for analysing 

the interdependency between visions of  agency and visions of  historical time, it is all the 

more fortuitous for our present purposes that, to date, the most systematic application of  

Hartog’s insights has come in the form of  a research project focused on South-Eastern 

and Northern Europe.61 The variety of  contributions to the volume showcases the 

theoretical relevance of  the framework, covering the regimes of  historicity articulated in 

the early twentieth century by historians and other categories of  intellectual (from 

Bulgarian eugenicists to Jewish Romanian literati) – but also by examining political 

movements (such as Bulgarian agrarianists), or the broader historical imaginary of  an 

emerging nation-state (Montenegro).  

One important theme apparent in several contributions is that of  how a sense of  

historical continuity or discontinuity informs the representation of  agency under a given 

regime of  historicity. Thus, figurations of  the nineteenth-century Danish “national 

revival” employed a conceptual constellation centred on “progress” as an 

“uninterrupted and continuous process, in several instances combined with other 
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positive concepts [...] to underline agency and struggle”62, so as to transcend breaking-

points in national history, on a narrative and explanatory level. Likewise, a 

reinterpretation of  potential breaking-points in Balkan history (such as Ottoman 

domination, for instance) as the source of  commonalities binding together national 

histories into a common regional past63 problematised notions of  national, or indeed 

human agency, insofar as the structural pull of  deep history could thus claim primacy.64 

Furthermore, as the volume notes with regard to historical discourse in early-

twentieth-century Finland, regimes of  historicity are also often articulated in relation to 

absence, backwardness, otherness – both in terms of  the agency required to overcome 

them, but also in how such traits may themselves be a source of  an agency that could 

emancipate both the nation and Europe as a whole. Following the former “vision, 

human beings and nations had agency in a progressive time flow, and, thus, the 

latecomers of  today could become the leaders of  tomorrow”65; following the latter, “self-

othering in relation to ‘the canon of  European history’ was reversed by the celebration 

of  differences, particularities, and exceptionality. Precisely because of  belatedness and 

backwardness, Finland had managed to preserve many valuable features that had 

already disappeared from ‘the big, troubled world,’ and, thus, it had a lot to give to the 

rest of  Europe.”66 Still, internalised discourses of  backwardness, as in the case of  

Montenegro, could  equally translate into a horizon of  expectation in which “the past, 

composed of  the medieval Golden Age followed by the tough but honorable Heroic Age 

[of  continuous armed resistance against the Ottomans], was still ‘present in the present’: 

the cumulative history was still expected to pronounce the final word. A transition to the 
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new Golden Age of  national unity and prosperity was on the horizon,”67 yet both its 

precise moment of  arrival and its specifics remained open-ended. This simultaneous 

coexistence of  pasts – and, indeed, the reluctance to privilege them over the future they 

were hoped to bring forth – also implies a logic of  temporal leaps, not only in terms of  

catching up with an external other, but also as a means of  telescoping national history, 

past its problematic periods, in an attempt to imagine continuities of  agency, in an 

orientation toward a future in which it may be fully manifested.68 

Going beyond the collection examined above, one scholar has further proposed 

that Hartog’s heuristic be further refined, given that “it is not time in and of  itself  which 

dictates a regime of  history, but rather the projection of  historical objects in time, in that 

each object may enter a different relationship with time.” This is argued on the basis of  

a contrast between the synchronic yet different interpretation of  events according to 

opposing logics of  historicity in Belgian newspapers of  the 1830s: the gradual collapse 

of  the Ottoman Empire was explained by recourse to a repetitive view of  history which 

rendered the process readily comparable to canonical instances of  imperial decay, 

whereas the teleological and linear interpretation of  Belgian national history  framed it 

as a unique and discrete process. Charting the various “temporal trajectories” of  objects 

within a given historical ontology, the argument follows, is needed for understanding the 

heterogeneity of  possible coexisting regimes of  historicity.69  

However, Hartog himself  already gestures at the ways in which the production 

of  historical knowledge in the nineteenth century, though mostly subsumed to a 

common future-oriented regime of  historicity under the aegis of  nationalism, had to 

grapple with the diversity of  entities populating a historical ontology: “the future 

illuminating the past and giving it meaning constituted a telos or vantage point called, 

by turns, ‘the Nation,’ ‘the People’, ‘the Republic’, ‘Society’, or ‘the Proletariat’, each 

time dressed in the garb of  science.”70 Moreover, “those historians who abandoned 
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national historiography and began to examine economic and social phenomena whose 

temporalities were dictated by rhythms other than the simple linear succession of  

political events”,71 Hartog proposes. Yet even in the heyday of  the nation’s ontological 

primacy over “class” or “society” as objects of  historical inquiry and supposed driving 

agents of  historical movement, they featured in the analysis put forth by canonical 

nationalist historians, such as Michelet, who “advocated a history that paid attention to 

‘interweavings’ (of  powers, levels, and factors). This vision and analysis of  the nation as 

a complex organism had considerable heuristic potential. It encouraged ever finer and 

more complex analyses, leading to ‘France’ itself  becoming an experimental framework 

and a problematic.”72  

In sum, an analysis informed by “regimes of  historicity” may not only retrace 

the disjointed (yet overlapping) pasts, futures, and trajectories imagined for historical 

entities, but also show how that historical actors themselves apprehended this productive 

diversity, and engaged with it in accordance. As perceptive reviewers of  Hartog’s work 

have pointed out, “the notion of  ‘regime of  historicity’ appears to function [...] on at 

least three different planes, even if  rarely referred to distinctly by the author”: “how a 

community constructs its relationship with time”, “the specific manner in which a given 

society envisages its past, negotiates with, and treats it”, and “the manner in which an 

individual appropriates the perceptions of  time and history available to them in a given 

society”.73 Moreover, regimes of  historicity may deal with conditions of  representational 

possibility either within, or at the intersection between orders of  time, with direct 

implications for how agency may be imagined. They account for how continuity or 

discontinuity impact the relationship between pasts, presents, and futures. And, as we 

shall now further examine, they speak to how the impact of  absence and historical 

distances on agency are reckoned with. 

 

Absence, Agency, Periodisation 

 In the concluding sections of  “Regimes of  Historicity”, Hartog traces the 

genealogy of  “presentism” – namely, the late-twentieth-century notion of  an all-

engrossing present, to which the past (often taking the form of  an ever-growing heritage, 

which demands managing under the aegis of  memory and history alike) and the future 
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(which can no longer be imagined as radically new) are subsumed. Hartog’s analysis 

asserts that “presentism” is only a recent development, at the tail-end of  a nation-centric 

process. This, however, may be questioned once our emphasis is shifted toward a 

common global “present”, co-terminous with the global expansion of  capitalism: 
 
A historical present filled with mixed temporalities has always been a condition of  capitalist 

modernization, even as its copresent uncanniness was suppressed by both the authority of  

the future perfect and the expectations of  progress that vowed to raise all societies to the 

same level. The effect was to displace the uncanny temporal figure to the world outside of  

Euro-America and put its societies under the sign of  underdevelopment, which announced 

comparative lack.74 

 

To restate, this teleology of  progress, though nation-centric in its initial form,75 has 

worked to Other that which it placed in a logic of  gradual development: societies and 

cultures who, by their backwardness, appear as “pasts” contemporary to the normative 

“present” of  the West – a re-statement of  Koselleck’ “non-contemporaneity of  the 

contemporaneous”. This, as we shall stress here, is in turn marked by narratives of  

“comparative lack”, with “underdevelopment” as shorthand for imperfect agency. Now, 

it may be fair to argue that, ever since Dipesh Chakrabarty’s now-classic “Postcoloniality 

and the Artifice of  History”, such remarks have been a locus communis. In his essay, 

Chakrabarty notes how, even in the process of  elaborating national historiographies 

deliberately concerned with chronicling and restoring local forms of  agency-as-

resistance (as per the programme of  the Subaltern Studies group), 
 

The tendency to read Indian history in terms of  a lack, an absence, or an incompleteness 

that translates into “inadequacy” is obvious. [...] As a trope it is ancient, going back to the 

beginnings of  colonial rule in India. The British conquered and represented the diversity of  

Indian pasts through a homogenizing narrative of  transition from a medieval period to 

modernity. The terms have changed with time. The medieval was once called “despotic” 

and the modern “the rule of  law.” “Feudal/capitalist” has been a later variant. When it was 

first formulated in colonial histories of  India, this transition narrative was an unashamed 

celebration of  the imperialist’s capacity for violence and conquest. In the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, generations of  elite Indian nationalists found their subject positions as 

nationalists within this transition narrative that, at various times and depending on one’s 
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ideology, hung the tapestry of  “Indian history” between the two poles of  homologous sets 

of  oppositions: despotic/constitutional, medieval/modern, feudal/capitalist. Within this 

narrative shared by imperialist and nationalist imaginations, the “Indian” was always a 

figure of  lack.76 

 

Building upon this, then, the normative, theory-generating model remained the West – 

the periphery being inherently denied agency as the mere empirical material for the 

further (if  productively distorted) application of  said theory. 77  Thus, even critical 

engagement with Western frameworks of  periodisation fails to do away with the relative 

backwardness implied by rethinking one’s history as a “transition” away from an 

imperfect past, toward a future in which the agency of  a sovereign nation could finally 

be manifested fully. The historical/economic categories deployed in this process, we may 

also note, assume the presence or absence of  correlative historical/economic agents (a 

bourgeoisie, paired up with capitalism) but also of  historically-specific forms for 

appositely manifesting agency (such as subaltern resistance, under “despotism”, be it 

domestic or foreign). And yet, we might further note that the very genesis of  – for 

instance – “feudalism” as a category in Western Europe aimed not only to create a sense 

of  distance and otherness between a “barbaric” local past and an “enlightened” present; 

it equally involved a process in which the “feudal” was invented through engagement 

with legal justifications of  colonialism on the imperial periphery.78  

 As our discussion of  regimes of  historicity in the European periphery has already 

intimated, notions of  “lag”, “absence” and “catching up” also appear prevalent in 

nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century discourses – and have led to subsequent 

reflections on their centrality to cultural self-imaginings. Firstly, as elsewhere in the 

global (semi-)periphery, the diffusion of  “national history” as a normative form of  

textual practice has also meant that Western narratives of  periodisation attained the 

status of  an implicit “canon”, 
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traceable through the responses to the taxonomies, evaluations, and conceptualizations 

which have been imposed on [local] national historiographies. To give an example, in 

describing modern Greek history as having missed some important moments of  European 

history such as the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, or the opposite, 

as having succeeded in synchronizing itself  with important moments of  European history 

(early formation of  the nation-state and adoption of  parliamentarism), the result is the same: 

the writing of  history according to a canon, which implied that certain big events were 

essential for the creation of  a modern society in Europe. [...] The language of  “what is 

missing,” of  absence, lack, deficiency, and divergence, is the constructive element of  most 

national historiographies. The invisible element is how they realize what is missing and how 

they measure distance and divergence. The shadow of  European history is always looming 

over the shoulders of  the writers of  national histories. The canon depends on the 

interaction, first, between the way Europeans construct their history towards other 

Europeans and, secondly, on the way that non-Europeans see themselves in response to the 

European gaze.79 

 

This, to emphasise, is all the more problematic in cases where the boundary between the 

former and latter is ambiguous, a common problem for the construction of  historical 

narratives in Eastern Europe: a desire to argue for political inclusion and the recognition 

of  pre-existing and inherent cultural “Europeanness” had to reckon with the persistence 

of  absence. This process of  internalising absence in the context of  relative – yet 

hopefully not unsurmountable – difference has perceptively been described as “self-

colonising”: the tension between local peculiarity and the normative universality of  

Western categories would simultaneously result in acknowledging a need to “catch up” 

by importing Western civilizational models, in imagining a national past as a reservoir of  

agency and uncorrupted national essence, and in exalting the latter over the former 

altogether.80 The existence of  “lags” is accordingly framed as the effect of  foreign 

oppression “that has severed Eastern Europe from what is often described as its own 

evolution within its own larger organic space: Europe. Thus, the lag is depicted as an 

artificial one, having delayed one’s own evolution. In a word, the acceleration of  time in 

the future, the catching up, is with one’s own ‘what might have been’. Europe’s past is 

                                                
79 Antonis Liakos, “The Canon of  European History and the Conceptual Framework of  National 

Historiographies”, in: Matthias Middell and Lluis Roura (eds.), Transnational Challenges to National 

History Writing, Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, pp. 315-342    
80 This is the thesis expounded in a series of  essays by Alexander Kiossev; and phrased initially in: “Notes 
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Eastern Europe’s organic, not emulative future.”81 On this reading, such regimes of  

historicity serve to both account, and compensate for inconvenient pasts of  absent 

agency, and reconnect with a deeper past that could reconnect the European periphery 

with the core, in spite of  the ulterior mismatch in periodisation.  

 Yet, as has been meticulously demonstrated with eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century French perceptions of  Russia, the active outward projection of  a complex 

discourse of  “absence” could be taken as a constitutive feature of  Western discourses of  

Othering: the self-congratulatory presence of  a bourgeoisie as the agent of  historical 

progress and modernity in France was actively contrasted against both its synchronic 

absence in Russia, and a Russian past itself  riddled with numerous other absences, 

which had led to this structural asymmetry. At the outset, Russia’s geographical and 

cultural emptiness could be seen as an inviting blank slate for civilising, enlightened 

despotism; subsequently, however, the absence of  a middle class and civil society in the 

Western sense further led to the imagining of  potentially troubling presences – such as that 

of  “communism”, primitive or otherwise – which threatened to contaminate a Europe 

which Russia was increasingly felt not to be part of. Whether Russia had a “proletariat” 

or not, whether its past and present could provide insights into Europe’s future – these 

topics of  reflection grew in importance, and were the subject of  transnational debates in 

the mid-to-late nineteenth century, when the perceived presence of  social pathologies in 

the West impelled a new wave of  self-comparisons.82 

All of  the aforementioned topoi were, as we shall argue in the course of  our own 

analysis, of  significant relevance to perceptions of  agency and history in Romanian 

lands as well. “Absence” could prove in equal parts troublesome, and productive. The 

notion that Romanian history lacked “feudalism” in the past and a “proletariat” in the 

present was not felt to diminish its claims to “Europeanness”, insofar as both were seen 

as unwelcome detours in the historical development of  Europe, in which the agency of  

the individual was stifled or nullified outright: here, a mismatch with the European 

canon of  periodisation was a boon. Conversely, the absence of  a “bourgeoisie” was seen 

as a potentially deep-seated pathology, which jeopardised present and future alike, and 

which demanded active redress. To a degree, such absences allowed the telescoping of  

                                                
81 Maria Todorova, “The Trap of  Backwardness: Modernity, Temporality, and the Study of  Eastern 

European Nationalism”, Slavic Review, 1/2005, p. 160 
82 This is a condensed account of  the arguments advanced in the regrettably-overlooked: Ezequiel 

Adamovsky, Euro-Orientalism: Liberal Ideology and the Image of  Russia in France (c. 1740-1880), Peter 

Lang, 2006. 
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history past inconvenient pasts of  oppression, so as to re-align Romania with a deeper 

European heritage: the supposed absence of  “feudalism” pointed to a continuity with 

Roman law and private property, side-stepping ages of  actually-existing serfdom. 

Similarly, the supposed absence of  “feudal” subjection to the Ottoman Porte pointed to 

a contractual, consensual relationship between two sovereign entities, the recent past of  

Phanariote misrule notwithstanding. The nation’s past was to be recast as uninterrupted 

an exercise of  agency as possible in the lead-up to its final, plenary “revival” in the 

present – yet it is also here that a multiplicity of  politicised pasts (and relationships that 

present and future entertained with them) becomes evident.  

 

The Watershed of  the Nation-State and Historical Distance 

 One point of  reference recurring throughout our analysis is that of  the state’s 

establishment as a watershed separating a present (and imagined future) of  plenary 

agency for the nation, its classes, and individuals, from pasts that were to be left behind. 

Or, put differently, the way in which historical actors envisaged the role of  the state in 

fostering the nation’s agency also had significant bearing on how regimes of  historicity 

could be envisaged: its consolidation under national rule created, in more ways than one, 

a sense of  historical distance. It is perhaps unsurprising that nationalists seeking to erect 

a state in the service of  the ethnic nation would see it as a teleological culmination of  

that nation’s historical trajectory. As Chapters One and Two will make plain, the 

supposed resolution of  the “national question” and “social question” was felt to warrant 

optimism with regard to the future. The “absences” discussed at the end of  the previous 

section – namely, two variations on a discourse of  “absent feudalism” – had allowed for 

imagined continuity, but they were also part of  a discursive logic of  putting to rest pasts 

(or rather historical sequences) for which the resolution of  questions via state-building 

was an end-point. Chapter Three, on the other hand, will show that the establishment 

of  the state and its attending apparatus, from administration to political parties, could 

also be seen as troublingly incapable of  doing away with a past of  absence – the long-

standing absence of  a middle class – and even give rise to a contingent heightening of  

deep-seated pathologies. Chapter Four, too, engages with the idea that the state’s 

establishment was a point after which certain forms of  agency – namely, socially- and 

nationally-emancipatory banditry – were seen as no longer adequate, and transformed 

into a past that was to only carry pedagogical and aesthetic relevance for the present. 

However, this past was nevertheless thought to still exist beyond the borders of  the state, 

in the backward/Oriental/still-imperial Balkans; as soon as enlightened practices of  
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nation-building arrived there owing to the efforts of  the Romanian state, however, 

Vlachs’ present of  patriotic banditry was also required to become a past.  

This point raises further issues relating to the state’s temporal and historical 

normativities, more fully fleshed out in Chapter Five. If  Macedonian Vlachs lived in a 

past that was only now catching up with the present of  the state, Transylvanian 

Romanians, whose perceived economic and ideological self-emancipation were lauded 

and envied by those in the Kingdom of  Romania, lived both in the past and in the 

future. They lived in the past, inasmuch as their struggle for emancipation was felt to 

resemble that of  Romanians in Moldo-Wallachia one generation earlier, when the state 

was not yet in the service of  the nation – but they also lived in the future, inasmuch as 

their agency, the opposing force of  a non-national state against them notwithstanding, 

was exemplary. Conversely, Romanians in northern Bulgaria, where they had fled 

oppression in the past of  a not-yet-nationalised state, were a troubling presence, given 

their continued choice of  not returning. Not only did they live in a time out of  joint, 

neither a future nor a past, but their very existence implied that the past of  oppression 

within the borders of  the state was not wholly obvious as being of the past. 

Finally, in Chapter Six, our analysis will retrace the growing sense that a gap 

existed between 1) the trajectory implied by an initial horizon of  expectation – social 

and national emancipation under the aegis of  the state – and 2) what had by the turn of  

the century become a space of  experience – in which too little had been achieved, from 

the standpoint of  establishment and dissenting political forces alike. Thus, two types of  

historical distance were at play: one implied by the establishment of  the state, now 

reinterpreted as insufficient from the standpoint of  having superseded problematic pasts 

of  oppression, and another implied by the time elapsed since that historical moment, 

which generated a sense of  urgency when the “national” and “social” questions 

appeared critically entangled and unsolved. 

 Several remarks are in order here. The first is that of  clarifying what is meant 

here by “historical distance”. In recent debates, historical distance has been 

problematised as interdependent with modes of  historical representation as historically-

situated practices unto themselves, reliant on 
 

the genres, media, and vocabularies that shape the history’s formal structures of  

representation; the affective claims made by the historical account, including the emotional 

experiences it promises or withholds; the work’s implications for action, whether of  a 

political or moral nature; and the modes of  understanding on which the history’s 
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intelligibility depends.83 

 

This is a point made by historian Mark Salber-Phillips, who further emphasizes that “in 

ordinary speech, ‘distance’ refers to a position of  detachment or separation: 

chronologically a “then” that is remote from ‘now.’ In relational terms, however, this 

binarism dissolves into a continuous gradation made up of  all positions from near to 

far”.84 Thus, in thinking of  historical distance as something which is culturally produced 

across various genres, in different contexts, and to different ends, we may further refine 

our Hartogian and Koselleckian strategies of  recovering relationships with the past. As 

we have outlined above with regards to the nation-state-as-watershed, this could take a 

variety of  forms, and illuminate the relationship between it and the nation as entities 

whose agency manifested in a temporal and historical field. 

 A second remark is that, in light of  the above, the relationship between state and 

adjacent kin-folk could not be simply subsumed to a temporal teleology of  future 

expansionism. On the one hand, it is true that, seen through the lens of  the nation-

state’s dominant discourses, the agency of  kin-folk was mostly interpreted as being 

nation-oriented, and instances of  national indifference, such as Vlachs opting for a 

Greek identity for instance, judged an aberration and an accident. Moreover, that the 

Romanian state had a moral and political responsibility in aiding the nation – a priori 

construed as such – across borders was not openly contested; yet, even so, openly 

encouraging kin-folk dissent and opposition to their political masters in the here-and-

now was naturally a problematic diplomatic proposition, and not entirely necessary 

insofar as ethnocultural identification as “Romanian” could still be maintained.85  

 A third remark, however, is that the relationship between state and nation within 

the frontiers of  Romania itself  was also subject to tensions themselves inherent to that 

between the “social” and “national” questions. As a systematic analysis of  actually-

existing national indifference and state reactions to it is a topic deserving of  a separate 

and comprehensive research project, we may, for our present purposes, note how the 

vast majority of  our sources presumed an instinctive, if  imperfect (and therefore 

perfectible) attachment of  the peasant majority to a Romanian identity. What our work 

does nevertheless uncover is a recurring anxiety about the peasantry’s attachment to the 

state as a project – or, more simply stated, there existed ways in which the motto of  ubi 
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85 See Chapter Six, pp. 222-223.  



 43 

bene ibi patria was seen as perilously close to coming true. Foremost among such anxieties 

was the potential emigration of  a proletarianized, landless peasantry, past occurrences 

of  which haunted the minds of  nation-state-builders: the enacting of  the Land Reform 

of  1864, as Chapter One will show, was significantly influenced by this, as the present of  

the nation-state was hoped to put the past of  this “social question” behind it. 

Correspondingly, this made instances of  emigration or cross-border desertion in the 

historical present seem all the more troubling, subversive proof  of  how the agency of  

Romanians could manifest itself  in non-national ways.  

 

“Questions” and Agency 

 As may have already become apparent by now, one major theme in our study is 

that of  “questions” as a means for articulating possibilities for collective and individual 

action. For the nineteenth-century historical and social imaginary, grappling with – and 

potentially solving – the “national question”, the “social question”, the “Jewish 

question”, and myriad other such problems meant engaging with what were perceived 

as really-existing, all-engrossing and potentially global phenomena in their general form. 

“Questions” came with their own ambiguous temporalities, such as that of  their origin 

or that of  their imperative resolution, but also with other ontological peculiarities, in 

terms of  how their scale, spatial scope, and pars pro toto logics of  recursion and resolution 

operated. Who was seen as capable of  solving (or legitimately authorised to address) a 

“question”, who was seen as a passive subject in the process of  its resolution, and whether 

the resolution of  a “question” was imperative in eliminating fetters to agency and 

historical development were, furthermore, crucial. And, as highly-contested concepts 

with diachronic staying-power, shifts in the meaning of  what was referred to by a given 

“question” were mutually constitutive with shifts in emphasizing any of  the constitutive 

aspects of  its ontology.  

Instructively, recent critical appraisals of  the “Eastern Question” – in which the 

“national question” of  Romanian sovereignty and statehood was also initially subsumed 

– have reflected upon the above explicitly when discussing the historical construction of  

said “question” as one of  managing the more or less controlled implosion of  the 

Ottoman Empire. To begin with, a distinction must be made between the origins of  the 

phrase as an index for a specific problematisation,86 and the perceived origins of  the 
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“question” from the standpoint of  historical actors themselves. An endless list of  

potential dates and junctures, from before the Fall of  Constantinople onward, was proof  

not only of  a further level of  contestation, but also of  how the depth of  the past could 

be invoked as a structural stumbling-block to the “question’s” resolution.87 This was 

especially clear if  a civilisational cleavage running as deep as history itself  was posited: 

“views on the scope and historical depth of  the Eastern Question ranged from a mere 

great power rivalry to an existential conflict between two incompatible worldviews with 

no beginning point in time”.88 Inherent to this, then, were also processes of  inventing 

regions such as the “Middle/Near East”, but also of  effacing the agency of  assumedly 

“Oriental” actors and barring them from the management of  a “question” concerning 

their own historical trajectory. From the standpoint of  the epistemological privilege 

assumed by Western observers, “be it viewed as a mechanism or a system, the Eastern 

Question is a programmed history controlled by a set of  constraints. It is an entity which 

needs to be interpreted and understood as such, a game whose rules are mainly known 

in advance”. But, at the same time, this epistemology also relied on an ontology of  

recursion that allowed “a fully homothetic account of  events, [whereby] ‘what happens’ at 

the scale of  the Empire in its entirety also occurs on the scale of  a provincial locale.”89  

Analogously, this was also visible in how Romanian nation-state-builders imagined 

the privileged role of  settling their own “national question” could have in solving or at 

least stabilising the broader “question” at hand. This also placed a particular emphasis 

on their own involvement as an assertion of  agency qua Europeanness, and attempted to 

avoid the political implications of  the Western powers’ classification of  the Principalities 

as similar to Turkey’s non-European client-states. That other non-Western actors, such 

                                                                                                                                          
of  Vienna, and its pan-European spread was catalysed by pamphleteering at the time of  the Greek War 
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as Russia, were also prompted to reflect upon their own (non-)European identities by 

their involvement in the “Eastern Question” is consistent with the logic of  region-

making inherent to its spatial scope:90 going beyond mere geopolitics, “the shifting 

geography of  the Eastern Question, which called into existence an East that was both 

territorially vague and conceptually specific” and superseded terms such as “Turkey-in-

Europe” or “the Levant” after the Crimean War.91 Consequently, if  turned on its head 

by a historian restoring agency to those then-presumed to have been mere objects, the 

question of  “what to do with the Turk” could be equally restated as the “Western 

Question” of  the Ottoman Empire’s self-management.92  

In sum, going beyond the case study of  the “Eastern Question”, a more general 

definition, here based on an examination of  the “social question” of  redressing and/or 

preventing indigence, but illuminating of  the historical practice at large, terms 
 

a “question” as a problem requiring a solution, casting public opinion in the role of  judge or 

jury, backdating, aggregation, scientization shifting from an interpretive frame influenced by 

economy/mathematics to one more commensurate with medicine/biology, a general sense 

of  anxious irritation and the urgent necessity of  redress – most were pervasive tropes within 

the genre of  written and spoken interventions on “questions.”93 

 

Most of  what has already been discussed is present here, too: “questions” could be 

aggregated under the umbrella of  a superordinate one, backdated into time immemorial, 

perceived as imperative, and be subject to wide-ranging negotiation. While in the case 

of  nineteenth-century Romania all of  this also holds true, some further qualifications 

must also be made, re-emphasizing the linkage between “agency” and “questions”. In 

our present study, two “questions” are treated as central to Romanian debates over what 

is to be done and by whom:  the “national question” of  ensuring the existence of  a 

sovereign nation-state, and the “social question” of  preventing the emergence of  a 

landless, footloose, and potentially dangerous proletariat. As has already been noted, the 
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“national question” could be interpreted as a localised iteration of  the great “Eastern 

Question”; likewise, the “social question”, as provisionally defined above, was more 

often recast in debates as the “rural/agrarian/peasant question” of  preventing the 

proletarisation of  the class in question, and of  its economic progress, access to education, 

hygiene, and a host of  other specific concerns.  

The three sections of  our study correspondingly chart the evolution of  attitudes 

toward the “questions”, in terms of  how their perceived (ir)resolution and 

(mis)management contributed to perceptions both of  past, present, and future – but also 

of  political legitimacy. Thus, the first two chapters outline the process through which the 

“national” and “social question” were presumed to have been felicitously and decisively 

dealt with as the very preamble to nation-state-building, eliminating stumbling-blocks to 

the nation’s development. Thus, such far-reaching “questions” were localised in terms of  

their origin, scaled-down, and their resolution rhetorically framed as arrived at primarily 

by local actors, as an assertion of  agency. Chapters Three and Four, however, capture a 

growing sense of  both irresolution, and of  entanglement between the two “questions”, 

in the shadow of  a past that refused to fully go away, with the as-of-yet unsolved “Jewish 

question”, for instance, imagined as lying at their intersection. And, as examined in the 

last two chapters, the sense of  crisis inherent to this solidifying narrative of  irresolution 

was heightened by the notion that the “social question” of  peasant emancipation had 

truly become a “national question” in its own right, thereby further amplifying its 

complexity. This, in turn, led to querying the political establishment’s legitimacy, and 

highlighted the potential existence of  loci of  agency beyond it, in terms of  both class and 

geography. 

Finally, we might note how our “question”-oriented approach has also 

influenced our logic of  source selection. Insofar the “national”, “social”/“peasant”, or 

“Jewish Question” were perceived as structuring factors of  social reality, our choice of  

material has attempted to mirror their importance. As the introductory note to the 

present dissertation has outlined, our primary sources (and, by way of  consequence, the 

attending secondary literature, referenced as needed in the course of  our analysis) 

showcase the diversity and cross-disciplinary nature of  reflection on “questions” in 

nineteenth-century Moldo-Wallachia/Romania. Following the thread of  any such 

debate could involve an investigation of  historical/literary/philological representations, 

of  economic thought, of  diplomatic or parliamentary exchanges, of  nationalist 

pamphleteering, or indeed of  all of  the aforementioned. Moreover, the perceived limits 

placed to individual or collective agency by the existence of  “questions”, and the 
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imagined individual or collective agency necessary to solving them provide a unifying 

perspective, linking micro and macro in our analysis. Ths is to say that most of  the case-

studies examined herein may be linked back to a superordinate “question”: micro-

narratives are given weight insofar as the concepts or topoi they illustrate had a significant 

recurrence in our “question”-oriented corpus. 

 

Ventriloquism, Truth-Speaking, and Agency 

 Two other recurring themes punctuating our inquiry are those of  peasant 

ventriloquism and peasant truth-speaking: namely, how “peasant” voices/personas were 

rhetorically deployed in political contexts, to the end of  enacting a performance of  

critique, morally authorised by rustic eloquence, authenticity, or suffering. To begin with, 

agency is intimately bound with the metaphor of  ventriloquism. On the one hand, the 

outward projection of  a voice allows the utterer’s distancing from an identity more 

typically assumed, both deflecting responsibility and allowing for the exertion of  agency 

under the assumed persona. On the other hand, this also erases the agency and voice of  

the ventriloquized Other, even as the performance purports to represent it. All of  this, in 

turn, is either dependent on – or, rather, mutually co-constitutive with – the cultural 

availability of  a persona/identity that may be ventriloquized to that given end. This, to 

be sure, conjures up both Spivakian insights into the production of  subaltern silence, 

and Foucauldian notions of  parrhesia as a distinct practice of  fearless, unadorned truth-

speaking.94 However, in the Romanian case, the otherness of  the peasant was not that of  

a radically, racially different colonial Other, insofar as peasant culture was appropriated 

as part of  a presumably shared “national” heritage by the literate strata, class cleavages 

notwithstanding. Nor does peasant truth-speaking fully map onto Foucault’s rediscovery 

of  parrhesia in ancient Greece either, given that, regardless of  its various incarnations, it 

remained a virtuous practice not necessarily or primarily associated with the subaltern 

within the polis. Yet, as has been persuasively argued, we may nevertheless note that the 

process of  inventing the “peasant” as a category in Romanian culture has run in tandem 

with, and been discursively dependent upon, the evolution of  a topos of  “peasant” truth-

speaking, with a clear ventriloquial component.95  

The cultural practice of  peasant ventriloquism has also been reflected upon in 

the context of  nineteenth-century Russian culture, again going beyond the idea of  
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subaltern silence, and instead focusing on the trans-partisan consensus that speaking “for” 

the peasant class in its own supposed voice 96  was a crucial means of  political 

legitimation: “although the peasantry itself  had little voice or agency in Reform-era 

Russia, the narod as a concept was invoked at every turn to lend its authority to literary, 

political, and journalistic discussions. In other words, the narod-concept had tremendous 

agency.”97 Not only does this also hold true for the Romanian case, but two important 

insights are afforded here. The first is that speaking “like” a peasant and “for” the 

peasant were both interrelated as practices, and dependent upon how a peasant voice 

and its (im)possible mastery by non-peasants were imagined. The second insight is that 

the political and cultural salience of  a concept may be themselves interpreted in terms 

of  ventriloquism, insofar as we accept that said concept possessed an agency which 

transferred itself  to historical actors who “ventriloquized” it as a means of  legitimising 

their own ventriloquial practices.98 

Further building upon this framework, the present study most pointedly deals 

with peasant truth-speaking and its ventriloquism in its first and final chapters, while 

nevertheless referencing them throughout our analysis. At the outset, it engages with 

public interventions made at crucial historical junctures by peasant actors, such as 

during the Wallachian Revolution of  1848, or in the Moldavian Ad-Hoc Divan of  1857, 

and examines the standards of  “truth-speaking” they came to enshrine. It then offers a 

broader contextualisation by looking at how more decidedly ventriloquial performances 

were mobilised in such debates, by examining the topos of  the loquacious răzeș/moșnean, a 

freeholding peasant imagined as both a symbol of  individual agency, and as a double 

Other: the other land-owner, as opposed to the boyar – the other peasant, as opposed to 

the servile masses. A fascination with folklore and peasant language, and a 

corresponding sense of  unease with the (im)possibility of  fully appropriating them to the 

ends of  nation-building also become apparent in the course of  subsequent chapters, 

culminating with the perceived crisis of  an unbridgeable gap in communication between 
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town and country, by the end of  the century. As such, our final chapter examines several 

interrelated topics pertaining to peasant identity and peasant language. It distinguishes 

between speaking “to” the peasant as a political necessity, speaking “like” a peasant in 

terms of  the linguistic appropriation necessary for the former, speaking “as” a peasant in 

terms of  identity and legitimacy, and speaking “for” the peasantry as an inherent aspect 

of  political representation. Finally, the chapter further considers how turn-of-the-century 

peasant movements grappled with these problematics, and how the strategic invocation 

of  peasants’ political truth-speaking earlier in the century was framed as proof  of  

peasant capacity.  

 

Basic Historical Context 

 The present study deals with some sixty years of  political, cultural, and 

conceptual history, from 1830 to 1907 – at times foraying even deeper into the past, but 

mostly focusing on the period inaugurated by the Constitution of  1866. This is to say 

that our work begins with one of  the conventional thresholds of  modernity in Romanian 

lands, marking the gradual consolidation of  a public sphere and a literate public, of  

administrative capacity and a capitalist economy, of  nationalism and sovereignty-seeking 

state policies. Rather than casually including Transylvania into our core narrative as per 

nationalist reflex, our main concern is with developments in the Principalities of  

Moldavia and Wallachia (prior to 1859), and Romania as their successor-state 

(independent as of  1878, a Kingdom as of  1881). The standard narrative: client-states 

of  the Ottoman Empire and increasingly under Russian influence in the first half  of  the 

century, the Principalities saw the end of  an ancien régime under the rule of  Ottoman-

appointed Phanariote Greek princes in 1821 and enjoyed the benefits of  an increasingly 

nationalised and Westernised public sphere thereafter. The proto-constitutional 

arrangements brought by the Russian protectorate in 1830 (the “Organic Regulations”) 

catalysed administrative modernisation, while nevertheless drawing the ever-sharper 

criticism of  a nascent group of  Western-educated noblemen, the future revolutionaries 

of  1848 and nation-state-builders of  1859. 

While the Revolution would only briefly triumph in Wallachia and be fully 

repressed in Moldavia, its legacy of  grappling with the “social/rural/agrarian/peasant 

question” of  servile ploughmen’s emancipation and land reform, and the “national 

question” of  internationally-recognised autonomy would show tremendous staying-

power. The subsequent exile of  those involved and their increased recognition as 

legitimate political elites in the wake of  the Crimean War allowed for the Union of  the 
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two Principalities in 1859, through the double election of  Alexandru Ioan Cuza (1820-

1873, r. 1859-1866). This was a consequence of  the 1857 Ad-Hoc Divans set up by 

Western powers, in which both the “national” and the “social” questions had been 

debated. And, indeed, Cuza’s reign aimed to solve both – though the enactment of  a 

land reform through a coup d’état in 1864 proved alienating and spelled the end of  his 

reign in due course. While land was granted to some 400,000 peasant households, lots 

proved scattered and insufficient: by the end of  the century, the effects of  the reform and 

subsequent legislative amendments would prove, on balance, dismal. The restrictions 

placed on peasants’ rights to sell their land, the system of  compulsory payments 

redeeming it, its fragmentation with each new generation, the monetary dependency of  

peasants on former masters, the asymmetry in contract enforcement, and the burden of  

cash taxes – all led to the immiseration of  the rural masses. 

The arrival of  Prussian-born Carol I (1839-1914, r. 1866-1914) marked the 

beginning of  a constitutional regime in which, counter to Cuza’s plebiscitarian leanings, 

a four- (and, as of  1884, three-) college census system excluded the peasant majority, in 

which ploughmen would vote only indirectly, via delegates. While the first years of  

Carol’s reign proved turbulent, the subsequent emergence of  a two-party system (a 

Liberal Party established in 1875, a Conservative Party in 1880) from factional groups 

with roots in the first half  of  the century allowed both for a modicum of  stability, and 

for the consolidation of  the king’s practice of  alternating governments, who in turn 

organised self-legitimising parliamentary elections. A re-fragmentation of  the political 

spectrum in the late 1880s brought social-democratic and agrarianist challengers to the 

liberal-conservative roster, though without making much of  a dent on an oligarchic, 

patronage-based monopoly. Even with the gaining of  independence as a consequence of  

participation in the Russo-Turkish War of  1877-1878, the ever more visible ruin of  the 

peasantry made this “social question” appear a “national question” in its own right. 

Though the early years of  the twentieth century saw a universal preoccupation with the 

peasant’s lot, a country-wide uprising – the armed repression of  which left thousands of  

victims in its wake – broke out in the spring of  1907. It is short of  the shock of  1907, 

therefore, that our analysis stops: without attempting to account for its causes, but 

acknowledging its transformative effect, the narrative thread of  our dissertation follows 

that of  the main political and cultural debates of  the period very briefly described above, 

while equally aiming to recast their understanding from the standpoint of  “agency” and 

conceptual history. 
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Why Romania? 

 In light of  the above, the question of  why nineteenth-century Romania presents 

itself  as a relevant subject for research may be answered in terms of  the de-familiarising 

effect of  a liminal case study. By taking into account historical actors’ awareness of  their 

position within Europe and by retracing the critical process of  intellectual 

transfer/translation which accompanied the project of  nation-state-building, we are able 

to recover a conceptual repertoire and historical imagination that are at once foreign 

and familiar. This is to say that contextualising the local uses and meanings of  Western 

categories may also help recast our understanding of  their initial connotations and 

relative importance at the core. More to the point, the relevance of  “colonisation”, 

“feudalism”, or “proletariat” for Romanians’ imagining of  how the history of  the nation 

aligned with Western-centric logics of  periodisation, or the extent to which such 

Western categories were naturalised or deemed locally anachronistic is not historically 

contingent. Rather, this compels us to consider what aspects of  such categories’ usage in 

the West recommended them as targets for transfer/translation. 99  Moreover, if  

seemingly marginal concepts – such as “suzerainty”, for instance – proved attractive for 

and gained prominence in Romanian debates, their own specificity or spatial 

confinement to the West must be questioned, and the role of  peripheral actors in giving 

them a new, transnational lease on life be correspondingly highlighted. And, as will be 

demonstrated, the perceived empirical presence or absence of  such categories 

fundamentally shaped Romanians’ self-perceptions of  agency.  

 

An Outline and Chapter Plan 

By way of  conclusion, a succinct overview of  the dissertation’s structure is in 

order: six chapters, advancing the narrative in roughly chronological order, are ordered 

in three sections, of  two chapters each.  

                                                
99 The univocal and delayed nature of  West-East transfer have been questioned from the standpoint of  a 

superordinate logic of  global synchronicity; see: Todorova, “The Trap of  Backwardness”. On the role of  

peripheral actors as mediators between unselfconsciously-assumed “universalisms” and the importance of  

localising meanings for key concepts, see: Stefan Nygård and Johan Strang, “Conceptual Universalization 

and the Role of  the Peripheries”, Contributions to the History of  Concepts, 1/2017, pp. 55-75. For a 

critique of  transnational history’s tendency to de-emphasize the role of  local debates and conceptual 

repertoires when presupposing the a priori existence of  a shared pan-European lexicon, see: Jani Marjanen, 

“Transnational Conceptual History, Methodological Nationalism and Europe”, in: Willibald Steinmetz, 

Michael Freeden and Javier Fernández-Sebastián (eds.), Conceptual History in the European Space, 

Berghahn, 2017, pp. 139-175. 
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The first section, Absent Feudalism and the Promise of  the Future, covers 

key developments in the 1830s-1860s. Chapter One, “The Social Question and the 

History of  the Nation as a History of  Contracts”, analyses the emergence of  a discourse 

through which freely-entered, non-“feudal” contractual relationships were argued to 

have always existed between peasants and land-owners in Romanian lands. This allowed 

nation-state builders to imagine both a past and a future of  unfettered agency, in the 

lead-up to land reform, the establishment of  the nation-state and the abolition of  

serfdom. Chapter Two,100 “The National Question and the History of  the Nation as 

the History of  Treaties”, shows how international campaigns for recognising the 

autonomy of  Romanian lands also relied on concepts and tropes analogous to those in 

the previous chapter. Nation-state builders argued that describing the relationship 

between Romanians and Ottomans as one of  “feudal” “suzerainty” was anachronistic, 

pleading for agency in the present by highlighting the past contractual agency of  the 

nation, as reflected in freely-entered treaties with “the Turk”.  

The second section of  the thesis, Unintended Consequences and the 

Inescapable Past, shifts temporal focus to a period roughly spanning 1850-1900. 

Thus, Chapter Three, 101  “The Absent Bourgeoisie”, deals with the historically-

situated concept of  funcționarism, a local iteration of  the French “manie des fonctions”. It 

considers how the mid-century Romanian bourgeoisie diagnosed itself  with a long-

standing, self-subverting inclination towards choosing bureaucratic state employment 

over commerce and industry. Finding a cure for this imagined, agency-depleting 

historical pathology meant contentious parliamentary debates on reforming education, 

denying citizenship to Jewish immigrants, and reflecting on the (non)existence of  a 

proletariat. Chapter Four, “The Anachronistic Haiduc and Historical Distance”, 

explores the tension between using haiducs – Balkan bandit folk-heroes – as cultural and 

as political symbols. The resistance of  haiducs against a foreign ruling class in a recent 

past neatly demarcated from the present made them a mainstay of  nationalist 

paraphernalia. However, the attempted assassination of  the Romanian king by a self-

styled haiduc in 1888 opened debates on the dangers of  reframing bandits as symbols of  
                                                
100 An abridged version of  the chapter has been published as: “National History as a History of  Compacts: 

Jus Publicum Europaeum and Suzerainty in Romania in the Mid-Nineteenth Century”, East Central Europe, 

1/2018, pp. 63-93. 
101 A contribution based on the chapter has been published as: « Funcționarism : la rhétorique de la 

corruption morale et institutionnelle au XIXe siècle en Roumanie », in: Olivier Dard, Silvia Marton and 

Frédéric Monier (eds.), Moralité du pouvoir et corruption en France et en Roumanie, XVIIIe-XXe siècles, 

Presses universitaires de Paris-Sorbonne, 2017, pp. 83-97. 
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class, rather than national resistance, and on the historical specificity of  politically 

legitimate forms of  agency.   

The concluding section, A Sense of  Crisis, is centred on debates between the 

1880s and the thesis’ narrative endpoint in 1907. Chapter Five, “Agency Beyond the 

State”, discusses the development of  a self-critical discourse which questioned the 

independent Romanian state’s claims to legitimacy as the sole entity capable of  fostering 

the nation’s agency. As putatively oppressed kin-folk in neighbouring regions such as 

Austro-Hungarian Transylvania were depicted as more engaged in political and 

economic self-emancipation than peasants in Romania proper, this raised the issue of  

the state’s failure to catalyse social regeneration. Finally, Chapter Six, “Peasant Voices 

and the Promise of  Peasant Politics”, examines the overlapping horizons of  expectation 

projected onto the peasantry in late nineteenth-century Romania. The promise of  

suffrage extension in an ill-specified future was pitted against the urgency of  articulating 

a political vernacular intelligible to a peasantry which appeared both increasingly ripe 

for participation in theory, yet also frustratingly difficult to engage in practice.  
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Introduction 

 The dichotomy through which the history of  property in Romanian lands 

gradually came to be narrated and debated was that between “colonisation”, on the one 

hand, and “conquest”, on the other.3 The former, an outcome of  the Roman conquest 

of  Dacia in 106 CE, was seen as the foundational moment of  land-apportionment. 

“Colonisation” – a more ambiguous concept than may first appear – imbued the nation 

with both an egalitarian spirit and a commitment to private property. “Conquest”, 

identified with the feudal subjection of  the West by Germanic hordes, was seen as 

conspicuous in its absence. This enabled a narrative of  Eastern exceptionalism, 

requiring a localised explanation for the serfdom that had actually existed in Moldo-

Wallachia. Or, alternately, it allowed for a conservative dismissal of  the notion of  feudal 

unfreedom altogether, permitting the unfettered retrojection of  modern categories onto 

property relations past and present. In turn, this impelled liberal reformers to question 

the earnestness of  this fundamentally re-descriptive process that had only recently begun 

translating local arrangements into Western terms and concepts. Was it fair and 

accurate to refer to peasants living on boyars’ lands in the here-and-now as “tenants”? 

Was it not even less fair to presume that they had always been just that? In sum, this was a 

history of  contracts and necessary anachronisms, where a tension between history and 

principles arose: ultimately, did attempts to situate property and its origins infringe upon 

its sacred nature? 

 It is here that we must raise questions of  our own: how did these arguments and 

                                                
1 “Despre împroprietărirea țăranilor”, article in “Popolul Suveran”, in: Anul 1848 în Principatele Române, 

[henceforth APR], Institutul de arte grafice Carol Göbl, 1902, Bucharest, Vol. 3, p. 631 
2 Gr. Cuza, parliamentary debate, in: D. C. Sturdza-Șcheeanu (ed.), Acte și legiuiri privitoare la chestia 

țărănească, de la Vasile Lupu până la 1866, Seria 1, [henceforth ALPCT], Vol. 2, Socec, Bucharest, 1907, 

pp. 482-483 
3 It is only very recently that an integrated account of  the interaction between nation-building and 

property-ownership has been published; see: Eirik Magnus Fuglestad, Private Property and the Origins of  

Nationalism in the United States and Norway: The Making of  Propertied Communities, Palgrave, 2018. 

Open your history books and take stock of  what befell 

Europe in those dark and frightful times, when 

barbarian hordes overwhelmed the continent and reduced 

every population to serfdom: a few Roman 

municipalities in Gaul and a few scattered communes 

had possession of  their land through the middle ages – 

they alone kept the sacred deposit of  human freedoms. – 

“Popolul Suveran”, 23 August – 3 September, 

18481 

Gentlemen, I must tell you of  a conversation between Mr. 

Kogălniceanu and one of  the members of  the international 

Commission – I have seen it in the notebook from which 

Mr. Kogălniceanu read that body’s report. That foreign 

commissioner said that the property question may be solved 

here either through some great revolution, or in a different 

political context, meaning foreign occupation. Well, 

Gentlemen, I think that commissioner was wrong: it is we, 

of  the country and for the country, that shall solve it, and 

not foreigners. – Grigorie Cuza, 29 May 18622 
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musings structure visions of  agency, and of  peasant agency in particular? Firstly, it 

would serve us well to take seriously the otherwise familiar nineteenth-century 

orthodoxy of  imagining property as the source of  all social order. Secondly, as with any 

historical account, at stake in examining the historical process of  property 

apportionment and accumulation was how the role and responsibility of  actors were 

highlighted or downplayed, and how individual and collective agency became mutually 

constitutive over time. What could the peasants be imagined or proven to have done, 

ever since the egalitarian blank slate of  Roman times? And, conversely, what sort of  

devious internal agency or contingency could have given rise to a serfdom that simply 

ought not have been there? It is here that characteriologies of  peasant 

(un)industriousness went beyond the purely moral, once given historical depth. If  the 

history of  property was an unbroken chain of  contracts, the wealth of  the few and the 

poverty of  the many were consequences of  a non-ethnic, a-historical law – that of  an 

unequal distribution of  ambition. However, set against this parable of  ancestral thrift 

was the counterargument that peasants had been forcibly lashed into serfdom and tied 

to the land. Surely, then, the improvements they added to it with each generation had to 

give (or restore) them a right over what they tilled, a broadly Lockean argument of  

mixing one’s labour with the land. Finally, if  history divided the country between those 

who owned the land and those who owned their labour alone, what of  the free but 

footloose proletariat to come? 

 Contemporary historiography has taken notice of  the strategy of  denying the 

existence of  a feudalism4 born of  Germanic, Western-style conquest, though it has 

explained this away as a quirk of  a flexible “historical imaginary” peculiar to the 

conservative movement5 as personified by its key spokesperson, Barbu Catargiu (1807-

1862),6 or as something peculiar to the work of  liberal historian Nicolae Bălcescu (1819-

                                                
4 On the applicability of  the category in Romanian historiography, see: Cosmin Popa-Gorjanu, “The 

Question of  Feudalism in the Romanian Principalities in the Middle Ages”, in: S. Bagge, M. H. Gelting, T. 

Lindkvist (eds.), Feudalism: New Landscapes of  Debate, Brepols, 2011, pp. 217-232. 
5 Lucian Boia [transl. James Christian Brown], History and Myth in Romanian Consciousness, CEU Press, 

2001, pp. 43-44.  
6 Diana Mishkova, “The Uses of  Tradition and National Identity in the Balkans”, in: Maria Todorova 

(ed.), Balkan Identities: Nation and Memory, Hurst & Co., 2004, p. 289. Separately, the existence of  this 

rhetoric in the discourse of  a less well-known conservative has been remarked upon; see: Alexandru 

Gavriş, “Manolache Costache Epureanu: Les livres et l’homme”, The Romanian Journal of  Modern 

History, 1/2012, pp. 53-71 
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1852).7 Even when comparing how multiple East European scholars envisioned feudal 

conquest – including liberal historian and statesman Mihail Kogălniceanu (1817-1891) – 

the focus has remained on the trope of  denial, without engaging with colonisation as a 

corresponding counterpoint, at least in the Romanian context.8 This leaves obscured 

both the growing consensus on the relevance of  this dichotomy across party lines, and the 

almost universal acceptance of  “colonisation” – and later waves of  re-colonisation – as 

the origin of  legitimate land ownership in Moldo-Wallachia. But to begin unpacking the 

concept of  “colonisation” is a difficult task. More than one thing was meant by “colonies” 

as socio-territorial entities, “colonisation” as a socio-historical process, or even “colonists” 

– as vanguards, victims or intruders. All of  this spoke of  the permeability of  borders, of  

empty lands as witnesses of  past misrule or as promises for future growth, of  ethnic 

assimilation or indigestible admixture. Therefore, what is at stake is recovering the 

“social etymology of  colony”, or, rather, the breadth of  its semantic field in nineteenth-

century thought, now erased from scholarly accounts; as Ann Laura Stoler notes, this 

erasure has come at the expense of  understanding how such meanings reflected a 

diversity of  discrete social-institutional practices, their interaction, and the global 

dynamics of  how empires exchanged colonial strategies. 9  This observation itself, 

however, must be qualified: in an age of  empire, “colony” was a key concept even for the 

nation-state.  

 

Conquest and Colonisation 

 Now, let the terminological tangle unravel. What did Roman “colonisation” 

really mean? The question of  just how generic a term “colonisation” was for “settlement” 

                                                
7 Balázs Trencsényi, “History and Character: Visions of  National Peculiarity in the Romanian Political 

Discourse of  the 19th Century”, in: Diana Mishkova (ed.), We, the People: Politics of  National Peculiarity 

in Southeastern Europe, CEU Press, 2009, p. 145. 
8 Monika Baár, Historians and Nationalism: East-Central Europe in the Nineteenth Century, Oxford 

University Press, 2010, pp. 196-223. Baár’s excellent analysis emphasises Kogălniceanu’s theory of  the 

foreign origins of  actually-existing “feudalism” in Romanian lands.  
9 Ann Laura Stoler, “Considerations on Imperial Comparisons”, in: Ilya Gerasimov, Jan Kusber, and 

Alexander Semyonov (eds.), Empire Speaks Out: Languages of  Rationalization and Self-Description in 

the Russian Empire, Brill, 2009, pp. 37-39. Calls for recovering the conceptual history of  “colonisation” 

have only very recently been made; see: Francisco A. Ortega, “The Conceptual History of  Independence 

and the Colonial Question in Spanish America”, Journal of  the History of  Ideas, 1/2018, pp. 89-103. For 

a history of  “colonial” practices and institutions in internal settings (from labour colonies, to farming 

colonies, to Utopian colonies), see: Barbara Arneil, Domestic Colonies: The Turn Inward to Colony, 

Oxford University Press, 2018. 
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in historical texts would deserve more extensive research, for both Latin and other 

languages: a diachronic, longue dureé conceptual history of  “colonialism” is much-

needed.10 What may be said with certainty is that, throughout the early modern period, 

various foreign references to the arrival of  the Romans in Dacia repeatedly made use of  

colonia as a term describing their settlements when reflecting on the Latin origins of  

ethnic Romanians.11  More notably, colonia entered the earliest stages of  Romanian 

(proto-)historical discourse in the late seventeenth century, when Moldavian annalists 

such as Miron Costin (1633-1691) came to openly identify with a Roman heritage 

common to all those speaking a language we might now call “Romanian”. In his as-of-

yet undated “De neamul moldovenilor” [“On the Moldavian People/ Moldavians’ 

Descent”],12 Costin spoke of  the Roman colonisation of  the province of  Dacia as 

follows: 
 

The Roman Empire had as a custom that if  Italy, its core, became overpopulated and the 

land could no longer feed or accommodate its people, locals in both towns and villages 

would, after drawing lots, be moved to another country, where inhabitants were scarcer, or 

where a country was seen to rise against the empire; there, households would be moved in 

their hundreds of  thousands, and these new discălicături were dubbed “Colonia Romana”, 

which is to say: the discălicare of  Rome. Of  whose colonies the world is filled both in Asia 

(which is to say: Anatolia), and in Africa (which we call: Barbary), and in Spain, and also on 

the Rhine, where the French and Germans now live. In Rumelia, in Greek lands also, a 

nation which we call coțovlah [Aromanian] is, too, a colony of  Rome.13 

 

Discălicare (or descălecare; also, descălecat – literally “dismounting”) is a term which has 

remained in use as a description of  the founding of  the Principalities of  Moldavia and 

Wallachia by Transylvanian princes in the fourteenth century, but which was something 

of  a neologism in Costin’s time, introduced by annalists and strategically employed by 

princes who found it a politically convenient means of  historicising the origins of  the 

                                                
10 The language and uses of  “colonisation” qua foundational settlement have been richly documented, up 

until the nineteenth century, in: J. G. A Pocock, Barbarians, Savages and Empires, Cambridge University 

Press, 2009. 
11 Adolf  Armbruster, Romanitatea românilor. Istoria unei idei, Editura Enciclopedică, Bucharest, 1993, p. 

40 et passim. 
12 This unfinished work is known to have been written after Miron Costin had already completed his 1675 

“Letopisețul Țărâi Moldovei”, in which, however, he had not employed the term colonia.  
13 Miron Costin, “De neamul moldovenilor”, in: Letopisețul Țărâi Moldovei. De neamul moldovenilor, 

Minerva, Bucharest, 1979, p. 208 
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state.14 That Costin saw the arrival of  the Romans and the birth of  the Principalities as 

comparable processes is evident when referring to both events as a descălecat in 

“Letopisețul Țărâi Moldovei” [“The Chronicle of  Moldavia”]. 15  The relative 

importance that colonia was given is further signalled by the fact that, in a Cyrillic 

manuscript of  Miron and Nicolae Costin’s “Letopisăț. Cartea dintâi de niamul 

moldovenilor” [“Chronicle. The First Book on the Moldavian People/ Moldavians’ 

Descent”], colonia was rendered in Latin script as a neologic synonym for descălecat, 

alongside it.16 The manuscript in question was later acquired by Moldavian prince and 

Enlightenment polymath Dimitrie Cantemir (1673-1723, r. in Moldavia 1693, 1710-

1711), who, in Russian exile after the end of  his second reign, had supposedly intended 

to translate the work into Latin around 1714.17 In his own historical works, “Descriptio 

Moldaviæ” (1716) and “Historia Moldo-Vlachica” (1717), written as a member of  the 

Academy of  Berlin and at its behest, colonia was omnipresent in the Latin text. It was 

after 1719 that Cantemir resolved to translate his “Historia Moldo-Vlachica” into 

Romanian as “Hronicul vechimei a romano-moldo-vlahilor” [“The Chronicle of  the 

Ancientness of  the Romano-Moldo-Wallachians”] and, while the manuscript remained 

unpublished until 1835, a copy made its way from Russia to Transylvania via Vienna 

one century earlier.18 In this Romanian version, Cantemir, too, used descălecat19 to refer 

to Roman colonisation, but equally saw fit to introduce colonia as a necessary technical 

term, and explain its meaning to his readers: “this is what Romans called new 

settlements [“sălășluiri”] or free villages [“slobodzii”]”.20 It was with the nineteenth 

century that “colony” and “colonisation” could be (in)vested with a meaning 

differentially determined in opposition to “conquest”, allowing for the strategic 

                                                
14  Nicolae Stoicescu, “Descălecat sau întemeiere? O veche preocupare a a istoriografiei românești. 

Legendă și adevăr istoric”, in: Nicolae Stoicescu (ed.), Constituirea statelor feudale românești, Editura 

Academiei RSR, Bucharest,1980, pp. 127-131. The origin of  statehood in Moldavia and Wallachia 

remains a contested historiographical topic, but such controversies lay beyond the remit of  our work. 
15 Costin, “Letopisețul Țărâi Moldovei” [1675], in: Letopisețul Țărâi Moldovei. De neamul moldovenilor, 

pp. 7-13 
16 Miron and Nicolae Costin, “Letopisăț. Cartea dintâi de niamul moldovenilor”, in: Pavel Balmuș (ed.), 

Texte uitate, texte regăsite, Vol. 3, Fundația pentru știință și artă, Bucharest, 2004, p. 47 
17 Costin, “Letopisăț”, introductory study by Pavel Balmuș, p. 9 
18 On the editions and publication of  “Historia”, see Stela Toma’s introductory study to: Dimitrie 

Cantemir, Hronicul vechimei a romano-moldo-vlahilor, Vol. 1, Minerva, Bucharest, 1999. 
19 Cantemir, Hronicul, p. 68 
20 Cantemir, Hronicul, pp. 88-89; the term also appears on p. 130 and on pp. 135-6, where it is once again 

defined in conjunction with “slobo[d]zie”.  
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flexibility we will explore further on. Thus, in 1837, the young historian and future 

founding father Mihail Kogălniceanu (1817-1891) referred to Roman settlers as 

“colonists”,21 but, as the act of  founding Wallachia and Moldavia was not referred to as 

“conquest”,22 making use of  concepts such ager publicus for describing unoccupied lands 

in Moldo-Wallachia from Roman days to well until after the birth of  the Principalities 

was not seen as a merely convenient anachronism, but as a reflection of  categories 

employed then and there.23  

 Going beyond this brief  account of  how “colony” entered the parlance of  

Romanian history-users, the specific Roman institution of  the coloni was at the heart of  

early-nineteenth-century French and German debates on the origins of  feudalism,24 and 

remains a still-enigmatic missing link between ancient slavery and medieval serfdom.25 

However, not only did its socio-economic emergence postdate the conquest of  Dacia in 

the history of  the Roman Empire: owing to its restrictive placement on a legal gradient 

between freedom and unfreedom, the colonatus has seldom been exalted as a bulwark of  

liberty, but rather the contrary.26  And, as this chapter will make plain, the emphasis on 

the purely Roman origin of  land tenure ultimately came to be downplayed by liberals 

such as Kogălniceanu himself, in reaction to conservative reinterpretations of  the 

meaning and relevance of  absolute property in Romanian lands. Moreover, after the 

1860s, the emergence of  Slavonic studies in Romania further problematised such 

narratives to the point that, by the turn of  the century, the materials discussed here were 

seldom cited, and a clear-cut cleavage came to separate two historical paradigms. 

 Finally, one similar social institution akin in its substance to late-empire Roman 

colonies, but also similar to serfdom in Romanian lands, had also existed in medieval 

                                                
21 Mihail Kogălniceanu, Histoire de la Valachie, de la Moldavie et des Valaques Transdanubiens [1837], 

in: Opere, Vol. 2, Editura Academiei R.S.R, Bucharest, 1976, pp. 57-60  
22 This is not to say that Kogălniceanu fully denied conquest as a practice relevant to the subsequent 

expansion of  the state, past the point of  its foundation; see: Kogălniceanu, Histoire, p. 86. I am grateful to 

Alex Drace-Francis for this clarification. 
23 Ager publicus was the term by which land seized through conquest and destined for redistribution to 

veteran colonists was referred to. Nicolae Bălcescu made use of  the term in “Despre starea socială a 

muncitorilor plugari în Principatele Române în deosebite timpuri” [1846], in: ALPCT, Vol. 4, pp. 36-37. 
24  A comprehensive overview of  such debates in: Donald R. Kelley, Historians and the Law in 

Postrevolutionary France, Princeton University Press, 1984. 
25 On the legal/social institution, see: Cam Grey, “Contextualizing Colonatus: the Origo of  the Late Roman 

Empire”, Journal of  Roman Studies, (XCVII) 2007, pp. 155-175. 
26 On this ambiguity, see: Miroslava Mirković, “The Later Roman Colonate and Freedom”, Transactions 

of  the American Philosophical Society, 2/1997, pp. 1-144.   
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France.27 Of  this fact, Romanian pamphleteers were aware, even if  not universally so.28 

But, even when they were, they had diverging views on the freedom or unfreedom of  the 

various waves of  labourers resettled during the supposed general re-occupation of  

Moldavia and Wallachia by Transylvanian Romanians in the aftermath of  barbarian 

invasions. This went straight at the heart of  debates regarding the (non)existence of  a 

local, exotic form of  serfdom, further complicated by debates on the original ethnicity 

of  these colons à la française. In his “Descriptio Moldaviæ”, Dimitrie Cantemir had put 

forth that a significant proportion of  Moldavia’s peasantry were the descendants of  

unfree labourers resettled from the principality’s ethnically heterogeneous hinterlands. 

Pantheonised and relied upon as a historical authority both by liberals and conservatives, 

Cantemir was invoked by the latter group in hopes of  de-legitimising more recent liberal 

scholarship, as well as in order to question the notion that all peasants had once been 

freeholders. Still, even when some conservatives rejected the basic Roman narrative, it 

was still “colonisation” that their counterargument relied upon, as this was the term 

used in making sense of  the process described by Cantemir. 

 This brings us to our final and most general terminological/conceptual issue. 

Finding analogies/continuities between these various kinds of  coloni and contemporary 

colonists was complicated by the common parlance of  many languages in the nineteenth 

century, as the latter term could denote both free and unfree labourers.29 Were all 

tenants colonists? Were projects of  settling the fallow steppes with foreign farmers 

subversively anti-national, or were they merely answering to an imperative of  political 

economy? As southern Bessarabia became part of  Moldavia once more in the wake of  

the Crimean War,30 inheriting the Bulgarian colonies settled there in the first half  of  the 

century31 provided a puzzling example of  colonialism, blurring the boundary between 
                                                
27 The institution of  métayage, a type of  sharecropping. 
28 For instance: Constantin Boerescu, De l’amélioration de l’état des paysans roumains, Durand, Paris, 

1861, pp. 24-27. 
29 For instance, the German case is documented in: James Q. Whitman, The Legacy of  Roman Law in 

the German Romantic Era: Historical Vision and Legal Change, Princeton University Press, 2014, pp. 

158-162. 
30 Bessarabia, the historical region of  Moldavia east of  the river Pruth, was annexed by Russia in 1812, 

including the Budzhak, the southern third on the Black Sea coast, previously annexed by Ottoman 

Empire in the fifteenth century. Three counties on the southerly Danubian border were restored to 

Moldavia in 1857, then re-annexed by Russia in 1878.  
31 Although their administrative autonomy was curtailed post-1857, cultural autonomy was nevertheless 

maintained; see: Andrei Cușco, A Contested Borderland: Competing Russian and Romanian Visions of  

Bessarabia in the Second Half  of  the 19th and Early 20th Century, CEU Press, 2017, pp. 104-107. 
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internal and external. In short, we must be keenly aware of  the omnipresence of  such a 

complex concept – or, rather, this polysemic cluster of  partly overlapping concepts – in 

our subsequent explorations of  property, history and agency. 

 

Waves of  Colonisation:  Bălcescu’s First Volley 

 Concepts such as “colony”, “conquest” or “feudalism” provided the ideological 

infrastructure of  the most cherished and well-rehearsed national narratives of  

Romanian history, which are still regnant to this day, and ostensibly draw more or less 

directly from the authors involved in the debates we shall examine herein: Romans 

conquer Dacians – Romans retreat – Transylvanians found Wallachia and Moldavia – 

valiant princes attempt to repel Ottomans – Greek Phanariote misrule creeps in – the 

nation finally reawakens. While it was the liberal faction of  ‘48 that gained a virtual 

monopoly on history-writing, this did not mean that conservatives were unfamiliar with 

such arguments, nor that these were not deconstructed and turned against themselves. 

To understand what the liberal argument sought to highlight, let us begin by more 

closely reading a foundational, wholly canonical example of  the narrative described 

above, mindful of  its textual and conceptual content. 

 In 1846, the historian and future 1848er Nicolae Bălcescu published a pamphlet 

on “The Social State of  Working Ploughmen”, one of  the inaugural texts of  the “rural 

question”, as the massive series collecting all relevant documents on the subject and 

published presciently on the eve of  the Uprising of  1907 suggests.32  From the outset, 

Bălcescu argued that “the difference between the ploughmen of  various nations” lay in 

the difference between private and common property, the first originating in 

colonisation, the other in conquest. While the former was typical of  the emergence of  

property in Europe, the latter was endemic to Asia and elsewhere: one was reliant on 

agriculture, willing to assimilate indigenous populations and was egalitarian in dividing 

the land – the other despotic and extractive.33 It may be said that Bălcescu inaugurated 

a tradition of  deploying “feudalism” without providing a positive definition, sidestepping 

the complications its discovery/invention as an “-ism” brought to the periodisation of  

property, law and sovereignty in Britain, for instance.34 In positing his basic dichotomy, 

Bălcescu did not cite any authority to back his claims: it would be difficult to argue that 

                                                
32 The aforementioned ALPCT, which to this day remains a crucial and comprehensive contribution. 
33 Bălcescu, “Despre starea socială a muncitorilor plugari”, in: ALPCT, Vol. 4, pp. 33-4 
34 J. G. A. Pocock, The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law: A study of  English Historical Thought 

in the Seventeenth Century, Cambridge University Press, 1987, p. 53, pp. 64-66, p. 119, p. 249 
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the French or German authors who, at the time, explored the history of  property as a 

history of  the nation and vice-versa, were as unambiguous in separating Roman from 

Germanic laws when imagining “feudalism”. 35  And yet, subsequent debates in 

Romanian lands took Bălcescu’s simplified dichotomy as a starting-point: Roman 

colonisation provided the basis of  not simply ethnic, but also socio-legal continuity 

between Roman law in its original state and Roman law as understood in the nineteenth 

century. Also worth noting is that, on this reading, Roman conquest and subsequent 

settler colonialism did not result in a social stratification pitting conqueror against 

conquered. Rather, this was presumed to have been carried on out the geographical 

blank slate of  a province utterly depopulated by a war of  extermination against the 

Dacians.36 As we shall see, retrojecting “freedom” and “equality”37 allowed for the 

development of  several fluid and intersecting of  visions of  agency. 

 When he did marshal an authority to his aid, Bălcescu called upon Edward 

Gibbon and interpreted one footnote stating that the Wallachians were “surrounded by, 

but not mixed with, the barbarians”. Gibbon’s footnote unsurprising enjoyed some 

popularity among Romanian historians at the time38 – though its usage was taken out of  

context. In the original, Gibbon had clearly spoken mere lines above it of  “degenerate 

Romans” who “dreaded exile more than a Gothic master”, once Dacia was abandoned 

by the imperial administration.39  Is therefore debatable whether this was a deliberate 

misreading on Bălcescu’s part,40 or a result of  Romanian historians quoting each other 

on the scarce authoritative sources documenting national history, making due with 

marginal quips. While Gibbon argued for the ethnic purity of  the Romanians but also 

                                                
35 In fact, the very authorities who popularised the dichotomy nuanced it: luminaries such as François 

Guizot and Edouard de Laboulaye urged readers to think of  conquest as an uneven, diffuse and not 

entirely bloody process. See: Whitman, The Legacy of  Roman Law, pp. 156-161.  
36 The origin of  this argument will be dealt with in Chapter Two. 
37 In a later pamphlet of  1850 Bălcescu elaborated upon this, arguing that subsequent barbarian invasions 

fortuitously put an end to the beginnings of  property accumulation and slavery in Roman Dacia. See: 

“Question économique des Principautés Danubiennes”, ALPCT, Vol. 4, p. 50. 
38 Kogălniceanu, “Histoire”, Opere, Vol. 1, p. 67. Historian August Treboniu Laurian[u] (1810-1881) 

chose Gibbon’s quote in the original English as the motto for the German, Latin and French editions of  

his Coup d’œil sur l’histoire des roumains, Imprimerie du College National, Bucharest (all three published 

in 1846). 
39 Edward Gibbon, The History of  the Decline and Fall of  the Roman Empire, Vol. 1, Birch & Small, 

Philadelphia, 1804, pp. 331-333 
40 In fairness, both Bălcescu and the aforementioned Laurian dealt with Gibbon’s interpretation more 

meticulously in: Magazinu istoricu pentru Dacia, 5/1847, p. 192 and p. 387. 
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spoke of  their conquest by the barbarians, Bălcescu construed the former as evidence for 

the absence of  the latter.   

 The author then went on to repeat his manoeuver of  denying conquest when 

referring to the descălecat of  a not-entirely barren Wallachia and Moldavia by 

Transylvanian chieftains. This meant a temporal leap of  well-nigh a thousand years, 

during which barbarian conquest and settlement had never occurred. That Moldo-

Wallachian lands, hitherto exposed to the attacks of  migratory peoples, were not empty 

at the time of  the descălecat was crucial for the argument. One, Bălcescu posited the 

continued habitation in mountainous regions of  freeholders – known as răzeși in 

Moldavia and as moșneni in Wallachia – who, it was implied, had retained their freedom 

since Roman times, and who would soon become liminal figures of  agency.41 Two, the 

strength of  these moșneni and the relative weakness of  the Transylvanian princelings 

allowed Bălcescu to emphatically deny that this had been an instance of  conquest, 

interpreting it as a second colonisation: 
 

if  Radu Negru [the legendary founder of  Wallachia] and Bogdan Dragoș [an ambiguous 

reference to the founding princes of  Moldavia] found the countries already populated, they 

could not be conquerors, for the lords of  small states such as Făgăraș and Maramureș were 

not powerful enough to subject such provinces. [...] feudalism could not have been 

introduced by these princes.42 
  

Now, a third colonisation came into question: the settling of  the vecini [literally, 

“neighbours”] onto the still-empty lands that Bălcescu referred to by the Latin ager 

publicus – again, as much a retroactive description as a concept presumed to be somehow 

familiar to medieval Romanians. The author here chose to make recourse to “Descriptio 

Moldaviæ”, hastening to qualify Cantemir’s narrative by insisting that these settlers were 

ethnically Romanian, in actual fact returning at long last from south of  the Danube, 

whither they had fled the barbarians centuries earlier.43 

 As subsequent chapters will return to this important topic, let us note that this 

was only the first in a series of  great migrations that troubled nineteenth-century 

nationalists in Romania. The trauma of  migration and a depleted body politic 

                                                
41 Such freeholders, mainly concetrated in regions adjacent to the Carpathians, held land both in common 

and individually – the former fact, however, not yet being signalled out for rhetorical use at that point. 

The concluding section of  this chapter will deal with the topic more at length.  
42 Bălcescu, “Despre starea socială a muncitorilor plugari”, ALPCT, Vol. 4, pp. 34-5 
43 Bălcescu, “Despre starea socială a muncitorilor plugari”, pp. 36-37 
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necessarily translated into discontinuities in the ownership of  the land, complicating the 

history of  property and its laws. The ebb and flow of  Romanians across the Danube or 

elsewhere was identified with times of  strife and misrule: the prospect of  its continuation 

could only trouble discourses that sought to legitimise the 1848ers and their successors. 

Aside from medieval population depletion, the lead-up to the first abolition of  serfdom 

in 1746/944, or the Russian protectorate of  the 1830s were also examples of  emigration-

inducing misrule routinely invoked throughout the century. To the eye of  the politician, 

such past exoduses resembled the potential proletarianisation caused by a botched land 

reform separating peasants from the land. 

 But, for Bălcescu, sources of  past flight were more complex. Even before the 

Phanariote or Russian yoke, constant wars with the Turk45 had impoverished freeholding 

warriors, therefore eroding equality. Famously, the author went on to decry the tragedy 

giving rise to a local form of  feudalism. This was the legal enserfment of  the peasants by 

an otherwise glorious prince – Michael the Brave (1558-1601, r. 1593-1601), who, at the 

turn of  the seventeenth century, briefly united Wallachia, Transylvania and Moldavia. 

His decree paved the road to future decay, Ottoman encroachment, and Greek 

Phanariote takeover: “ever since then, the country has been divided into two warring 

factions, with opposing interests. Since then, the people became insensitive to the voice 

of  prince and boyar, no longer willing to sacrifice itself  for a motherland that left it no 

rights, and a liberty it could not enjoy”.46 This well-known narrative must be re-read 

with the overlooked premise of  Bălcescu’s argumentation in mind: it took a wholly 

exceptional set of  circumstances for serfdom to arise where, equally exceptionally, the 

typical origins of  Western feudalism were absent. 

 

“The Question of  Property Rose with a Defiant Roar”: 1848 

 The dichotomy between conquest and colonisation gradually became a public 

point of  reference, providing a common language for debates between what could by 

                                                
44 Bălcescu, “Despre starea socială a muncitorilor plugari”, p. 39, where the primary source is given as: Le 

General de Baur [Monsieur de B*], Memoires historiques et géographiques sur la Valachie: avec un 

prospectus d’un atlas géographique & militaire de la dernière guerre entre la Russie & la Porte Ottomanne, 

Henry-Louis Broenner, Frankfurt & Leipzig, 1778, p. 101 et passim. Let us also note here that Baur’s book 

had had the distinct privilege of  being translated early on by one Nicolae Lazăr/Nekola Lazaro of  

Ioannina, as: Περιγραφη’ τη’ς Βλαχι’ασ, Bucharest, 1789; this would make it the first local translation of  

such a travelogue; see: Drace-Francis, Traditions of  Invention, p. 126. 
45 Bălcescu, “Despre starea socială a muncitorilor plugari”, ALPCT, Vol. 4, pp. 36-37 
46 Bălcescu, “Despre starea socială a muncitorilor plugari”, pp. 38-9 
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then already be described as a “liberal” and a “conservative” camp. The Wallachian 

Revolution of  1848 was a first step towards crystallising this language, although the 

process was still at its outset. The revolution set itself  the task of  land reform, convoking 

a Commission which reunited peasants and boyars. Guaranteeing from the outset that 

financial compensation would accompany all future expropriation, the Commission 

promised to enshrine respect for both labour and property. But this debating body was 

slow to begin deliberations, as land-owning boyars and less radical revolutionaries 

proved circumspect. One official proclamation lamented a generalised lack of  faith in 

the genuineness of  the transformation brought about by the Revolution: “only for a few 

days did we revel in this perfect happiness, for a cloud appeared on the horizon; the 

question of  property rose with a defiant roar”.47 In a further call, all were reminded that 

“the provisional government, honoured by public confidence and vested with popular 

sovereignty, had given ample proof  of  respect for the individual; all that remained now 

was to show its great respect for property, through its words, deeds and explanations”48. 

But, for the task of  re-apportioning land, such sovereignty had to be exerted through 

legitimately-elected representatives. 

 It was in this climate that when debates did finally start, on 9 August, the very 

first speaker, a country priest by the name of  Neagu Benescu, dove into the issue of  the 

origin of  property and conquest, albeit in a folk-religious key. Father Neagu refused to 

settle the issue of  the year’s harvest before the contractual freedom of  the peasant was 

fully enshrined, and the rights of  the owner limited to a tithe: 
 

for no-one has worked to make the Earth, as we know our Heavenly Father did […] Now, 

the owner will say that he has not made the land, but has bought it with his money. But I 

have shown what kind of  money you’ve bought it with; your land may long lay fallow and 

give you no lucre, would we not fill your stores with produce and your houses with gold and 

silver. Or do you mean to say you have taken the land by sword in forgotten ages – but 

where were we, if  not alongside you? Rather, have you yourself  guarded what you took by 

sword from foreigners? […] It was the ploughman, vine-worker and every labourer who 

guarded the land, with the sword of  their gentleness and the sweat of  their brow.49 

                                                
47 “Căința încrederei în boerii aristocrați și sfînta hotărîre de a nu-i mai crede”, in: APR, Vol. 1, p. 451 
48 “Căința încrederei”, p. 454 
49 Neagu Benescu, 10 August 1848, ALPCT, Vol. 1, pp. 463-4. Similar problems would be raised by the 

presence of  Galician peasants in regional and imperial deliberative assemblies in 1848 and 1861, given 

both establishment disdain and peasant understandings of  property law and origins of  property rights; see: 

Keely Stauter-Halsted, The Nation in the Village: The Genesis of  Peasant National Identity in Austrian 

Poland, 1848-1914, Cornell University Press, 2001, pp. 60-77; Andriy Zayarnyuk, Framing the Ukrainian 
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But, in the second session, the history of  property in Bălcescu’s terms came to contradict 

this folk theory conquest: in an almost verbatim rendition of  Bălcescu’s arguments, the 

vice-president of  the Commission, the agronomist and economist Ion Ionescu [de la 

Brad] (1818-1891), declared that “individual colonisation, rather than usurpation” lay at 

the source of  land-appropriation in Wallachia. Noting that infinitely dividing up the 

land would in coming years result in proletarianisation and emigration, Ionescu urged 

that “the labour of  the peasants, hitherto in slavery [“robie”], be emancipated” and the 

past quickly forgotten.50 The conservative reply qualified the historical narrative: namely, 

that when re-colonising an empty Wallachia, its legendary founder gave land to the 

heroic ancestors of  various boyar lineages, a self-serving stance, conveniently resonating 

with peasant understandings of  history. However, the main thrust lay not with a 

rejection of  Ionescu’s historical argument per se, but sought to protest the description of  

the corvée as a form of  unfreedom: “for slavery is the unfortunate state of  he who is 

neither master of  himself, nor of  his labour, and can have neither will nor property; 

rather [the corvée] is a rent, an interest on the capital that is the land, regulated by law. It 

is only the abusive implementing of  the law that was evil.”51 

 This redescription, thus, was a crucial first step in arguing that the history of  

property in Romanian lands was, at least in part, one of  free contracts; the second step 

was that of  distinguishing between the sins of  an administration overseeing the 

enforcement of  past laws and contracts, and the relevant regulations and contracting 

parties.52 The reply of  the peasant delegates to the latter point became a foundational 

moments of  peasant truth-speaking,53 as past suffering was invoked in protest to this 

redescription. The harsh enforcement of  the corvée and the imposition of  the Organic 

Regulations, drafted as a proto-constitution of  sorts under Russian protectorate in 1831-

1832, demanded anecdotal evidence: 
 

                                                                                                                                          
Peasantry in Habsburg Galicia, 1846-1914, CIUS Press, Toronto, 2013, pp. 97-105. 
50 Ion Ionescu de la Brad, 11 August 1848, ALPCT, Vol. 1, p. 469 
51 Ion Ionescu de la Brad, 11 August 1848, ALPCT, Vol. 1, pp. 469-470 
52 While it is true that the revolutionary government itself  had proclaimed that the source of  past 

unhappiness did not lie with the boyars as a class, hoping to foster social cohesion, it nevertheless 

condemned past legislation; see: “Proclamațiunea No. 15 a Guvernului Provizoriu al Țării-Românești”, in: 

APR, Vol. 1, p. 615. 
53 For instance, debates on land reform in 1862 would see their strategic reprinting: Constantin Aricescu 

(ed.), Chestiunea proprietății, desbătută de proprietari și plugari la 1848, Stephan Rassidescu, Bucharest, 

1862.  
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Could there be a slavery worse than this? My wife, three days after giving birth, with no-one 

but me by her side to help take care of  our child [was left alone when] the gendarme took 

me away to work the fields, thrashing me all the way. Ten years have passed, but the scars of  

the whip are still on my back; he made me work without food or drink, without letting me 

visit me my wife or my child, without letting me find food for me or them – I pleaded and 

they beat me. Under the Turk, the sword killed, but it hurt less than the whip. We knew 

nothing of  your Regulations – they were thrust upon us!54 

 

That an emerging state had amplified, rather than diminished past (and more direct) 

oppression was a bold statement – and one which, as we shall see, would reoccur. Yet it 

was not a winning discursive strategy for the peasants. Serfdom/slavery as a social 

reality was not synonymous with serfdom as a legal regime, now that the distinction had 

been made by the conservatives. Even as peasant delegates showed that the corvée was 

accompanied by restrictions to their movement from one latifundium to another, this 

was again countered on the grounds of  a distinction between reason of  state and the 

political interest of  the landowning class. The villager, it was argued, “was tied to the 

land not by the owner, but by the government’s interest in the poll tax.”55 Indeed, the 

Organic Regulations stipulated that, should a peasant with a legally adequate plot of  

land wish to leave a certain domain, the aforementioned poll tax had to be paid for all 

remaining years until the subsequent census. Moreover, such a peasant also had to pay, 

with hard cash and in advance, the equivalent value of  the year’s labour, which left 

ample space for collusive abuse on the part of  both owner and administration.56  

 Problematically, the text of  the Wallachian Organic Regulations had changed 

between the initial edition of  1832 and that of  1847, where it was stipulated that 

ownership of  the land was as absolute as the self-ownership of  the inhabitants’ labour. 

The task of  the revolutionary government was to give substance to this otherwise hollow 

legal fiction, while avoiding the separation of  the peasants from the land. In this context, 

a resolution claiming to sanctify both property and labour was passed without clarifying 

either the pragmatic or the historical rights of  the peasant. The presidency of  the 

Committee hastened to proclaim, against ever-spreading slander, that this would be 

proof  enough that its designs were not “communist”. Two possible reasons exist for this 

common allegation, even though historians have not since taken the issue seriously.57 
                                                
54 Dep. Lipan, 11 August 1848, ALPCT, Vol. 1, p. 470 
55 Filip Lenș, 12 August 1848, ALPCT, Vol. 1, p. 475 
56 Apostol Stan, Revoluția de la 1848 în țara Românească: boieri si țărani, Saeculum I.O., Bucharest, 

1998, p. 23 
57 One exception is: G. Zane, “L’idéologie révolutionnaire dans les principautés roumaines et le 
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The first would be the recurring mention of  a “right to work” in official and semi-

official revolutionary statements, corresponding in importance to property rights.58 This 

was something which, in the French iteration of  the Revolution, represented a topic of  

ardent debates, especially on the left,59 and arguably implied some degree of  state 

coercion for the sake of  preventing proletarianisation. The second, similar in kind, was 

expropriation, again in the name of  societal preservation – an issue which, even with full 

financial compensation, would remain the most contentious obstacle against reform 

until 1864. Whereas notions of  expropriation for the public good had long been part of  

the natural law doctrine of  sovereignty, 60  new developments such as railroad 

construction or urban expropriation as means of  enforcing hygiene and riot control now 

shaped Western debates.61 Healing the fracture between labour and property was a need 

acknowledged by all sides. But, what was the legitimate scope of  state intervention? This 

question was thorny, since enshrining a freedom of  contract was, perhaps paradoxically, 

the paramount concern. As Ion Ionescu de la Brad declared: 
 

                                                                                                                                          
socialisme prémarxiste à l’époque de 1848”, Revue des sciences sociales, (VI) 1962, pp. 191-215. 

Noblemen, either in exile or in Wallachia, repeatedly denounced the revolutionaries as “communists” 

and demanded Russian and Ottoman intervention on these grounds on a number of  occasions; see: 

Ion Varta, Revoluția de la 1848 în țările române: documente inedite din arhivele rusești, ARC, 

Chișinău, 1998, pp. 172-174, pp. 220-222, pp. 233-234, pp. 245-246 and pp. 262-263. A similar 

document drafted by a group of  boyars led by the exiled prince himself  also made this accusation; see: 

George Barițiu, Părți alese din Istori’a Transilvaniei pre doue sute de ani din urmă, Vol. II, W. Krafft, 

Sibiu, 1890, pp. 759-760. Marx’s provocative reference to communism as a “spectre” haunting the 

minds of  the European establishment ought be taken seriously by historians, and a transnational 

account of  “communism” as an accusation in the age of  1848 be written with such sources as its 

starting-point. A first, laudable step is: Bertel Nygaard, “The Specter of  Communism: Denmark, 

1848”, Contributions to the History of  Concepts, 1/ 2016, pp. 1-23. 
58 For instance, “Munca și proprietatea”, Pruncul român, 10 August 1848, in: APR, Vol. 3, p. 338. The 

notion that employment was a human right and full employment a state obligation is a mostly-forgotten 

debate with a long history: Fernand Tanghe, Le droit au travail entre histoire et utopie, 1789-1848-1989: 

de la répression de la menditicité à l’allocation universelle, Institut universitaire européen, Florence, 1989. 
59 Samuel Hayat, “Les controverses autour du travail en 1848”, Raisons politiques, 3/2012, pp. 13-34. 

The French body upon which the Wallachian Commission was modelled, the Commission du 

Luxembourg, represented the focal point of  debates on the right to work. 
60 Jean-Louis Harouel, “L’expropriation dans l’histoire du droit français”, in: Transactions of  the Jean 

Bodin Society for Comparative Institutional History, Vol. LXVII, DeBoeck Université, Brussels, 2000, pp. 

39-79 
61 Luigi Lacchè, “L’expropriation pour cause d’utilité publique en France au XIXe siècle: origines et 

développement d’un modèle juridique”, in: Transactions of  the Jean Bodin Society, pp. 79-103 
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Gentlemen, the Organic Regulations were an agreement between boyar and peasant, yet drawn up 

only by the former; and when the peasants saw that it did not profit them, they withdrew from it as 

free men, who had a right to keep to it or not. They have a right not to, for they did not pass it and 

were not informed of  its drafting […] A contract must depend upon current prices and local 

circumstances. Freedom of  contract – behold the principle that will harmonise labour and land.62 

 

The contractual topos – though not clearly a matter of  metaphorical social contract or 

more literal labour contracts – was entering debates. Here, the spectre of  future 

proletarianisation – the “social question” borne of  botched land reform – was conjured 

up and contrasted with the promise of  Utopian prosperity, again by the vice-president: 
 

the cause of  all revolutions lies where serfs may be turned into owners, where a shred of  land may 

be given to those who sacrifice all for society. Give it, and you will have already put an end to all 

future tragedies threatening us. Gentlemen, think seriously of  the omnipresent struggle between 

rich and poor, worker and capitalist, peasant and owner. […] In our society we may lay the 

groundwork for a happiness unknown to any other nation.63 

 

And yet, in spite of  these appeals and those of  peasant delegates resolving that their 

labour would soon repay the value of  the land granted to them, debates ground to halt 

and the Commission was ultimately dissolved. 

 Now, the conservative stance ought not be reified into an overly coherent one. 

While one landowner could claim that the peasant “has always been free to buy land, 

and no-one ever has or ever will prevent him from so doing”, another would state that 

“in the days of  Mircea and other princes of  old [peasants] were serfs, until the 

memorable reforms of  Mavrocordat set them free”. 64  In subsequent debates, the 

colonisation/conquest paradigm would continue to be appropriated by the conservative 

camp and coalesce around a specific stance on the status and presumed agency of  

ploughmen past and present. But, in 1848, it was the common opposition levelled by all 

land-owners in the assembly against expropriation that united it, and, in turn, shaped 

the form of  the liberal counter-attack in the public sphere. The two semi-official 

revolutionary gazettes – “Pruncul Român” [“The Romanian Babe”] and “Popolul 

Suveran” [“The Sovereign People”] – hosted direct appeals more detailed in their 

arguments than the format of  Committee debates allowed. 65 In them, one finds crucial 
                                                
62 Ion Ionescu de la Brad, 13 August 1848, ALPCT, Vol. 1, p. 486 
63 Ion Ionescu de la Brad, 13 August 1848, ALPCT, Vol. 1, pp. 488-9 
64 Ion Ionescu de la Brad, 13 August 1848, ALPCT, Vol. 1, p. 487. This is a reference to the reforms of  
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tropes and arguments against which the conservative camp would react later on. Among 

them was the exercise of  contrasting the notion that “statesmen and historians old and 

new all agree that nations of  land-owners hold immeasurable advantage over those of  

tenants”66 with the supposedly-empirical reality of  countries such as Britain. For the 

liberals, a population of  tenants – in effect, proletarians – “could at any time leave our 

territory or emigrate, with nothing to lose.”67 It was furthermore noted that in the past 

half  century land reforms had sought to create a stratum of  smallholders – the most 

recent of  which had given Transylvanian Romanians’ ownership of  their plots under 

their respective revolutionary government.68 Indeed, 
 

The one country going against the general impulse of  transforming large estates into small 

ones is England. But of  all nations, it is the most threatened by catastrophe; the 

consequences of  the slightest tremor cannot be foreseen. There are six million poor in 

England, and no more than six hundred land-owning families; how can this country be 

happy, and how could its inhabitants attach themselves to a motherland so partial to some, 

and so cruel to others? Each year, a hundred thousand Englishmen expatriate themselves to 

Canada, America or the Antilles.69 
 

The pamphleteer implied that proletarianisation, exodus, and a lack of  patriotism could 

also blight Wallachia in the near future. Deriding a continued commitment to the 

political economy of  comparative advantage,70they stated: “it was thought that the more 

impoverished and half-barbarous one nation’s neighbours were, the wealthier and 

stronger that nation would be […] the same mistake was made with regard to the 

interests of  various classes within the same nation.”71 Dismissing conservatives’ refusal to 

accept expropriation, the pamphleteer compared the issue to the emancipation of  

remaining Roma slaves by the revolutionary government. “Why should anyone have 

more respect for the mistaken ideas of  the few than for the true and social idea of  all? 

[…] By this token, French and British colonies, or Moldavia and Wallachia could never 

                                                                                                                                          
Authorship has also been attributed to Bălcescu, as per: Nicolae Bălcescu, Opere, Vol. 2, Editura 
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rid themselves of  accursed slavery”.72 This he did, however, while trumping their own 

historical or pragmatic arguments through recourse to matters of  principle. Finally, the 

article also noted that peasants themselves had begun realising that past labour mixed 

with the lands of  the boyar afforded them rights, those now effaced by the longue durée of  

oppression notwisthanding. Thus, the author ventriloquised the ploughman: “Our 

forefathers lived on the very lands which we inhabit today […] since their time, forests 

have been cut down, lands have been cleared […] but how did this benefit us in our sad 

and unchanging fate?”.73 The limits of  the persona’s plausibility were clearly stretched, 

to dramatic effect, when the peasant voice ended its tirade: “that surplus of  value in 

your income is our fortune, our property”.74 In Hartogian terms, this impossibility of  

labour-as-agency to stratify into structure for one class translated into a way of  relating 

to time which made it seem stagnant: the future could not arrive until this would change.    

 

“Above and Beyond Any Servitude”: 1848-1857 

 The restauration did not fail to engage with and – to a surprising degree – 

internalise these arguments as discursive ground rules. As early as 1849, a committee 

was called upon to examine property relations between peasants and boyars in 

Wallachia. This body was set up with the intent to provide an official narrative that 

would counter that of  the Commission of  1848, producing a report which plainly stated: 
 

In examining the origin and development of  the principles of  property in our country, we 

may only recognise that rights in connection to it have nothing in common with the feudal 

laws which make this question such a complicated one for other nations. In our country, 

ownership of  the land originates solely in freely contracted sales, above and beyond any 

servitude. It has always been free, independent, absolute.75 

 

And, the argument went, this had spared Wallachia from the morally justified stirrings 

that feudalism or the consequences of  its crumbling away had occasioned elsewhere. 

1848 was, therefore, a baseless aping of  Western movements. Integrating the argument 

of  an absent feudalism with the narrative of  past contractual freedom, the report also 

seized upon emigration anxieties past and present, referring to the deleterious effects of  
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Tsarist laws, past Tatar invasions and widespread, footloose poverty in Bessarabia.76 

Hence, it was sadly necessary to tie Wallachian peasants (as well as emancipated Roma 

slaves) to the land, so that the logical consequences of  proletarianisation be forestalled:  
 

the principle rendering the owner an absolute master of  his land and the peasant an 

absolute master of  his labour naturally imply that of  freedom of  movement. Doubtless, in 

theory this liberty seems simple and beyond all contestation, but in reality […] freedom of  

movement renders [the peasant] foreign to the land, making him return to a nomadic life 

that is the death of  all culture77 

 

 More strikingly still, a further memo on the clacă was written by no other than 

the regnant prince himself, the relatively progressive Barbu Știrbei (1799-1869, r. in 

Wallachia 1848-1853 and 1854-1856). Știrbei provided an even more detailed history of  

Western feudalism, only to curtly note that “things are different in Walachia”, where 

freely-entered contracts presumably still kept in boyars’ coffers were invoked as 

substantive historical proof  of  its absence. “No liegemen” had ever existed in Wallachia, 

Știrbei noted. Even recent waves of  colonists were just that, under contractual obligation. 

And, even more importantly, the persistence of  the răzeși/moșneni – who, the Prince 

claimed, had approached him during the days of  1848 in hopes of  kick-starting a 

counter-revolution – was proof  enough of  a level playing field. For all “large estates have 

formed, bit by bit, through sales which the moșneni have made successively, and still make 

to this day.”78 For Știrbei, smallholders were not simply living relics who proved that 

both the nature and the workings of  property had originated in the contractual freedom 

of  Roman tradition. The emphasis on the present and on the conveniently out-of-reach 

archives of  the boyar also strongly implied that suggestions of  duress or wars of  attrition 

between boyar and răzeș79 were mere slander. If  both boyar and răzeș were owners, this 

was a commonality greater than differences separating them. The actual process of  

primitive accumulation which continued to grind away at the lands of  the smallholder 

was ideologically smoothed out. On the same point, the paramount importance of  

contract to feudalism was downplayed by Știrbei. Though legislation passed in 1851 in 

both Moldavia and Wallachia enshrined the notion of  “tenant” peasants and “owner” 
                                                
76  The same argument is deployed in 1850 by Bălcescu, “Question économique des Principautés 

Danubiennes”, ALPCT, Vol. 4, p. 107. 
77 “Expunerea de motive a Comisiunii”, ALPCT, Vol 1, pp. 585-586 
78 “Mémoire sur le Claca, ou droit de propriété en Valachie”, ALPCT, Vol 1, pp. 607-608 
79 Such as those made in a proclamation issued by revolutionaries in June 1848 to assuage the fears of  the 

smallholders: “Proclamațiune către moșnenii de la sate”, APR, Vol. 1, pp. 627-628. 
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boyars, as well as a separation between land and labour, the peasantry did experience 

some de facto improvement in its conditions – perhaps ironically so.  

As the Crimean War drew to a close and the Principalities were called upon to 

decide upon the “national question” of  unity and (semi-)sovereignty under the collective 

guarantee of  Western powers, the “social question” resurfaced as a topic for debate. In 

the lead-up to this, the men of  ‘48 continued to defend the legitimacy of  their revolution, 

seeking to counteract the local and international propaganda of  the restauration, 

particularly given the reactionary appropriation of  their vocabulary. By 1856, Edgar 

Quinet (1803-1875), noted French historian and advocate of  Europe’s national causes, 

had seized upon this dialectic in a seminal article on contemporary Romania, published 

in the widely-read “Revue des Deux Mondes”.80 Quinet ventriloquised the discourse of  

constant contracts, averted revolution and absent feudalism through the words of  a 

fictional conservative – and that of  highlighting de facto serfdom through the words of  a 

fictional liberal: “it is the peasant who has preserved our language and nationality. 

Ought we understand that our nation might now [in the wake of  the Crimean War] be 

revived [as a state], and yet the peasant alone fail to benefit from this? If  we have indeed 

lacked feudalism, it follows that it has not left its mark on the people: the liegeman may 

have been oppressed, but never conquered.” The agency of  the nation had been 

preserved in the absence of  feudal oppression, and its revival through economic justice 

was imperative: the “national question” relied upon, rather than side-lined the “social 

question”.   

 By this point, therefore, a dialectic arsenal of  arguments and counter-arguments 

had begun to solidify. As a liberal rebuttal, one 1856 pamphlet on “The Abolition of  

Serfdom in the Danubian Principalities” by the liberal Al. G. Golescu (1819-1881) stood 

out in its point-by-point dismantling of  conservative discourse, attempting to justify land 

reform by looking both backward and forward. What lent coherence to Golescu’s 

counter-attack was his questioning of  conservative narratives and their vision of  what 

was possible within the extant political economy. Whereas conservatives posited that the 

răzeș – for all his rhetorical relevance as the other owner – had become poorer than 

tenants on boyar lands by misusing his freedom, Golescu countered that this was a 

rather paradoxical defence of  keeping tenants in a state of  actual unfreedom. In fact, 

                                                
80 Edgar Quinet, “Les Roumains”, Revue des Deux Mondes, Vol. 1/1856, pp. 375-391. Quinet also 

ventriloquized his liberal into noting that, by overly identifying with the local exceptionalism of  absent 

feudalism, the conservatives ran the risk of  arguing that Europe was barbarous by contrast – an argument 

reactionary in its self-contended quietism.  
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political economy prescribed the opposite: “free labour is more productive than unfree 

labour; and, sloth and iniquity being the result of  the latter, give rise to a vicious 

circle.”81 But Golescu also though of  the future. While liberals feared that emancipating 

the peasant without giving him a plot of  land might turn him into a proletarian, 

conservatives, on the other hand, tied tenants to the land and assumed that family plots 

would necessarily shrink with each generation. Yet Golescu was confident that 

proletarianisation could be avoided “for centuries to come and with great ease, [as there 

exists in Moldo-Wallachia] a surplus of  land that may on its own support twice or thrice 

the current population. Neither a proletariat, nor an endless partitioning of  family plots 

should thus preoccupy us for a few centuries.”82  

This topos was of  a recent vintage, and had appeared in the late 1830s, outlining 

a horizon of  expectation broad enough to deflect anxieties. Thus, in 1838, the 

economist Nicolae Suțu [Soutzo] (1798-1871) advocated the gradual introduction of  

industry to Moldavia, which would steadly and naturally lead to the growth of  

prosperity and population alike: if  the United States, Spain, or France had recently 

benefitted from population growth, “it was surely not owing to an influx of  Africans or 

Tartars: people appeared where nothing stymied their development”. The empty slate 

of  lands now touched by progress was therefore a space for agency qua economy, even in 

the absence of  continued colonial settlement, and Suțu went on to note that, while 

Britain indeed suffered from a pauperism borne of  a lopsided dynamic between 

agriculture and industry, “a similar result might only befall us in a few centuries at 

least”.83 In the following year, Félix Colson (?-1870), the philo-Romanian secretary of  

the French consul in Bucharest, also noted that, at least at present, “pauperism and 

proletariat, those two plagues which afflict modern societies, do not exist in Moldo-

Wallachia”.84 And, in 1845, Mihail Kogălniceanu, in an article attempting to introduce 

the term “pauperism” to the Romanian-langauge reading public, the local existence of  

which he denied and contrasted to its problematic presence in the West: “thanks to our 

fertile land, it will take centuries for the plague of  the industrial strata [pauperism] to be 
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felt”.85 Drawing upon the translation of  a French text published in the same year, 

Kogălniceanu’s thrust was that of  emphasizing a positive local absence – one which, as 

we have already noted, would subsequently allow ‘48ers to think of  land reform in terms 

of  preventing the acceleration of  a process that was not yet a historical necessity. As a 

historical entity with its own regime of  historicity (and as a key concept), the “proletariat” 

could be a source of  anxiety insofar as its potential emergence was a contingent 

intrusion of  a distant future into the present. 

 

Colonial Anxieties: An Interlude 

Yet if  absence was the antidote to one anxiety, it could equally be the root of  

another: by the time a growing would-be proletariat finally colonised the entirety of  

Moldo-Wallachia, the pull of  terra nullius would have long attracted foreign intrusion as it 

had already attracted unwanted attention: these were conflicting temporalities to the 

imperatives of  political economy. 86  In 1860, the Central Commission tasked with 

harmonising the legislative frameworks of  the recently-united Principalities would come 

to debate the ethnic limits of  property laws, in terms of  both population settlement and 

right to buy. As a matter of  principle, one delegate found growing anxieties over foreign 

colonisation somewhat misplaced, given the rule of  a “national government” with the 

best interests of  the peasantry in mind – Romanian peasants would, in fact, benefit from 

the know-how of  their foreign brethren settled alongside them, with the newly-

established nation-state a guarantee that colonists would not subjugate natives, as in 

Poland or Transylvania. However, another delegate, though relatively sympathetic to the 

perceivedly peaceable Hungarian-speaking Csangos of  Moldavia, the Bulgarians of  

Southern Bessarabia and the “industrious Serbs and Bulgarians” who practiced 

agriculture in the Wallachian lowlands, cautioned against considering the economic 

imperatives of  populating empty plains in isolation from the international dimension of  

colonialism: 
 

During the Crimean War, I read the writings of  an important man who was part of  the 

expedition [against Russia] and who, when speaking of  the Principalities, noted among 

other things that the vastness and fertility of  our lands could well allow for thrice the 
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population. As we now lay the groundwork for liberal institutions under a constitutional 

regime, foreigners would flock to a country that would grant them greater security than 

elsewhere […] and we would end up Romanians in name only.87 

 

That unnamed foreign author was most likely a Sir Patrick O’Brien, who wrote toward 

the end of  1853 that “the population of  Wallachia is less than three millions, but the 

country is capable of  feeding five times that number”, noting how a significant 

proportion of  its exported agricultural surplus already fed British subjects.88 In turn, 

O’Brien was likely to have taken his cues from the fairly popular Edmund Spencer, who, 

in a travelogue originally published in 1836, spoke of  how “the population of  Moldo-

Wallachia is about 4,000,000, which when we take into consideration the great fertility 

of  the country, is about one fourth the number of  the inhabitants we meet with in the 

same extent of  territory in Western Europe”.89 Even before this, in 1818, a traveller by 

the name of  Adam Neale had also made similar observations, explicitly downplaying 

their originality by mentioning two famous eighteenth-century forerunners: 
 

General Baur laments that this beautiful country with so fertile a soil and so fine a climate 

should be thus thinly peopled, being persuaded that it might nourish five or six times more 

inhabitants than it at present contains, 90 and Carra says that there is only one fortieth part 

of  the arable soil in tillage.91 The famished inhabitants of  Switzerland might here find a 

refuge without crossing the Atlantic Ocean, and I am happy to learn that the tide of  

emigration even at this time has begun to flow down the Danube from the regions of  the 

lake of  Geneva.92 
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To return to our point of  departure, it is important to bear in mind that Carra and Baur 

remained relatively famous both around the middle of  the nineteenth century and later, 

as literal trailblazers in the Principalities; moreover, Baur’s notes were the original source 

cited by concerned ‘48ers with regard to the depopulation caused by Phanariote misrule 

a century earlier. Indeed, the topos of  a Moldo-Wallachia with enough room for 

demographic growth/colonial settlement was so widespread93 that even the Greek-

language sources would reference it in the lead-up to the Revolution of  1821.94 

It would be wrong to assume that actively inviting foreign colonisation was 

universally taboo: let us consider one instance in which the gaze of  the Westerner was 

appropriated strategically by the cunning nation-state-builder. In 1849, Wallachian 

émigrés had attempted to convince the British political establishment and reading public 

of  the moral obligation of  intervening in favour of  the Moldo-Wallachian cause, as 

construed by the revolutionaries. A memorandum, signed by the radical Dimitrie 

Brătianu (1818-1892), was calibrated to arouse public curiosity, after a meeting with 

Lord Palmerston had failed to persuade British diplomacy. Ostensibly addressed to the 

Parliament, it took to heart the lesson of  the travellers’ eyes:95 

                                                
93 The recurrence of  the topos in lesser-known late-eighteenth-century travel writings, beyond Carra and 

Baur, is explored by: Irina Gavril, “Aspecte demografice în însemnările călătorilor străini despre țările 

române, la sfârștul secolului al XVIII-lea”, in: Ileana Căzan and Danela Bușă (eds.), Orașul românesc și 

lumea rurală: realități locale și percepții europene la sfârșitul secolului al XVIII-lea și începutul celui de al 
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regimul țăranilor, numărul bisericilor, sistemul fiscal și veniturile domniei” [1819], 
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Sufficiently shielded against the illusions of  patriotism, I can safely affirm that 

independently of  the importance of  their geographical position, the Principalities have a 

considerable intrinsic value once restored to liberty: they would be of  invaluable resource to 

the commerce and industry of  Great Britain. In fact the extent of  their territory being 

sufficient for a population four times as great as it is at present would permit their affording 

extensive hospitality to millions of  colonists; the peculiarity of  its soil might make of  that 

country a rich store house whence England might draw her supplies without any outlay; for 

the Wallachians having no manufactures of  their own would be glad to barter the produce 

of  their soil against those of  British manufacture, and the Principalities being in need of  

works and ameliorations of  all kinds and wanting money, English capital might there be 

usefully employed.96 

 

Now, beginning with the 1830s, Moldo-Wallachia had indeed become a target for 

colonial projects, its relative emptiness and peripheral status recommending it for 

experimentation.  Thus, in 1835-1836, Teodor Diamant (1810-1841), a Wallachian 

surveyor and disciple of  the Utopian Socialist Charles Fourier, established a phalanstère in 

the Wallachian village of  Scăieni, a self-sufficient labour colony acting as the 

fundamental unit of  a new society. This he did with the support of  a young local boyar 

and after the publication of  a press article in which Fourierist phalanstères were lauded as 

the coming vanguard of  European colonialism in Africa.97 After the failure of  his 

phalanstère, Diamant fielded a further project for settling Moldavia’s state-owned Roma 

slaves in “agricultural-industrial colonies” in 1841, arguing that such colonies had cured 

vagrancy in Belgium and the Netherlands, and had enriched Paraguay.98 Diamant’s 

points of  reference legitimised the comparison of  Moldo-Wallachia with, and its 

taxonomical inclusion among, other peripheral, non-European polities, within a global 

geography of  colonial improvement, in which the phalanstère was a basic unit of  internal 

and external colonisation alike.99   
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Though Diamant was something of  an ideological outlier, he was not alone. In 

1838 and 1841, Henri Buvelot, a Swiss teacher at the St. Sava college in Bucharest, 

drafted two projects for the concerted colonisation of  a still “feudal” and empty 

Wallachia with Swiss peasants, referencing the precedent set by the settlement of  Swiss 

colonists in Russian Bessarabia, starting with 1822.100  For Buvelot, Swiss peasants 

appeared naturally inclined towards colonisation. In settling of  their own accord as 

contract-bound freemen, they would merely replicate the Roman colonisation that had 

resulted in the birth of  both Romanians and the Swiss Romanche,101 and demonstrate 

the Swiss nation’s civilising capacities. As this never came to pass, Buvelot lamented in a 

later, unpublished project of  1841102 that landowners seemed generally favourable to 

receiving colonists, yet none dared take the initiative.103 It was with equal frustration that 

journalist and political activist George Bariț[iu] (1812-1893), the editor of  the widely-

read Transylvanian “Foaie pentru minte, inimă și literatură” [“Journal for Heart, Mind 

and Literature”], penned an article directly in Buvelot’s support in 1840. Writing on 

“[The] Naturalisation [of  Foreigners] in Wallachia and Moldavia”, Barițiu argued that 

the underpopulated Principalities would show wanton backwardness if  they were to 

deny foreigners a chance to settle and acquire citizenship, especially as the Moldo-

Wallachians’ sense of  national belonging was strong, and the countries’ existence 

guaranteed by Europe. Barițiu agreed that reticence towards foreigners on the Moldo-

Wallachians’ part was understandable given historical oppression, and reprinted a 

princely decree against foreigners’ economic intrusion, issued in Bucharest in 1764. The 

conclusion, however, was that times had changed: the crowned heads of  Europe now 

feared underpopulation, rather than overpopulation.104 Buvelot’s case is instructive for 

our present purposes: his projects highlight the importance of  examining a broader 

intra-European colonial imaginary. Firstly, the absence of  a colonial empire – as in the 
                                                
100 This implies, however, that Buvelot was not aware of  the claims already made by Neale in 1818 with 

regard to eastbound Swiss emigration.  
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alongside “the descendants of  Trajan’s colonists”; see: J. D’Eschavannes, “Des ressources que l’industrie 

pourrait trouver dans la Principauté de Moldavie”, Revue de l’Orient, de l’Algérie et des Colonies, (IV) 

1848, pp. 225-234. 
102 The 1838 memo to the regnant Prince had been serialised in the in the Wallachian Curierul Românesc, 

nos. 27, 28, 30, 32-35/1838 
103 Mihai Zamfira, “Un projet de colonisation suisse dans les pays roumains (1838-1841)”, Schweizerisches 

Archiv für Volkskunde, 2/1996, pp. 183-198 
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Swiss case – did not preclude economic, scientific, or ideological involvement in 

imperialism. 105  Secondly, a feedback loop existed between imperial 

knowledges/discourses in the global periphery and Europe’s internal peripheries, 

allowing for the projection of  colonial fantasies.106  

In broad terms, the case may be made that, prior to the establishment of  the 

Romanian nation-state, the economic imperative of  populating Moldo-Wallachia could 

trump the preservation of  ethnic homogeneity.107  After all, as will be explored in 

Chapter Three, some precedent existed in the settlement of  Jewish communities in 

Moldavia by various princes around the end of  the eighteenth century, as well as the 

settlement of  Christian foreigners (mostly Bulgarians and Serbs) in the first half  of  the 

nineteenth century.108 But, as ethnic nationalism gained traction, so did attitudes shift. 

In the mid-1840s, a Moldavian newspaper could facetiously propose that the 

introduction of  steam ploughs in the principality be complemented by “an altogether 

new type of  colonists”, namely trained orangutan threshers, who for their troubles 

would seek “neither rewards, nor [state] jobs, nor ranks”.109 However, this jocular 

proposition and its deliberate downplaying of  the orangutans’ perniciousness only 

bespoke a growing anxiety over the actual settlement of  foreigners. In 1846, two articles 
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Românească și Moldova (secolele XV-XVIII), Editura Academiei R.S.R, Bucharest, 1973. 
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published by “a Moldavian” in the “Gazeta de Transilvania” so as to circumvent 

censorship laws warned against the slippery slope of  granting privileges to a Prussian 

colonial company in Moldavia,110 and against the arrival of  “vagabond” Germans in 

the Wallachian county of  Brăila, arguing that colonisation of  whole villages, as opposed 

to spreading the light of  agronomic progress by scattering settlers amongst Romanians, 

was a first step towards the Teutonic takeover of  the Danube.111 This anxiety would 

prove an abiding one in years to come: a fear of  Pan-Germanism, which first reached a 

fever pitch at the time when the Central Commission also found the traveller’s gaze too 

troubling. And, as we shall see in Chapter Three, the notion that a proletariat of  foreign 

“vagabonds” might invade and colonise Romanian lands would be an anxiety with a 

significant staying-power.  

Throughout the 1850s and 1860s, Romanian nation-state-builders and economists 

were keenly aware not only of  the occasional pamphlet that suggested Danubian lands 

as a more convenient destination than faraway America for European colonists in 

general112 or for German ones in particular.113 They were also haunted by the explicit 

encouragement given in 1841 by Friedrich List, a major figure of  German economic 

thought at the time, who memorably admonished that “Germany has an immeasurable 

interest that security and order should be firmly established in [Moldo-Wallachia and 

Serbia], and in no direction so much as in this is the emigration of  Germans so easy for 

individuals to accomplish”.114 This was taken as indicative of  an outright pan-German 
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111 Gazeta de Transilvania, 16/1846. The governor of  Brăila county in 1846 was the Russian-Danish 

colonel Arnold Jacobson, who had published an article advocating the colonisation of  backward and 

underpopulated countries in 1837, prior to his tenure: Curierul românesc, 1837, pp. 102-104. Whereas 

the unnamed “Moldavian” tendentiously claimed that the village in question was settled by Prussian 

proletarians who had tramped across Europe, it appears that Jacobsonsonsthal, as it was later known, was 

in fact a refuge for Germans from across the Danube, in Russian Bessarabia. See: Raimund Friedrich 

Kaindl, Geschichte der Deutschen in den Karpathenländern, Vol. 3, Friedrich Andreas Perthes 

Aktiengesellschaft, Gotha, 1911, p. 418. Prussian colonists had also been briefly and unsuccessfully settled 

in Berceni (Prahova county, northern Wallachia), but had already migrated further onward by 1845; see: 

Apostol Stan [transl. Madeleine Costescu], Le problème agraire pendant la révolution de 1848 en 

Valachie, Editions de l’Académie de la République Socialiste de Roumanie, Bucharest, 1971, pp. 32-33. 
112 For instance: Virgile Doze, Un mois en Moldavie, Meline, Cans et Cie, Brussels, 1857, pp. 57-58. 
113 Leonid Boicu, “Les principautés roumaines dans les projets de Karl von Bruck et Lorenz von Stein 

pour la constitution de la Mitteleuropa a l’époque de la Guerre de Crimée”, Révue Roumaine d’Histoire, 

2/1967, pp. 233-257 
114 Friedrich List [transl. Sampson S. Lloyd], The National System of  Political Economy, Longmans, 



 85 

programme: the presence of  German communities in neighbouring regions, from  

Transylvania, to Bukovina, to Bessarabia suggested Moldo-Wallachia was next. By 1887, 

when the first Romanian edition of  List’s “National System of  Political Economy” was 

published, Teutophobia was somewhat on the wane, and the offensive potential of  the 

above quote was downplayed in a footnote.115 But, in the intervening period, tensions 

ran high: this cut across the chronological divide which marked the establishment of  

both a German and a Romanian state, and is a lesser-known facet of  Germany’s much 

broader (quasi-)imperial projects in Eastern Europe.116 

As a case-study in colonial anxiety, let us consider one of  the country’s most 

prominent economists – Dionisie Pop Marțian[u] (1829-1865). In 1861, as the editor of  

Romania’s quasi-official economic journal, D. P. Marțian took stock of  parliamentary 

debates on the issue of  settling Germans on understaffed agricultural estates, aiming to 

bolster the work ethic of  Romanian peasants. Marțian’s “Economic Annals for the 

Wallachian Half  of  Romania” counter-attacked using the conceptual arsenal of  

“colonisation”, from references to the settlement of  the Romans, to the problem of  

relative under-population, to the sluggish birth-rate of  the Romanian peasant. Shrewdly, 

one argument for foreign colonisation-as-civilisation hinged on the fact that the peasant 

was perfectible – but without being so uncivilised as to be vulnerable to colonial 

subjection by his future German neighbours, as he was “not a redskin”.117 Marțian took 

it upon himself  to re-publish his thoughts on the matter in pamphlet form, along with 

the proposals for colonisation that had been submitted to Parliament.118 And, amid a 

further crisis surrounding the trans-border ebb and flow of  Bulgarian colonies on the 
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new Bessarabian border, Marțian lamented that, unlike such migrants, “Romanians 

have no protection, other than that of  a Chamber of  plutocrats that sees them as a 

‘capital for exploitation’, and have no other motherland or kin-folk to run to”.119 Even 

when the economist acknowledged the potential need for colonisation in Moldo-

Wallachia, his first choice were Romanians in the Habsburg Empire, themselves driven 

out of  their native lands not by overpopulation, but, ostensibly, by German or Bohemian 

colonies:120 thinking about the nation’s monopoly on the territory of  the state was 

clearly influenced by a regional, if  not global view on the flows of  colonial settlement. 

Teutophobia continued into the 1870s: the arrival of  the Prussian Carol I of  

Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen to the Romanian throne in 1866 was not immediately 

embraced by the political class (least of  all by the left wing of  the nascent Liberal Party), 

political instability nearly persuading the young ruler to give up his crown. Article Three 

of  the Constitution of  1866, the promulgation of  which accompanied Carol’s 

instatement, explicitly forbid the colonisation of  “peoples of  foreign stock” on the 

country’s territory, but failed to put an end to colonial anxieties.121 Moreover, Prussia’s 

attack on France further compounded anti-dynastic sentiment, the proclamation of  a 

“republic” in the Wallachian town of  Ploiești on 8 August 1870 representing the high-

water-mark of  radical agitation.122 Suggestively, 1871 saw the arrival of  political stability 

in the guise of  a conservative government instated in the wake of  a violent 

demonstration against the German community’s celebration of  Prussia’s victory over 

France, a perceived affront to Latin racial solidarity. Problematically, the new 

conservative government, in office until 1875, only gave grist to the liberals’ mill by 

preparing a parliamentary petition which, aside from militating for further suffrage 

restrictions, once more proposed the colonisation of  German farmers. Citing the 

example of  German colonies in Russian Bessarabia, the signatories argued that, given 

their work ethic and expertise, German presence would stimulate the economic 

development of  ethnic Romanian peasants, seen as inherently perfectible if/when 

exposed to the pedagogic presence of  civilised Western colonists. However, the petition 
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never reached parliament: “Românul[u]”, the radical-leaning semi-official journal of  

the liberal camp leaked it to public outcry and achieved its goal of  effectively pushing 

the proposition beyond the pale of  the politically acceptable.123 Thus, by 1871, two 

things became clear: for the liberals, that the dynasty was here to stay; for the 

conservatives, that proposals for colonisation were verboten. Even signatories of  the 

petition, such as the literary critic and politician Titu Maiorescu (1840-1917),124 would 

in coming years be at pains to defend the dynasty and themselves from further bouts of  

Teutophobia by proclaiming their commitment to the nation. This, to conclude, was an 

endpoint to the trajectory taken by debates on colonisation qua strategy of  

modernisation: the nation as an ethnic community had a monopoly on the territory of  

the state. In Maiorescu’s own words, cultural and economic development were not to 

come at the cost of  alienating land or cultural essence: 
 

No people, should it still desire to live independently, may abdicate from its national art and 

culture. If  the arrival of  Prince Carol of  the illustrious House of  Hohenzollern had been 

motivated by a desire to introduce German art, science and culture, we would have given 

him the despotic power of  removing national elements and introducing an extensive 

programme of  German colonisation. Far was this from the Romanians!125 

 

“Wide Flows the Danube, and it Flows with Our Toil and Sweat”: 1857 

 All of  the above begs the question of  the extent to which foreign intervention or 

interest in the Principalities were welcome. It is easy to lose sight of  how the Divans of  

1857 had convened following the initiative of  the Great Powers, yet a sense of  being 

under constant scrutiny is palpable in their debates. Even their make-up and awkward 

division along ambiguous class lines had been agreed upon from outside: a contingent of  

clergymen and representatives of  three major towns notwithstanding, each county in the 

Principalities sent two great landowners, one peasant subject to the corvée, one 
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representative of  its towns, but only one representative for petty landowners, be they 

boyars, moșneni/răzeși, or of  urban origin.126 As the limits of  their mandate were unclear, 

the assemblies of  the two Principalities diverged on the neatness of  separation between 

the “social question” – ostensibly a matter of  later, constitutional politics – and the 

“national question”. The Wallachian Divan restricted itself  to debating the latter, 

though not entirely. A petition signed by peasant delegates begrudgingly acknowledged 

the limitations imposed by the Paris Conference, noting not without some satisfaction 

that, while they had been consulted for now,  
 

if  our place, that of  the Romanian peasant ploughmen, be taken from us in future 

assemblies, we hereby do protest in advance, and make it known today that any laws made 

without us will be regarded by the country as unfair and exploitative, and we shall only 

accept them only under the same duress as we accepted the Organic Regulations. In the 

name of  justice, we insist that this act of  faith be included in today’s minutes.127 

 

Immediately, suspicions arose on the part of  the boyars – was this the work of  the 

peasants, or had more radical elements in the assembly planted the seeds of  discord, 

manipulating the peasant delegates? It was neither the style nor the language that 

seemed to be a cause for uncertainty, but rather the very content. For the conservatives, 

the rather explicit assumption was that this very discontent was inauthentic. Included in 

the minutes of  the debates though the peasant petition ultimately was, it failed to be 

memorialised as an instance of truth-speaking, perhaps not least owing to the aspersions 

cast.  

This was not so, however, with the lengthier intervention of  the Moldavian 

peasants, which instantly became the discursive inheritor of  1848, although doubts 

concerning its paternity were even more loudly raised by the boyars of  the respective 

Divan.128 As in Wallachia, politicians openly sympathetic to the peasant cause – Mihail 

Kogălniceanu first and foremost – had to defend themselves from charges of  fostering 

dissent and unrest. Kogălniceanu half-heartedly conceded in the debates of  the great 

owners’ committee that the petition may or may not have been authored by the 

peasants.129 What we are nevertheless left with is a hard-hitting, harrowing account, all 
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the more so given its archetypical status in the fragmented canon of  nineteenth-century 

peasant-speak in Romania. One fragment on the circulation of  capital stood out in 

particular: 
 

And when the torrent of  armies subsided, and the storm ended, the fields were sown, the 

wheat grew green and the flowers of  the field bloomed, for they were watered with our sweat. 

This country has no mines, or workshops, or the many trades that others do; all wealth, all 

prosperity comes from our arms and our hoes. For wide flows the Danube, and it flows with 

our toil and our sweat, and brings it to foreign shores, where it is turned into rivers of  gold 

and silver, that do flow back into our own country; and we have had neither law, nor justice. 

Whenever we have protested, whenever we have lamented, whenever we have said our woes: 

the sheriff  beat us, the overseer beat us, the gendarme beat us, the bailiff  beat us, the 

mayor’s aide beat us, the boyar beat us; he who was early to wake and had might on his side 

had all the rights.130 

 

What the petition was least emotionally charged about was precisely the issue of  

property, where it merely demanded a right to buy land within the two thirds of  the 

latifundia already legally allotted to the local peasantry, a proportion acknowledged as 

essentially fair by all sides, the key issue being that of  who had a right to own it and on 

which grounds.131 While it was claimed that said lands had been cultivated by the 

peasants’ forefathers, this was not a historical argument meant to undermine the owners’ 

rights. It was the conclusion that quite literally promised eternal glory as “founders of  a 

people” to those who would come to understand that the solution of  the “national 

question” lay in that of  the “social question”. Yet for all its relative meekness, this failed 

to defuse mounting tensions on the side of  the landowners. 

 Other amendments and proposals more specifically concerned with land reform 

brought forth historical arguments similar to those already described. The other two 

classes called upon by the Divan showed their solidarity with the peasantry through the 

very kind of  narratives that, as we have seen, had become less contentious in their 

premises.132 But this only seemed to further aggravate various conservatives, spurring a 

new rhetorical move on their part. They now denied the relevance of  historical 

arguments, in light of  their impious prying into the that very foundation of  all social 
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order: property relations. The first to do so was Grigor[i]e Balș (1826-1895), who, in the 

debates of  the great landowners’ committee, had bluntly rejected the calls for the boyars 

to retract their characterisation of  the peasant petition as “disruptive of  the social 

order”. Balș was adamant that the petition was “indeed permeated by a communist 

spirit and subversive ideas, and was not written by the peasants”. He questioned both 

the need for, and the outcome inherent to framing debates in historical terms, arguing 

against historical arguments altogether. This rather extreme stance was not a jettisoning 

of  a past that had become unintelligible due to a crisis of  time, as Hartog would have it 

– rather, historia was simply denied the role of  magistra vitae. Not denying that feudalism 

had in fact existed before 1749 in Moldavia, Balș argued that it had come to be 

abolished “by the owners, without revolution forcing them to do so”. Balș also explicitly 

declared that the boyars were forced to provide the European audience with historical 

arguments, only insofar as the opposing camp also made recourse to them. “We have 

only done so to cite a historical fact, [...] rather than to furnish property rights with a 

foundation. For never shall land-owning deputies debate with those who, by means of  

history, might seek to question their property; for the aim of  the former could only be 

that of  breaching the peace of  this country, and so could be qualified as socialists” – the 

language of  allegations made in 1848.133 

 Balș’s anti-historical stance dismissed any talk of  origins, countering through 

explicit recourse to “the social question” – not merely as a current, pressing issue, but as 

a specific type of  problematisation: 
 

In its inception, property does indeed appear to be a product of  might, rather than labour; 

this origin of  land tenure is recognised by most states, through statutes of  limitation; but, a 

property, whatever its origin, changing hands legally time and again, becomes purified of  its 

original sin. [...] The writers of  the villagers’ petition had no other intent than to foment 

discord and hatred between owners and inhabitants, for they did not frame it as a social 

question, a question of  improving the state of  the inhabitants by turning them into land-

owners by purchasing lots at a fair price; they aimed to imbue villagers with ideas inimical 

to social order, condemned throughout Europe.134 

 

Balș’s strategy proved compelling and attractive. Previous arguments – such as that of  

equating the history of  the nation to a history of  contracts – were taken to their logical 

conclusion in the most literal sense: time effaced initial violence, but did not properly 

become history. Thus, a report submitted by a minority of  the great owner’s committee 
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resolved that “the most important class of  our country, which has always shown 

intelligence and generosity and to this day has led the national movement, needs no 

recourse to historical fact to defend the rights that the laws of  this country and 

thousands of  documents may ascertain”. In effect, this meant a hollowing out of  

“history” with a capital “H”, in the sense of  a narrative that accompanied and framed 

said contracts, and which could be part of  a common, public heritage. Such contracts, 

then, were assumed by conservatives to be self-evidently intelligible, legally valid, and the 

expression of  free and equitable transactions. Again, history was conceived as contracts 

begetting contracts – though any attempt to unravel this narrative by looking for the 

oldest such document in order to test historical hypotheses was an affront. This 

reasoning was best encapsulated, in fact, by the official statement of  the great owners’ 

committee: 
 

the undersigned cannot be in agreement with the historical arguments of  [the peasants’] 

project. The history of  our country is merely that of  the various phases through which 

property has passed in its gradual formation; it cannot, however, be the basis of  any rights 

against existing laws; just as the villagers’ committee was wrong in seeking to derive rights 

from historical facts, it would be equally so for the great owners’ committee to call upon 

history to fortify the principle of  property and its rights in the country. As a principle 

inscribed in all of  our statutes, it is forbidden that anyone invoke anything else in this 

regard.135 

 

With this, the separation between “principle” and “history” was complete – the exact 

opposite of  the reasoning espoused by many conservatives in the aftermath of  the 

French Revolution.136 

 On its part, the European Commission tasked by the Paris Conference with 

analysing the proposals of  the Divans considered historical arguments pertinent to its 

report. As the Divans had come to debate administrative and constitutional matters, the 

representatives of  the seven powers noted they “found it necessary to rely on additional 

sources of  information”137 for the sake of  fairness, particularly as the peasant petition 
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had “raised a social question”138. The extent to which European categories could 

describe Moldo-Wallachian property relations past and present appeared ambiguous. So 

much so, that a great part of  the complex process of  redescription and translation we 

have discussed thus far was done away with. But this was neither on the grounds that 

historical inquiry was intrinsically futile, nor that it was impious. It was simply given that: 
 

it is difficult to establish whether land tenure in the Principalities had originally been 

established according to principles analogous to Western ones; as its grounding and the 

rights and obligations of  masters and peasants were ill-defined to begin with, it would be 

well-nigh impossible to analyse them today from the standpoint of  European property 

law139 

 

Here, difference from the West was indeed acknowledged – less so the possibility that 

common categories, concepts, and periodisations could be analogously and efficiently 

used for explaining said difference.  As the Commission’s conclusion on the matter was a 

call for urgent land reform, yet another round of  debates loomed on the horizon, one 

from which history was not exiled, and agency problematised more forcefully than ever. 

 

Kogălniceanu vs. Catargiu: 1857-1862 

 The union of  the Principalities catalysed the transition from the “national 

question” to the “social question” in public debate. Firstly, pamphleteering had begun 

shifting its focus as early as 1857, in lockstep with the Divans, and had further 

entrenched and refined pre-existing arguments and stances. Secondly, until 1862, the 

Principalities each had their own assembly, to which was added a common Central 

Commission, tasked with harmonising their legislation – all three representative bodies 

land reform at various points in time. Thirdly, even after the discursive shift towards the 

“social”, decisive action was really only taken in the absence of  debate, as prince Cuza 

became increasingly disillusioned with the unwieldy, sluggish process of  parliamentary 

decision-making. Yet Cuza’s reform after the coup of  1864, was neither non-, nor anti-

ideological in nature. His association with Kogălniceanu was convenient both in terms 

of  the latter’s legal savoir faire, and of  his increasingly-acknowledged public status as a 

defender of  the peasant cause. Subsequently, Kogălniceanu successfully turned a crucial 

parliamentary speech of  1862 into a popular classic in its own right, 140  further 

                                                
138 “Din raportul Comisiunii Europene”, ALPCT, Vol. 2, p. 167 
139 “Din raportul Comisiunii Europene”, ALPCT, Vol. 2, p. 168 
140 A first edition was published in 1862, with popular paperback versions in 1905, 1909, and thereafter. 
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cementing his prestige and, with it, a certain hindsight through which a seemingly-

solved “social question” could be interpreted. 

 It was between 1857 and 1862 that the conservative camp – or, at least, a 

significant part of  it – found its most iconic spokesperson in the person of  Barbu 

Catargiu (1807-1862), whose pamphlets and public interventions epitomised in clarity 

and style the trend of  denying the existence of  Western-style feudalism. In turn, this 

spurred the liberal camp into delivering a final rhetorical counterpoint: that of  

questioning and qualifying the purely Roman origin of  property in Romanian lands. Let 

us begin with an overview of  one pamphlet written by Catargiu, in 1857.141 Titled 

“Property in the Moldo-Romanian Principalities”, Catargiu began his plea by calling 

upon “owners of  all classes” to rally against 
 

the dastardly impulses of  men laboured by the unclean spirit of  jealousy and cunning, [who] 

have indeed attempted throughout the centuries to destroy the fortunes amassed through 

the persistence and effort of  the few, only to divide them among those who know not, will 

not, or have not the patience of  saving for the sake of  owning.142 

 

A checklist of  the topoi used herein is in order. We may already tick off  the first – namely, 

that of  attacking the liberal generation of  ‘48 under the pretence of  its supposed 

“communist” leanings:143 on this point, Catargiu added his own longue durée flourish, and 

accused reformers of  attempting to undo a history that was just in its nature and 

outcome. As he continued by providing a historical exposé justifying the legal nature of  

extant property arrangements, Catargiu delivered a standard account of  colonisation 

and re-colonisation, highlighting the exceptionalism of  absent feudalism: “it is for this 

reason that one cannot find even the slightest trace of  those castles and towers from 

whose ramparts the knights of  the Middle Ages oppressed their subjects and extorted 

the traveller”.144 Continuing with the gradual erosion of  national independence and the 

                                                                                                                                          
See: Mihail Kogălniceanu, Îmbunătăţirea sortei ţeranilor. Caventu rostitu în Adunarea Generală a 

României. Şedinţa din 25 Maiu 1862, Bucharest, Typografia Statului, Nifon şi Sf. Sawa, 1862. 
141  This was the second edition of  a French-language pamphlet printed in 1855 [État social des 

Principautés danubiennes, Brussels, Imp. de Bols-Wittouck], then republished in both French [De la 

propriété en Moldo-Valachie. Seconde édition, modifiée, Impr. de J. Kopaïnig, Buhcarest, 1857] and in 

Romanian, the text of  which is cited herein apud ALPCT, as: Proprietatea în Principatele Moldo-Române, 

Imp. lui I. Copainig, Bucharest, 1857. 
142 Catargiu, Proprietatea, in: ALPCT, Vol. 4, p. 338 
143 Catargiu, Proprietatea, in: ALPCT, Vol. 4, pp. 339-343 
144 Catargiu, Proprietatea, in: ALPCT, Vol. 4, p. 344 
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decline of  the warrior-boyars of  old, Catargiu found evidence of  a continued 

exceptionalism, even in the slow immiseration and passivisation of  the peasantry under 

the yoke of  an extractive administration, yet another trope in the Conservative 

repertoire. The continued exceptionalism lay, for Catargiu, in the fact of  a primitive 

accumulation borne of  peasants 
 

seeking to rid themselves of  the inconvenience of  their useless fortune, deciding to sell their 

inheritance and seek the protection of  some influential owner who might defend them from 

government abuse. History proves cunning once more, showing us that property, the 

beginnings of  which we have already seen, has evolved in our country of  a manner wholly 

opposed to that found in other lands. Properties have continued to grow in size, bought by 

boyars from peasants, reuniting various plots through free will and self-interest. Elsewhere, 

the tendency has been to grind property into nothing, for, being initially divided into massive 

plots by the mighty, who abusively granted themselves a lion’s share, it was later broken up 

by a greater, albeit juster power, who took it from the hands of  the great to give it to the 

peasant.145 

 

It is indeed striking to find a conservative defend the land reforms of  the French 

Revolution as just and necessary, if  only for the rhetorical advantage of  imagining a 

local idyll where they would be unwarranted. With Hartog and Fritzsche, we may note 

the crucial importance of  the French Revolution as an event which triggered a crisis of  

historical consciousness in Western Europe – its radical rupture made the pre-

revolutionary past quickly become separated from the present by a traumatic sense of  

distance. Conversely, the argument here could be understood in terms of  how absence 

informs a regime of  historicity: no revolution was needed in Romanian lands, where 

there was no feudalism to abolish – and, in the absence of  a feudal past, a continuity 

with an even deeper past could be imagined, the future itself  a mere further 

continuation. The underlying thrust of  this, to be sure, was that of  defending the status 

quo. But Catargiu also made the important assertion of  contractual consent, both in 

terms of  property, and social subordination. The latter was free and valid, inasmuch as 

peasants were not under duress, but pro-actively sought to avoid it in finding a protector. 

Moreover – another tick on our checklist – the author rebuked liberals for assuming that 

the labour mixed with the land by the peasant afforded him any rights: 
 

he has never improved the land he works, neither building canals nor fertilising it, nor by 

enclosing it or by planting it as peasants do elsewhere, and is unknown to peasants in our 

                                                
145 Catargiu, Proprietatea, in: ALPCT, Vol. 4, p. 345 
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lands. [They are l]azy and careless by nature, like all the inhabitants of  underpopulated and 

naturally fertile lands […]. There is no capital admixed, in either work or money.146 

 

Again, there was a temporal asymmetry to the accretion of  class agency: boyar agency 

had materialised into latifundia, peasant non-agency had come to naught. After a 

lengthy defence of  existing property laws, the author came to yet another important 

topos: the răzeși/moșneni. Arguing that land ownership was not a monopoly enjoyed by the 

few and that upward mobility had always been possible, Catargiu denied the existence 

of  endemic indigence in Romanian lands, insofar as 
 

if  such poverty is indeed to be found, it is among the moșneni. The reason for this odd state 

of  affairs is a simple one: these people have always been the most exposed to the 

aforementioned bloodsuckers [the administration], with no-one to defend them; secondly, 

because they ruin themselves through constant litigation, as men who are at war with each 

other; finally, as a mere shred of  land is not a fitting basis for agriculture in this country.147 

 

Glossing over the even more constant struggle between great landowners and moșneni, 

Catargiu used the latter as a case study in misused agency. They were victims, but 

blameworthy ones, for they squandered the time and effort they could invest in buying 

more land – or they were just as blameworthy for not choosing the protection of  a boyar. 

As the author again rehearsed his arguments by means of  a similar pamphlet in 1860,148 

the stage was set for another confrontation. 

 In 1862, Barbu Catargiu became the prime-minister of  a newly-established 

centralised government, and supported a legislative projecting aiming to complete the 

transformation of  the peasant into a tenant, separating him even from the land once 

guaranteed for his household by the Organic Regulations. With a parliamentary 

majority on Catargiu’s side, liberal opposition appeared to amount to nothing: even 

though Catargiu was soon assassinated by an unknown assailant in the wake of  a heated 

parliamentary debate, his death, on June 8, did little to break the stalemate. It is under 

these circumstances that Mihail Kogălniceanu’s speech of  May 25 had sought to 
                                                
146 Catargiu, Proprietatea, in: ALPCT, Vol. 4, p. 345. Catargiu referenced an argument popular in 

political economy – the curse of  resources and fertility as a cause for underdevelopment; see: Mauro 

Boianovsky, “Humboldt and the Economists on Natural Resources, Institutions and Underdevelopment 

(1752 to 1859)”, The European Journal of  the History of  Economic Thought, 1/2013, pp. 58-88. 
147 Catargiu, Proprietatea, in: ALPCT, Vol. 4, p. 354 
148 Again published in both French and Romanian, as Encore quelques mots sur la propriété en Moldo-

Valachie, Imp. D’Adolpf  Ulrich, Bucharest, 1860, and Inca cîte-va idei asupra proprietăţii în Principatele 

Unite, Imp. Adolf  Ulrich, Bucharest, 1860. 
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legitimise equating “the social question” with “the national question”. In his words, “a 

reform that in the Principalities, too, has been pursued to no avail for more than a 

century, a thorny and difficult reform, the task of  finding a solution to which has been 

left to us by our forefathers like some fatal inheritance”: the regime of  historicity was 

shifting toward framing the past as “fatally” constraining the present, rather than 

offering it the premises for agency.149  To phrase this in Bălcescu’s terms, the two 

“questions” had been entangled since Michael the Brave had instated serfdom to secure 

the existence of  the nation, and now was the time for truly solving both, in their 

inherent interdependence. 

 Throughout his long diatribe, Kogălniceanu made recourse to many of  the 

sources we have already discussed, while dismissing previous debates given their 

imperfectly-demonstrated knowledge of  legal precedent and frameworks.150 Aiming for 

an exhaustive coverage of  the rural question elsewhere, Kogălniceanu analysed reforms 

carried out in Prussia and, more recently, in Russia, warning of  the tragic possibility of  

autocratic neighbouring states offering Romanian peasants a better life. Even if  peasants 

would not willingly jump borders, Kogălniceanu emphasized that fully separating them 

from the land would turn them into a proletariat, unless property turn them into citizens: 

“by not giving the peasant an interest in defending the fatherland, we would make him a 

foreigner in his own country, and perhaps force him in his despair to resort to a 

depleting emigration over the border, or fierce resistance at home”.151 Grigorie Cuza, 

otherwise not fully in agreement with Kogălniceanu, also conceded that, if  the proposed 

legislation were to be adopted as is, peasants would  
 

turn from helots into nomads, and emigrate to another America – one they shall find very 

close indeed, across the Romanian border, namely in Russia; there, it is known, emigrants 

are promised not only abundant land for home and sustenance, but also other immunities 

and facilities – the promise of  which, as is now known by all, has created an emigration 

which still continues in those parts of  Bessarabia returned to Romania after the Crimean 

War.152  

 

In 1857, a travelogue written immediately after the re-annexation of  Southern 

Bessarabia remarked how Romanian peasants who had since 1812 fled poverty in 

Moldavia across the Pruth now appeared more prosperous, speaking openly of  further 
                                                
149 Mihail Kogălniceanu, 25 May 1862, in: ALPCT, Vol. 2, p. 404 
150 Mihail Kogălniceanu, 25 May 1862, in: ALPCT, Vol. 2, pp. 409-415 
151 Mihail Kogălniceanu, 25 May 1862, in: ALPCT, Vol. 2, p. 450 
152 Grigorie Cuza, 29 May 1862, in: ALPCT, Vol. 2, p. 475 
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relocating to either Russia or the Ottoman Empire should Moldavia be found an 

unsatisfying ruler: emigration according to the logic of  ubi bene ibi patria was, therefore, a 

documented possibility.153 This is a point worth singling out, and one to which we shall 

return more at length in Chapter Five. The entanglement of  “questions” makes it 

difficult to discern between a fear of  the peasant’s indifference toward the nation, or 

toward the state – yet since the resolution of  the “social question” was the matter at 

hand in this case, the argument to be made is that the “social” was perceived as being, at 

least from a pragmatic standpoint, necessary for and prior to the “national”. Even in the 

absence of  trans-border displacement, the priority of  offering economic security as a 

prerequisite for attachment and allegiance had been noted at the time of  the Ad Hoc 

divans by a petty land-owner sympathetic to the ploughman’s plight, who, writing “as 

neither a boyar or a peasant, but as a man and Romanian”, warned of  how he had 

heard 
 

the peasant say on bad days: “O, Lord! Either make it so that things be better, or send a 

heavy plague that would kill us all; may that some Germans or Tartars conquer us, for I 

know things can be no worse than now; for we know neither mercy, nor sustenance, nor 

home, nor a morsel of  land to call our own; for even the land we have is not our own; for 

should the boyar want to find fault and become angry with us, he may drive us off  it, as he 

would with some Transylvanian [day labourer]!”154 

 

If  this was not, as Kogălniceanu phrased it, a matter of  civil war (of  “fierce resistance at 

home”), it nevertheless ventriloquised an anxiety over the idea that an exasperated 

peasantry might subvert the existence of  the state through either mass emigration, or an 

unwillingness to defend it, failing to identify with it as its own. It is all the more difficult, 

therefore, to ascertain the degree to which this was also an anxiety over the prospect of  

peasants coming to disdain a presumably-instinctive ethnic self-identification, as this 

form of  identity was itself  something to be further strengthened (if  not created ex nihil) 

by a viable state: actors’ categories fail us here.      

                                                
153 George Sion, Suvenire de călătoriă în Basarabia Meridională, Imprimeria Națională a lui Iosif  

Romanov & comp., Bucharest, 1857, pp. 34-40. Another source for this were articles published by Ion 

Ionescu de la Brad in 1859, based on on-the-ground research made in 1857; see: G. Bogdan-Duică, 

Vieața și opera întâiului țărănist român, Ramuri, Craiova, 1921, pp. 47-49 and pp. 127-135. For a 

comparable anxiety at the time, see: Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet, Frontier Fictions: Shaping the Iranian 

Nation, 1804-1946, Princeton University Press, 1999, p. 53. 
154 I. Gheorghiu-Băcăuanu, Ceva despre Adunarea ad-hoc a Moldovei şi despre Questiunea ţeranilor, 

Impr. de Ch. Martin, Paris, 1857, pp. 10-11 
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Yet, whatever their specifics, such perilous prospects were reason enough for 

Kogălniceanu to make the bold move of  jettisoning the grand bi-partisan historical 

narrative of  Roman property rights. It was around the time of  the Divans that Catargiu 

confidently wrote on the birth of  the Principalities: “it is strictly logical that the division 

of  the land was made according to the laws of  their ancient fatherland, Rome; any other 

laws were not in existence at the time and could not have therefore provided an 

inspiration.” 155  It may therefore be said that Kogălniceanu downplayed national 

exceptionalism by deliberately embracing a discourse of  comparison. Now that 

“absolute property” had come to be equated with a Roman heritage to the detriment of  

the peasantry, Kogălniceanu delved into a textual analysis of  documents from the 

seventeenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries, in order to prove the existence of  

feudalism proper in Romanian lands. Catargiu had argued in his second pamphlet that, 

even given the gradual, exotic emergence of  serfdom as depicted by the likes of  Bălcescu, 

“what is interesting about this question is not to prove that serfdom never existed in the 

principalities, but rather that it is absent today”.156 But, of  course, this meant wilfully 

ignoring the rest of  the ideological argument regarding the limits of  property rights. 

 On this point, Kogălniceanu delved into the past to replace an abstract narrative 

with the kind of  documentary evidence ritually invoked by conservatives, one key source 

of  which we will more closely examine in the following section: an 1817 decision in 

favour of  the răzeși of  Vrancea county, on Moldavia’s Wallachian border, whereby their 

rights were reaffirmed on the basis of  their pre-existing the state, and by acknowledging 

the composite nature of  property regimes in Romanian lands, not purely Roman in 

origin. Kogălniceanu was resolute: “confronted with these documents, could we argue 

that, in the Principalities, land ownership is similar to Western, absolute property? As for 

the corvée […], here as elsewhere, [it] is a consequence, a right stemming from feudalism, 

arriving in the Principalities from Western lands, via Hungary and Poland.”157 This was 

a move designed to counter the (re)description of  the corvée as a mere rent. Once more, 

the point was to argue the term described a social reality by virtue of  a perfect fit, not 

for want of  better ones in its place. Even more boldly, Kogălniceanu emphasized the 

role of  an important Slavonic admixture to this newly-emerging narrative. The serfs’ 

right to two-thirds of  the boyar’s property could not be reinterpreted away, as it was 

guaranteed not to any one contractually-bound generation, but to its descendants, in 
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perpetuity: 
 

To this, you shall reply that the Principalities are Roman countries, in which Roman law did 

and does still reign, and Roman law thinks property absolute. But, to this, I myself  shall 

reply: the Romanian nation may be of  Latin origin, but recall that, for centuries, 

Romanians lived alongside the Slavs; shared a state with the Bulgarians; had Slavonic as the 

language of  church, state and school; were close to Poland, whence more than a few laws 

came to be borrowed.158 

 

 This more nuanced understanding of  history, then, was essential for ensuring the 

future of  the nation – it was not that Kogălniceanu argued that the past was irrelevant 

as a guide for the present, but rather that a break with it was needed: the regime of  

historicity implied by reform was decidedly future-oriented. With Sahlins, we cannot fail 

but to remark: the “signs” of  the actor’s culture were now shifting meaning in line with 

the actor’s intended action. As such, it is no surprise that Kogălniceanu speech proved 

predictably troubling for the majority.159 One conservative MP, for instance, painted 

Kogălniceanu as a man who “looks for order in disorder, wealth in squandering 

centuries’ of  work accrued in capital, power in sloth and paralysis, a foundation for our 

nationality in the constitutions of  Austria and Russia, Romanianism in Slavism, the 

future in the past.” Falling back on the strategy of  denying the salience of  historical 

arguments, he defended the supposed superficiality of  the debating bodies that 

Kogălniceanu had derided: “for the sake of  national dignity and justice […] the past 

was silenced, so as not to be thrown as an insult in the nation’s face.”160 The past was at 

once shameful, and to be respected: this was not a proper regime of  historicity, so much 

as it was a breaking-point reached by the conservative counter-discourse. But it was 

Barbu Catargiu who rose to the challenge of  delivering a reply similar in scope to 

Kogălniceanu, whose speech he described as 
 

a paradoxical chimaera with the head of  a dove speaking of  gentle promise, with body of  

an asp full of  venom, and the tail of  a deceitful lizard161 [...] sanctifying the principles of  
                                                
158 Mihail Kogălniceanu, 25 May 1862, ALPCT, Vol. 2, p. 424 
159 Though an identical argument had previously been made in a public forum by a collaborator of  
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encroachment reversed by the decision of  1817 as “worse than that of  any feudalism, a communism of  

the most horrid kind”, and concluded that property in Romanian lands was ultimately unclassifiable. 
160 A. Moruzi, 29 May 1862, ALPCT, Vol. 2, p. 504 
161 Worthy of  an alchemist’s bestiary, the reference may have found its inspiration in the opening verses of  
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Proudhon, who argues that property is theft. […] Peasants, gentlemen, form the greater 

part of  our nation, and a nation does not live on charity. Should you want to render the 

peasant free, then you must render him virtuous, and for this you must moralise him. Is this 

the virtue you will accustom the nation with – stealing that which is another’s? Turn the 

peasant into a Calabrian beggar, who with sword in hand demands of  those richer than 

himself  either their money or their life? No, the virtue that this nation must be taught is that 

of  respecting what belongs to another, so that when it shall one day be in peril it may find 

that others will also respect what is its own.162 

 

The pragmatic argument ultimately underscoring Kogălniceanu’s historical justification 

was countered by Catargiu with a pseudo-pedagogical one. If  the peasant had no right 

to the property of  the boyar, then it would be morally deleterious for national character 

in the long run to act upon what now appeared expedient. What could indeed 

jeopardise the future existence of  the state/nation was not emigration, but the 

corruption of  its mores, which would place it beyond the remit of  civilisation’s solidarity, 

presumably in the case of  war or invasion. Here once more, recourse to moșneni and 

contracts was useful: 
 

I ask of  you now, is there to be found among any of  those countries given to us as 

examples one where a person in four is a landowner, to say nothing of  those who, as 

documents held by [large estates’] owners may prove, alienated their ancestral holdings, 

thereby showing that the lands of  Romania were once divided among all, and that the 

increasing accumulation of  land in the hands of  its current owners was not through rape, 

through the domination of  a foreign element over the primitive element of  the 

landowners, as in Western Europe, where the Goths stifled, disinherited, enserfed the 

Romans? You have said that by not granting land to the peasant the nation is doomed; 

but is England, this great state where only some 280,000 out of  28,000,000 are land-

owners, a doomed nation?163 

 

In 1848, the liberal reply would have seemed straightforward: England lived on a 

powder-keg.  Now, however, no straight answer could be given to Catargiu. In an age 

where property ownership was a requirement for political participation, would land 

reform grant an entire nation of  property-owners the respectability and competency for 

universal suffrage? A fundamental tension was now becoming apparent. Such debates 
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proved interminable, slow-paced and tense – parliamentary procedure, even in what was 

still a single chamber, proved unable to generate a consensus. The promulgation of  the 

Rural Law of  August 1864 only came after Alexandru Ioan Cuza seized the reins of  

power through a coup: even though Kogălniceanu served as the right-hand man in its 

implementation, this brought an end to debates without bringing a conclusion.164 The 

proclamation to the peasantry which accompanied its promulgation declared that, 

between former serfs and boyars “no ties shall bind but those that stem from the interest 

and voluntary agreement [“buna primire”] of  both parties”, aiming to unambiguously 

inaugurate a true age of  contracts in Romania.165 The committee tasked by the State 

Council with drafting the initial project of  the law could now declare that property in 

Romanian lands was not absolute. In its report, it warned that solutions proposing to 

separate labour from land “would substitute existing the legal divisions of  property with 

a division of  its object,” rendering it equally malformed.166 The project deployed the 

same argument that the imperatives of  international political economy had at their core: 

pragmatic necessity as the ultimate source of  rights over resources. Was any of  this 

intended to persuade, or was it merely rubbing salt in the wounds of  either half  of  the 

“monstrous coalition” of  liberals and conservatives that would soon unite against Cuza’s 

perceived authoritarianism? A new experiment where peasant agency could be more 

fully observed had just begun. 

 

The Răzeș and the Ambiguities of  Agency 

 In his key speech of  May 25, 1862, Kogălniceanu leaned heavily on one report 

drafted by the Assembly of  Moldavia in 1817. First unearthed in 1846 and framed as 

proof  the past existence of  such representative assemblies,167 the document had also 

been cited by Kogălniceanu in 1848, in the key text of  the Moldavian revolutionaries, 

“Dorințele partidei naționale din Moldova” [“The Desires of  the National Party in 

Moldavia”] as a footnote to the claim that, since ancient times, land had accumulated in 
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the hands of  the few.168 The report [anafora] had been submitted to the Prince of  

Moldavia, Scarlat Callimachi (1773-1821, r. in Moldavia 1806, 1807-1810 and 1812-

1819) by the boyar representative body, in an attempt to adjudicate the legal conflict 

arising from the granting of  land in the border region of  Vrancea made in 1801 by 

Constantin Ypsilanti (1760-1816, r. in Moldavia 1799-1801 and 1806) to his treasurer, 

Iordachi Roset. The first matter to be settled was whether such a grant was legal; the 

second, as a question of  underlying principle, was that of  the “nature of  property in the 

country, in ancient times”. The conflict between Roset and the inhabitants of  Vrancea – 

the răzeși who had previously held it in common – had to be settled with reference to the 

Prince’s ability to grant the land in question. Covering the history of  Moldavia from 

Roman times onwards, the report found that the răzeși preceded the existence of  the 

crown as an institution, to the point that demanding documents attesting the origin of  

their rights to the land was practically nonsensical: princely documents acknowledged 

pre-existing rights in a land that had not been found wholly empty by the founders of  

the state. Drawing upon Cantemir and “the collectively-written history issued by the 

wisest historians in Britain”169, the boyars of  the Assembly concluded that the territory 

of  Moldavia had never been devoid of  population, and that, as opposed to the răzeși, the 

rest of  the peasantry had been settled later and held land “following the Slavonic 

system”:  
 

By this it is plainly proven that the inhabitants of  Moldavia have owned their lands and it 

was not therefore needed of  them to provide written proof  of  their ancient ownership, for if  

it were thus demanded of  owners of  all ilk [“moşinaşi de toată starea”], not one property in 

a thousand could provide such deeds of  grant [“urice de danie”]. 

 

 Even in this foundational document, property was differentially defined in 

relation to the moșneni/răzeși. While throughout the period we have examined in this 

chapter such freeholders were portrayed as epitomising a historical continuity with the 

deep past of  Roman law, subsequent developments saw the legal and historical 

acknowledgement of  an opposite truth. Namely, that the discursive emphasis on the 

ownership of  individual plots by the moșneni/răzeși obscured the more complex problems 

arising from their ownership of  common land, usually in the form of  pasture or 

                                                
168 “Dorințele”, APR, Vol. 4, p. 108 
169 This may have been a reference to the sixty-five-volume An Universal history, from the earliest account 

of  time. Compiled from original authors; and illustrated with maps, cuts, notes, &c, T. Osborne, London, 

1747-1768. I am grateful to Alex Drace-Francis for this suggestion. 
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woodland, which, as in the case of  Vrancea in 1801-1817, demanded collective legal 

action against external threats. As a region, Vrancea is a particularly instructive case: 

well into the 1930s, collective decision-making by the local răzeși in fiscal and legal 

matters translated into de facto local autonomy, hyperbolised as a form of  ancient 

“republic” since the time of  Cantemir and amply studied as paradigmatic by the social 

historian Henri H. Stahl (1901-1991).170 Litigation between a community [obște] and a 

boyar or monastery could take years and be ruinously costly,171 with internal litigation 

between members of  the obște even more frequent, as individual plots became 

fragmented with demographic growth. The gradual takeover of  land by boyars both by 

illicit entry into the obște 172  and through external litigation underwent several 

historical/economic stages173, already weakening the status of  the moșneni/răzeși by the 

middle of  the nineteenth century. It is here that the importance and ambivalence of  

agency shine through: as we have seen, it was ideologically convenient for political 

polemics to focus on the moșnean/răzeș in the singular – yet, at the same time, legal 

practice still very much dealt with the collective lawsuits of  various obști,174 and statistics 

tallying their numbers were particularly interested in the sub-divisons of  the moșneni as a 

social category.175  

Still, cultural representations and their attending clichés and tropes centred on the 

individual moșnean/răzeș, depicted as a litigious individual, 176  often impoverished, 

emboldened to resist boyars’ encroachment on his plot of  land by a consciousness of  his 

noble past, and always ready to provide documentary proof  of  his claims to ownership. 

Instances of  first-person, ventriloquized răzeș truth-speaking are instructive. Thus, in 

1857, the Moldavian writer and politician Dimitrie Ral[l]et (1817-1858) published a 

comic song titled “Harță Răzeșul” [“Squabble, the Răzeș”],177 whose protagonist, a self-
                                                
170 Stahl, Contribuții, Vol. 1, p. 134; Stahl’s work remains the most well-documented overview by far. 
171 Stahl, Contribuții, Vol. 1, pp. 139-152 on the court case we have discussed. 
172 Stahl, Contribuții, Vol. 2, p. 232  
173 Stahl, Contribuții, Vol. 3, pp. 290-291 
174 Some of  which even published pamphlets in hopes of  drawing public attention to their plight: Ion 

Chiriac, Plângerea răzeşilor de Văşeesti către Înalta Locotinenţă Domnească!, Tipografia lucrătorilor 

asociaţi, Bucharest, 1866. 
175 Dinică Ciobotea and Vasile Marinoiu, “Statistica moșnenilor din Țara Românească din 1855”, Litua: 

Studii și cercetări, (V) 1992, pp. 65-76 
176 To the point that Kogălniceanu could later claim in Parliament that prosecutors, as an institutional 

feature of  the Romanian justice system, had emerged as a reaction to freeholders’ perpetual litigation: 

Senate, 28 February 1877, in: MOf, p. 4662 
177 “Harță Răzeșul” [1857], in: Dimitrie Ralet, Suvenire și impresii de călătorie în România, Bulgaria, 
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described “righteous, ancient countryman/ of  good stock and good renown”, now felt 

“neither a peasant, nor a boyar” and a “living, daily cautionary tale for the proud”. 

Lamenting the fate of  his worn-out documents, probably left unread by the judge, the 

răzeș vowed to turn his title deeds into kindling, or mend his windows with them, 

emphasizing their empty materiality by pouring a bagful of  documents on stage. The 

image of  a răzeș sleeping with his head on a bag of  dusty papers178 drew upon folk 

sayings such as “a written document grants you your right” [“ai carte, ai parte”], but 

also, more cynically, “a bagful of  paper, a morsel of  land” [“un sac de hârtie, un petec 

de moșie”]. Like the boyar, the răzeș could also claim a textual connection to the past, 

though not with recourse to contract as a trope: in his case, history was embodied by a 

documentary evidence which appeared more sterile than his own embodied genealogy: 

in a sense, then, the răzeș was central to history, but had also been left behind by it. The 

lament of  the răzeș could also take the violent undertones of  a vow to become a haiduc, a 

Balkan bandit,179 in order to avenge his unjust fate; as ventriloquized by the poet 

laureate Vasile Alecsandri (1821-1890):  
 

To hell with being a răzeș!/ I thought it noble, no less/ Poverty, though, ‘s what you get!/ 

For a mere handful of  land/ Watch my days slip through my hands/ Years of  trials without 

end/ Which not even once I’ve won!/ While I was busy in court/ All my children cried at 

home/ Left my wife alone in woe!/ O! Lord/ Let me have my way/ I’d be no răzeș today/ 

But a haiduc I’d become/ Deal justice with my hand/ With my club upon their backs/ The 

proud oak sole judge of  that!180   

 

In a footnote to this poem, Alecsandri noted that “the unhappy class of  the răzeși, 

among whom one may find descendants of  the greatest families of  old, had much to 

suffer under the rule of  Mihail Sturza [1795-1884, r. in Moldavia 1834-1849] from the 

takeover of  their lands by neighbouring boyars. Many of  these smallholders have 
                                                                                                                                          
Constantinopole, Minerva, Bucharest, 1979, pp. 273-277. Even prior to this, the theme had been explored 

in poems such as George Sion’s “Radiesiul in 1846”, Bucovina, (III) 1850, p. 53. A first-person description 

of  how a răzeș had become a serf, it decried the machinations of  a boyar who benefitted from the prince’s 

protection and used fake documents with impunity. 
178 Constanța Dunka, Elena, Phanariotes et Roumains, E. Dentu, Paris, 1862, pp. 125-126 
179 This will be elaborated upon in Chapter Four. 
180 “Cînticul răzeșului” [1866], in: Vasile Alecsandri, Opere, Vol. 3, Editura Academiei RSR, Bucharest, 

1978, p. 235; the following poem in the volume is a parallel lament of  the (servile) “ploughman”. 

Alecsandri also wrote his own “Harță Răzeșul” in 1863, a comedic play featuring a protagonist who 

manages to outsmart a neighbouring boyar; see: Vasile Alecsandri, Opere complete, Vol. 1, Socec, 

Bucharest, 1875, pp. 249-290. 
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preferred to become serfs and part with their land in order to escape such persecution”. 

This tale of  a noble past and current destitution cut both ways: whereas the genealogical 

imagination of  some boyar families deliberately erased their identification with their 

freeholding ancestors,181 the 1884 creation of  Crown Estates in the ownership of  the 

royal household was motivated, to the applause of  Parliament, as a means of  “turning 

the King into the first among the moșneni”.182 

Such statements pointed to a final ambiguity with imagining the moșneni/răzeși: 

their future. Were such freeholders doomed to further immiseration, or were they the 

vanguard of  a potential rural middle class who could live up to their historical 

mission?183 The Reform of  1864 granted land to former serfs only, and by the turn of  

the nineteenth century the rhetorical salience of  emphasizing the individual character 

of  moșnean/răzeș holdings gave way to an acknowledgement of  the complexity of  

communal arrangements.184 For economists such as Marțian, the moșneni were a litmus 

test for the limitations of  property as a qualification for the census vote, since beyond 

mere relative wealth they provided a moral guarantee of  patriotic attachment, unlike 

“the precarious, nomadic, cosmopolitan condition of  renegade [foreign] townsmen”.185 

Calls for reinforcing the position of  the moșneni/răzeși as a necessary rural middle class 

came with a sense of  urgency, as their precarious position could ultimately result in their 

proletarisation,186 and, in the 1880s, a nascent socialist movement identified them as the 

class most likely to be proletarianised in the near future. 187  On the one hand, 

monographic descriptions of  one răzeș and his relatively prosperous household, such as 

those furnished by Ion Ionescu de la Brad, “typifying all the virtues and vices” of  his 

                                                
181  Filip-Lucian Iorga, Strămoși pe alese. Călătorie în imaginarul genealogic al boierimii române, 

Humanitas, Bucharest, 2013, pp. 176-180 
182 I. C. Brătianu, Chamber of  Deputies, 5 June 1884, DCL, p. 2623, when the Prime Minister also 

expressed his displeasure with the use of  the word “apanagii” [“apanages”] as a description of  the Estates 

by dissenters, on account of  deliberately-implied “feudal” overtones. Interestingly, the establishment of  

the Estates could even be imagined as a first step towards German colonisation; see: Duiliu Zamfirescu, 

“Le Domaine de la Couronne. Lettre ouverte à M. An. Stolojan, député” [1884], in: Opere, Vol. 5, 

Minerva, Bucharest, 1982, pp. 308-321. 
183 Chapter Three will deal with the idea of  an absent bourgeoisie and anxieties over proletarianisation. 
184 For instance, parliamentary debates on the issue of  collectively citing an obște in court cases: 22 January 

1887, DAD, pp. 414-418; 27 January 1899, DSR, pp. 219-235; 28 January 1900, DSR, pp. 476-478. 
185 Marțian, Annale, Vol. 1864, p. 8 
186 E. g: A. Vidrașcu, Chamber of  Deputies, 18 March 1892, in: DAD, p. 215; V. Urseanu, Senate, 25 

January 1896, in: DSR, p. 107-118. 
187 “Răzeșii sau moșnenii”, Muncitoriul, 22 November 1887, also reprinted 15 May 1888 
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class, recommended him as an imperfect though cunning economic and social agent.188 

On the other hand, the literary image of  an anxious răzeș preparing his offspring for 

urban careers of  illicit upward mobility rather than continued commitment to ancestral 

land alluded to the dilemmas of  precarity.189 Still, political acceptance of  the fact that 

the moșneni/răzeși held property in common was at times lukewarm, given an unpleasant 

association with a primitive communism not befitting a Latin nation.190 Wherever 

former serfs had received land after the Reform of  1864 but had not yet divided it 

amongst themselves, MPs lamented that “they were left to languish in a sort of  

communism that does not at all agree with our mores; for if  collective moșnean ownership 

has also existed, this was only the contingent result of  past vicissitude”.191 Still others, 

however, saw in the obște a venerable tradition paving the way for cooperativist initiatives 

in years to come.192 

Our brief  overview of  the răzeș/moșnean is a fitting coda to this chapter. The 

freeholder was a double Other, both to peasants and boyars alike: a symbol of  continuity, 

first imagined as a living relic, who had resisted conquest and encroachment, and whose 

very existence shaped the agency of  others, used as a foil and as an antinomy for 

arguments about the history of  property and its nature. At the same time, after 1864, his 

defining features were found to be the opposite of  what had been previously insisted on, 

a telling discursive volte-face proving the transformative power of  the Reform. So long as 

it was necessary to localise Roman property as a grounding for reflections on individual 

agency, the emphasis was squarely placed on the figure of  the individual and on his own 

plot of  land. As the Ur-colonist, the răzeș had an ambiguous relationship with contracts 

and documents. Overshadowed by the formerly serfs whose agency was now hoped to 

be catalysed, he remained liminal, a metonym for deep history. 

 

Conclusion 

Our first chapter has taken as its starting-point the analysis of  a double discourse of  

                                                
188 Ion Ionescu [de la Brad], Agricultura română din județul Dorohoi, Imprimeria Statului, Bucharest, 

1866, pp. 204-214 
189 “Scrisoarea XXV (Omul de țară)” [1853], in: Constantin Negruzzi, Opere, Vol. 1, Minerva, Bucharest, 

1973, pp. 289-293 
190 M. Alexandrescu, Senate, 28 January 1900, in: DSR, p. 476, citing the anafora of  1817 and arguing 

that individual shares within said collective property were absolute, and that overemphasizing a 

communal character would itself  be “communist”. 
191 N. Cratunescu, Senate, 27 January 1899, in: DSR, pp. 219-220 
192 A. Constantinescu, Chamber of  Deputies, 13 March 1903, in: DAD, pp. 854-856 
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absence: that of  “conquest”, and, by way of  consequence, of  “feudalism”. This was a 

contesting self-definition against a Western canon of  periodisation, yet national history 

nevertheless remained intelligible in Western terms, thanks to the notion of  Roman 

colonisation as the ultimate source of  private property and law in Romanian lands. This, 

in turn, allowed for an emphasis on the topos of  contract as the instantion of  

unconstrained transactions between actors: the history of  the nation was a history of  

agency. As such, agency is to be understood here as both the capacity of  individuals to 

freely enter contracts regulating agrarian labour, and their capacity to gradually 

transform labour into land-ownership – itself  a vision of  how agency could sediment 

into structure over time. If  the conservative emphasis was on the natural accumulation 

of  wealth in the hands of  the industrious few, this also came with a denial of  the effect 

of  peasant labour qua gradual improvement of  the land, and of  the rights this might 

afford the ploughman. This asymmetrical temporality of  structural transformation ran 

parallel to that of  răzeș/moșnean property ownership: imagined as missing links to the 

deep Roman past and as embodiments of  its continuity, they were central to arguments 

on how free labour and contractual consent could nevertheless result in gradual 

immiseration. 

The narrative of  absent “feudalism” did not inherently deny the actual existence of  

serfdom, but framed its emergence as a matter of  historical contingency, rather than the 

result of  structural preconditions. In turn, this facilitated actors’ attempts at telescoping 

history and turning to deeper pasts in search of  solutions for present ills. Yet, as we have 

seen, topoi underwent a dialectical transformation in the course of  debates between 

liberal reformers and conservatives, with the latter claiming that contractual consent had 

always existed, the status quo was just, and reforms were not warranted. This led to an 

increasingly awkward relationship with the past: no arguments could be drawn from it, 

so long as it was reducible to a history of  contracts pure and simple. Thus, in Hartogian 

terms, the regime of  historicity that emerged from debates on the “property question” 

was not unitary or coherent, but contested, inasmuch as the past could be seen as either 

a source of  wisdom, or as something which was superfluous when compared to the 

sacredness of  property rights as a principle.  

Whether the past could illuminate the present or not, there was yet another 

temporal imperative that impelled debates: that of  preventing the emergence of  a 

landless, footloose “proletariat” in the here-and-now, understood as a class intrinsicly 

devoid of  agency and untethered to the state. If  the seemingly-natural temporal horizon 

of  a proletariat’s emergence appeared distant in an underpopulated country where land 
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was plentiful, then hastening its birth through an unwise settlement of  the “social 

question” was an anxiety-inducing prospect. As with the idea of  absent “feudalism”, the 

idea of  an absent “proletariat” was a form of  positive difference from the West: that the 

nascent state could solve such a capital “question” was therefore the source of  optimism 

for the future, and a guarantee that the agency of  the nation would not be unduly 

fettered in years to come. At the same time, an awareness of  how empty lands could 

attract colonial encroachment in the European periphery also informed the growing 

sense of  ethno-national monopoly over the territory of  the state: if  anyone was entitled 

to it, it was the peasantry. In sum, this chapter has outlined how, by thinking about the 

agency of  the nation as temporally distributed, a historical regime accounting for the 

accretion of structure could emerge. 
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“For This Was the Roman Custom”: A Prologue  

 As shown in our previous chapter, the discourse of  free contractual agency – past, 

present and future – was grounded in the egalitarian colonisation of  Romanian lands. 

Yet, for this to hold true, the Roman conquest that brought the first wave of  colonists, 

could not, in fact, have been “conquest” properly-speaking: no social stratification or 

economic dispossession lay in its wake, for the vanquished were simply no more. The 

Dacian natives, as Romanian historians would broadly agree until the 1870s,3 had been 

essentially exterminated by the Romans during the second Roman-Dacian war of  105-

106 CE; this bolstered a discourse just as concerned with the economic, as with the 

ethnic implications of  Latin descent, the one dependent upon the other. It was with the 

gradual disciplinary consolidation of  linguistics and philology in the second half  of  the 

century that the Dacians, the Slavs – and others still – challenged the Roman monopoly 

on ethnogenesis. And, during the same period, renewed disputes over the (dis)continuity 

of  Romanian presence in Transylvania made an ethnic focus more relevant to debates 

                                                
1 Paul Battaillard, De la situation régulière de la Moldo-Valachie vis-à-vis de la Porte, Guyot, Brussels, 

1856, pp. 5-6 
2 Debate in Wallachian Ad Hoc Divan, 25 November 1857, ADPUP, Vol. 1, pp. 628-9 
3 Prior to that point, as the previous chapter has already noted, the hegemonic interpretation (though not 

without some exceptions) had been one of  Latin purity; for a critical overview of  the Dacians’ reception in 

Romanian historiography, see: Boia, History and Myth, pp. 83-111. 

The moment approaches, one hopes, when the 

independence of  nationalities shall become the 

fundamental principle of  the jus publicum 

Europaeum. If, therefore, one finds a people that asks 

for the aid of  civilised nations in putting an end to a long 

and miserable past, the first question for the politicians is 

if, following the text of  treaties and by virtue of  protocols, 

that people has the right to breathe. Does the Moldo-

Wallachian people enjoy this right? According to the 

terms of  monarchic Europe’s official jurisprudence, 

which still recognizes rights derived from conquest in the 

past and rights derived from oppression in the present, is 

this people truly a people, and can it be its own master? 

– Paul Bataillard, 18571 

 

As to our treaties, let us not forget that which not even our 

enemies will ever deny: namely, that our ancestors willingly 

concluded them with the Turks. They did not do so under 

duress, but only for fear that in the future, descendants less 

capable than themselves, unable to vanquish stronger and 

more numerous foes on the battlefield, would be defeated, 

and the Romanian people then bow its head under the 

heavy and crushing yoke of  the victorious foreigner. It is 

only the fear that they might thus jeopardise the future of  

the country they governed and loved that drove our ancestors 

to conclude treaties of  alliance and protection with the 

Porte. I say this knowing, like all of  our people do, that 

Romania [Wallachia] and Moldavia were never taken by 

sword, as, again known by all, the sister-countries were 

never defeated, not even in the time of  Mehmet II, the 

conqueror of  Constantinople, not even in the time of  

Suleiman, who laid siege to Vienna. – Grigore Ioranu, 

18572 
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on Romanians’ right to national and political representation than a now-mooted 

emphasis on property relations. This brought the narrative back to its origins: the first 

generation of  scholars to have insisted that the Romans had waged a war of  

extermination did so with the aim of  securing political and cultural privileges by virtue 

of  their nation’s pedigree, in the context of  late-Enlightenment polemics in Transylvania. 

Such histories of  the province (and of  Romanian lands more generally), written in the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, shared marked similarities in their intent, 

tone, structure and sources, and their certainty of  the natives’ extermination:4 the 

Roman past was not fraught with the difficulties of  additionally appropriating a pre-

colonial Dacian pre-history.5 Yet the more abstract, general and potentially contentious 

question of  whether the Romans indeed carried out wars of  extermination did not 

present itself  as an issue worth flagging. An exception to this came in the work of  

clergyman and historian Petru Maior (1756-1821). For him, the conduct of  the Romans 

was understandably shocking to modern readers, separated by a historical cleavage from 

past legal norms of  war and conquest:  
 

Do not think that this war waged by the Romans against the Dacians was like those now 

waged between Christians in Europe. For in these only the army flees the conquering 

adversaries, while the countrymen remain, burdened by tribute thrust upon them so as to 

pay for the sustenance of  the victors, yet left with enough for the administration of  their 

households. Here [in Europe], it is not habitual for the conqueror to burn the houses of  the 

countrymen, less still to harm their person. More so, the rulers of  these [conquering] 

adversaries are very careful, and arrange that soldiers show restraint, so as all countrymen 

be unmolested in all their affairs. It is therefore fit to imagine the war waged by the Romans 

against the Dacians akin to one where an army of  furious Turks reaches some Christian 

villages against which their rage is directed, so that neither the impotent elder, nor the 
                                                
4 As evidenced in the work of  the two other key exponents of  the so-called “Transylvanian School”, 

Gheorghe Șincai (1754-1816) and Samuil Micu (1745-1806), Uniate clergymen who insisted on the Latin 

origin of  the Romanian language and ethnicity. This came in response to a number of  pamphlets and 

histories written in the eighteenth century which claimed the contrary; see: Frederic Kellogg, A History of  

Romanian Historical Writing, Charles Schlacks, Bakersfield CA, 1990, pp. 17-21. As B.P Hasdeu was 

subsequently to allege as proof  of  their unreliability in his groundbreaking “Perit-au dacii?” [“Have the 

Dacians been Extinguished?”] of  1860, such claims were mostly derived from the work of  fourth-century 

Roman historian Eutropius. 
5 As had previously been the case with the Gauls and their extermination or assimilation by the Romans 

in French historical discourse; see: Sara E. Melzer, Colonizer or Colonized: The Hidden Stories of  Early 

Modern French Culture, University of  Pennsylvania Press, 2012. This remarkable study considers the 

entanglement between early modern French perceptions of  the nation’s colonial past, and the intellectual 

implications of  colonial encounters in the global arena. 
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innocent child are spared from the sword, and only ashes remain. For this was the Roman 

custom: that restless adversaries, who breached treaties,6 unfaithful and unenlightened, and 

from whom danger flowed incessantly, were to be wholly annihilated and ruined.7 And so 

they had done with Carthage, so with Corinth, and more recently still with Jerusalem, 

where, as Luke had prophesied, not one stone was left on another. How many such changes 

have happened in the world, whereby whole nations [ghintă – from the Latin gens] have been 

driven out of  their homelands by force, or when by the might of  their adversaries they have 

been wholly extinguished!8 

 

The difference and distance between past and present carried clear humanitarian and 

political implications: though Maior did not gesture toward a new regime of  historicity 

that would wholly abandon the notion of  an intelligible history as magistra vitae, the sad 

reality of  re-iterated destruction nevertheless belonged to a past to which a 

geographically-specific present (the ambiguous yet telling “here”) was counterposed. In 

the space of  a paragraph, Maior provided a normative account of  just war, of  the 

limited impact of  conquest on sovereignty, and of  the relative frequency of  what we 

might now call “genocide” and/or “ethnic cleansing”. From the standpoint of  both 

Christianity and Enlightenment, the norms of  the law of  nations [jus gentium] and its 

particular European instantiation [jus publicum Europaeum] created cultural and historical 

Others – the Turk and the Roman, respectively. 9 For Maior and his intended readers, it 

was an orthodox stance to argue that there were limits to the sovereignty of  the 

conqueror, divided as it was between the imperium of  political rule and the dominium of  

economic extraction. More controversial, however, was the claim made by Maior – and, 

by extension, the “Transylvanian school” of  historiography as whole – regarding the 

Romans’ murderous impulses; after all, was not the jus gentium inextricably linked to its 

                                                
6 The Romans had previously paid tribute to the Dacians in order to pre-empt further raids. That the 

Roman Empire itself  had been a tributary state, yet so obviously retained its might and sovereignty, was at 

times invoked by way of  analogy with regard to the relationship between the Principalities and the 

Ottomans; see, for instance: Ioan Deșliu, Senate, 23 December 1876, in: MOf, p. 196. 
7 One reading may be that, for Maior, the Dacians could be assimilated to the figure of  the brigand as 

hostis humani generis, whose extermination was an imperative of  natural law. For the modern (re-) invention 

of  the category, which also included pirates and tyrants, see: Dan Edelstein, The Terror of  Natural Right: 

Republicanism, the Cult of  Nature, and the French Revolution, University of  Chicago Press, 2009, pp. 

26-41. On brigandage as unjust war, see: Stephen C. Neff, War and the Law of  Nations: A General 

History, Cambridge University Press, 2005, p. 97. 
8 Petru Maior, Istoria pentru începutul Românilor în Dacia [1812], Vol. 1, Albatros, Bucharest, 1970, p. 

100  
9 As a disclaimer, specifc issues of  jus in/ad bellum are not discussed herein. 
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codification through Roman law?  

 In fact, this most crucial foundational hypothesis of  both Transylvanian and 

Moldo-Wallachian historiography emerged in the course of  a West-European debate on 

the nature of  jus gentium: were the Romans genocidal? At the very least, they were a 

disputed example. The controversy pitted Montesquieu against Voltaire, with 

Machiavelli as a point of  reference and contention – making its way into the 

mainstream of  the Republic of  Letters via the Encyclopédie. Thus, although Maior did 

not name his sources, we are nevertheless able to capture the morphological similarities 

between the fragment cited above and the work of  his exponentially more influential 

contemporaries. The staying-power and rhetorical uses of  the mid-eighteenth-century 

law of  nations in the dawning age of  nationalism must not be underestimated, as our 

chapter will prove. 

 

An Enlightenment Polemic 

 Enlightenment debates on whether the Romans were prone to wars of  

extermination may be understood as a specific instance of  the long-standing “quarrel of  

the Ancients and Moderns”, which, as Hartog remarks, marked a veritable “crisis of  

time”, inasmuch as the moral authority of  the past as a source of lessons and exemplars 

was now cast into doubt.10 Chronologically, the on-and-off  polemic on the Romans 

began with a descriptive and prescriptive analysis through which Montesquieu 

historicised the laws of  war and conquest. Thus, in Book 10, Chapter 3 of  his 1748 

“Spirit of  the Laws”, Montesquieu stressed that, in its essence, “conquest is an 

acquisition, and carries with it the spirit of  preservation and use, not of  destruction”, 

though means and outcomes could vary: 
 

The inhabitants of  a conquered country are treated by the conqueror one of  the four 

following ways: either he continues to rule them according to their own laws, and assumes 

to himself  only the exercise of  the political and civil government; or he gives them new 

political and civil government; or he destroys and disperses the society; or, in fine, he 

exterminates the people. The first way is conformable to the law of  nations now followed; 

the fourth is more agreeable to the law of  nations followed by the Romans; in respect to 

which, I leave the reader to judge how far we have improved upon the ancients. We must 
                                                
10 Hartog, Regimes, p. 107. On the relative absence of  such a “quarrel” in early-nineteenth-century 

Romanian debates on political modernity and modernisation, resulting in a regime of  historicity different 

from that in the West, see: Raluca Alexandrescu, Difficiles modernités: rhythes et régime conceptuels de la 

démocratie dans la pensée politique roumaine au XIXe siècle, Editura Universității din București, 2015, 

pp. 68-69. 
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give due commendations to our modern refinements in reason, religion, philosophy, and 

manners.11 

 

The similarities between Maior’s passage and the above are marked enough to point to 

either a direct or an indirect filiation. But there exists a still more plausible vector of  the 

topos’ transmission. An almost – though not quite – exact rendition of  Montesquieu 

came to be published in 1753 as the article on “Conquest” in the Encyclopédie.12 What 

differed, courtesy of  the editing of  the allocated contributor,13 was the qualification that, 

of  the possible outcomes of  conquest, “the first two are proper to the jus gentium that we 

follow today, with the observation that, in what concerns the second, it is a foolhardy 

enterprise for the conqueror to give his laws and custom to that people”; “the latter two 

manners are more proper to the jus gentium [droit des gens] of  the Romans”.14 On this 

reading, both exodus and genocide were unacceptable, relegated to the past; equally, the 

attempt to foist new political norms onto the vanquished was seen as acceptable, though 

forlorn. That the Encyclopédie saw it necessary to nuance Montesquieu’s perspective is 

proof  of  the potentially contentious nature of  his identifying the Romans with genocide 

                                                
11 Montesquieu [transl. Thomas Nugent], The Spirit of  Laws, Vol. 1, Donaldson & Reid, Edinburgh, 

1752, pp. 148-149. On the evolution of  Montesquieu’s attitudes towards conquest, see: Jean Terrel, “À 

propos de la conquête: droit et politique chez Montesquieu”, Révue Montesquieu, (VIII) 2005-2006, pp. 

137-152. 

12 Neither “The Spirit of  Laws” nor volumes of  the Encyclopédie featured in Maior’s personal library; see: 

Iacob Mârza, “Enlightenment Books in Romanian Libraries in Transylvania from the Middle of  the 

Eighteenth Century to the First Decades of  the Nineteenth” in: Pompiliu Teodor [transl. Lucian 

Dunăreanu et al] (ed.) Enlightenment and Romanian Society, Dacia, Cluj, 1980, p. 59. That Maior, as a 

Uniate clergyman, could not own – or indeed openly reference – volumes by Montesquieu or from the 

Encyclopédie, which were at the time on the Index of  the Catholic Church, provides an explanation for 

this, as well as for the merely morphological nature of  our argument regarding the text’s genealogy. 

Nevertheless, we do know that during his student days in Vienna, Maior was exposed to Montesquieu as 

part of  his Politics curriculum; see: Maria Protase, Petru Maior: un ctitor de conștiințe, Minerva, 

Bucharest, 1973, p. 62.  
13 Louis, chevalier de Jaucourt (1704-1779), who, though a “jusnaturalist”, did not, in his capacity as the 

most prolific contributor to the project, push for the inclusion of  more than three articles on the jus gentium, 

the one on “Conquest” included; see: Luigi Delia, “Le droit dans l’Encyclopédie. Cartographies, enjeux, 

collaborateurs”, Recherches sur Diderot et sur l’Encyclopédie, (XLVIII) 2013, pp. 143-168. On the 

general outlook of  the Encyclopédie on the laws and nature of  war, see: Luigi Delia: “Guerre juste et droit 

de la guerre dans l’Encyclopédie”, Biblioteca elettronica su Montesquieu e dintorni, (II) 2010, pp. 93-109. 
14 Louis de Jaucourt, “Conquête” 

[https://artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/encyclopedie1117/navigate/3/3978/, 

last accessed: 30/10/18] 
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tout court.  

 Voltaire, who annotated the Spirit of  the Laws some thirty years after its initial 

publication, took issue with it both in matters of  principle, and on an empirical level. 

And so was the case with Montesquieu on colonisation qua assimilation: 
 

While the Romans were at times cruel, they were more often generous. I cannot think of  

more than two considerable peoples who were exterminated: the Veii and the Carthaginians. 

Their [the Romans’] maxim was that of  incorporating other nations, rather than destroying 

them. They founded colonies everywhere, established arts and laws, civilising the barbarians 

and finally giving the title of  Roman citizens to subjugated peoples. […] Even the Jews, in 

spite of  the horror and disdain [the Romans] had for them, enjoyed great privileges, and 

maintained synagogues both before and after the destruction of  the Temple.15 

 

On a more general level, Voltaire was sceptical of  Montesquieu’s views on the jus gentium. 

As a whole, Chapter 10 of  the Spirit of  the Laws appeared to Voltaire as a “most 

singular course of  public law”, when it suggested that a people had a right to pre-

emptively annihilate neighbours who appeared to amass disproportionate power, 

directly qualifying this maxim as worthy of  Machiavelli.16 Yet this was at once a fair and 

an unfair criticism. Fair, because Montesquieu had indeed borrowed the 

acknowledgement of  a radical transformation of  the jus gentium from Machiavelli – 

unfair, given that the Machiavellian text lamented the impossibility of  waging war in the 

way once acceptable, whereas Montesquieu lauded this and sought to explain how it 

came about. Montesquieu had first depicted the laws of  Roman war as being based on 

extermination some twenty years prior to the publication of  the “Spirit of  the Laws”, in 

a short tract on universal monarchy (and universal peace) in Europe.17  The pre-

                                                
15 Voltaire, Commentaire sur ‘L’esprit des lois’ [1777], Œuvres complètes, Vol. 18, Lefèvre et Deterville, 

Paris, 1817, p. 302 
16 Voltaire, Commentaire, pp. 279-280. 
17  Montesquieu had published a work titled Considérations sur les causes de la grandeur des Romains et 

de leur decadence in 1734, and had written a companion-piece to it, Réflexions sur la monarchie 

universelle en Europe, which was only published posthumously. It was in the latter that Montesquieu had, 

in fact, intended to offer a reply to Machiavelli and his Art of  War, who was already in his own time 

aware of  the difference between the jus gentium as understood by the Romans and the new standards 

imposed by Christian civilisation and its progress. The body of  work on Montesquieu’s reception of  

Machiavelli has grown in recent years; see: Paul Rahe, “The Book That Never Was: Montesquieu’s 

‘Considerations on the Romans’ in Historical Context”, History of  Political Thought, 1/2005, pp. 43-89. 

Voltaire’s marginalia on Considérations appears equally critical; see: E. H. Price, “The Opinions of  

Voltaire Concerning Montesquieu's Theories of  Roman Greatness”, Philological Quarterly, (XVI) 1937, 
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eminence of  one nation over all others had become “a moral impossibility”, especially 

when compared to the hegemony of  the Roman Empire: “the jus gentium has now 

changed, and following today’s laws, war is waged in a manner that more usually ruins 

those who are in the more advantageous position.” 18  Aversion to genocide, to 

enslavement of  the vanquished and to despoiling conquered territory forced a stalemate 

between civilised nations: just war was too expensive to consider, the more so if  the 

conqueror took it upon himself  to administer his new subjects in a proper manner. By 

no means was this state of  affairs deplored by the author – the continued fragmentation 

of  Europe warded off  the necessary (and necessarily Oriental) despotism of  any 

overstretched empire. Here, Montesquieu also came full circle, to the other Other of  the 

jus publicum Europaeum: the Turk. That the Romans were in and of  the past chimed with 

the inherent backwardness and anachronism of  the Ottoman Empire’s very existence. 

Though sympathetically noting that tribute levied from conquered nations by Eastern 

despots “never rose above the rates exacted by the founder of  their Monarchy”, this was 

only due to the torpor of  Oriental sovereigns, uninterested in economic growth. Yet 

leniency could not prevent the erosion of  centralised sovereignty – “the divers peoples, 

wearied by a domination seen as foreign, will begin living according to their own 

laws”.19  

 

An Imperfect Sovereignty 

Montesquieu’s reflections on the shortcomings of  Oriental sovereignty bring us 

to the second, far more frequent ideological deployment of  jus gentium in nineteenth-

century Romanian lands, as a tool for interpreting the relationship between the 

Principalities and the Ottoman Empire. It is in this broader intellectual context that we 

may interpret Moldo-Wallachian insistence on the absence of  Turkish “conquest”, 

doubled by an emphasis on contracts/compacts. From the standpoint of  pamphleteers 

and statesmen, many potential complexities could thus be bypassed, allowing for greater 

rhetorical flexibility and political manoeuvring. There was no need to explicitly vilify the 

Ottomans on grounds of  civilisation or to question the fundamental legitimacy of  their 

rule, if  their authority was construed as sufficiently diluted. And, through the very 
                                                                                                                                          
pp. 287-295. More generally, see: Myrtille Méricam-Bourdet, “Voltaire contre Montesquieu? L’apport des 

œuvres historiques dans la controverse”, Revue Française d’Histoire des Idées Politiques, 1/2012, pp. 25-

36. 
18  Montesquieu, Réflexions sur la monarchie universelle en Europe [1734], in: Deux opuscules de 

Montesquieu, Gounouilhou and Rouam, Bordeaux and Paris, 1891, pp. 11-13. 
19 Montesquieu, Réflexions, pp. 18-19 
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practice of  invoking freely-entered bilateral agreements, any theoretical objection 

against treaties between Christians and non-Christians also lay beyond debate. By the 

beginning of  the nineteenth century, treaties and alliances between European powers 

and the Ottomans no longer appeared abominable or untenable: the jus gentium could, in 

principle, countenance them.20 Nevertheless, until the end of  the Crimean War, the 

Porte remained beyond the pale of  the jus publicum Europaeum, even then included not by 

virtue of  having attained a purported “standard of  civilisation”, but due to “its weakness 

and the fear that this weakness would destabilize the European balance of  power”.21 In 

what follows, therefore, our task is to explore the analytical framework that rendered 

treaties relevant and intelligible; the topoi shared with the contractual history of  property; 

the vision of  agency they created and conveyed. 

 Between the end of  the seventeenth and the middle of  the nineteenth centuries, 

Ottoman influence in Central and South-Eastern Europe was gradually displaced by the 

territorial and political expansion of  Russia and Austria. A series of  treaties 

acknowledged the increasing involvement of  the latter two powers in the ever-eroding 

peripheries of  the former: in 1774, the Treaty of  Küçük Kaynarca set the precedent of  

Russia’s protection of  Christians in the Ottoman Empire, and its right to intervene in 

the Principalities of  Moldavia and Wallachia on the same account.22 The Principalities 

were neither fully incorporated into the Ottoman Empire, nor were they fully separate; 

Ottoman tributary states since the fifteenth century, ruled by Ottoman-appointed 

Phanariote princes since the beginning of  the eighteenth, Moldavia and Wallachia were 

often war zones. Starting with the middle of  the eighteenth century, however, local elites 

attempted to influence the drafting of  treaties concerning them,23 becoming increasingly 

conversant in the contemporary language of  international relations. By the time when 

contesting forces in both Principalities secured their union and the recognition of  their 

                                                
20 Jennifer Pitts, “Empire and Legal Universalisms in the Eighteenth Century,” The American Historical 

Review, 1/2012, pp. 96-98 
21 Turan Kayaoglu, Legal Imperialism: Sovereignty and Extraterritoriality in Japan, the Ottoman Empire, 

and China, Cambridge University Press, 2010, p. 110 
22 Virginia Aksan, Ottoman Wars, 1700-1870: An Empire Besieged, Routledge, 2013, pp. 154-160. The 

actual extent to which the text of  the treaty afforded Russia new rights or committed the Ottomans to 

enforcing stipulations of  their own accord is discussed in: Roderic H. Davison, “Russian Skill and Turkish 

Imbecility”: The Treaty of  Kuchuk Kainardji Reconsidered”, Slavic Review, 3/1976, pp. 463-483. I am 

grateful to Alex Drace-Francis for this reference.  
23 Victor Taki, “Limits of  Protection: Russia and the Orthodox Coreligionists in the Ottoman Empire,” 

Carl Beck Papers in Russian and East European Studies, (§2401) 2015, pp. 8-16 



 118 

autonomy, the key concepts of  the diplomatic vocabulary had permeated the public 

sphere, becoming central to nationalist discourse. If, in a given historical context, the 

terminology of  international relations was most influenced by debates in a local(ised) 

public sphere, legal experts acquired their status and their familiarity with key concepts 

as nation- or state-builders first and foremost:24 the key works of  “semi-peripheral 

lawyers” 25  had more to do with history-writing and pamphleteering, than with 

international law per se. 

 Two conceptual pairs manifested themselves as crucial to both public debate and 

diplomatic parlance in mid-nineteenth-century Moldo-Wallachia: sovereignty/suzerainty, 

and jus gentium/ jus publicum Europaeum. The first term in each pair is the more general 

and normative concept, yet whose breadth requires contextual working definitions, 

rather than ex-post stipulative ones. For our actors, sovereignty appeared as the definite 

trait delineating a nation and/or state as a politically distinct entity, though sovereignty 

itself  could be external (where the agency of  said entity was acknowledged by like 

entities) or internal (as a check-list of  attributes that were the cumulative proof  of  

agency). 26  Likewise, the jus gentium [in Romanian, “dreptul gintelor/ginților”] was 

understood as a paradigm of  international relations that, for our actors, regulated the 

intercourse between polities in general, defending, however, the rights of  the ethnic 

nation. 

 The two remaining concepts, however, proved more directly relevant for 

Romanian debates. As a term originally referring to a feudal relationship of  dependency 

between lord and vassal, “suzerainty”27 was used to describe the tributary relationship 

between the Principalities and the Porte; as our final section will show, Westerners found 

it quaint, and Romanians ultimately anachronistic, which made for little theoretical 

debate on its meaning. Not so with defining the jus publicum Europaeum [in Romanian, 
                                                
24 Martti Koskenniemi, The Gentle Civilizer of  Nations: The Rise and Fall of  International Law 1870–

1960, Cambridge University Press, 2001, p. 4 
25 Arnulf  Becker Lorca, Mestizo International Law, Cambridge University Press, 2014, pp. 23-30 
26 Vasile Boerescu, La Roumanie après le traité de Paris du 30 mars 1856, E. Dentu, Paris, 1856, p. 30 
27 A recent work examining how the terminology of  “sovereignty” and “suzerainty” was introduced as a 

descriptor of  relationships between the Principalities, the Porte, and Russia is: Ștefania Costache, At the 

End of  Empire: Imperial Governance, Inter-Imperial Rivalry and ‘Autonomy’ in Wallachia and Moldavia 

(1780s-1850s), unpublished PhD diss., 2013. The author argues that such distinctions gained salience 

when “claims to political agency in the Balkans received consideration as forms of  government 

subordinate or alternative to Ottoman rule only in the 19th century, when the European powers began to 

intervene in Ottoman administration through arrangements that became categories of  international law.” 

(p. 20) 
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“dreptul public al Europei”]. A term which gradually gained traction in eighteenth-

century debates at the intersection of  diplomatic theory and Enlightenment 

philosophy,28  jus publicum Europaeum became a key concept in two regards. One, it 

contributed to the self-imagination of  a European state system whose self-preservation 

relied on some form or other of  internal equilibrium; two, it demarcated said space and 

community from an external Other. As noted with reference to the “Concert of  Europe” 

post-1815, “European powers developed practices and legal notions which differed from 

those which they applied outside the European legal sphere, i.e. in dealing with extra-

European peoples.” 29  What was at stake for aspiring (peripheral) polities was a 

recognition of  their belonging to a “nominally secularised cultural community that was 

actually anchored in a shared Christian heritage […] The order of  ‘civilised nations’ 

included solidarity between monarchic rulers, dynastic or other domestic constitutional 

institutions, the readiness to establish robust institutional connections, the professional 

ethos of  a highly developed permanent diplomacy answerable to changing political 

masters.”30  

However, the privileges afforded by inclusion in the jus publicum Europaeum were 

not reducible to an acknowledgement of  “Europeanness” or of  legitimate 

civilising/economic claims as a potential colonial power. The jus publicum Europaeum was 

also understood as a stratified and codified system of  precedent, validating treaties 

concluded between members. It is from this point of  view that around the middle of  the 

nineteenth century, both 1848ers and members of  the political establishment sought the 

inclusion of  treaties supposedly concluded between the Turk and the medieval princes 

of  Wallachia and Moldavia into the jus publicum Europaeum, as a means of  gaining a firm 

acknowledgement of  sovereignty, imperfect though it might have been. The authenticity 

of  the medieval “capitulations” has been fruitfully debated in Romanian historiography, 

and recent scholarship highlights their importance and omnipresence in both diplomatic 

                                                
28 See: Martti Koskenniemi, “The Public Law of  Europe: Reflections on a French Eighteenth Century 

Debate,” in: Helena Lindemann, Nina Malaviya, Alexander Hanebeck, et al (eds.) Erzählungen vom 

Konstitutionalismus, Nomos, Baden-Baden, 2012, pp. 43-74. 
29 Matthias Schulz, “Paradoxes of  a Great Power Peace: The Case of  the Concert of  Europe,” in: 

Thomas Hippler and Miloš Vec (eds.) Paradoxes of  Peace in Nineteenth Century Europe, Oxford 

University Press, 2015, p. 138 
30 Davide Rodogno, “European Legal Doctrines on Intervention and the Status of  the Ottoman Empire 

within the ‘Family of  Nations’ Throughout the Nineteenth Century”, Journal of  the History of  

International Law/Revue d'histoire du droit international, 1/2016, pp. 30-31 
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and public discourse31 from the end of  the eighteenth century onwards. The treaties 

were “reconstructed” – or, rather invented outright32 – by Moldo-Wallachian power-

brokers hoping to codify the status and liberties presumably enjoyed by their polities, 

both as part of  attempts at inter-imperial mediation, and within the intra-imperial logic 

of  Ottoman peripheral devolution. As early as 1772, noblemen in both Principalities 

included said reconstructions in their argumentation,33 with Moldavian elites protesting 

the annexation of  the province of  Bukovina by Austria on account of  the principality 

having been “a separate, independent fief  since always, distinct from the Ottoman 

Empire as such.”34  In time, actual rhetorical usage varied with strategic identification 

with either Turkey or Russia, for the sake of  diminishing the influence of  the other, yet 

the overall discursive trajectory continued to emphasize the special status of  the 

Principalities while claiming increasing amounts of  autonomy.35 It was only in 1908 that 

the treaties’ authenticity or existence was first questioned in a scholarly manner,36 as part 

of  a more general critical turn in Romanian historiography, some thirty years after 

Romanian independence had already put an end to their ubiquity in press, pamphlets 

and parliament. By that point, the ancient capitulations were no longer needed as a topos 

that could bind past and present together and draw agency from continuity.  

 

A Matter of  Intelligibility 

 In 1888, a massive project of  publishing “Documents Relating to the History of  

Romania’s Resurrection” set out to provide a readily-available, exhaustive collection of  

                                                
31  See: Anton Caragea, Epoca renaşterii naţionale: 1750-1878, Editura Universității din București, 

Bucharest, 2003. 
32 Viorel Panaite, “The Legal and Political Status of  Wallachia and Moldavia in Relation to the Ottoman 

Porte,” in: Gábor Kármán and Lovro Kunčević (eds.) The European Tributary States of  the Ottoman 

Empire in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, Brill, 2013, pp. 36-42. Panaite also takes issue with 

the term “capitulations”, as commonplace and seemingly convenient, but in fact anachronistic. 
33 Vlad Georgescu [transl. Mary Lăzărescu], Political Ideas and the Enlightenment in the Romanian 

Principalities, 1750-1831, East European Quarterly, Boulder, 1971, pp. 153-154. On the pre-history of  

their invention, see: Șerban Papacostea, “Tratatele Țării Românești și Moldovei cu Imperiul Otoman în 

secolele XIV-XVI: ficțiune politică și realitate istorică,” in: Dan Berindei, Gheorghe Edroiu, Nicolae 

Bocșan (eds.) Stat, societate, națiune: interpretări istorice, Dacia, Cluj, 1982, pp. 103-4. 
34 Papacostea, “Tratatele”, pp. 162-163 
35 Vlad Georgescu, Istoria ideilor politice românești, 1369-1878, Jon Dumitru Verlag, Munich, 1987, pp. 

275-307 
36 Constantin Giurescu, Capitulațiile Moldovei cu Poarta Otomană: studiu istoric, Carol Göbl, Bucharest, 

1908 
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historical sources, supporting the nascent grand narratives of  Romanian statehood and 

nation-building.37 Mostly concerned with the early-to-mid nineteenth century, the ten-

volume project comprised a corpus of  key monumenta, many of  which had been 

unpublished and uncollected by the founding fathers of  Romanian historiography, one 

generation earlier. Imbued with the teleology of  a conscious progression towards the 

1859 union between Moldavia and Wallachia as a historical end-game attained by said 

founding fathers as political actors, the series, edited under the aegis of  a major liberal 

politician,38 foregrounded the agency of  the faction in question. A compelling testament 

to the self-reproduction of  methodological nationalism, the continued relevance of  the 

series is warranted by the reliable authenticity of  the documents indexed. Or, at least, of  

the majority. Volume One traced the emergence of  the “national question” 

chronologically, starting with supposedly-authoritative versions of  the treaties that, 

starting with the fourteenth century, had regulated the relationship between the Porte 

and the Principalities. 

 The treaty of  1391 between Mircea I, prince of  Wallachia, and Beyazid I; the 

treaty of  1460 between Vlad V, prince of  Wallachia, and Mehmed II; the treaty of  1511 

between Bogdan III, prince of  Moldavia, and Beyazid II; the treaty of  1634 between 

Vasile Lupu, prince of  Moldavia, and Murad IV – each was given both a Romanian 

and a French translation. The first of  these treaties, as presented to late-nineteenth-

century readers, guaranteed Wallachia a right to make war and peace and enter treaties; 

it gave the local prince a right of  life and death over his subjects; it defended Muslim 

apostates who reverted to Christianity once on Wallachian soil; it exempted Wallachian 

subjects from local taxes when in the Empire; it acknowledged the election of  the prince 

by the local Orthodox metropolitan and boyars; finally, it prescribed the payment of  a 

yearly sum that would ensure Ottoman protection.39 In isolation, this read intelligibly, 

not exoticised by archaic concepts imported from Ottoman parlance.  

  On its whole, however, the terminology of  these “capitulations”, as rendered in 

both French and Romanian, was either periphrastic or suspiciously clear. Thus, 

Wallachia had been “subjected by the unvanquished power” of  the Turk in 1391, but 

ostensibly not conquered,40 whereas Moldavia was guaranteed the modern title of  
                                                
37 The aforementioned ADRIRR. 
38 Serving four times as Prime Minister, and briefly as president of  the Romanian Academy: D. A. Sturdza 

(1833-1914). 
39 “Tractatul dintre Mircea I, Domnul Țerei Românesci, și Sultanul Baiazed Ilderim, din anul 1391”, 

ADRIRR, Vol. I, p. 1 
40 “Tractatul dintre Mircea I”, p. 1 
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“independent country” in 1634.41  And yet, the general assumption was that no duress 

invalidated the signing of  these treaties – as contracts, they encapsulated the agency of  

the nation, however dimly defined in this context as the signatory princes and/or the 

body politic. However, an editorial footnote cautioned readers to steer clear of  the 

“greatly altered” versions of  the first two treaties in particular – one notable culprit 

being, “for example”, the 1821 French-language edition of  William Wilkinson’s “An 

Account of  the Principalities of  Wallachia and Moldavia”.42 As almost seventy years had 

passed, this was proof  that, in the past, such texts had fulfilled a crucial function in the 

public sphere. 

 These treaties were supposed to provide a rhetorical syntagm for intelligibility. As 

we have already noted in our introduction, the canonical normativity of  Western 

chronology required a strategic redescription of  national histories in the periphery. The 

first decades of  the nineteenth century witnessed the gradual growth of  a literature 

concerned with Eastern Europe in general or the Principalities in particular, travelogues 

that served as ammunition for assorted polemics between travellers, their rivals, travelees, 

and supporters of  the latter.43 Western authors had to make sense of  unfamiliar lands 

with an ambiguous political and civilizational status – and the interpretation of  a series 

of  treaties was a conveniently straightforward exercise and entry-point. It was customary 

that a historical overview of  either or both Principalities be given, regardless of  the 

broader topic of  the work in question, and, after providing a narrative of  Roman-to-

Medieval history where uncertainty was the rule, it was comparatively more convenient 

to render Moldo-Wallchian history intelligible by focusing on the Principalities’ treaties 

with the Porte, then on those between the Porte and Russia. William Wilkinson’s 

trailblazing “Account of  the Principalities of  Wallachia and Moldavia, with Various 

Political Observations Relating to Them” of  1820 made no exception. For Wilkinson, 

who had been the British consul in Bucharest, diplomatic training clearly influenced his 

sensibilities as a history-user. After a seventeen-page litany of  ambiguities, he set out to 

dissect the treaties, most likely relying on the Greek language manuscripts recently 

compiled by their (re)inventors. 

His interpretation was a contentious one by the standards of  1888, as it was not 
                                                
41 “Tractatul dintre Vasile Lupul, Domnul Moldovei, și Sultanul Mahomed IV, din 1634”, ADRIRR, Vol. 

I, p. 8 
42 “Tractatul dintre Vasile Lupul”, p. 8 
43 Wendy Bracewell, “The Travellee’s Eye: Reading European Travel Writing, 1750–1850,” in: Julia 

Kuehn and Paul Smethurst (eds.), New Directions in Travel Writing Studies, Palgrave Macmillan, 2015, 

pp. 215-228 
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yet encumbered by the taboos of  nationalism. Reading the Moldavian and Wallachian 

capitulations side by side suggested that the two Principalities were somehow not equal 

in their relationship to the Porte, and Wilkinson openly pointed out the contrast, relying 

on the authority of  Cantemir: “with regard to Moldavia, the first act of  its submission to 

the Turks was not the effect of  conquest, but a voluntary measure of  precaution and 

security”. Of  Wallachia, Wilkinson noted that “the Voivode marched to meet the Turks; 

and, after a bloody battle, he was defeated, and compelled to become tributary to the 

Sultan”– which signalled a more disadvantageous situation.44 Still, “conquest” was never 

a neutral concept, and its precise meaning in the Moldo-Wallachian context would 

remain a stumbling-block. While Wilkinson played a part in bringing the capitulations 

and their texts to the attention of  a wider audience, his analysis was thin on theory. The 

next step in consolidating a discourse of  contractual agency in Moldo-Wallachia lay 

with the compacts’ interpretation in the key of  jus gentium. 

 

Jus Gentium for All Seasons 

 The first half  of  the nineteenth century saw the global spread and translation of  

canonical eighteenth-century treatises on jus gentium, such as those of  Emer de Vattel in 

the Italian peninsula, Greece, the Americas45 and in the Ottoman Empire.46 However, 

the language of  eighteenth-century jus gentium would lose ground in mid-nineteenth-

century Europe as soon as it reached the periphery. A jus gentium still carrying intimations 

of  natural law was hybridised with – and then displaced by – a “positivism” more 

concerned with describing and codifying the precedent of  sovereigns’ international 

conduct than with upholding transcendent values.47 The increasing normativity of  state-

                                                
44 William Wilkinson, An Account of  the Principalities of  Wallachia and Moldavia: With Various Political 

Observations Relating to Them, Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, and Brown, London, 1820, p. 29. 

Wilkinson was aware that, de facto, the Porte had since treated both Principalities in an indistinguishable 

manner; later pamphleteers largely ignored these original distinctions – our discussion only highlights the 

difference between modes of  acquisition. Let us also note here that Wilkinson’s versions may have been 

influenced by those reprinted in 1818 by Fotino in Istoria generală, pp. 616-635. 
45 The first comprehensive global overview of  nineteenth-century Vattelianism is: Elisabetta Fiocchi 

Malaspina, L’eterno ritorno del Droit des gens di Emer de Vattel (secc. XVIII-XIX): L’impatto sulla 

cultura giuridica in prospettiva globale, Max Planck Institute for European Legal History, Frankfurt am 

Main, 2017. 
46 Mustafa Serdar Palabıyık, “The Emergence of  the Idea of  ‘International Law’ in the Ottoman Empire 

before the Treaty of  Paris (1856),” Middle Eastern Studies, 2/2014, p. 235 
47 David Kennedy, “International Law and the Nineteenth Century: History of  an Illusion,” Nordic 

Journal of  International Law, 3/1996, pp. 397-398 
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based sovereignty within a “positivist” international system rendered all non-sovereign 

entities automatically ripe for imperial colonisation, 48  meaning that state-building 

establishment elites in peripheral polities had to master the rhetorics of  diplomatic self-

defence.  

 In 1834, a number of  Wallachian noblemen sent a memorandum to the court of  

the protecting power in Sankt Petersburg, protesting the devastation wrought upon their 

crops by the annual migration of  Transylvanian shepherds on their way to pastures in 

the Ottoman Empire. The flocks had been granted an exceptional right of  passage by 

virtue of  a treaty concluded between the Porte and Austria in 1791, regulating a long-

standing state of  affairs.49 But, as the Principalities began to export agricultural produce 

in the wake of  the 1829 Treaty of  Adrianople, the matter had become urgent: passing 

shepherds could have no right to noblemen’s “private property; not without injury to the 

immutable principles of  justice and the law of  nations”.50 By the same token, the 

petition further claimed, the rights of  the country had also been breached, invoking the 

ancient capitulations concluded with the Porte. These were arguments grounded in an 

understanding of  “natural law” writ large, a continuum where private property and 

national sovereignty were not separated: the stringent economic issues of  trade bid state 

elites to assimilate a vocabulary hoped to be universally intelligible and compelling. 

Therefore, it is by no means surprising to see a conservative group such as the land-

owning class make use of  a novel intellectual and legal framework: the language of  

“private property” became entrenched in Romanian lands under the modernising 

framework of  the proto-constitutional Organic Regulations set up by the Russian 

administration in the early 1830s. 

 Recourse to jus gentium – the law of  whatever might have been meant by “nations” 

– in the Principalities preceded its public deployment in the service of  the nationalist 

cause, typically embodied by the Western-educated generation of  the revolutionaries of  

1848. Thus, in 1843, the regnant prince of  Wallachia submitted yet another 

memorandum to St. Petersburg, in which he argued that the country, “by virtue of  its 

ancient privileges, and more particularly in light of  the treaties that have especially 
                                                
48 Antony Anghie, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of  International Law, Cambridge University 

Press, 2007, p. 33 
49 Thibault Lefebvre, Études diplomatiques et économiques sur la Valachie, Guillaumin & Cie, Paris, 1858, 

pp. 162-163 
50  Vlad Georgescu [transl. Radu Crețeanu], Mémoires et projets de réforme dans les principautés 

roumaines, 1831-1848: répertoire et textes, Association internationale d’études du Sud-Est européen, 

Bucharest, 1972, p. 46 



 125 

placed it under the protection of  the Russian Empire, occupies a position that 

distinguishes it from the other provinces of  the Ottoman Empire in European public law; 

it has, at all times, enjoyed an independent financial administration”.51 In order to more 

advantageously settle the issue of  tariffs, the prince’s argument hinged on the stratified 

precedents of  a European system that might hopefully include Wallachia: this was a 

procedural employment of  diplomatic language, more concerned with legitimate 

inclusion as per its prevailing norms than with transforming its substance. 

 Having noted the above, the public sphere was nevertheless more influenced by 

the deployment of  the jus gentium in the service of  the ethnic nation’s rights, in addition 

to those of  the state. From the standpoint of  “sovereignty”, nation-building and state-

building relied on the same conceptual vocabulary, making ex-post distinctions between 

the two processes problematic. Tentatively, we may argue that the ontology of  

international law was enriched by the existence of  the ethnic nation as an entity whose 

rights were to be defended. Yet, at the same time, the language and tools of  the jus 

gentium remained, in effect, unchanged, as we will soon see. Between 1838 and 1839, 

Felix Colson, the philo-Romanian secretary of  the French consul in Bucharest, 52 

published a number of  pamphlets on Moldo-Wallachia. The most comprehensive 

account was to be found in his well-received “De l’état présent et de l’avenir des 

Principautés de Moldavie et de Valachie”; two other, briefer, pamphlets dealt specifically 

with the question of  rendering intelligible the system of  treaties that governed the fate 

of  the two countries specifically in terms of  jus gentium. And yet, it was not Colson 

himself  who oversaw the publication of  all such tracts. Some five decades later, the 

statesman, economist and diplomat Ion Ghica (1816-1897) wrote to his fellow ex-1848er, 

Vasile Alecsandri, recalling the sense of  novelty that imbued Colson’s work:  
 

one of  the best books ever written on the Principalities, a well-designed diagram and 

explanation of  the treaties concluded by Romanian princes with the Porte, based on the 

most rational principles of  the jus gentium. I myself  published an extract from this book in 

1839, under the title ‘Précis des droits des Moldaves et de Valaques fondé sur le droit des 

                                                
51  Georges Bibesco (ed.), Règne de Bibesco: Roumanie. D’Andrinople à Balta-Liman (1829-1849). 

Correspondance et documents, 1843-1856, Vol. 1, Plon, Nourrit et Cie, Paris, 1893, p. 155 
52 Colson was, equally, a militant for the rights of  Poland, publishing a three-tome defence of  its political 

rights: De la Pologne et des Cabinets du Nord, Paulin, Paris, 1841. The preface to the first volume began 

by stating that “among the questions posed in the great debate that today agitates Europe, few are as 

important as that of  Poland. A complete solution of  the Slavic Question and of  the Eastern Question are 

impossible without solving the Polish Question.” (p. 7) 
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gens et sur les traités.’53 

 

 The Frenchman’s initial contribution was some five hundred pages long, and, 

aside from legal hermeneutics, covered economics, history, sociological miscellanea and 

a brief  excursus on the plight of  Roma slaves – but, for Ghica, the attention given to the 

capitulations remained most important. Colson began his analysis of  the subject by 

stating that “the Moldo-Wallachians have for some time endured the fate of  those 

peoples who, upon being conquered, have been erased from among nations. And yet, 

they are the only Christians tributary to the Ottoman Empire who have negotiated with 

the Turk, their rights inscribed in both history and treaties”.54 In making the case for a 

history of  the nation as a history of  treaties, a gap between “history” and “treaties” 

became apparent: both abstract principles and historical evidence were needed, the 

latter framed and construed so that they conformed to the former. The textual exercise 

of  analysing the original intentions and positions captured by treaties at a given point 

provided a yardstick by which the brute, often brutal facts of  intervening events could be 

measured. As such, what made Colson innovative and compelling was his explicit use of  

an interpretive framework, drawn from his professional experience. His defence of  

Moldo-Wallachia name-checked still-authoritative eighteenth-century authorities on jus 

gentium, such as Emer de Vattel (1714-1767). Commenting upon the first of  the 

capitulations, he referenced Vattel in a footnote, though without citing either volume or 

page: “this treaty, according to the jus gentium, may only be considered a mere treaty of  

protection; for, following the usage generally accepted in Europe, a nation incapable of  

guarding itself  from insult and oppression may place itself  under the protection of  a 

more powerful state.”55 

 Admitting that subsequent treaties had transformed the Porte into “both 

suzerain and protector”, Colson called upon the more recent authority of  Friedrich 

Martens56 when arguing that Wallachia “consented to pay a tribute and concede a right 
                                                
53 Ion Ghica, Opere, Vol. 1, Editura pentru literatură, Bucharest, 1967, p. 212. The volume in question 

was published with A. Pougin, Paris; a previous version in 1838 (presumably by Colson himself ?) with F. 

Malteste, Paris. A Romanian-language rendition of  his Vattelian arguments is: Felix Colson [transl. D. A. 

Sturdza], Skurta deskriere a drepturiloru Moldoveniloru şi a Munteniloru fundate pe dreptulu ginteloru şi 

pe trataturi, Tip. Buciumului Românu, Iaşi, 1856. 
54 Félix Colson, De l’état, p. 267 
55 Colson, De l’état, p. 269 
56  Martti Koskenniemi, “Into Positivism: Georg Friedrich von Martens (1756–1821) and Modern 

International Law”, Constellations, 2/2008, pp. 196-199. Koskenniemi notes the ambiguous view taken 

by Martens on European-Ottoman relations, as well as his importance in popularising jus publicum 



 127 

of  supremacy only so as to never cease being a sovereign state”.57 Turning to Vattel once 

more, Colson quoted him on how “a simple treaty of  protection [...] does not at all 

derogate from her sovereignty, and differs not from the ordinary treaties of  alliance 

otherwise than as it creates a difference in the dignity of  the contracting parties”.58 As 

such, the author saw fit to attack Martens – whose widely-used “Précis de droit des gens” 

was emulated in title of  the pamphlet that Ghica spun off  from the chapter. “The 

writers who have placed Wallachia and Moldavia amongst the ranks of  semi-sovereign 

countries know nothing of  the treaties concluded with the Sublime Porte”, argued 

Colson, adding that “Mr. Martens himself  founds his opinion on the matter” only on 

more recent Russo-Turkish treaties that distorted the initial compact.59  

 For Colson, the ever-growing Russian influence in Moldo-Wallachia originated 

in a breach of  contract on the part of  the Ottomans, whom the jus gentium barred from 

unilaterally authorising the establishment of  a third-party protectorate. Interestingly, it 

was not in the name of  violence done to the rights of  a given ethnic group per se, but 

through a Vattelian reading of  jus gentium, that Colson also denied Ottomans’ right to 

authorise the annexations of  the Moldavian regions of  Bukovina and Bessarabia in 1774 

and 1812, by Austria and Russia, respectively. This is where the ethnicisation of  the gens 

appears in its ambiguous state: the entity whose rights were defended was the ethnic 

nation, but the reasoning remained fixated on a transgression illegal from the stanpoint 

of  pre-existing rules that did not require equating a gens with an ethnic unit. As Moldo-

Wallachia had never been conquered by the Porte, its territory was not to be 

“dismembered” by the latter; as Russian and Austrian conquest were equally absent, 

these cessions were doubly illegal: “To legitimise these conquests, would it not have been 

necessary that 1) war be begun by the Moldo-Wallachians; 2) that they themselves 

declare it; 3) that they be vanquished by the enemy; 4) that the Turks, their protectors, 

be also vanquished along with them; 5) that, finally, the treaty of  cession be consented to 

not only by the prince, but the political body of  the nation?”60 The final point of  

Colson’s check-list flags the broader question of  a contractual(ist) continuum. Without 

further discussion of  institutional specifics, a state of  nature or a social contract in 
                                                                                                                                          
Europaeum. 
57 Colson, De l’état, p. 271 
58 Colson, De l’état, p. 272, corresponding to (a previous edition of) Emer de Vattel [transl. Joseph Chitty], 

The Law of  Nations; or, Principles of  the Law of  Nature, Applied to the Conduct and Affairs of  Nations 

and Sovereigns, T. & J.W. Johnson, Philadelphia, 1844, pp. 93-94. 
59 Colson, De l’état, p. 273 
60 Colson, De l’état, pp. 278-279 
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earnest, some degree of  consent or resistance to princely decision by the gens had to be 

possible from the standpoint of  internal sovereignty, so as to validate outward-looking 

compacts or conquests. This was not necessarily a narrative of  ancient democracy, but it 

nevertheless problematised the issue of  whose agency in particular was captured by 

contracts between nations – that of  the prince, of  the body politic, or of  one via the 

other.61 

In broad strokes, Colson’s arguments – down to the authors, works and passages 

cited or alluded to – would continue to be deployed for more than twenty years. This 

theoretical, conceptual, and discursive apparatus allowed, again according to the need 

for grappling with absence and relative chronological exoticism, for a telescoping of  

national history past ages of  absent agency, and erasing distance, while also accounting 

for their existence, and downplaying actual passivity.  Yet arguments based on jus gentium 

were not superficial, cut-and-paste afterthoughts in the general economy of  

pamphleteers’ work, beyond that of  Colson – the ethics of  citation in the nineteenth 

century differed from our own. Rather, as Colson himself  noted, only scant reference 

had hitherto been made to the Principalities in canonical works on international 

relations – let alone with the capitulations in view – and his own contribution neatly 

filled the gap. Certainly, even though the Principalities’ sovereignty was presented as 

undiminished by their tribute to the Porte, their taxonomic oddity persisted, relegated to 

stray footnotes, as in Friedrich Martens’ compendium. However, since Colson’s work 

was not an exploration of  the margins of  jus gentium for its own sake, but fundamentally 

polemical in its anti-Russian and anti-Ottoman stance, this jeopardised his tenure at the 

consulate, and one or more of  his works were banned in Wallachia in 1840.62 Ironically, 

a testament to Colson’s compelling application of  a modern, Western interpretive grid 

to the capitulations was that, as late as 1854, a ruler of  the country – Barbu Știrbei  –  

himself  soon came to copy and paste from the Frenchman’s Vattelian musings in a 

                                                
61 From the standpoint of  this relationship between people and prince, the cultural figurations of  popular 

agency in history ranged, for the ‘48ers, from the delegation of  the prince as a hero acting in its name, to 

a partnership between prince and people, to the people as an “active spectator”. That this is itself  

reminiscent of  Hartog’s reflections on the “heroic regime” of  historicity suggests an avenue for future 

research; see: Andreia Roman, Le populisme quarante-huitard dans les Principautés Roumaines, Éditions 

de la Fondation Culturelle Roumaine, Bucharest, 1999, pp. 223-224. I am grateful to Alex Drace-Francis 

for this reference. 
62 Nicolae Isar, Epoca paşoptistă în mărturii franceze. Studii., Editura Universitară, Bucharest, 2017, pp. 

161-173, offering what is – to our knowledge – the most complete overview of  Colson’s life and work. 
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private memo.63 

  By this point, we might ask: why Vattel? One answer might be that, for the pre-

positivist paradigm, his 1758 “Le droit des gens ou Principes de la loi naturelle appliqués 

à la conduite et aux affaires des nations et des souverains” was an exhaustive, sufficiently 

concise overview of  mid-Enlightenment thought on the jus gentium as a realm of  inquiry 

already separated from the law of  nature, if  not already tinged with an incipient 

positivism.64 Vattel’s work was appealing in that it exhaustively covered the complexities 

of  conquest and sovereignty. “Le Droit des Gens” spoke of  unequal treaties,65 of  the 

protection that a nation may voluntarily seek from another,66  and of  the relative 

commonality of  rendering homage in feudal times.67 The author proved sympathetic to 

the rights of  the feebler party: “every nation, every sovereign and independent state, 

deserves consideration and respect, because it makes an immediate figure in the grand 

society of  the human race.”68 Moreover, Vattel also denied that a nation could be 

legitimately driven off  its land69 even if  said land was not wholly in use at a given point 

in time70: on their whole, his words resonated with the underdogs of  international 

relations, whose basic sovereignty he recognised.71 But, perversely, this contributed to the 

establishment of  sovereignty as an exclusionary normative standard. In a post-feudal 

                                                
63 Nicolae Iorga (ed.), Corespondența lui Știrbei-Vodă, Vol. 1, Minerva, Bucharest, 1904, pp. 283-288 
64 Kayaoglu, Legal Imperialism, p. 24 
65 Vattel, Law of  Nations, pp. 201-202. Again, recall the otherwise problematic nature of  “unequal 

treaties” in nineteenth-century thought and diplomatic practice. 
66 Vattel, Law of  Nations, pp. 93-96 
67 Vattel, Law of  Nations, p. 3 
68 Vattel, Law of  Nations, p. 148 
69 Vattel, Law of  Nations, p. 168 
70 Vattel, Law of  Nations, p. 35 
71 However, let us also note that Vattel qualified such sympathies in a Lockean manner, inasmuch as he 

posited a (vague) standard of  civilisation qua land usage, which made colonial usurpation of  nations in the 

global periphery ultimately acceptable. A recent appraisal, mindful of  the ambiguity of  references to 

“state” and “nation” in the author’s work, concludes that “his theory of  territorial sovereignty has roots in 

a tradition of  critiquing empire as much as apologizing for it. This is supported also by his immediate 

intent to defend small principalities like Saxony against their predatory neighbours. This is not to discount 

his unequivocal endorsement of  North American colonialism, but rather to suggest that his understanding 

of  territory is not reducible to it. Ultimately, Vattel justifies sovereignty over land not through a natural 

duty to cultivate, but through a defense of  the autonomy of  the nation. The territorial state then, as Vattel 

presents it, always assumes a prior nation, and it depends on that nation to justifies its spatial extent”; see: 

Benjamin Mueser, “The Nation and Property in Vattel’s Theory of  Territory”, Global Intellectual History, 

3/2018, pp. 137-155 (here quoted from p. 150). 
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world, few entities could be presumed to require Vattel’s life-saving caveats, with realities 

on the colonial fringes silently glossed over. We are brought full-circle to the initial 

quandary of  imperfect sovereignty and of  imperfect conquest. 

 

A Greek Interlude 

 Thus far, we have examined the birth a contractual discourse in the Principalities. 

But, in keeping with our initial remarks, we must ask: how singular was it? Were there 

other cultural and political contexts in which compacts with the Ottomans – or, rather, 

their absence – could be invoked? Let us take as a point of  entry one text that gained 

traction with multiple audiences: Marc-Philippe Zallony’s 1824 “Essay on the 

Phanariotes”. This tract is better-known as a foundational text for an anti-Phanariote 

tradition that sought to account for the passive victimhood of  Romanians, borne of  

Turkish meddling in their internal affairs.72 Though written by a Greek, the pamphlet 

virulently attacked the Hellenophone exponents of  the now-collapsing Ottoman old 

order, and was also promptly translated into French and English. Zallony’s attack on the 

Phanariotes hinged on highlighting their misrule of  the Principalities and their failure to 

support the cause of  the Greek revolution. But it is towards the end of  his polemic, 

where Zallony defended the Greek struggle for independence as a matter of  principle, 

that we find a direct corollary to the Moldo-Wallachians’ triumphant invocation of  

contractual equality:  
 

Force of  arms caused the independence of  Greece to fall; it was by force of  arms that the 

Hellenes have attempted to regain it. We cannot assimilate them to those unquiet people 

who, weary of  their legitimate government, would change it for another. The Ottomans 

were never their legitimate sovereigns. The Greeks were, with respect to the Sultan, only the 

fatal inheritance bequeathed by the sword of  Mehmet II; they are prisoners of  war who 

have at length delivered themselves. No treaty, I believe, exists, which acknowledges the 

sovereignty of  the Sublime Porte over the Greeks. And admitting that there had been a 

convention between the conquerors and the conquered, by which the last styled themselves 

subjects of  the Sublime Porte – such a contract could but have considered the effect of  

violence. Obliterate the interval of  a few ages, and we establish the rights of  the Greeks. 73  
                                                
72 Jacques Bouchard, “Perception des Phanariotes avant et après Zallony”, Cahiers Balkaniques, (XLII) 

2014, [http://ceb.revues.org/4935, last accessed: 30/10/2018]. The best survey of  anti-Phanariote 

attitudes remains: Ștefan Lemny, “La critique du régime phanariote: clichées mentaux et perspectives 

historiographiques”, in: Alexandru Zub (ed.), Culture and Society: Structures, Interferences, Analogies in 

Modern Romanian History, Editura Academiei R.S.R, Iași, 1985, pp. 17-30. 
73 Charles Swann, Journal of  a Voyage up the Mediterranean, Vol. 2, 1826, C. & J. Rivington, London, 

1826, p. 407. 
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Zallony was far from alone in framing the plight and right of  the Greeks in these terms: 

this prompts us, therefore, to carry out a brief  survey of  some of  the more popular – 

and readily-available – pamphlets advocating Greek independence throughout the 

1820s and 1830s, which does indeed yield interesting variations on the theme. Not only 

is such a digression instructive for the purpose of  comparing the trope of  an absent 

contract with a parallel Moldo-Wallachian development. Though this constitutes neither 

an entangled intellectual history, nor a clear-cut case of  Balkan cultural transfer, it is 

precisely here that we find a clearer connection between more explicit notions of  

contract and Enlightenment debates on conquest and sovereignty. What is more, the 

denial of  Ottoman rights to sovereignty over Greece also instantiated the logic of  

telescoping that “interval of  a few ages” of  illegitimate oppression as a means of  

restoring agency: the arguments invoked were, as we shall see, not only contractual 

absence, but also the absence of  intervening ethnogenesis admixing Turks and Greeks, 

and the absence of  economic development. Even more so than with Romania, this was 

a history of  absence(s). 

 During the Greek War of  Independence, over two thousand pamphlets dissected 

its causes, chronicled its events, or tried to predict its outcome.74 Writers’ factional 

affiliations, both at home and in Greece, added yet another layer of  diversity, as did their 

varying focus on the religious, cultural or political oppression suffered by the Greeks. But, 

even as such, notions of  jus gentium, contract, and conquest cross-cut our chosen corpus. 

Foremost among all mentions, perhaps, is that found in the official proclamation issued 

on 15 April 1822 by the leaders of  the insurgency themselves: “the Greeks were serving 

foreign masters, inexorable tyrants, insatiable tigers. No compact bound them to the 

foreign power which, in the madness of  its pride, claimed to rule them by mere brute 

force for ever.”75  Two other significant topoi were also present: despotic/tyrannical 

misrule warranting legitimate resistance, and strident separation between lord and 

subject. To begin with, while resistance to despotism/tyranny76 had long been a subject 

                                                
74 As catalogued in: Loukia Droulia, Philhellénisme: ouvrages inspirés par la guerre de l’indépendance 

grecque, 1821-1833: répertoire bibliographique, Centre de recherches néo-helléniques de la Fondation 

nationale de la recherche scientifique, Athens, 1974. 
75 The Provisional Constitution of  Greece, Translated from the Second Edition of  Corinth, Accompanied 

by the Original Greek, Preceded by a Letter to the Senate of  the Grecian Confederation, and by a 

General View of  the Origin and Progress of  the Revolution, by a Grecian Eye-Witness; and Followed by 

Official Documents, J. Murray, London, 1823, p. 109 
76 On the entanglement of  these concepts, and the rise to prominence of  “despotism” as designating a 
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of  reflection in the Western canon, its subversive potential never became fully 

neutralised. It was by insisting on the irreducible difference between Ottoman (pseudo-

)sovereignty and that of  European monarchs77 that advocates of  Philhellenism could 

invoke a Greek right to rebel in a manner acceptable to the explicitly anti-revolutionary 

post-1815 Concert of  Europe. “The cause of  the Greeks is unconnected with the spirit 

of  revolution in Europe”, argued one writer, as “they are not fighting for a quantum of  

political freedom but for that national independence which is become synonymous with 

individual existence”.78  Consequently, then, the argument was turned on its head: 

supporting the Greek cause was not in violation of, but required by the jus gentium and jus 

publicum Europaeum, lest a precedent of  tolerance towards tyranny become entrenched: 
 

In vain will it be argued that the principle of  public order requires the repression of  all 

rebellion, even against the Sultan: we shall answer that comparing the legitimacy of  the 

Grand Turk and his rights to those of  European monarchs would be a derision of  the 

maxims that ensure the prosperity and stability of  the states of  Christendom, should this be 

allowed to enter European public law.79 

 

 More concretely, one of  the factors rendering the Turk illegitimate was the 

imperfect nature of  his conquest, where the sovereign failed to redress the initial act of  

violence. Even where a conservative pro-Russian author openly declared that they “far 

from agreed with that favourite dogma of  our century, which makes supreme authority 

derive from a freely consented pact”80, debating the Turk’s dysfunctional conquest 

brought the language of  contract in through the back door:  
 

the domination of  one people over another is never legitimate unless a pact of  social 

adoption sanctions the fusion of  the two races, erasing the difference of  origin by 

                                                                                                                                          
systemic Oriental pathology, as opposed to the historical contingency of  a particular tyrant’s emergence, 

see: Melvin Richter, “A Family of  Political Concepts: Tyranny, Despotism, Bonapartism, Caesarism, 

Dictatorship, 1750-1917”, European Journal of  Political Theory, 3/2005, where Montesquieu is credited 

with this shift (p. 229). 
77 Jean-Michel Berton, Les Turcs dans la balance politique de l’Europe au dix-neuviéme siècle: ou 

considérations sur l’usurpation Ottomane et sur l’indépendence de la Grèce, Librairie Nationale et 

Étrangere, Paris, 1822, p. 58 
78 Charles Brinsley Sheridan, Thoughts on the Greek Revolution, John Murray, London, 1822, p. 78 
79 François Charles Hugues Laurent Pouqueville, Histoire de la régénération de la Grèce comprenant le 

précis des évènements depuis 1740 jusqu’en 1824, Vols. 3-4, Firmin Didot, Paris, 1824, p. 160  
80 Alexandros Stourdzas [attrib. – signed “Un Grec”] La Grèce en 1821 et 1822: correspondance politique, 

Dufart, Paris, 1823, p. 15 
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redeeming it through a parity of  rights. This is how the Chinese now coexist with the 

Manchurians, the Gauls became French, the ancient inhabitants of  Great Britain were 

gradually assimilated by the Anglo-Saxons, and the Anglo-Saxons assimilated the 

conquering Normans. Wherever this fusion of  races fails to take place, the rights of  the 

ancient owners remain inalienable, though their rehabilitation may be often delayed. […] 

Not at all do I, therefore, question the right of  conquest […] but I deny that the Greeks are 

the subjects of  the Sultan, as they are merely considered the tributaries and helots of  his 

veritable, Muslim subjects.81 

 

 The thrust of  the argument was clear. The nascent narratives of  European 

ethnogenesis, themselves reliant precisely on the logic of  conquest, required that the 

Ottomans be othered on this account, too. Though exceptions to the rule existed, they 

did so through the civilising mission of  a beneficial colonialism. Only “a country 

recently reclaimed like the wilds of  America or New Holland from an original state of  

savage destitution”82 could allow for the continued supremacy of  a small ruling elite, 

unmixed with the conquered nation. But, given the perceived inferiority of  the 

Ottomans, this was emphatically not the case. More daring writers contrasted the role 

played by the British in India (though not in Ireland) with the decay experienced by 

Spain and the Ottomans,83 thereby simultaneously legitimising both the Greek and the 

South-American struggle for independence.84  This further placed the Ottomans in an 

impossible position: they could not claim stewardship over the natives, they had not 

become joined with them via ethnic admixture, nor had they killed the natives outright. 

“What good would it be to put an end to the current revolution of  Greece?” was the 

rhetorical title of  one pamphlet’s key chapter – “None, unless 1) the Greek population 
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be exterminated, or, 2) a change occurr in either the Turkish or Greek level of  

civilisation”.85 However, this ethnicisation of  arguments relating to the laws of  conquest 

did not come at the expense of  an additional economic argument against the Sultan’s 

legitimacy. The putatively unnatural position of  the vanquished prevented the Ottomans 

from laying claim to what would have been their rightful dominium. This was a discourse 

doubled and justified by a more straightforwardly Orientalist topos of  innate sloth, to the 

degree that one author quoted Montesquieu’s “Persian Letters” as a sufficiently 

authoritative source on the depopulation that a defective political economy had brought 

upon Turkey-in-Europe.86 That the Ottomans had neglected property and agriculture, 

therefore, meant that the Greeks had yet another argument in their favour: 
 

Harsh as taxing the vanquished might be, it is a legitimate means through which the 

conqueror may acquire the land and its produce, through cultivation. Labour is the most 

certain of  property rights that men may hold, yet the Turks have disdained this sacred title. 

The Greeks have never ceased cultivating their fathers’ inheritance, but, wet with their blood 

and tears, [the land itself] has rebelled.87  

 

 Finally, the procedural standards of  the jus gentium and jus publicum Europaeum 

suffused contemporary discourse whenever its more abstract tenets were not dissected. It 

was only within the bounds of  the jus gentium that Greek revolutionaries could hope to be 

recognised as legitimate combatants in a civil war by third parties – “whether the people 

of  that unfortunate land waged, if  I may so express myself, a legal war, or were rather to 

be considered in rebellion.”88 Thus, one British author pointed to the difficulties the 

revolutionaries’ anti-Ottoman naval blockade created for non-combattants’ trade – the 

law of  nations allowed blockades only to legitimate entities on the international scene, or, 

rather, legitimised them by allowing them to proceed as such.89 Indeed, the declaration 

of  blockade issued by the revolutionaries explicitly proclaimed that, to the end of  
                                                
85 de Pradt, De la Grèce, p. 38 
86 de Pradt, De la Grèce, pp. 10-12. The fragment cited was the nineteenth letter, from Usbek to Rustan. 
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Tennent, Giuseppe Pecchio, William Henry Humphreys, A Picture of  Greece in 1825, H. Colburn, 

London, 1826, p. 319.  The introduction of  Western-style private property was seen as a precondition, 

with the expected competition of  Greek immigrants drawn to a legitimate, free kin-state: George Finlay, 

The Hellenic Kingdom and the Greek Nation, John Murray, London, 1836, p. 82 and pp. 86-88.  
88 Henry Lytton Bulwer, An Autumn in Greece, J. Ebers, London, 1826, p. 2  
89 Philip James Green, Sketches of  the War in Greece, Extracts from Correspondence, with Notes by R. L. 
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“depriving the enemy of  all means of  resistance, [it would avail] itself  of  the common 

law of  nations and of  Europe.”90  

 A closer acquaintance with “the more abstract branches of  legislation” was 

perceived as imperious, as “many of  the Greek students profited largely by the most 

popular and celebrated writers on public law and civil rights”, Vattel included91 – and, 

by the end of  the 1830s, Vattel had been translated into Greek92 and into Ottoman 

Turkish, virtually in sync with Colson’s polemic. All of  this is ample proof  that the 

recent “turn” unearthing the intellectual history of  international relations in the 

nineteenth century must also embrace the dual role played by sources and actors, both 

in the international arena, and in local processes of  nation-building. History-users were 

compelled to be peripheral legal scholars as much as they were (or in order to become) 

“founding fathers”, and it is imperative to consider the local, inward-looking role and 

legacy of  texts advocating the rights of  peripheral polities. As Arnulf  Becker-Lorca has 

noted regarding the subsequent, “positivist” paradigm: 
 

[The] semi-peripheral form of  classical legal consciousness might be described as a 

particularistic universalism. Semi-peripheral jurists faithfully believed in the universality of  

international law as neutral and scientific knowledge and as a legal order where instituting 

sovereign autonomy and equality should attain validity on a global scale. However, semi-

peripheral jurists’ specific articulation of  the universal rendered international law particular. 

Given their eagerness to be faithful to their own representations of  international law’s 

universality, in addition to the fact that international legal doctrine was a channel to support 

modernization or nation-building projects defined by the specific political predicaments 

faced in different parts of  the globe, semi-peripheral lawyers’ international legal thinking 

acquired a local or regional distinctiveness.93 

 

All of  this also holds true for our case, with one caveat: the notion of  “regional 

distinctiveness” became more problematic when the periphery made an explicit claim 

for the privileges of  European belonging, in cultural and geopolitical terms. Navigating 

the gap between the jus gentium and jus publicum Europaeum was difficult if  the privileged 

(non-)periphery that you thought you belonged to was not the same as the wider one key 

players relegated you to. And, for Moldo-Wallachians and their supporters, this would 
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become painfully plain when attempting to defend a revolution of  their own. 

 

Lateral Orientalisms and Revolution 

 The Wallachian Revolution further entrenched the topoi of  contractual agency, 

just as much as they showed their limits. From the very beginning, the government 

publicly commited to upholding the rights and privileges of  the Porte – advantageously 

interpreted, of  course, on the basis of  the capitulations. More openly than the ex-post 

teleologies of  a perennial quest for independence would allow, the revolutionaries were 

constantly preoccupied with convincing the Porte – and Europe at large – of  not only 

the bloodlessness, but also the legality of  their movement. But, as we already know, this 

ultimately proved impossible, given the conservative effort to label the Revolution as a 

“communist” undertaking when the question of  land reform was raised, petitioning 

both Russia and Turkey behind the scenes. Tsarist troops occupied a quiescent Moldavia 

on 31 July, while the Ottomans simultaneously crossed the Danube into Wallachia. A 

protestation issued in the name of  the people decried the entry of  “the Turkish armies 

into Romanian lands by crossing the Danube without so much as a manifesto, without 

any reason, against all treaties and the jus gentium”, at a time when “the country was at its 

most joyous and peaceful”.94 As Ottoman pressure mounted, negotiations with both 

boyars and revolutionaries conditioned the diplomatic recognition of  Wallachia on the 

replacement of  the provisional government by a non-radical lieutenancy on August 14. 

However, even this failed to prevent the occupation of  Bucharest on 25 September by 

Ottomans, and by the Russians, three days later, drawing the revolution to a close and 

forcing its leaders into exile.95 Notably, the joint Russo-Turkish occupation was marked 

by tensions stemming from Russia’s desire to maintain a protectorate, which it perceived 

as a more substantive form of  domination over the Principalities than that of  the 

Porte.96 

 Indeed, hopeful though revolutionaries had been in June, by mid-July the 

invading Ottomans had to be convinced that the ancient capitulations guaranteed 

internal sovereignty and a prosperity felicitous not least to the Porte itself. Yet a letter 

addressed to the counterrevolutionary boyars by the Turkish administration dismissed 

the revolutionary innovations as “incompatible with the rights afforded by suzerainty”;97 
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at the same time, the Russian cabinet publicly spoke against “this new authority, 

improvised by insurrection, disdainful of  the sovereignty of  the Ottoman Porte and in 

open opposition to Russia’s protectorate”.98 The memorandum, dated July 31, refuted 

the revolutionaries’ every pretence and strategy, not least that of  bypassing and 

delegitimising more recent treaties concerning the Principalities, 
 

provinces pure and simple, integral parts of  an empire, tributary to their sovereign, 

governed by princes whose election must be agreed upon, and who then rule for limited 

periods of  time. For Russia, their political existence is [acknowledged] only by virtue of  

treaties which in and of  themselves have nothing in common with the totality of  the 

transactions upon which European public law is founded. It is mainly on the basis of  the 

treaties of  Bucharest, Akkerman and Adrianople 99  that Moldavia and Wallachia are 

beholden to privileges in addition to or in lieu of  to those originally guaranteed by their 

ancient capitulations with the Porte.100 

 

The invasion, then, was hardly even that – the Ottomans were still on home territory, 

where the jus publicum Europaeum did not exist. In essence, this was a denial of  the agency 

of  the entity in question – its position was that of  a passive object. The reply published 

by the revolutionary government acknowledged the tributary position of  the country; 

“but, as a nation of  wholly European origin, we think that the country we inhabit is 

geographically situated in a manner that […] gives a thousand reasons […] to be 

included in the general system of  Central Europe’s constitutional peoples”.101 This 

invocation of  European public law came with an interestingly regional twist, informed 

by the frantic negotiations between revolutionaries willing to confederate so as to repel 

the reactionary menace, a common standard of  civilisation promising equality among 

nations.102 But, as Sahlins would have it, the contingencies of  history were not kind to 

the value with which “suzerainty” under the jus publicum Europaeum had been vested by 

the Wallachians – the effects of  its interpretation were wholly out of  the hands of  the 

utterers. Ironically, the proclamation issued to “Boyars and Inhabitants of  Wallachia of  

all classes” by the commissioner of  the Porte upon entering Bucharest (and engaging in 
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a skirmish with a heroic and ill-fated troop of  firemen, many among them of  peasant 

extraction) on 13 September did make use of  the language of  Europeanness, albeit in a 

negative key:  
 

A rebellion fomented by that spectre of  communism [“duh al comunismului”] which the 

whole of  Europe is at present doing battle with and triumphing over has erupted in your 

midst, disturbing the peace and the safety of  the peaceful progress you enjoyed under the 

national institutions given to you by the Porte. [The rebellion’s] principles are wholly 

counter to the political laws which rule over the other provinces of  the Ottoman Empire, 

and are harmful both to our legitimate monarch’s rights of  sovereignty, and to the political 

ties with Russia, the faithful preservation of  which His Highness desires.103 

 

If  there was anything European about this “Ottoman province”, it was the troubling 

local existence of  the “communism” that had spread across the continent – an 

accusation that, as previously noted, had insistently been made by exiled boyars. The 

reply, drafted by Ion Ionescu de la Brad and published in Transylvania in December 

1848,104 emphatically stated that “Romanians are not communists”, pointing out that 

the aim of  the revolution had been strengthening property and the family via abolishing 

serfdom, and quoting peasants’ interventions in the Property Commission. Rather, 

Ionescu made the claim that “the movement is something still unknown to the language of  

politics”, even more novel than “communism” itself: the peaceful, Christian principles 

and conduct of  the revolutionaries were a claim to exceptionalism qua legitimation – if  

the presence of  “communism” was de-legitimsing proof  of  anarchy, then its absence was 

hoped to be taken as proof  of  the nation’s agency. Just as the Greeks had aimed to 

convince a reactionary Europe of  their movement’s distinctness in the 1820s, so too did 

the Romanians in 1848 – yet to little avail.  

 Though such exchanges were of  obvious historical importance, they were never 

included in a national canon as such, beyond their publication in late-nineteenth-

century monumenta. By the same token, however, it is surprising that the centrality of  jus 

gentium/jus publicum Europaeum to one of  the most well-known texts of  the Revolution has 

not been remarked upon thus far: “The Desires of  the National Party in Moldavia”, 

written by the already-exiled collaborators of  the Wallachians as a vindication of  their 

cause and a vilification of  their adversaries. Its main author, Mihail Kogălniceanu, spoke 
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of  an age marked by “the triumph of  right over might”, countering the Russians’ claims 

by invoking Vattel and stressing the equality of  suzerain and tributary implicit to the 

shared nature of  their mutual obligations.105 Not surprisingly, the Moldavian did so in 

passages virtually identical to Colson’s – while Bălcescu, in Wallachia, also appropriated 

the Frenchman’s text when countering the Russian cabinet’s communique.106 On his 

part, Kogălniceanu further condemned the text sent by St. Petersburg to diplomats 

across Europe as one imbued with “theories contrary to any law of  nations”, going to 

the heart of  the tension between the jus publicum Europaeum and the peculiar, frustrating 

similarity of  the Principalities to the non-European, non-civilised entities with which it 

was nevertheless thrown together by politics, if  not by history itself:  
 

Russia declares we do not even have the right to aspire to that Europe for whose religion 

and civilisation our ancestors have spilled so many rivers of  blood, [that Europe] that has on 

numerous accounts recognised our existence as states and our rights as autonomous 

countries. The questions of  Lebanon and Egypt were decided upon by the European 

Powers, yet it is only for us, an oppressed Christian people, that Europe cannot intervene, 

neither in the name of  humanity, nor by virtue of  its justice or ours; and all of  this because 

the treaties concluded between the Porte and Russia have ‘nothing in common with the 

totality of  the transactions that European public law is founded upon’; that the rights of  

Russia are founded in the Orient on treaties that do not exist in the West.107 

 

This anxiety stemmed from what we might term lateral Orientalisms: even if  the 

Moldo-Wallachians’ ethnic origins or standard of  civilisation were not in doubt, their 

historical entanglement in the all-engrossing “Eastern Question” damned them by 

inviting comparison with polities which would not be included in the jus publicum 

Europaeum. On the one hand, thinking about the “Eastern Question” generated 

standards of  conduct that furthered changing ideas of  “Europe” and its preservation:108 

if  the Moldo-Wallachians could make a case for their role in maintaining the jus publicum 

Europaeum, they could be included in it. On the other, actors “who evaluated the history 

of  their own political, legal or cultural contexts to demonstrate their participation in the 

civilized world were less inclined to recognize commonalities with other regions or states 
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of  the semi-periphery.”109 Orientalism by association on the edges of  the Ottoman 

world meant no solidarity with other semi-sovereign polities. That the watchful eye of  

the Concert of  Europe more zealously guarded the autonomy of  a crumbling Ottoman 

Empire’s other peripheries – Egypt or Lebanon – made the Moldo-Wallachians’ history 

of  compacts with the Turk appear alarmingly inconsequential. Still, the Moldo-

Wallachians themselves were compelled to resort to such comparisons when diplomatic 

precedent was needed: in 1848, for instance, Bucharest revolutionaries dismissed 

Russia’s pretensions to exclusive protection on account of  the precedent set by the 

international arbitration on Egypt’s status in 1840, in their reply to the fateful circular 

we have already discussed.110 But, unfavourable comparisons with Lebanon or Egypt 

aside, a further potential cause for the anxieties of  lateral Orientalism was to be found 

with the Aegean principality of  Samos. 

 A small island off  the Turkish coast, Samos became autonomous at the end of  

the Greek war of  Independence, enjoying (limited) sovereignty under the collective 

warranty of  the European powers. Its population almost entirely of  Christian Greek 

descent, the island’s special status was granted as a compromise, hoping to satisfy the 

inhabitants’ national(ist) desires while stopping short of  incorporating it into the 

independent Greek state to the Ottoman Empire’s detriment. Like the Danubian 

Principalities and Lebanon, Samos was given a proto-constitution, under the guise of  an 

“organic statute”.111  Samos proved an attractive refuge for Phanariotes fleeing the 

collapse of  their institutional networks in the Moldo-Wallachian offshoot of  the Greek 

Revolution in 1821.112 And, it was in Samos that Ion Ghica, in his post-1848 exile, 

would serve as governor/“prince”/bey.113 There is no doubt that Ghica himself  saw his 
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tenure between 1854 and 1859 as an occasion for proving himself  an efficient 

administrator in the eyes of  the Sultan – who decorated him, in those of  the British – at 

whose insistence he was appointed to his rank, and even in those of  France – where 

Ghica published an overview of  the island’s finances.114 The letters of  Ion Ionescu de la 

Brad, who also used his Turkish exile as a means of  gaining a track-record of  experience 

as an administrator and agronomist, suggest that Ion Ghica harboured hopes of  being 

prince of  Moldo-Wallachia, rather than Samos. 115 Thus, while Ghica’s memoirs focus 

with romantic affectation on his successful struggle to eradicate piracy and 

brigandage,116 his yearly addresses to the island’s parliament, archived by the Foreign 

Office, paint a much more statesmanlike picture.117  

 In sum, for all its potential subversiveness, the fundamental similarity between 

Samos and Moldo-Wallachia could be exploited, rather than ignored by the ‘48ers – but 

as individuals, rather than by a political-ideological movement. The difference that lay 

in the historical depth of  Moldo-Wallachian claims to sovereignty qua agency (or, simply, 

in the Principalities’ status as historical entities) was, for all intents and purposes, 

invisible. Shortly before Ghica began his tenure on the island in 1854, an extended 

consular report to the head of  British diplomacy in Constantinople by vice-consul James 

Henry Skene118 noted the discontent of  the island’s commercial classes with the export 
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tariffs imposed as tribute by the Ottomans: 
 

it cannot justly be argued that the same is the case with the Danubian Principalities, for the 

tribute stipulated at their annexation was virtually as an acknowledgement of  the 

sovereignty then vested in the Sultan, all relative conditions and fiscal arrangements being 

separately laid down, whereas the tribute of  the Principality of  Samos was a tax imposed in 

lieu of  every previously existing burden.119 

 

History was not useless for diplomatic reasoning and taxonomisation – but neither was 

privileging national history mandatory. Comparison was possible and revealing; in both 

cases, the bottom line was that the Sultan was the sovereign. It is therefore relevant that 

the diplomat thought the islanders’ desire for independence via union with Greece a 

problem greater than local poverty – if  only because the “elated and deluded population” 

had unduly convinced itself  of  the European powers’ support. The Samiotes’ folly, 

Skene noted, even went “so far as to regard their own rupture with Turkey as one of  the 

necessary conditions of  the settlement of  Oriental affairs.” But were the Principalities 

not themselves in the very same position? With the outbreak of  the Crimean War, plans 

to formally clarify the Principalities’ relationship with the Porte relied on securing the 

collective protection of  the European powers, while achieving their union was advocated 

as a magic bullet for the “Eastern Question”. The task of  evading lateral Orientalism 

now lay ahead of  the Moldo-Wallachians. 

 

Absent Feudalism Revisited 

 By the mid-1850s, unpacking the terminological and taxonomical minutiae of  

the Principalities’ status became something of  an expected exercise for pundits dealing 

with the Eastern Question. A spike in the number of  pamphlets, articles and travelogues 

marked the final, reflexive phase of  thinking about the history of  the nation as a history 

of  compacts. Even for polemicists without a vested interest, the texts of  the capitulations 

themselves, acquainting readers with the tools of  interpretation, and – increasingly –

pondering on the adequacy of  those tools themselves had added value. Could concepts 

such as “suzerain” and “sovereign” adequately describe the Principalities’ relationship 

with the Porte, or did their origin in European feudalism make this impossible? For one 

thing, the compatibility of  the capitulations with the interpretive grids of  the jus gentium 

could not be fundamentally questioned, as pamphleteers came up with ever more 

meticulous applications of  its principles to the compacts and the history of  their 
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(mis)application. At the same time, the strategy of  denying “feudalism” allowed for a 

now-familiar reasoning: if  the capitulations were contracts, pure and simple, their 

voluntary and equal nature could be pointedly insisted on. This mirrored the parallel 

rhetorical movement that transformed debates on the history of  property relations in 

Moldo-Wallachia – unsurprisingly, given that the same authors were often equally 

concerned with the “social question” and the “national question”. But, though 

functionally and morphologically similar, this discourse appears to have a distinct 

genealogy.  

 The diplomatic negotiations between the European powers, during and after the 

Crimean War, took the status of  the Porte as a “suzerain” to be self-evident,120 even as 

the Ottomans made every effort to secure the title of  “sovereign”. The seven121 powers 

sought to act as collective guarantors of  the Principalities’ rights as stipulated by the 

ancient capitulations, the authenticity of  which was largely taken for granted. Calling for 

the formal consultation of  the Moldo-Wallachian public, it was promised that, subject to 

modification and ratification, the aforementioned “immunities shall acquire the 

universal character of  European public law”. 122  As such, Romanian newspapers 

feverishly republished treaty after treaty, so as to better acquaint their readership with 

the primary sources and subject matter of  the ever-growing number of  pamphlets: 

doubts regarding the foundational documents’ authenticity or accuracy were dismissed 

as ill-timed.123 As suggested by the thematic catalogue of  pre-1858 press articles in the 

Principalities,124 a sizeable proportion of  public historical debates at the time centred 

around these particular topics – further proof  that, for all intents and purposes, the 

history of  the nation was the history of  compacts. 

 It was under these auspices that a work going beyond Colson’s now-familiar 

waypoints made its impact: the young future statesman Vasile Boerescu’s (1836-1908) 

“La Roumanie après le traité de Paris du 30 mars 1856”, laudatively prefaced by the 

Sorbonne professor Henri Royer-Collard. Royer-Collard began by questioning the 

adequacy of  referring to the Principalities as “semi-sovereign”, swiftly proceeding to 

refute the notion that the feudal language of  “suzerainty” would be any more apposite: 
                                                
120 ADRIRR, Vol. II, p. 620   
121 France, Britain, Sardinia, Russia, Prussia, Austria, and the Ottoman Empire. 
122 ADRIRR, Vol. II, pp. 623-624 
123 One such intervention by Kogălniceanu in: Steoa Dunării, 1856, pp. 57-58. 
124 See: Lupu, Berindei, Camariano and Papadima, Bibliografia analitică, Vol. 2.III, pp. 1236-1240. 

Moreover, Vattelian definitions of  “patriotism” were found convenient by the press as a means of  

catechizing the public; see: Zimbrul și vulturul, 1858, p. 32 
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the word ‘suzerainty’ was not employed in the diplomatic documents of  the Ottoman Porte 

prior to the 1829 Treaty of  Adrianople: it does not even exist in the Turkish language, and 

this may also be said of  several European languages, such as Italian, for instance. It ought 

not surprise us, therefore, that [the word] is now so unknown in the diplomatic language of  

Europe, that even reliable authorities on the jus gentium such as Mr. Wheaton constantly 

confuse ‘vassals’ with ‘sovereigns’.125 
 

But Royer-Collard went even further. Arguing that in Romanian lands “nothing in 

common with feudal suzerainty as found in Western and Central Europe” had ever 

existed, he sidestepped the interpretive framework of  the jus publicum Europaeum by 

directly appealing to the more general principles of  the jus gentium in its original Latin 

iteration:  
 

It is a specific right, that we cannot exactly compare to any other, as it simply seems the 

translation of  the ancient supremacy the Ottomans reserved themselves in their first treaties. 

[…] On the other hand, as the Porte and its dependencies have thus far never been allowed 

to participate in the European jus gentium [droit des gens européen], it is according to the 

principles of  ancient [Roman] law that their position ought be considered.126 

 

Even though Royer-Collard’s analysis did not culminate with a theoretical excursus on 

the gap between the jus publicum Europaeum and jus gentium, such a line of  reasoning is 

revealing, countenancing the civilised, European nature of  the Principalities beyond 

their belonging to a system of  geographically localised privilege.  

 However, Boerescu’s work backtracked on the trenchant claims made in its 

preface: it referred to the Porte as “suzerain”,127 and found that the “political public law” 

of  the Principalities was founded upon the treaties with the Porte, “equitably interpreted 

according to the principles of  the European jus gentium [droit des gens européen]”.128 But this 

is not to say that Boerescu simply applied Vattel to Moldo-Wallachia beyond the few 

chapters habitually referenced until then. His painstaking overview of  the attributes that 

made Moldo-Wallachian (internal) sovereignty undiminished, pace Ottoman suzerainty 

was a tour de force. On Boerescu’s reading, internal sovereignty was, in essence, more 

substantive and primary than its external facet – though, as with Colson’s sidelong 

glance at the issue some twenty years ago, this did not immediately invite specific 
                                                
125 Boerescu, La Roumanie, p. 2 
126 Boerescu, La Roumanie, p. 3 
127 Boerescu, La Roumanie, p. 22, p. 36, pp. 44-48, pp. 172-173 
128 Boerescu, La Roumanie, p. 64 
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discussion of  popular sovereignty, or of  divisions within the nation’s body politic:  
 

Virtually all legal scholars agree that a sovereign state is defined as one that governs itself, by 

its own authority and its own laws. In this regard, Romania is a perfectly sovereign state. But 

scholars are also right to divide sovereignty between internal and external. Sovereignty is 

internal, as conferred to the nation and the government in what concerns laws and 

administration. which is perfect, as we have seen. Sovereignty is also external, in what 

concerns a political society in relation to other societies. The latter may be qualified through 

various modifications; we must now see whether they prevent a nation from being 

sovereign.129 

 

 Once again, history came to the rescue. First, it provided evidence for the 

exercise of  traits that cumulatively rendered sovereignty plenary: the right to wage war 

(though not with the Porte or its allies), the right to conclude third-party treaties, the 

right to send diplomatic envoys, and the right to issue coins.130 Secondly, it was only 

through history that one could account for gaps in the exercise of  such rights: “it was 

not the effect of  Ottoman suzerainty over Romanian sovereignty: at various times and 

often for long periods of  time, the autonomy of  the Romanians was ill-known and their 

sovereign rights violated”.131 The Phanariote yoke, as such, was re-framed as an extra-

legal nightmare: “the Romanians’ sovereign rights were truly and permanently usurped 

[…] between 1716 and 1821 […] when Romania groaned under the weight of  the most 

blatant violation of  treaties and jus gentium”.132 But this did not mean that unexercised 

rights were lost: like Colson before him, Boerescu refuted the taxonomical lumping 

together of  the Principalities with semi-sovereign polities such as Monaco or the Ionian 

Islands – let alone the subjugated victim-nations of  Ireland or Poland.133 Agency in 

history (and its real, or rather its apparent absence) was rendered legible through the jus 

gentium – the past and the future of  the nation as a historical entity were bound together 

by a regime of  historicity which emphasized their overarching continuity, past episodic 

discontinuities. 

 Boerescu’s tract and Royer-Collard’s introduction proved compelling. A new 

wave of  pamphlets and articles combined Royer-Collard’s insistence on the 

terminological ambiguity of  “suzerainty” and Boerescu’s various Vattelian arguments: 

                                                
129 Boerescu, La Roumanie, pp. 29-30 
130 Boerescu, La Roumanie, pp. 44-61 
131 Boerescu, La Roumanie, p. 36 
132 Boerescu, La Roumanie, p. 38 
133 Boerescu, La Roumanie, pp. 32-34 
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the Principalities and the Porte were merely bound by a contract, and nothing more. But 

Boerescu and Royer-Collard alone cannot be credited with generating the discursive 

momentum, as other authors independently came to similar conclusions between 1856 

and 1858. Thus, in 1856, the Parisian Academie des Sciences Morales et Politiques 

commended a collection of  “diplomatic and political studies” on Wallachia134  with its 

own, comprehensive Vattelian interpretive grid. Boerescu’s use of  history as a necessary 

accessory to abstract principles was similarly invoked on the issue of  ill-presumed tacit 

consent: if  “our current public law does not set a statute of  limitations to international 

conventions founded on the silence of  oppressed peoples”,135 then diplomatic science 

required a historical hermeneutics to render silence legible. Likewise, one pamphlet of  

1857 also attacked the anachronism of  using feudal categories, given that rights 

enshrined in the capitulations were pre-existing, not granted by a suzerain.136 “If  sultans 

are singularly zealous in imitating the sovereigns of  feudal Europe and send symbols of  

investiture to our sovereigns, this is illegal, usurpatory, and if  some weaker Phanariote 

prince enjoyed this and asked for them, this was still an abuse.”137  But, denying 

feudalism in the Romanian context did not mean feudal terminology was wholly 

inapplicable to the Ottoman context, if  it could help emancipate the Principalities from 

lateral Orientalisms. Citing Vattel and Martens, the author argued that “Egypt may be 

called a feud of  the Ottoman Empire, its viceroys vassals of  the sultan, and the sultans 

suzerains of  Egypt and its viceroys, because Egypt has been conquered”.138 

 Aside from pamphlets written by Romanians or by their supporters, one singular 

work deserves special mention as proof  of  the ideological appeal provided by the 

discursive package deal we have examined thus far: an 1857 pamphlet titled “La 

souveraineté du Monténégro et le droit des gens moderne de l’Europe”. This was a 

defence of  the Adriatic state’s independence, written by one Jean Vaclík, a Czech pan-

Slavist who served as secretary to its prince – a defence directly written against the 

backdrop of  the Principalities’ contract-based arguments for sovereignty.139 The aim of  

the pamphlet was, predictably, to secure the acknowledgement of  this presumed state of  

                                                
134 Thibault Lefebvre, Études diplomatiques. 
135 Thibault Lefebvre, Études diplomatiques, pp. 42-43 
136 Ioan Maiorescu, Desvoltarea drepturilor Principatelor Moldo-Române în urma Tratatului de la Paris 

din 30 Martie 1856, Brussels, 1857, p. 22 
137 Maiorescu, Desvoltarea, p. 22 
138 Maiorescu, Desvoltarea, p. 23  
139 Jean Vaclík, La souveraineté du Monténégro et le droit des gens moderne de l’Europe, F. A. Brockhaus, 

Leipzig, 1858, p. XV 
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affairs in the jus gentium Europaeum: 
 

to prove by means of  relevant documents that the principality of  Montenegro has always 

been free and independent since its birth as a state, that is has never been conquered by the 

Turks, nor even briefly administered by them, that Montenegro has never recognised by 

way of  contract the suzerainty of  his Majesty the Sultan, and that it has never been part of  

the Ottoman Empire, not even as a half-dependency.140 

 

But, as concerns the substance of  its arguments, the similarity between this pamphlet 

and those already examined is almost perfect: an emphasis on internal sovereignty, on 

Vattelian magnanimity to nations large and small, and a critique of  the anachronism of  

feudal terminology.141 Save for an emphasis on the absence of  compacts, the spirit of  an 

analysis within the bounds of  history and jus gentium was very much present in Vaclík’s 

polemic. 

 Indeed, legal hermeneutics had become a science of and for the nation, just as the 

jus publicum Europaeum’s basic ontological unit was gradually becoming the ethnocultural 

gens. That the capitulations were always accompanied by some form of  commentary 

helped reference to jus gentium become incorporated into public discourse across the 

board – even into anti-unionist pamphlets, as correspondence between ex-1848ers 

suggests: “today, when the Treaty of  Paris wants to guarantee the existence of  the 

country – be it even semi-political – and wants all labouring classes to participate 

equally in debates on legal reorganisation, mouldy good-for-nothings cry out against this 

as a violation of  the jus gentium!”.142 The most revealing index of  the spread and 

successful assimilation of  the language of  jus gentium was its usage in liminal, creative 

contexts: one article published during the Crimean War argued for “Moldavia’s Rights 

to Crimea, the Black Sea and the Ukraine”. Such rights rested upon the presumptive 

Roman colonisation of  the easternmost stretches of  the empire, but also by virtue of  

titles occasionally claimed by Moldavia’s medieval rulers, and the continued existence of  

Romanian-speaking villages along an underpopulated Ukrainian seaboard. The 

                                                
140 Vaclík, La souveraineté, p. XVI 
141 Vaclík, La souveraineté, pp. 46-9 
142 Letter from Gradowicz to Ion Ghica, 16 January 1857, in: ADPUP, Vol. 3, pp. 179-180. The most 

prominent separatist pamphlet in Moldavia did indeed allude to the rights afforded to Moldavia qua 

individual polity by its capitulations, distinguishing the fight for the recognition of  a principality’s 

sovereignty from that for the Union, and questioned whether a universal awakening of  nationalities would 

ever occur, let alone that it had arrived; see: Nicolae Istrati, Despre cvestiea dzilei în Moldova, Tipografia 

Institutului Albinei, Iaşi, 1856. 
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relationship between transcendent rights and their historical grounding was once more 

foregrounded – national history, even if  imperfectly written or known, was necessary, 

requiring the agency of  present actors to unearth the rights to which their ancestors’ 

actions entitled them: 
 

Sooner or later, one way or another, the Eastern Question shall be solved. Today, this 

solution keeps in suspense the hopes and attentions of  the whole world. More so – and, I 

might add, with more certainty – than all others, we Romanians incline to consider that this 

shall be in our favour, for it is known that the basis of  the solution is the liberation of  the 

mouths of  the Danube. [...] It is the Romanians’ duty to present themselves to Europe with 

whatever rights they might have as ancient and independent states. This, however, proves a 

difficult endeavour: lacking a national archive, and therefore authentic documents, 

Romanians can only base such political rights on historical grounds. Nevertheless, a right is 

always a right and a duty is always a duty; therefore, we must fulfil it while it is within our 

power to do so.143 
 

“A Polemic Mania” 

 For all their effervescence, these debates happened in the public sphere, rather 

than under the eyes of  European rulers. Was it hoped that the diplomatic elites 

assembled at the Paris peace conference would leaf  through a given pamphlet? Or were 

there other channels through which these polemical contributions managed to reach the 

upper echelons of  diplomatic power? The answer lies with the bottom-up diffusion of  

such pamphlets’ arguments and ideology, via the reports of  diplomatic personnel 

immersed in the oft-feverish local debates of  (semi-)peripheral polities. What appeared 

urgent or problematic to the Romanian literate classes with whom the consuls mingled 

came to seem the same to them. In this regard, let us compare two reports submitted by 

the two British consuls in Bucharest and Iaşi to their superior in Constantinople, 

Stratford Canning, and to the head of  British diplomacy, Lord Clarendon. On 5 March 

1856, Robert Colquohoun, the Bucharest-based British consul informed Canning of  the 

general sense of  apprehension permeating Wallachian elites: “they dread naturally 

enough being deprived of  any of  their sacred privileges of  autonomy; they are very 

suspicious of  the Porte’s attempt to erect itself  into a Sovereignty instead of  a 

Suzerainty”.144 The terminology seemed clear, reflecting the dichotomies and categories 

employed in Romanian debates. That the suzerainty of  the Porte over the Principalities 

                                                
143 George Melidon, “Drepturile Moldovei asupra Crâmului, Mărei Negre și a Ucrainei,” Foiletonul 

Zimbrului, 20 March 1855 
144 R.G. Colqohoun to Stratford Canning, 22 February 1857, in: DPUP, Vol. 7, p. 4  
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did not detract from their sovereignty was also presumed to be held true by Canning, 

more senior and closer to the heart of  the matter. But let us contrast this with a dispatch 

sent later that year by the British consul in Iaşi to Lord Clarendon, after the arrival of  a 

pro-Ottoman interim governor, at the end of  the Moldavian prince’s seven-year tenure: 
 

there is quite a petty warfare in the terms employed of  “suzerain” and “sovereign” in regard 

to Turkey. While the firman dwells on the Sovereign right exercised in the appointment of  a 

Caimacam [interim governor], and it could not be possible otherwise, there is always the title 

of  “Suzerain” responsively employed by the Moldavian authority. The distinction at such a 

moment seems unpolitic and even puerile. I have the honour to annex the remarks of  an 

English publicist on the use and misuse of  these terms. A polemic mania is almost rioting at 

present. 

 

The consul attached a newspaper clipping145 hoping to convince his superior of  the 

futility of  said “polemic mania”; the fragment contained a letter to the newspaper’s 

editor by a concerned reader, complaining of  the imprecision of  the paper’s 

terminology:  
 

I frequently see the word “suzerain” used to denote the superiority of  the Porte over the 

Principalities. I have seen it so used in the Times, and in your own Columns. It is an entire 

Misuse! I have before me at this moment “The Revolution of  the Germanic Empire” – on 

reference to the French feudalists, it will be found that princes suzereign [sic] were those 

from whose court the appeal to parliament was immediate. The dukes of  Normandy and 

Burgundy, the counts of  Champagne were suzereigns. The hospodars [a then-popular way of  

referring to the princes of  the two Principalities in Western writings] are suzereigns, the 

Sultan is sovereign or lord paramount.146 

 

The intervention, signed “U. A. Edmunds”, directly – though probably not deliberately 

– ran against the trope of  an absent, ill-fitting feudalism. It was by a layman 

unconcerned with the rhetorical importance thereof  in Romanian lands, citing a 

convenient, albeit relatively obscure authority in order to prove his point.147 On the 

whole, this shred of  diplomatic marginalia is puzzling. What are we to make of  the fact 

that the consul did not choose to sidestep the cutting and pasting altogether, and simply 
                                                
145 Identified here as a letter published in the “Answers to Queries” section of  The Illustrated London 

News, 31 May 1856. 
146 S. Gardner to Lord Clarendon 14 July 1857, in: DPUP, Vol. 7, pp. 24-25 
147 Charles Butler, A Succinct History of  the Geographical and Political Revolutions of  the Empire of  

Germany, Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, and Brown, London, 1812. It had previously been referenced 

for its definition of  “suzerainty” in the widely-read Notes and Queries, 12 May 1855. 
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reference the book mentioned in the article? How could it not be presumed offensive for 

the head of  British diplomacy to be lectured on the distinction between “sovereign” and 

“suzerain”, random letters to a journal editor as suggested reading material? This was, 

indeed, “a polemic mania”. 

However, in coming years, the ambiguities of  “suzerainty” served to amplify, 

rather than diminish its relevance in diplomatic parlance, the British case in particular 

providing at least two crucial examples. In India, the dynamics of  local suzerainty over 

colonial agents were reversed by the mid-nineteenth century148 culminating with the 

proclamation of  Victoria as Empress in 1876. As part of  a broader attempt to “give the 

regime a legitimizing patina of  archaic authority” 149  the title of  “Empress” was 

deliberately chosen with Indian ruling elites in mind, as the only possible “title showing 

that Her Majesty was at the head of  a despotic Government and Suzerain over Chiefs 

who had the power of  life and death in their dominions.”150 Whereas imperial legal 

translation was conditioned by the pre-existing context of  “suzerainty” in India, in 

South Africa it was “suzerainty” that was chosen as a conveniently “elastic”151 descriptor 

of  the relationship between the empire and Transvaal Boers, in the wake of  the first 

Anglo-Boer War, in 1880-1881.152 By that point, the British Prime Minister attempted to 

persuade Parliament that “the word ‘suzerainty’ [...] in modern times is perfectly well 

known to International Law”, openly acknowledging parallels to Ottoman peripheries 

such as Rumelia.153 As reference to the term became increasingly inflammatory in South 

Africa, the last two decades of  the century saw legal scholars reflect on the modern uses 
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of  a seemingly medieval concept.154  What had until rather recently seemed both 

temporally and geographically anachronistic now appeared a crucial intellectual tool in 

an age of  empire and colonialism:155 “Events which have taken place within the last year 

bearing directly or indirectly on the international relations between most of  the leading 

European Powers and countries so widely distinct in race, civilization, and laws as the 

Transvaal in South Africa, Tunis and Egypt in North Africa, Tonquin in Assam, and 

Borneo in Malaysia, have rendered the subject of  Suzerain and Vassal States of  

considerable interest not to those nations alone, but to the world in general”.156  

 Finally, to return to our point of  historical departure, on 24 January 1862, three 

years after the double election of  Alexandru Ioan Cuza as prince of  both Moldavia and 

Wallachia, the process of  consolidating the administrative union between the two 

provinces was symbolically completed with a change of  name: The United Principalities 

now became the United Romanian Principalities.157 The Parliamentary address of  the 

ruling prince – a birth certificate for the nation-state – was meant to simultaneously 

celebrate the moment and to admonish a turbulent political class by invoking one 

compelling argument: “it [...] depends on the wisdom of  the Romanians that this 

political state of  affairs also be recognised in European public law as the definitive 

constitutive form of  our nationality”.158 The jus publicum Europaeum could give a 

veneer of  objectivity to the subjective triumphs and agency of  the nation, but not 

automatically so – acceptance into the state system was predicated on the nation’s 

                                                
154 See, for instance: W. H. H. Kelke, “Feudal Suzerains and Modern Suzerainty,” Law Quarterly Review, 
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conduct.  

 

Conclusion 

 The present chapter has shown how the agency of  the nation, distributed over 

time between past and present, was thought to manifest itself  as the source of  state 

sovereignty. The conceptual relevance of  terminology such as “suzerainty” versus 

“sovereignty” lay in the placement of  the entity thus described on a gradient of  agency, 

as per the norms of  international law. Unsurprisingly, Europeanness was once more a 

proxy for agency, whereas association with entities in the non-European global periphery 

was damning. Again, as examined in Chapter One, the emphasis on a contractual 

relationship between Romanians and Ottomans was construed as the opposite of  

conquest, and as a means of  telescoping history past the age of  Phanariote oppression, 

bridging the gap between the agency of  those who had concluded them in the past, and 

the agency of  those who attempted to secure the recognition of  the Principalities’ 

autonomy in the present. This, as we have seen, was comparable to earlier arguments 

made with regard to the relationship between Greeks and Ottomans, where the absence 

of  contracts, or of  a clear-cut outcome of  Turkish conquest allowed for a similar 

temporal foreshortening, and an emphasis on (trans-)historical continuity.  

In both cases, the interpretive framework of the jus gentium was placed in a 

constant dialogue with history: describing the exercise of agency in the past could be 

thus further nuanced, retracing the continuous exercise of sovereign rights and 

diminishing sense of passivity generated by (contractually-unlawful) oppression. What is 

more, the emphasis on contracts also came to be placed in a dichotomy with 

“feudalism”, in an attempt to discredit the usage of “suzerainty” as a descriptor that 

seemed to diminish the agency of the nation. This selective and deliberate engagement 

with the European vocabulary of diplomatic parlance and taxonomy was, then, itself an 

assertion of agency. That the principles and ontology of international law might 

acknowledge the rights of “nations” defined in an increasingly ethnic manner was 

something that Romanian state-builders hoped would help bolster their efforts. But, as 

subsequent chapters will show, solving the “national question” of establishing an 

autonomous and unified state with European recognition was not a definitive watershed 

separating past and present: it was in the nature of “questions” that they mutate and 

redefine, beyond the reach of self-perceived agency.  
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We are of  Latin stock and we live off  the state budget; 

when we are young we live off  stipends, then as 

functionaries, then as pensioners; we go with the budget ‘til 

death do us part. [Applause] – M. Kogălniceanu, 

18741  

 

The middle class, that heart of  every people, which 

through business and commerce brings brotherhood, 

solidarity and unity between itself  and the other classes of  

a nation does not exist in Romania. That middle class, 

that very image of  a people, is here comprised of  Jews. 

They have penetrated the bosom of  our upper strata, 

destroying them and erecting a new Jewish nobility in their 

place. – A. Călimănescu, 18652 

 

Introduction:  Unpacking the Historical Logic of  an Absence 

 On 28 February 1888, the “Julius Barasch Historical Society” convened for its 

second annual meeting. As the opening presidential address reminded its members, the 

Society had as its goals exploring the history of  Jews in Romanian lands and shedding 

light on their role in Romanian history – “any gap in our knowledge of  history is like a 

gap in our individual memory”. Aiming to debunk the prejudice of  “racial thought” was 

the imperative: “our Society’s mission is a noble one. We foster historical knowledge and 

therefore the reawakening of  our coreligionists’ awareness of  being an integral part of  

the Romanian nation, and with it, of  mankind”.3 But, in spite of  the stated focus on 

cultivating Jewish patriotic attachment and combatting self-isolation, the rest of  the 

volume containing the Society’s annals for that year read more like a rebuttal to 

Romanians’ then-typical anti-Semitic lines of  attack, in the form of  a series of  “critical 

excursuses” by philologist and folklorist Moses Schwarzfeld (1857-1943). 4 

Demonstrating the ancientness of  Jewish presence in Romanian lands, counter to 

publicly-prevalent narratives which focused on recent mass immigration, Schwarzfeld’s 

documentary tour de force highlighted the role of  Jewish settlers in founding towns, 

especially in Moldavia, at the invitation of  state and boyars alike. Even with the growth 

of  anti-Semitic sentiment in the nineteenth century, “[Pavel Dmitrievich Kiseleff  (1788-

1872),] the author of  the Organic Regulations, a sane and clearheaded thinker, could 

see beyond his hatred of  Jews and all that which was not Christian Orthodox, and 

understand that the progress of  Moldavia demanded he continue the tradition of  

populating it with foreign colonies”.5 More polemically still, Schwarzfeld also dealt with 

                                                
1 M. Kogălniceanu, Chamber of  Deputies, 25 May 1874, in: MOf, pp. 863-868 
2 A. Călimănescu, Jidanii în România, Tipografia Tribunei Române, Iași, 1865, p. 4  
3 A. Taubes, Analele societății istorice Iuliu Barasch, 1/1888, pp. 3-5 
4 Moses Schwarzfeld, Analele, esp. pp. 44-97 et passim. 
5 Schwarzfeld, Analele, p. 30. Moses Schwarzfeld’s elder brother, the historian, pamphleteer and novelist 
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the emergence of  a Jewish proletariat and a Jewish middle class: one as a consequence 

of  subsequent restrictions on economic integration set into place at a time of  growing 

immigration,6 the other as a consequence of  the historical absence of  an ethnically 

Romanian bourgeoisie.7  Extensively drawing upon well-known accounts by foreign 

travellers and Romanian historians alike, Schwarzfeld could  
 

positively assert that the Romanians of  the Principalities never were merchants. Here the playing-field 

lay empty, open – as we have seen – to all, even to the point that people were encouraged to 

come and reap the fruits of  their labour and perseverance in peace. There even existed 

certain premiums: paying one’s taxes according to special arrangements, which meant a lot 

in bygone ages of  perpetual spoliation. […] It was not competition that drove the Christians 

out of  trade, but their desire to become noblemen, boyars even, as well as the attraction 

presented by the state’s various new administrative branches, hitherto inaccessible to 

merchants and peasants: first open to those willing to make the requisite monetary sacrifices 

during the time of  the Phanariotes, and owing to the growth of  liberal ideas thereafter. In 

the second half  of  our century, after the undisputed triumph of  the middle class, man – by 

nature tending toward sloth and vanity – hastened to find avenues open for the furtherance 

of  his desire for material and moral gains, of  elevating his station closer to that of  families 

with a historical pedigree. Nevertheless, such desertions are not en masse, and usually not by 

merchants themselves, but by their children, who are largely given an education that turns 

them away from commerce.8 

 

This paragraph was at once a summative run-through of  topoi circulating in the public 

sphere, and a bold stance for a member of  the Jewish community, appropriating and 

validating a discourse deployed by the Romanian majority as a means of  well-nigh 

ritualised self-doubt: who or what was to blame for the absence of  a Romanian middle 

class? By referencing eighteenth and nineteenth-century travel narratives, Schwarzfeld 

deliberately engaged with sources which had long fuelled the anxieties of  Romanian 

elites. Rather than subversive of  the state, Romanian Jews had, in fact, long contributed 

to its consolidation – even if  this consolidation had involved colonisation by foreigners, 

                                                                                                                                          
Elias (1855-1915), would later publish a more detailed study on state- and boyar-sponsored Jewish 

colonisation in Moldavia: Elias Schwarzfeld, Din istoria evreilor: împopularea, reîmpopularea si 

întemeierea tîrgurilor și a tîrgușoarelor în Moldova, Editura Uniunii Evreilor Pamânteni, Bucharest, 1914. 
6 Schwarzfeld, Analele, p. 45 
7 Schwarzfeld, Analele, pp. 67-97. A pan-European perspective on Jewish writers’ concern with the 

historical role of  the community in trade, in the genesis of  capitalism, and as a middle class has been 

explored by: Derek J. Penslar, Shylock’s Children: Economics and Jewish Identity in Modern Europe, 

University of  California Press, 2001, pp. 144-179. 
8 Schwarzfeld, Analele, pp. 69-70  
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an inherently contentious topic. Moreover, in noting the historical continuities of  a 

propensity toward state employment, Schwarzfeld openly agreed with elites’ negative 

characterological self-diagnosis, even as his reference to human nature in general 

downplayed claims to local exceptionalism. Moreover, Schwarzfeld provided an 

explanation that accounted for structural factors, but also emphasized the individual 

agency of  those who chose to disobey the liberal-bourgeois imperative of  engaging in 

trade. That an inadequate education was decisive was another mainstay of  public 

discourse with which Schwarzfeld agreed, as this was one of  the means by which 

structural factors self-reproduced, yet was more amenable to transformation than 

human nature at large. Finally, by insisting on longstanding official colonisation and by 

contextualising the emergence of  a Jewish proletariat, the author directly engaged with 

the main topoi of  Romanian anti-Semitism, de-fanging them by emphasizing the longue 

durée. Jewish presence, Schwarzfeld’s argument went, was not the cause, but the effect of  

the continued absence of  an ethnically Romanian middle class. Likewise, the existence 

of  a Jewish proletariat proved that deliberate state persecution had obfuscated Jewish 

industriousness, but also that no Jewish cabal with a monopoly on social mobility existed. 

In sum, by inserting the history of  the Jewish community into Romanian history, 

Schwarzfeld engaged with discourses of  (class) absence and (territorial) emptiness, 

subverting them by insisting on Jewish presence and agency, hitherto effaced or ill-willingly 

misinterpreted. His community had ownership over a local past, and could make claims 

to nuancing the historical narratives (indeed, the regime of  historicity) of  a 

superordinate national past. 

 Importantly for our purposes, the pathology described by Schwarzfeld had a 

name: funcționarism. As a gradually-consolidated, historically-situated “-ism”, this was a 

key concept in nineteenth-century Romanian public discourse. As our unpacking of  

Schwarzfeld’s intervention already suggests, thinking about funcționarism meant thinking 

about cause, effect, structure, agency and, ultimately, blame. Was funcționarism a deep-

seated local reality rooted in moral pathology, or an unintended consequence of  recent 

modernisation and state-building, which could now imperil the very existence of  the 

nation? After all, once the bourgeoisie assumed stewardship of  the nation-state, its 

legitimacy could be imperilled by its frailty. On the other hand, given the overwhelming 

prominence of  the middle class in Romanian politics and culture, an anxiety over its 

own frailty or even inexistence may seem misplaced. Yet funcționarism was an ideological 

staple of  debates on history, education reform, social mobility, professionalization, 

proletarianisation, political independence from one’s superiors, or the “Jewish question”, 
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and was a key concept precisely because of  its seemingly universal explanatory currency.  

Two iterations of  this all-engrossing anxiety may be distinguished in the course of  

the nineteenth century.  Before the establishment of  the Romanian nation-state, the 

prevailing view was that the would-be-bourgeoisie sought clerical employment with 

boyars or boyar ranks, given the existence of  privileges such as tax exemptions: it was a 

get-rich-quick scheme with a potentially high return on investment. The proliferation of  

noble titles sold by the prince, the pyramid of  boyar clientelism and patronage, and the 

ingrained reluctance towards trade displayed boyars themselves, all were lamented.9 But, 

with the establishment of  the nation-state, the discourse underwent a mutation. Already 

in the 1860s, the terminology began including references to a “bureaucratic proletariat”, 

whereas in the 1870s and thereafter funcționarism would be increasingly “-ism”-ified. 

Bureaucratic employment came to be associated not only with sloth and moral 

corruption, but also with precariousness, in the form of  a white-collar proletariat 

dependent upon the patronage of  the ever-changing ruling party. Either educated to a 

bare minimum that would qualify them for little else, or over- and mis-educated, such 

paupers-in-waiting were seen as an aberration in a country which thought it had averted 

the emergence of  a rural proletariat via land reform, and which still decidedly lacked 

any sizable industrial proletariat. As such, public consensus was that, at any given point, 

the pork-barrel politics and patronage networks cultivated by liberals and conservatives 

alike overburdened the state budget, though figures paint a decidedly different picture.10 

Did the political system encourage the emergence of  funcționarism indirectly via inept 

policies, or was funcționarism deliberately and hypocritically perpetuated? Such questions 

were as important as they were rhetorical – that the emergence of  a bureaucratic middle 

class was not so much the advent of  a proletariat, as a necessary step for the 

consolidation of  the state did not cross the minds of  historical actors.11 

As noted with regard to the Russian case,12 anxieties over an absent middle class 

                                                
9 This pre-history of  funcționarism is meticulously documented by Constanța Vintilă-Ghițulescu, Evgheniți, 

ciocoi, mojici. Despre obrazele primei modernități românești, Humanitas, Bucharest, 2013, pp. 58-96 and 

pp. 225-272. 
10 In 1866, there were only 12,915 state employees for four million citizens; in 1910, 86,822 for seven 

million; see: Andrei Sora, “Les fonctionnaires publics en Roumanie. Les sous-préfets (1866-1916)”, Revue 

des Études Sud-Est Européennes, (XLIV) 2006, p. 234.  
11 This has been argued in a comparative regional perspective (Greece, Bulgaria, and Serbia), by: Victor 

Roudometof, “The Social Origins of  Balkan Politics: Nationalism, Underdevelopment, and the Nation-

State in Greece, Serbia, and Bulgaria, 1880-1920”, Mediterranean Quarterly, 3/2000, pp. 152-153. 
12 As discussed in our introduction: Adamovsky, Euro-Orientalism. 
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were central to discourses of  (self-)othering, insofar as the bourgeoisie was imagined as 

the class vested with the requisite agency for the historical progress of  the state. This 

absence, as opposed to that of  “feudalism”, was a decidedly negative one – one which 

could not make relating to the normative canon of  Western history any easier for 

Romanians; by the same token, the equally felicitous topos of  an absent “proletariat”, 

initially referring to the rural masses, was subverted by the perceived existence of  a 

“Jewish” or a white-collar one. More troublingly still, even if  imagined as something 

which ought have become a past, the great watershed of  the state only seemed to 

deepen it – either because of  its perceived impotence in regulating/preventing Jewish 

competition, or given the growth of  an ever-so-tempting state apparatus as a destination 

for Romanian youths. The perceived temporal acceleration of  modernity, to go with 

Koselleck, was inscribed into this “-ism”: the gradual broadening of  its remit via the 

inclusion of  the peasantry as its potential victims heightened the sense of  crisis it 

articulated. Finally, as the perceived reality of  funcționarism came to impact real-life 

political decisions, the present inquiry is proof  that visions of  agency may be understood 

as having their own agency, qua visions.13  

 

The Origins of  funcționarism: A Pre-History 

Local though the social realities of  funcționarism seemed, the concept was not an 

original coinage, but had arrived from France: the transnational transfer and translation 

of  “manie des places” into funcționarism is unsurprising, given the Francophilia of  

Romania’s literate classes. Thus far, French historiography has taken the actors’ word at 

face value, assuming that the concept of  “manie des places” was peculiar to France, 

insofar as nineteenth-century Frenchmen, too, assumed it to be a fairly local and 

exceptional reality.14 As also holds true for Romania, the perceived moral and socio-

political pathology of  “manie des fonctions” or “manie des places” may be succinctly 

defined as a propensity for entering bureaucratic employment, often by way of  

patronage and/or favouritism, at the expense of  private enterprise.15 The difference lay 

                                                
13 I am grateful to Alex Drace-Francis for this suggestion. 
14 As argued when emphasizing the novelty of  identifying manie des fonctions in a broader French imperial 

setting; see: Paul Sager, “A Nation of  Functionaries, a Colony of  Functionaries. The Antibureaucratic 

Consensus in France and Indochina, 1848-1912”, French Historical Studies, 1/2016, pp. 145-146. The 

absence of  a bureaucratic/white-collar “proletariat” and “pauperism” in a colonial context is discussed 

with particular attention to issues of  race in: Stoler, Along the Archival Grain, p. 137, p. 144, p. 164, p. 

172. 
15 Based on the landmark article by Luc Rouban, “Le nombre des fonctionnaires: le débat autour du 
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in the fact that, whereas “la manie des places” merely appeared to weaken the state and 

the middle classes, Romanian public opinion was proportionally more anxious with 

funcționarism wholly preventing the birth of  a native bourgeoisie.  

In broad strokes, the rise of  concern with “la manie des fonctions” coincided 

with the emergence of  a modern bureaucratic state, at the beginning of  the nineteenth 

century. Throughout Europe, the promise of  upward mobility in the clerical hierarchy 

appealed to many, though nothing was guaranteed in the absence of  personal 

connections: many desk jobs proved underpaid dead-ends.16 Already in early post-

Napoleonic France, the growing distinction between trained fonctionnaires and cog-like, 

interchangeable employés17 raised both the issue of  the potential proletarianisation of  the 

latter, and that of  what the professionalisation of  the former might require. As the 

glorification of  meritocratic selection was not yet doubled by transparent criteria or 

methods for promotion,18 institutions providing specific training for state employees in 

various branches of  administration were only gradually established,19  even as the 

incompetence of  the state apparatus was deplored. Such a discourse did not question 

the need for a robust state in principle, but raised the issue of  just how easily it could 

become hypertrophic. By the 1830s, the likes of  Balzac penned anti-bureaucratic satires, 

echoing public indignation with the supposedly high demand for state employment, the 

sloth of  clerks high and low, and establishing the core repertoire of  clichés still 

surrounding office-work to this day.20 This is not to say that “la manie des places” was 

taken lightly: by the end of  the century, the anarchic potential of  a disenfranchised 

intelligentsia also became a matter of  concern, fuelled by growing revolutionary tumult 

in Tsarist Russia.21  The political rights of  French state employees,22  their right to 

                                                                                                                                          
fonctionnarisme (1877-1914)”, Revue française d’administration publique, 3/2010, pp. 583-599. 
16 David Lockwood, The Blackcoated Worker: A Study in Class Consciousness, Clarendon Press, 1989, pp. 

19-25. 
17 Clive H. Church, Revolution and Red Tape: The French Ministerial Bureaucracy, 1770-1850, Oxford 

University Press, 1981, p. 287; Ralph Kingston, Bureaucrats and Bourgeois Society: Office Politics and 

Individual Credit in France, 1789-1848, Palgrave Macmillan, 2012, p. 133. 
18 Christophe Charle, Les hauts fonctionnaires en France au XIXe siècle, Gallimard, Paris, 1980, p. 29 

and p. 43; Guy Thuillier, Les pensions de retraite des fonctionnaires au XIXe siècle, Comité d'histoire de 

la sécurité sociale, Paris, 1994, pp. 334-336. 
19 H. Stuart Jones, The French State in Question, Cambridge University Press, 2002, p. 32 
20 Kingston, Bureaucrats and Bourgeois Society, p. 114 
21 Jutta Scherrer, “L’intelligentsia dans l’historiographie: entre révolution et spiritualité”, Revue Russe, 

(XXX) 2008, pp. 10-11 
22 Françoise Dreyfus, L’invention de la bureaucratie: Servir l’État en France, en Grande-Bretagne et aux 
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unionise,23 as well as their right to pensions or benefits24 all proved contentious issues, 

especially as various groups developed a sense of  professional belonging, publishing 

journals that aimed to defend their interests and honour – even to fight corruption and 

patronage from within.25 

In Moldo-Wallachia, funcționarism had a prehistory of  its own. Even as early as 

Cantemir’s time, the notion that locals were reluctant towards commerce appeared to be 

fairly self-understood.26 The events of  1821 marked the end of  an era for both actors 

and for the historian’s hindsight alike, and it is no surprise that reflections on the need 

for a third estate and the preconditions for it also began to appear. Thus, topographer, 

clerk, secretary to the prince, and petty boyar candidate to the throne of  Moldavia 

Ionică Tăutul (1795-1830) was quick to pen a manifesto, “Strigare norodului Moldavii 

cătră boierii pribegiți și cătră Mitropolitul” [“The Cry of  the Moldavian People to the 

Exiled Boyars and the Metropolitan of  the Church”]. Accusing high-ranking noblemen 

and clergy who had fled the Revolution of  being the sole culprits for the country’s decay, 

Tăutul decried their gluttony and monopoly on all economic and political decisions, 

which “made the nations of  Europe count us among barbarian peoples!”, and 

subversively argued that, in Russian Bessarabia or Austrian Bukovina, the absence of  

that estate allowed for legislative and social progress, with “three or four boyars such as 

yourselves enough to block debates” through intrigues and disdain for “the state as a 

whole.”27 Lauding the return of  native princes after the collapse of  the Phanariote 

regime, Tăutul ended his pamphlet by promising redress to all petitioners, to peasants, 

and, perhaps self-contradictingly, to the absent class that was the merchant estate: 
 

Moldavia, forever forced to subsidise luxury, plunder and oppression, has not yet witnessed 

an hour’s worth of  commerce. However, its coming prosperity will no doubt be greater than 

                                                                                                                                          
États-Unis (XVIIIe-XXe siècles), La Découverte, Paris, 2010, pp. 212-219 
23 The main topic of  Jones, The French State. 
24 The main topic of  Thuillier, Les pensions. While not discussed herein, ample documentary evidence in 

our source-base suggests that any history of  the emergence of  a pension system in nineteenth-century 

Romania would also have to take into account lively parliamentary debates on the dangers of  creating a 

further incentive for funcționarism through its consolidation. 
25 Guy Thuillier, Bureaucratie et bureaucrates en France au XIXe siècle, Librairie Droz, Paris, 1980, pp. 

177-192 
26 “Too few among the merchants are Moldavians; as it is natural for a Moldavian to be proud – or, better 

said, lazy – thinking any commerce shameful.” See: Dimitrie Cantemir, Descriptio Moldaviæ, Editura 

Academiei R.S.R, Bucharest, 1973, pp. 297-298. 
27 Ionică Tăutul, Scrieri social-politice, Editura Științifică, Bucharest, 1974, pp. 86-88 
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its past poverty, as gold shall come harkening to the voice of  justice and stay thanks to good 

rule! Note this day, O, merchants, as the beginning of  the age of  happiness!28 

 

Echoes of  Enlightenment controversies on the moral impact luxury on patriotism and 

national prosperity29 also coloured early writings on the need for a third estate, such as 

in Wallachian poet Barbu Paris Mumuleanu’s (1794-1836) introduction to his 1825 

volume of  social satires, “Caracteruri” [“Characteriologies”]. Himself  the scion of  a 

petty merchant family, Mumuleanu spoke of   
 

the luxury which has destroyed and undermined so many peoples and republics having also 

spread to our own nation to such an extent […] All of  us are drunk with ambition, each 

desires to become a nobleman, honouring only rank and function and disdaining trades and 

agriculture, from which the happiness and prosperity of  mankind do stem […] In China it 

is from among the class of  the ploughmen that the Mandarins are most often recruited, 

while we, pursuing our follies, ignore the priceless truth of  our motherland’s fertility.30 

 

Travelling westward, the great boyar Dinicu Golescu (1777-1830) felt the cultural shock 

of  national self-comparison, finding himself  in agreement with travellers’ criticisms of  

his homeland in his 1826 “Însemnare a călătoriei mele” [“Account of  my Travels”].31 

Vilifying the omnipresence of  the administrative misrule and the buying and selling of  

ranks, Golescu contrasted the qualifications of  European functionaries and dignitaries 

high and low to his own bitterly self-confessed incompetence, yet was ultimately hopeful 

of  Wallachia’s coming rebirth at the hands of  a new generation of  enlightened boyars 

and princes of  local stock.32 Golescu repeatedly noted that, whereas in Wallachia the 

peasant masses were eternal victims of  the administration, even the lowliest Austrian 

coal-worker benefitted from a much higher standard of  living, “those among them who 

are most intelligent, industrious and worthy [being] able to amass a decent fortune.”33 

Europe therefore quintessentially appeared as a space where individual agency could be 

                                                
28 Tăutul, Scrieri, pp. 99-100 
29 For an overview, see: István Hont, “The early Enlightenment Debate on Commerce and Luxury”, in: 

Mark Goldie and Robert Wokler (eds.), The Cambridge History of  Eighteenth-Century Political Thought, 

Cambridge University Press, 2006, pp. 379-418 
30 Barbu Paris Mumuleanu, Scrieri, Minerva, Bucharest, 1972, pp. 74-75 
31 The work is carefully contextualised in: Alex Drace-Francis, “Dinicu Golescu’s ‘Account of  My Travels’ 

(1826): Eurotopia as Manifesto”, Journeys, 1-2/2005, pp. 24-53. 
32 Dinicu Golescu, Însemnare a călătoriei mele, Editura Eminescu, Bucharest, 1971, pp. 86-97 and pp. 

125-126 
33 Golescu, Însemnare, p. 83 
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exercised without undue structural fetters. While in the 1820s the vocabulary and role of  

“class” was still nebulous and Golescu favoured the role of  the boyars in national 

regeneration, he desired the prosperity of  all estates, having been persuaded by his 

conversations with merchants who had declared it “the foremost current policy of  

Europe’s rulers.” This was something which had initially appeared impossible to 

Golescu, who, “being accustomed to wrongness and under the sway of  teachings 

contrary to the laws of  mankind”,34 had hitherto presumed national wealth a zero-sum 

game. 

Yet even in the 1820s, the growth of  a privileged class of  tax-exempt boyars of  all 

ranks, petty in particular, continued unabated. In the Phanariote era, rank had been 

separated from the prerequisite of  land-ownership, becoming dependent upon the 

position occupied in an emerging state apparatus packed with wave upon wave of  

boyars, new titles granted by each coming prince. Numbers continued swelling with 

merchants, often of  foreign extraction, and it is difficult to ascertain whether, on the 

whole, the attainment of  privileges encouraged them to abandon trade. But tensions 

between old families (even if  mostly admixed with the Phanariotes) and new translated 

into political unrest, 35  and it was only with Russian occupation and under the 

subsequent protectorate that measures were taken so as to make the acquisition of  a 

boyars’ rank more difficult, at least in theory. Instead, the profile of  those granted 

privileged status became more diversified, now including professionals/intellectuals.36 If  

one report submitted to Kiseleff  in 1834 glowingly proclaimed the improvement of  the 

peasant’s lot, now that “the lazy class of  the functionaries […] has directed its faculties 

to public service and with each day embraces more productive and useful 

occupations”,37 such declamatory optimism faltered as writers identified with increasing 

pointedness the main offenders – not the boyars per se, but those eager to rise to that 

station: 
 

Most town-dwellers of  a lower station, either merchants or tradesmen, are drawn to the 

noble class as if  spellbound, neglecting the skills they could have learnt and practised for the 

                                                
34 Golescu, Însemnare, pp. 139-140 
35  E. g. a moderately-modernising constitutional project drafted by Tăutul in 1822 attracted co-

conspirators. 
36 Alexandru-Florin Platon, Geneza burgheziei în Principatele Române (a doua jumătate a secolului al 

XVIII-lea – prima jumătate a secolului al XIX-lea). Preliminariile unei istorii, Editura Universității 

Alexandru Ioan Cuza, Iași, 2013, pp. 335-344.  
37 Georgescu, Mémoires, p. 54 
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good of  their motherland, and languish in poverty, lacking the means to earn their daily 

bread. And given that crafts are thus neglected, they shall see no further development so 

long as the spirit of  our people will persist in such follies.38 

 

It is not surprising, then, that the political project of  1848 had to grapple with the 

fundamental problem of  identifying a subject/agent whose interests were to be 

represented, and to whom the state could be entrusted, especially since the middle class 

appeared to be ambiguously absent. At the outset of  the Wallachian revolution, the 

solution was that of  grouping all labouring classes under the heading of  “tradesmen” 

[“meseriași”] in a pamphlet broadly modelled upon Sieyès’ “What is the Third Estate?”. 

“Agricultural”, “manufacturing”, “commercial” and “intellectual” “industries” were all 

collectively equated with “the nation”, “the people” and “society” alike. The bottom line 

was abolishing the privileges which had entailed the exclusion of  all such groups from 

decision-making, and the author attacked the boyars’ class monopoly on politics and 

functions.39 By the end of  the revolution, Wallachian ‘48ers came to speak in a more 

conciliatory tone of  the Romanian’s ingrate position under the ancien régime, highlighting 

the problem of  attaching moral blame to agentive choice in the absence of  actively 

preferable alternatives: “God created man free and placed within him a yearning for 

happiness; slavery is therefore against his purpose, and it is for this reason that the 

Romanian, too, sought to escape oppression, but had only two avenues: entering the 

privileged class, or reneging his nationality by becoming the subject of  some foreign 

power”.40 The former was morally inferior to the latter, the argument went, but neither 

were in essence blameworthy – tertium non datur. What the Revolution promised, therefore, 

was that universal political citizenship would now allow all enterprising Romanians to 

make the most of  their capacities. Yet the subsequent establishment of  the nation-state, 

for all of  the apparent fulfilment of  freedom’s promise, only renewed anxieties – as well 

as an increasing preoccupation with conceptualising both a pathology, and the class 

brought into existence by its spread. However, if  the imagined existence of  

“bureaucratic proletariat” was, in turn, intimately linked with that of  another. 

 

The “Jewish Question” and the Absent Proletariat: 1830-1866 

 As already established, the project of  nation-state building in Romania set itself  

                                                
38 Scarlat Tâmpeanu, Geografia Țării Românești, Tipografia pitarului Constantin Pencovici, Bucharest, 

1840, p. 10 
39 “Ce sunt meseriașii?”, APR, Vol. 1, pp. 460-461 
40 Pruncul român, 39/1848, APR, Vol. 4, p. 304 
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the preliminary tasks of  grappling with the “social question” of  land reform, so as to 

prevent the emergence of  a landless proletariat, and the “national question” of  the 

international recognition of  a united and (at least partly) sovereign polity. On its part, the 

“Jewish question” 41 lay, crucially, at the intersection of  the “national” and the “social” in 

two ways. 42 Reflecting on the class position of  Jews, Romanian elites and public alike 

imagined a double social trajectory, whereby an invading foreign proletariat quickly 

became a bourgeoisie, and the frail local bourgeoisie, in turn, became proletarianised. 

Secondly, policing the boundaries of  both state and ethnic body meant that the foreign 

proletariat was seen as a colonising force, and therefore to be repelled or expelled, the 

choice of  means a matter of  internal politics. As such, whenever the international 

community involved itself  in defending or securing the rights of  Romanian Jews, 

Romanian politicians and pundits reacted violently, seeing this as a challenge to 

sovereignty, a meddlesome re-opening of  the “national question”. 

Beginning with the 1830s, the often-chaotic legislative framework stemming from 

the Organic Regulations had aimed at restricting the growing community’s freedom of  

movement, complementing a system whereby, of  two kinds of  citizenship – one 

guaranteeing civil rights only, the other offering political ones as well – only the former 

could be granted to Jews, with difficulty. As the era in which Jewish settlement was 

actively encouraged in Moldavia now drew to a close,43 the Organic Regulations sought 
                                                
41 Nineteenth-century Romanian anti-Semitism has, broadly speaking, been relatively well covered by 

extant historiography. Three monographs remain classics in surveying the topic: Carol Iancu, Evreii din 

România (1866-1919): de la excludere la emancipare, Hasefer, Bucharest, 2009 for the social and political 

aspects; Andrei Oișteanu, Imaginea evreului în cultura română: studiu de imagologie în context est-

central european, Humanitas, Bucharest, 2001 and William A. Oldson, A Providential Anti-Semitism: 

Nationalism and Polity in Nineteenth Century Romania, American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia 

1991, for the cultural. A closer examination of  the institutional practices of  exclusion is to found in: Dinu 

Bălan, Naţional, naţionalism, xenofobie şi antisemitism în societatea românească modernă: 1831-1866, 

Junimea, Iași, 2006, pp. 333-357, and Liviu Neagoe, Antisemitism și emancipare în secolul al XIX-lea: 

dileme etnice si controverse constituționale în istoria evreilor din România, Hasefer, Bucharest, 2016. For 

a broader contextualisation of  debates on Jewish citizenship, see: Constantin Iordachi, “The Unyielding 

Boundaries of  Citizenship: The Emancipation of  Non-Citizens in Romania, 1866-1918”, European 

Review of  History, 2/2001, pp. 157-186. 
42 Nevertheless, as we shall see below, we are not in agreement with the proposition that the predominance 

of  the “national question” and “social question” in the political and social thought of  the generation of  

1848 meant that “the grand theme of  the state as an administrator would only with difficulty find its place” 

in it, as put forth in: Alexandrescu, Difficiles modernités, p. 181. 
43 Indeed, further attempts at formally regulating Jewish settlement by the prince of  Moldavia were met 

with the circulation of  virulent satires in the 1840s; see: Oișteanu, Imaginea evreului, p. 146 
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to clamp down on vagrancy,44 and a host of  later laws and decrees further elaborated 

the specifics. One Moldavian anafora of  1839 stipulated provisions for “investigating 

vagabonds of  all nationalities and stopping the Jewish invasion of  our country”, 

reinforcing similar decrees issued in 1834, 1836 and 1838.45 Seeking to expel those 

ostensibly “lacking the moral or pragmatic guarantees” for contributing to society, such 

legislation openly singled out Jews “without a trade or capital” as “an evil which brings 

palpable harm to the public good, being a drain on the livelihoods of  the true natives”.46 

The Regulations saw the introduction of  a system of  internal and external passports 

regulating movement, with the anafora in question tightly linked with both aspects. 

Already, the double thrust of  framing the “Jewish question” as both internal and 

external made itself  felt: “as the Jews lack a Principality of  their own and are entitled to 

no civil rights, except that of  trading and paying the requisite taxes”, the anafora went on, 

the emigration of  even those accepted as legal residents was encouraged, subject to the 

fulfilment of  outstanding obligations. Culturally, the trope of  the “wandering Jew” may 

have informed such policies,47  with its unsettling binary of  cosmopolitan/nomadic 

uprootedness and national non-belonging48 yoking together the circulation of  capital 

and the circulation of  humans.49 More concretely, however, the nineteenth century saw 

not only the ideological heightening of  longstanding administrative concerns with 

pauperism and vagrancy, but also its intersection with the emergence of  practices 

singling out Jews as nomads, in the context of  the gradual crystallisation of  new, 

exclusionary ideas of  citizenship.50 

In the Principalities, the focus on repelling vagrant paupers, on the one hand, 

                                                
44 Defining “vagrancy” in any strict legal sense appears to have been a constantly problematic issue in the 

state whence most Jewish paupers were presumed to have arrived; see: Sigrid Wadauer, “Establishing 

Distinctions: Unemployment versus Vagrancy in Austria from the Late Nineteenth Century to 1938”, 

International Review of  Social History, 1/2011, pp. 31-70. 
45 Manualul administrativ al Principatului Moldovei, cuprinzătoriu legilor şi dispoziţiilor întroduse în ţară 

de la anul 1832 până la 1855, Vol. 1, Tipografia Buciumului Românu, Iași, 1855, pp. 511-516 
46  “Natives” may be less ethnicised a term than appears at first blush. The Organic Regulations 

considered all Christian peasants citizens, including the growing number of  Bulgarian immigrants.  
47 Oișteanu, Imaginea evreului, p. 332 
48 Sander L. Gilman, “Aliens vs. Predators: Cosmopolitan Jews vs. Jewish Nomads”, European Review of  

History: Revue européenne d’histoire, 5-6/2016, pp. 784-796 
49 Kirill Postoutenko, “Wandering as Circulation: Dostoevsky and Marx on the ‘Jewish Question’ ”, in: 

Gideon Reuveni and Sarah Wobick-Segev (eds.), The Economy in Jewish History: New Perspectives 

between Ethnicity and Economic Life, Berghahn, 2011, pp. 43-62 
50 Penslar, Shylock’s Children, pp. 35-38 
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came at a time when the absence of  local systemic indigence was first discovered as a 

topos in public discourse and adopted as a mark of  self-congratulatory self-othering, as 

we have noted in Chapter One: the distant temporality of  a proletariat’s emergence was 

now subverted by the arrival of  one in the here-and-now: this, in Sahlin’s terms, was the 

disruption of  a “cultural order” ’s understanding of  time and action. On the other hand, 

the “Jewish question” was decidedly bound up with the “national question”. That 

among the newly-immigrated were beneficiaries of  foreign consuls’ extra-territorial 

consular protection, with its attending fiscal and judicial privileges, only served to 

retrench the suspicion of  local stakeholders, who saw this as an unfair advantage in 

commerce, even if  many ethnic Romanians also adopted similar strategies, as 

convenient tax loopholes for aspiring merchants.51 This was a source of   budgetary 

discontent for the Moldavian state, which repeatedly attempted to extract revenue from 

such foreign subjects, with – for instance – yet another piece of  legislation issued in 1839 

aiming to crack down on transnationally-mobile Jewish merchants, who used both 

Moldavian and Russian passports and evaded fiscal duties toward either state.52 Already, 

the Jews were simultaneously singled out as an unwanted proletariat, and as an 

illegitimate merchant class. While this simultaneous deployment of  contradictory 

accusations and negative stereotypes is a typical feature of  anti-Semitic discourse in 

general, in our case the common denominator was the allegation that Jews high and low 

supposedly manipulated a legal framework which was inherently subversive of  local 

sovereignty.  

As the numbers of  the community in the Principalities grew almost six-fold 

between the mid-1820s and the Union, some 135,000 Jews, the majority of  Ashkenazi 

extraction and settled in Moldavia, came to be targeted by a growing wave of  public 

anti-Semitism. Certainly, until the mid-1860s, the normalisation of  discrimination via 

legal means was not unequivocal. Thus, the Wallachian revolutionaries of  1848 had 

promised freedom and equality to all, the European acceptance of  the Principalities’ 

                                                
51 These so-called “sudiți” remained a fiscal and judicial problem until the recognition of  Romania’s 

independence fully severed it from the Ottoman Empire; see: Mărieș, Supușii străini. Post-1866, there was 

a surge of  demands for protection on the part of  Romanian Jews, with 100,000 for Austrian protection 

alone, though in 1876 a Romanian-Austro-Hungarian commercial agreement effectively nullified such 

privileges; see: Abigail Green, “From protection to humanitarian intervention? Enforcing Jewish rights in 

Romania and Morocco around 1880”, in: Fabian Klose (ed.), The Emergence of  Humanitarian 

Intervention: Ideas and Practice from the Nineteenth Century to the Present, Cambridge University Press, 

2015, pp. 152-153. 
52 Manualul administrativ al Principatului Moldovei, Vol. 2, 1856, p. 42 



 169 

Union had demanded religious non-discrimination and civil rights, while Cuza’s Civil 

Code of  1862 and his subsequent legislative projects had considered the gradual 

granting of  citizenship. However, the establishment of  a Romanian nation-state brought 

with it the aforementioned anxieties of  administrative reform and foregrounded the 

issue of  a seemingly-absent middle class. Already in 1856, the (relatively weak) anti-

unionist movement in Moldavia purported to speak on behalf  of  local owners and 

merchants, warning of  the decay of  the principality’s towns and trade at the hands of  

administrative centralisation.53 This argument was met with derision by pro-unionists, 

however, countering that those aiming to preserve a local Moldavian administration 

were mere defenders of  its privileges. As argued by the Wallachian clergyman Neofit 

Scriban (1808-1884) in a pamphlet rebuking the anti-unionists, a single yet more robust 

state would bring even more opportunities for administrative employment and 

commercial enterprise – “would such functionaries be forbidden from making use of  

their capacities for the sake of  national development, rather than [separatist] intrigue 

and demagoguery?”54  

A corollary to this was the praise lavished upon the “Romanian” bourgeoisie in 

Wallachia, as a means of  legitimising the credentials of  Bucharest as a future capital. As 

Dimitrie Ralet noted in a travelogue chronicling his diplomatic mission to 

Constantinople in 1858: 
 

in Wallachia I found particularly notable the existence of  a merchant class, [called a] 

bourgeoisie, which provides a significant basis for the material prosperity and even the 

morality of  the people. It also provides a more seamless transition between the people and 

the boyars. “Qu’est le tiers état? Tout.”, Sieyès answered. Along with Romanian craftsmen, 

this merchant class directs public spirit toward more useful enterprises, accustoming it with 

crafts and industries which, unearthing nature’s riches and products, will bring merchants 

their rightful honour, will impart them with a somewhat more independent character, and – 

what is more – will rid many of  a sloth that leads only to pining for boierism [note the 

tentative -ismification of  a moral pathology], no means for its attainment or its preservation 

too base. This third estate, the preserver of  national vigour, also keeps its ancestral 

traditions.55 

 

Ralet argued, by contrast, that in Moldavia the establishment of  a similar third estate 

                                                
53 Istrati, Despre cvestia dzilei, p. 22 
54 Neofit Scriban, Unirea și neunirea Principatelor Române, Tipografia Buciumului Român, Iași, 1856, p. 

17 
55 Ralet, Suvenire, pp. 21-22 
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was hampered by Jewish presence. Even as one of  the broader aims of  his travelogue 

was that of  proving that Moldavia, as opposed to Ottoman Turkey, had become un-

Oriental to the point of  now being decidedly civilised,56 it seemed that there was reason 

enough to single out its sister-principality for praise, and labour upon defining just was a 

bourgeoisie is/ought to be, for his readers’ benefit. In 1859, too, one public intervention 

in favour of  Bucharest as the capital of  the newly-founded state similarly contrasted Iași 

and its “forty thousand Jews” with “a truth which shines as brightly as the sun: that 

Bucharest alone, through its commercial life, through the existence of  a bourgeoisie, 

through the density of  its native [Romanian] population, is destined to be the capital of  

Romania, whereas Iași lacks all of  the above.”57 This was an optimism that made the 

establishment of  a unified nation-state appear as a turning-point, putting the past of  

absence at a distance. 

Subsequent developments in the 1860s saw the emergence of  an increasingly 

holistic anti-Semitism, the core concern of  which remained, however, the absent middle 

class. In 1865-1866, B. P. Hasdeu, whose rising star as a philologist and public 

intellectual ensured him a platform and audience, produced a series of  conferences and 

pamphlets on the “Jewish question” which cumulatively covered political economy, 

religion, literature and culture. As a critique of  free-market competition qua abstract 

principle, his  “Study on Judaism: National Industry, Foreign Industry and Jewish 

Industry from the Standpoint of  the Principle of  Competition” saw Hasdeu oppose the 

ideals of  unbridled competition to the realities of  custom, brute force and monopoly,58 

the overproduction of  an intellectual proletariat of  lawyers in Romanian lands a 

counterargument to free-market optimality.59 Positing that national political interest was 

always to trump economic dogma,60 Hasdeu argued that the biological unity between 

one nation’s classes was greater than the divisions created by economic competition 

between them, denying that competition between nations could therefore be truly 

analogous to that between classes, especially since global asymmetries turned some 

countries into the colonies of  others.61 The next step after reifying nations as economic 

actors was that of  singling out “the pestiferous expansion of  Judaism” in Romanian 
                                                
56 Drace-Francis, The Traditions of  Invention, pp. 132-133 
57 Gr. Sturdza, Central Commission, 1 October 1859, in: PCCPU, Protocol LXIV, p. 13 
58 B. P. Hasdeu, Studiu asupra judaismului. Industria naţională, industria străină şi industria evreiască faţă 

cu principiul concurenței, Tipografia Th. Vaidescu, Bucharest, 1866, p. 9 
59 Hasdeu, Studiu asupra judaismului, pp. 10-11 
60 Hasdeu, Studiu asupra judaismului, pp. 16-17 
61 Hasdeu, Studiu asupra judaismului, pp. 17-26 
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lands as further subversive of  the endo-exo divide between the two types of  competition: 

Hasdeu saw Jews as universal enemies of  national economy in general and of  each class 

in particular, exceptional in their alleged predilection for unscrupulous money-lending 

and commerce.62 In a certain sense, this supposed exceptionalism was a corollary to – 

and mutually constitutive with – imagining a Romanian predilection toward funcționarism. 

But Hasdeu went further: his “study” of  the Talmud as a system of  non-contradicting, 

de-localised and trans-temporal prescriptions aimed to demonstrate the unity of  all 

Jews,63 while yet another pamphlet on “the history of  religious tolerance” in Romania 

purported to show, by contrast, that persecutions against the Jews were purely motivated 

by the economic imperatives of  self-preservation.64 This final argument, as we will 

subsequently see, would prove relevant in subsequent debates on the standard of  

civilisation, the sovereignty, and the independence of  the Romanian state. 

 

The “Jewish Question” and the Absent Bourgeoisie: Constitutional 

Conundrums 

1866 was indeed a watershed moment: the fall of  Cuza and the arrival of  Carol 

marked the adoption of  the Constitution, redefining the limits of  citizenship and 

national belonging. The feeling that the crucial preliminaries of  nation-state-building 

had only recently been dealt with was palpable – in the opening statement on the 

government’s constitution draft, the committee report pleaded for maintaining 

bicameralism (the Senate had been introduced by Cuza in 1864) as an added means of  

suffrage restriction “in a country […] where the most ardent and thorny social questions 

have only now been cut through like Gordian knots”.65 The report also spoke of  the 

particular attention preliminary debates had paid to citizenship and nationality, given 

the potential danger of  granting political rights en masse to the Jewish “multitude several 

hundred thousand strong, issuing forth from the most backward provinces of  Europe’s 

most uncivilised states, and flooding one of  the most beautiful parts of  Romania 

[Moldavia]”. By the same token, however, securing property rights for Christian 

foreigners was favourably seen as a means of  attracting capital, insofar as “even the most 

populous European countries find it useful to facilitate the domicile and citizenship of  
                                                
62 Hasdeu, Studiu asupra judaismului, pp. 29-32 
63 B. P. Hasdeu, Talmudul, ca professiunea de credinţă a poporului israelitu, Tip. Th. Vaidescu, Bucharest, 

1866 
64 B. P. Hasdeu, Istoria toleranţei religioase în România, Bucharest, 1865 [estd. as 1st ed., only 1868 ed. 

available] 
65 Aristide Pascal, Constituent Assembly, 16 June 1866, in: DAC, p. 28 
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any foreigner, then Romania must also do so, lacking population”.66 Yet this conjured up 

the spectre of  colonialism, with explicit reference to Marțian’s pamphlet on pan-

Germanism, given the perceived “invasion of  foreigners into our country, an invasion 

which has long been organised,” to public applause.67 Likewise, calls for enshrining the 

ownership of  the country’s territory by the Romanian nation – with the examples of  

Transylvania or Poland as historical warnings – aimed at securing the monopoly of  

landed property.68 In turn, this lead to an amendment whereby “the colonisation with 

populations of  foreign stock [gintă – now itself  an increasingly ethnicised term]” was to 

be explicitly forbidden, and was voted as Article 4 of  the Constitution.69 The link 

between Jewish immigration and pan-Germanism was, at times, even more strongly 

highlighted by pamphleteers who saw the former as the vanguard of  the latter70and 

morphologically similar, first pioneered in the de-Romanianisation of  Bukovina and 

now already well-nigh complete in the rural areas of  Moldavia.71 

True tensions only surfaced when the assembly came to debate the “Jewish 

question” in earnest, starting with June 21. Though the minutes only briefly noted a 

disturbance on the 18th, public outrage fomented by the press (especially by the radical-

liberal faction of  Iași) resulted in violence, and culminated with the destruction of  a 

newly-built Bucharest synagogue.72 Restricting political rights to Christians did not find 

universal approval among delegates, some of  whom drew a distinction between the 

pressure of  “plebeians led astray” and their own sovereign mandate as a formal 

representative body. The conservative Dimitrie Ghika-Comănescu [Comănișteanu] 

(1840-1923) thus pleaded for provisions that would foster Jewish attachment to the 

country, given the capital and work ethos of  the community, pointing to “functionaries’ 

corruption” and fiscal disarray as proof  of  Romanians’ own self-interested egotism. In 

acknowledging the validity of  this discourse of  self-blame, Comănescu highlighted the 

hypocrisy of  accusing the Jewish community, deprived of  rights as it was, of  the same 

                                                
66 Pascal, DAC, p. 28 
67 N. Voinov, Constituent Assembly, 18 June 1866, in: DAC, p. 53. Voinov reprised the argument later on: 

Senate, 26 February 1879, in: DSR, p.1284 
68 N. Lateș, Constituent Assembly, 20 June 1866, in: DAC, p. 70 
69 Lateș, DAC, p. 70. See also the brief  discussion provided in Chapter Two. 
70 A rebuttal to one such accusation in: Dr. Silberzweig, Respuns Domnului A. D. Holban Ingineru 

Agricolu, Imprimeria Buciumului Român, Iași, 1864, pp. 19-20 
71 D. P. Marţian, Proprietatea şi naţionalitatea, Typografia Naţionale, Bucharest, 1866, pp. 29-31 
72 Silvia Marton, La construction politique de la nation: la nation dans les débats du Parlement de la 

Roumanie, (1866-1871), Institutul European, Iași, 2009, pp. 114-116 
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faults.73 Yet, such principled arguments for inclusion, though reflective of  the ideals of  

the century, as economist Ion Strat (1836-1879) acknowledged, were contrasted to the 

fears the Romanian majority and the merchant class in particular, fears which he found 

empirically founded.74  From this to allusions to the Alliance Israélite Universelle’s 

[henceforth: AIU] pan-European lobby and dire warnings of  Romanians becoming 

“helots” in due course was a single step.75 

Unsurprisingly, the culmination of  such debates brought with it an increasingly 

more explicit focus on the absent middle class. Broadly, whereas conservatives found 

fault with Romanians’ past conduct and fretted over the near future, liberals focused on 

the here-and-now of  Jewish pauperism, seen as a “social plague” to be healed by 

decisive action. Thus, for one moderate conservative leader, the established topos of  a 

self-dissolving, stillborn merchant class accounted for how “a [foreign] populace without 

traditions or connections in the country, disliked […] by the Romanians” had become 

sedentary: 
 

What have our merchants done? Their trade was small, albeit national; but as soon as they 

acquired a small fortune, they were seized by the mania of  becoming boyars, ashamed of  

even visiting their parents. This is how our national commerce was lost. Let us not, then, be 

surprised that an active, thrifty populace has taken the place of  the Romanian. […] For all 

the liberties you inscribe in this Constitution, in the absence of  a middle class, bourgeoisie, 

tiers état as the foundation of  our institutions, our country shall long be plagued by 

misfortune.76 

 

Conversely, for the liberal faction, the above could be construed as a misguided 

defence of  Jewish capital not yet acquired. The presumed existence of  a weak, nascent, 

but nevertheless present bourgeoisie was a necessary means of  self-legitimation, in that it 

was the class they sought to represent first and foremost. In the Wallachian assembly of  

1860, the future prime-minister and leader of  the Liberal party  I. C. Brătianu (1821-

1891) had replied to the assertion that a third estate was absent from country and nation 

alike by arguing that the bourgeoisie was merely in the process of  acquiring the requisite 

political experience, and therefore had to be represented by landowners such as 

himself.77 The Constituent Assembly, then, was a golden opportunity for dispelling 

                                                
73 D. Ghika Comănescu, Constituent Assembly, 21 June 1866, in: DAC, pp. 95-97 
74 I. Strat, Constituent Assembly, 21 June 1866, in: DAC, pp. 97-100 
75 Pană Buescu, Constituent Assembly, 21 June 1866, in: DAC, p.105 
76 M. C. Epureanu, Constituent Assembly, 21 June 1866, in: DAC, p. 109 
77 I. C. Brătianu, Wallachian Assembly, 26 April 1860, in: Protocólele Sedințeloru Adunării Legislative a 
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misapprehensions and strengthening the position of  the bourgeoisie. Serving as Minister 

of  Finance, Brătianu explained folk anti-Semitism by way of  plebeian economic instinct: 

“when the nation is threatened, it awakens – not intolerant, but cautious”, not a singular 

historical occurrence, but mirroring past emancipation from the thrall of  the 

Phanariotes, also referred to as a “proletariat” by him.78 Supposed tolerance towards 

long-established Sephardic capitalists (also differentially defined as “not proletarians”) 

was as common as apprehension towards recent Ashkenazi migrants, the argument 

further went; as such, foreign capital was not necessarily pernicious competition. What 

had changed since the egalitarian rising of  1848, in which Brătianu himself  had been 

involved, was the intervening invasion by “the countless number of  proletarians, who, 

arriving equipped with a sense of  thrift and competition, rose above the Romanians; the 

plague that they carry is that of  neither bringing nor creating capital in this country, but 

merely concentrating local capital and becoming its masters. [Applause]”. This called 

for administrative resistance, justified by the precedent set by other states’ strategies of  

preventing trans-border tramping; failing to implement it, Brătianu warned, opened up 

Romania to “all proletarians, Jewish or not; […] a colony for the lazy, the convicts and 

proletarians of  Europe. [Applause]”. Finally, while Brătianu could admit that 

funcționarism did exist, it was the result of  a longstanding strategy of  avoiding 

administrative abuse – Romanians’ Latin blood made them too proud to accept vexation, 

unlike the Jews, accustomed to political repression. The counterexample that Brătianu 

invoked with gusto were the răzeși/moșneni, their historical existence marshalled as proof  

that, if  the government were to instil a respect for commerce and “erect a barrier 

against foreign proletarianism, then we may be sure that that middle class, that tiers état” 

would naturally form.”79 At once present and absent, the bourgeoisie was the desired 

agent of  national development, and the Constitution ultimately enshrined the monopoly 

of  Romanians on land-ownership, bureaucratic employment, and political participation, 

with its attending class bias.80  

 

The “Jewish Question” and the “National Question” Reopened: 1866-1880 

Brătianu’s warning that administrative measures would be taken soon came true. 
                                                                                                                                          
Țerei Românesci, p. 199 
78 The comparison between Jews and Phanariotes as colonisers siphoning local capital was also made in: 

Marţian, Proprietatea şi naţionalitatea, p. 23. A dedicated study of  this topos of  colonial comparison is 

surely warranted. 
79 I. C. Brătianu, Constituent Assembly, 21 June 1866, in: DAC, p. 109 
80 Iordachi, The Unyielding Boundaries, p. 159 
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As Minister of  the Interior, Mihail Kogălniceanu now wrote to the Minister of  Foreign 

Affairs, in response to renewed consular protestations, that “the Jewish question is not 

simply a religious question, but is of  a wholly different nature: it is simultaneously a 

national and an economic question,”81 and parliamentary debates continued to frame 

the influx of  Galician Jews in terms of  “vagrancy”. Speakers remained confident of  

“being within rights to rigorously close our frontier to pauperism” 82: even as they 

declaratively accepted the potential colonisation of  the wastes of  southern Bessarabia as 

a means of  dealing with “vagabonds”, they drew applause when proclaiming that firing 

cannons at said Jewish “vagabonds” would be as legitimate from the standpoint of  

international law as fending off  a military invasion.83 As the Ministry of  the Interior 

sought to apprehend “the multitude of  Jews, men with neither trade nor capital” on the 

border and in the villages throughout the late 1860s and 1870s, it often motivated such 

measures in terms of  public hygiene and disease control.84 However, the most extreme 

cases of  persecution and expulsion did not fail to garner the attention of  the 

international public.  

Perhaps the most outrageous of  all was the death of  at least three Jews near the 

town of  Galați in late June 1867, who were officially expelled as “vagabonds” alongside 

eight others. Abandoned by Romanian border guards on the swampy Ottoman bank of  

the Danube, one of  the eleven died trapped in the mud; returned by Ottoman border 

guards, survivors were once more sent across the border, and two drowned in the 

ensuing scuffle.85 That this tragic event was perceived as emblematic of  state-sponsored 

                                                
81 Marton, La construction, p. 121; note reprinted in: British and Foreign State Papers, 1871-1872, 

William Ridgway & Co., London, 1877, pp. 759-768. Also given as the motto of: Abigail Green, 
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instructions to prefects in Bessarabia, see: Frederick Kellogg, The Road to Romanian Independence, 

Purdue University Press, 1995, p. 53. 
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85 The incident is briefly dealt with in: Sam Johnson, Pogroms, Peasants, Jews: Britain and Eastern 
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Romanian anti-Semitism is demonstrated by the reprinting of  diplomatic documents, 

petitions and letters relevant to it in Vol. 62 of  “British and Foreign State Papers” in 

1877, when the civilizational status of  a polity now aspiring to independence was re-

assessed by European contemporaries.86 As the Romanians blamed the Ottomans and 

sought to exculpate themselves in subsequent statements, the Minister of  Foreign affairs 

declared that foreign consuls had no direct jurisdiction over such matters.87 The British 

consul-general countered: “I cannot subscribe to the doctrine that the treatment of  the 

Jews in the Principalities is not a subject for foreign interference. The peculiar position 

of  the Jews places them under the protection of  the civilised world.”88 After all, non-

independent Romania still remained under the collective stewardship of  European 

powers, and the matter resonated with British self-understandings of  moral duty:89 the 

consul’s statement was reflective of  the general opprobrium of  British public opinion, 

who saw in Romanian anti-Semitism proof  of  the country’s ingrained religious 

prejudice and Oriental backwardness.90 This may, to a degree, explain the insistence of  

Romanian politicians and pamphleteers on framing anti-Jewish measures and attitudes 

in economic terms. It was a perverse and paradoxical assertion of  civilisation: both in 

denying a religious component, which implied the supposed moral superiority of  the 

Romanians to Westerners (whose own historical track-record of  past Judeophobia had 

been religiously motivated), but also through the very fact of  discursive recourse to 

political economy, as proof  of  the fact that Romanians were capable of  being conversant 

in the complexities of  a quintessentially European science. 

The European public was up to date with such events in Romania and elsewhere 

thanks to the efforts of  the Alliance Israélite Universelle91 and the Board of  Deputies of  
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British Jews92 acting as public pressure groups and lobbying statesmen and diplomats 

throughout Western Europe. However, their actual success ought not be overstated. The 

legendary Sir Moses Montefiore set out for Romania shortly after the Galați outrage, 

received reassurances from the prince 93  but failed to make headway with the 

government, much as Adolphe Crémieux, the president of  the AIU, had also failed to 

persuade the Constituent Assembly to reconsider its position one year earlier, on a 

return journey from Istanbul to Paris.94 What such interventions managed to achieve, 

lamentably, was a heightening of  Romanian animosity, taken as proof  of  how the 

“Jewish question” subverted national sovereignty, such as it existed. As one MP argued 

while drafting the Chamber of  Deputies’ yearly response to the Message of  the Throne 

in early 1868, any reference to the Jews was therefore to be framed “as an eminently 

national question, rather than one of  jus gentium”.95 

Such tensions were exacerbated after 1877-1878, when the international 

recognition of  Romanian independence came, at least in theory, to be conditioned by 

the granting of  rights and citizenship to the Jewish community. Thus, the last of  the 

Russo-Turkish wars, itself  ostensibly motivated by Russia’s humanitarian concern with 

the fate of  the Balkan Christians risen against the Ottomans, also raised the issue of  how 

Balkan polities might treat their own minorities. Initially ambivalent, Romanians joined 

the Russian war effort not long after the beginning of  hostilities in 1877, only to find the 

outcome frustrating. Since the 1850s, after all, the “national question” appeared to have 

been satisfactorily solved, and full independence, while desirable, was not necessarily 

prioritised. Now that the opportunity had arisen, the familiar voices of  seasoned jurists 

such as Vasile Boerescu were heard once more, but in a different tone. Whereas twenty 

years earlier Boerescu had laboured to persuade the public of  the primacy and 

sufficiency of  internal autonomy, now the place of  Romania in the European order was 

questioned, its true inclusion a battle yet to be won:  
 

do not tell me today that we are independent, for we lack perfect independence in actual 

fact. From the standpoint of  internal autonomy, I might say we are almost absolutely 

independent; but we lack the exercise of  external sovereignty, and from this we might 
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conclude that we are not perfectly independent, our public law is not acknowledged as part 

of  the European equilibrium, and out state is not admitted to the Concert of  Europe as 

separate from the Ottoman Empire.96 

 

While 1878 saw the defeat of  the Ottomans, the road to Romanian 

independence was a painful one. Post-war talks set the condition of  constitutional 

rectification as a prerequisite for international recognition, a theoretical triumph from 

the standpoint of  humanitarian breakthroughs in international law doctrine, religious 

equality now a salient standard of  civilisation.97 But, as Romania had not officially been 

included in the decision-making process given its incomplete sovereignty, the influence 

of  non-state actors such the AIU in reaching this decision was singled out as all the more 

outrageous, alongside already well-worn canards of  Romania becoming a dumping-

ground for proletarians, only now with the full sanction of  Europe.98 The fact that 

Russia re-took southern Bessarabia from its erstwhile ally and offered an even more 

multi-ethnic Dobruja in exchange was already inflammatory for Romanian public 

opinion; that the “Jewish question” surfaced once more was doubly so.99 References to 

the danger of  turning the country into “a cosmopolitan state, a cistern into which who-

knows-what might be drained [A voice: Muck!]”100 immediately resurfaced, and the 

anxiety of  being excluded from the jus publicum Europaeum by means of  an unjust treaty 

was also voiced.101 For MP Nicolae Ionescu (1820-1905), a populist Moldavian anti-

Semite and the brother of  Ion Ionescu de la Brad, the Dobrujan question, too, was 

similar to the “Jewish question”, in that “Romanians want to remain an ethnically 

compact, homogenous nation, and do not seek territorial acquisition or placing other 

nationalities under their scepter, as they [already] have all they need to be a civilizing 

people in the Orient”. Later qualifying his position, the MP argued that, while some 

Romanians did already inhabit that region and its Muslim natives appeared hard-

working, the internal colonisation of  the plains of  Wallachia appeared more sensible at 

present, and found a new rhetorical use for a familiar topos: “let us be greedy [about 
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annexing foreign land] only when the population of  Romania is thrice that of  today.”102  

By 1879, when a legislative solution could no longer be delayed, Brătianu would 

complain of  the fact that Europe itself  had not solved its “Jewish question”, lamenting 

that Romania could not cut through this Gordian knot as Cuza had done in his time 

with previous capital “questions” – here, a potential lag between a more backward 

Romania and the West was invoked as a means of  buying time.103 Again, the grounds 

for foreign intervention were dismissed as egregious: if  the treatment of  the Jews did not 

stem from religious intolerance, this was not a humanitarian matter, such as the slave-

trade might have been, but one of  internal politics beyond the jus gentium.104 This, in fact, 

was the deeper subtext of  claiming tolerance was a historical virtue of  the Romanian 

nation. Although belonging to the Jewish community was defined by Romanians with 

reference to religion, so long as measures taken against it could be framed as not 

grounded in religious difference the right of  humanitarian intervention could not be 

invoked against the state. Romania’s own contribution to humanitarian interventions 

emancipating “peoples of  a different stock, such as the Greeks or Bulgarians”, then, was 

framed as the crowning of  previous, internal efforts to emancipate Roma slaves and 

peasant serfs.105 Or, rather, as Nicolae Ionescu would argue, the emancipation of  the 

Roma was nothing like that of  the Jews, insofar as the former were slaves, whereas the 

latter were claimed by the anti-Semite to be “masters”.106  

As debates dragged on, echoes of  Romania’s non-compliance were felt in the 

literature on international law, with major figures such as Johann Kaspar Bluntschli 

(1808-1881) publishing pamphlets on the matter. Bluntschli was concerned with the 

topic as part of  his broader, twilight-years project of  militating for a non-Utopian pan-

European confederalism as an effective guarantee of  civilisation, with the policing of  its 

standards to be carried out by the great powers within said union.107 A Romanian 

                                                
102 N. Ionescu, Chamber of  Deputies, 29 September 1878, in: MOf, pp. 5513-5518. An assurance, to 

public applause, that Romania will nevertheless not meet the fate of  Poland, thanks to the class unity and 

good sense of  the people, on p. 5517. 
103 I. C. Brătianu, Chamber of  Deputies, 25 February 1879, in: MOf, p. 1284 
104 P. Grădișteanu, Senate, 7 June 1879, in: MOf, pp. 3138-3141 
105 N. Blaramberg, Chamber of  Deputies, 18 June 1879, in: MOf, pp. 3396-3397 
106 N. Ionescu, Chamber of  Deputies, 6 September 1879, in: MOf, pp. 5812-5813, where he also warned 

that the independence that Europe would recognise not be as empty as that of  “the bey of  Tunis or of  the 

emperor of  Morocco”. 
107 Ingrid Rademacher, “Johann Caspar Bluntschli – conception du droit international et projet de 

Confédération européenne (1878)”, Études Germaniques, 2/2009, pp. 309-328 



 180 

translation (from either the German original, or French) of  “The Romanian State and 

the Juridical Situation of  the Jews in Romania” was quickly published in 1879, and 

warned that “the jus publicum Europaeum of  civilised peoples does not admit that a race be 

without a state, a homeland, but attaches all to the states to which they are linked by 

either their origin or their domicile”,108 explicitly framing the argument in terms of  a 

standard of  civilisation, and singling out the modification of  the Constitution’s Article 7, 

which regulated admission to citizenship, as imperative.  

In reply to such admonitions, Romanian pamphleteers critiqued the imposition 

of  “certain social principles, the genuine application of  which has only been achieved in 

the most civilised countries of  the West, [which now] must become integral parts of  the 

jus gentium”.109 This was an awkward line of  defence, as it placed Romania in an 

ambiguous position – more civilised than Bulgaria110 or the neighbouring countries from 

which the Jewish proletariat came, yet nevertheless comparable to Algeria, insofar as 

France’s second thoughts about the emancipation of  the Jews in that colony could be 

given as a counter-argument against their citizenship in Romania.111 Boerescu himself, 

in fact, published a pamphlet in which the Algerian case was dissected at length, 

highlighting the tensions between the disenfranchised Arab majority and the Jewish 

minority which, once granted citizenship en masse, had now supposedly monopolised 

trade.112 The Oriental, colonial status of  Algeria was less important here than the 

similarity between the Jews and Arabs, who had been subjects without being citizens, 

just like Romanian Jews were to remain in years to come. Moreover, this was an implied 

attack on the AIU, whose stated mission of  improving the lot of  Jewish communities in 

the Orient, broadly writ, saw its involvement from Morocco, to Algeria, to Romania. 

The taboo of  lateral Orientalism could, when necessary, be strategically ignored when a 

“social question” edifying enough for the elucidation of  the “national question” 

presented itself. 

In a nutshell, then: Romanian politicians and pamphleteers attempted to 

legitimise their economic anti-Semitism by marshalling supposed evidence against the 

need for humanitarian intervention, which would have even more directly integrated 
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local issues into the broader European “Jewish question”. Conversely, solving nationally-

bound “questions” on one’s own (and on one’s own terms) was equated with the 

sovereign exercise of  the nation’s agency. Thus, even moderates such as Maiorescu, who 

claimed to be “friends of  the Jews” and lauded them as patriotic individuals even in spite 

of  past discrimination, drew the line at foreign involvement. 113  The norms of  

international law were invoked against the resolutions of  the post-war Berlin Treaty 

calling for the revision of  Article 7, and the tu quoque of  colonial violence from Poland, to 

Ireland, to India invoked against the West: its intervention in Romania would not deliver 

an oppressed people, but oppress the Romanians, making the tribute hitherto paid to the 

Ottomans seem light by comparison.114 Such was also the language employed by Vasile 

Alecsandri115 in a parliamentary speech on the eve of  the Senate’s final vote on Article 7, 

subsequently reprinted as a pamphlet for wider circulation. “Positive international law” 

could not compel Romania, at once a victorious co-belligerent and a non-signatory third 

party, to accept the decisions made in Berlin: “we are now relieved of  a suzerain who 

avoided giving us orders, who respected our autonomy, but – strange irony of  fate! – we 

are faced today with five other suzerains who, based on [the] error [of  presuming 

Romania uncivilised and intolerant, as depicted by the AIU], issue us laws and 

penalties”.116 When, on the following day, the final form of  the amended article received 

the go-head of  the upper chamber, Kogălniceanu tellingly attempted to reconcile the 

many malcontent: for the first time, “an important social question has been solved by 

normal, constitutional means”.117 Referring to the emancipation of  Roma slaves, to the 

granting of  political rights to Armenian Christians in the lead-up to the Ad-Hoc Divans, 

and to the coup he had involved himself  in for the sake of  enacting the Land Reform, 

Kogălniceanu highlighted the progress made by the nation in expressing its sovereignty: 

this was a “question” solved by the nation, as opposed to accepting specifics imposed 

from above or from without.  

More concretely, the loophole found by the Romanians was that citizenship 

would only tortuously be granted on an individual basis by the vote of  the two chambers: 

while Jewish veterans of  the War of  Independence automatically became Romanian 
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nationals, only 85 out of  370 Jewish applicants were granted citizenship by the 

Romanian parliament between 1879 and 1900.118 Jews, therefore, were subjects of  the 

Romanian state without being its citizens – a shocking state of  affairs. The fundamental 

non-compliance of  the Romanians thus quickly became obvious, much to the desolation 

of  campaigners,119 yet not much else could be done. De jure, all of  this went against the 

letter of  the Berlin agreements – de facto, “the European powers pretended that the 

newly independent states of  the Balkan peninsula functioned at their standard of  

civilization […] [although they were] not committed to protect non-Christian populations, 

and no mechanisms for enforcement of  the freedom of  religion and non-discrimination 

principles stated in the treaty were put in place.”120  

Significantly, 1879 saw the virtually instantaneous translation of  Wilhelm Marr’s 

(1819-1904) “Victory of  Judaism over Germanism: Considered From a Non-Religious 

Perspective”.121 Marr, a writer subsequently credited with having coined the term “anti-

Semitism” in the autumn of  that very year,122 had mentioned the recent efforts made by 

the AIU in regards to Romania’s citizenship laws as proof  of  the global victory of  

“Judaism”, which may have prompted the attention of  the unnamed Romanian 

translator. What made Marr’s screed even more appealing was his starting-point: namely, 

an examination of  the laws and effects of  “conquest”. In a manner by now familiar to 

our reader, Marr noted how the conqueror may be absorbed by the conquered (such as 

Mongolian rulers by the Chinese), or how colonial conquest in the global periphery had 

maintained a separation between the two (such as with the English or Spaniards in 
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America).123 Jewish “conquest”, however, appeared altogether different, insofar it was a 

process thousands of  years in the making, not “with sword in hand”, but by a people 

“with the utmost disdain for agrarian colonisation, once out of  Palestine or Egypt”, 

which had failed to settle down and integrate as ploughmen during the Middle Ages, 

when the West was still underpopulated.124 Rather, the political and economic “conquest” 

of  the West – and of  a passive Germany in particular, destined to become “a new 

Palestine”125 – made the “Jewish Question” a social and political, rather than “religious 

one”, a revelation which the author feared had come all too late.126 As Romania was a 

sorry example of  the triumph of  the AIU’s power, Russia was seen as the last bulwark 

against it, in a literal global war the existance of  which both Gentiles and Jews were 

encouraged to openly acknowledge.127 

Conquest, the threat of  becoming a “new Palestine”, the non-religious character 

of  the “Jewish Question” – these were topoi that could only resonate with a Romanian 

readership. But if  the author’s pessimism served the rhetorical purpose of  heightening 

the sense of  crisis he attempted to convey, the afterword by the Romanian translator was 

surprisingly self-congratulatory: Romanians, he noted, had more agency than the 

“passive” Germans. Acknowledging that armed resistance was impossible, he therefore 

called for a Universal Anti-Israelite Alliance of  sorts to spread Marr’s knowledge, 

implicitly with Romanian initiative at its forefront.128 If  Romanians were not craftsmen 

and merchants just yet, this was no proof  that they were naturally incapable: providing 

youths with a technical education would then both be a measure of  defense, and a 

means of  stamping out a “proletariat of  the pen” [“proletarii condeiului”129] stultified 

by studying humanities and useless to its motherland.130 If  the Jewish “proletariat” was 
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to be reckoned with, then the preamble to this was solving the “question” of  yet another. 

 

Funcționarism and Education, Part One: Against the Classics 

 Toward the end of  1878, for all the cautiously celebratory mood, the gloomy 

topic of  funcționarism retained enough critical salience to warrant a public conference 

under the aegis of  the Bucharest Athenaeum, held by the liberal politician and jurist D. 

P. Vioreanu (1831-1881). With the future of  a (hopefully soon) independent state ahead 

of  him, the speaker attempted to historicise the pathology, tracing a critical genealogy of  

patronage and clientelism as sources of  social decay, from ancient to Rome to modern 

Romania.131 Vioreanu’s conference, published as a pamphlet,132 provides us with an 

example of  the holistic nature of  funcționarism as both a source for, and consequence of  

instability, with structural causes on various historical and social levels. The ever-rotating 

cast of  Phanariote princes begat a boyar clientele that had monopolised public affairs, 

which, in turn, made economic initiative unprofitable; the establishment of  a modern 

school system begat a surplus of  lawyers and a further surplus of  state-subsidised rent-

seeking engineers and teachers; finally, the rapid pace of  state-building itself, impelled by 

a sense of  underdevelopment, perpetuated instability. In Vioreanu’s words: “the 

[hitherto] disenfranchised classes, sadly, proved too impatient, and instead of  seeking to 

tie past and present together so as to ensure a prosperous future for the country, broke 

with a patriarchal state of  affairs only to rapidly introduce new reforms”.133  

Thus, even if  funcționarism seemed a historical constant, the acceleration of  

historical time brought about by modernisation (in this case specifically in the guise of  

state-building) signalled a shift: it provided a problematic sense of  continuity, even as it 

was heightened and transformed by the historical watershed of  the state. The two-party 

system, for all its attempts to foster economic growth, conditioned public appointment 

by means of  patronage, making politics the sole occupation of  functionaries, thereby 

encouraging “the fatal direction of  the nation’s activity toward this proletariat named 
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funcționarism”.134  This, in turn, favoured the lazy and the déclassé to self-select for 

politicised pseudo-employment, working for the maintenance of  the government 

supporting them, rather than for the public good, while the honest were doomed to 

poverty – and, between partisan recruitment and governmental reshuffling, “the birth of  

a class of  depositaries of  public authority who, through their experience and 

enlightenment may over time introduce a uniform interpretation of  the law is 

prevented”.135 In short, funcționarism was both a contingent effect of  state-building, and a 

fetter preventing its furtherance and completion. Vioreanu concluded his tirade of  self-

flagellation (as he himself  was both a politician and a lawyer) by providing three 

solutions: the transformation of  all high schools, with the exception of  one in Bucharest 

and Iași each, into schools of  science, technology, engineering, or applied crafts; a 

rigorous law regulating the admission and advancement of  functionaries; granting the 

privilege of  irremovability to employees not under direct government control (such as 

prefects or policemen) after a committee establishing the competency of  all employed 

since 1859 would first eliminate dead weight.136  

Vioreanu’s contentions are representative because they were mostly unoriginal. 

In fact, starting with the early 1860s, debates on the social and institutional 

preconditions of  funcționarism already identified a direct link between a dysfunctional 

educational system and an over-reliance on state employment. So long as the practical 

sciences and political economy remained dwarfed by bourgeois attachment to a classical 

education, the argument went, the state would stagnate and funcționarism flourish. The 

charge that the classics were inadequate for the task of  strengthening an economic 

middle class was not peculiar to Romania, but recurred in public debates in Germany,137 

France,138 Britain,139 or the USA140 throughout the nineteenth century. In turn, this was 
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doubled by a concern with both the efficacy of  secondary schools as institutions instilling 

the ideals of  commerce and industry,141 and with the revolutionary potential of  an 

“academic proletariat”, 142  the establishment of  technical education (broadly writ) 

intended to prevent its emergence.143 So it was with Romania: as Marțian had pithily 

noted in 1860, it was foolhardy to assume that “all vital interests could be entrusted to 

poets and lawyers, the best of  whom will continue their secondary education by learning 

to translate Homer and Virgil.”144 The tendency to create new chairs in law faculties, for 

instance, as opposed to expanding technical and scientific education was itself  the result 

of  patronage and a want of  transparency in academic recruitment, he went on. As such, 

acquainting every graduate with the basics of  agronomic education was the 

corresponding corrective, “so that even if  every other science would fail to earn him his 

bread, he might put his knowledge of  agriculture to work, rather than join the ranks of  

the intellectual proletariat.”145 In a Hartogian sense, a dead past was felt to weigh down 

the future, no longer capable of  providing truly useful lessons in an age of  commerce 

and technology.  

 In coming years, this argument showed staying-power, and was adopted across 

party lines. Educational reform was not a panacea, but a necessary first step towards 

stamping out the reflex of  turning to bureaucracy via patronage. Ministers regularly 

produced anecdotal evidence of  graduates approaching them in hopes of  rapid 

employment: as class privilege attached to office or rank had disappeared, upward 

mobility was an open avenue, and the young men’s insistence baffling. However, 

                                                
141 Robert Anderson, “The Idea of  the Secondary School in Nineteenth‐Century Europe”, Paedagogica 

Historica, 1-2/2004, p. 104 
142 Fritz Ringer, “Admission”, in: Walter Rüegg (ed.), A History of  the University in Europe. Vol. III: 

Universities in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries (1800-1945), Cambridge University Press, 

2004, pp. 234-235 and pp. 242-243. In the same volume, see: Konrad H. Jarausch, “Graduation and 

Careers”, pp. 377-378. France is singled out in: Lenore O’Boyle, “The Problem of  an Excess of  Educated 

Men in Western Europe, 1800-1850”, The Journal of  Modern History, 4/1970, pp. 487-489. The anxiety 

was also palpable in Germany: Jurgen Herbst, “Nineteenth-Century Schools between Community and 

State: The Cases of  Prussia and the United States”, History of  Education Quarterly, 3/2002, p. 337. 
143 This was the case with the French Second Empire: C. R. Day, “Technical and Professional Education 

in France: The Rise and Fall of  L’Enseignement Secondaire Special, 1865-1902”, Journal of  Social 

History, 2/1972-1973, p. 180. Likewise, this was also a means of  controlling social mobility: Pandelis 

Kiprianos, “Greek Technical-Vocational Education (1870–1940): Intentions and Failed Aspirations”, 

Paedagogica Historica, 5/2013, p. 667 and p. 672.  
144 Marțian, Annale, Vol. 1860, pp. 73-75. 
145 Marțian, Annale, Vol. 1860, pp. 82-85. 



 187 

bafflement gave way to concern when petitioners were precisely the prized few 

agronomists hoped to be the country’s salvation.146 The deeper problem appeared to be 

with the schools themselves, already degenerated by funcționarism; as it was claimed in the 

early 1870s, a boarding school experience under the tenure of  disengaged pedagogues 

who aspired to still-cosier functions only served to acquaint students with the art of  

writing a petition against each and every disciplinary sanction.147 Still, agricultural, 

economic, and arts and crafts education continued to be seen as a first line of  defence 

against the danger of  an absent middle class: thus, one legislative project of  1893, 

explicitly anti-Semitic and favouring the recruitment of  Romanian students in such 

schools, was simultaneously motivated by the perceived growth of  funcționarism in the 

village, and by foreigners’ monopoly on commerce and trades.148 

 Unsurprisingly then, by the mid-1870s, solving the educational question had 

come to be perceived as crucial in curing funcționarism. One emblematic debate came 

with the cuts effected by Titu Maiorescu as Minister of  Education in the conservative 

government of  1875-1876, whereby funds were re-routed from universities to rural 

schools. As Maiorescu had already argued in 1871 whilst doing battle against the 

influence of  the Transylvanian Simion Bărnuțiu’s (1808-1864) supposedly “communist” 

and xenophobic ideas149 in the academic milieu of  Iași, it was better from a conservative 

standpoint that investments be made in primary education, rather that in “an 

underpopulated country, where a proletariat fortuitously does not exist, […] the state 

have the incomprehensible naïveté of  subsidising [academic] functionaries who 

undermine its foundations. [Applause].”150  

In December 1875, Maiorescu had the leverage to act on his convictions, and it 

was on 21-22 January 1876 that one emblematic debate on the exorbitant per capita cost 

of  extant educational practices, stipends, and boarding schools took place. This came in 

the context of  a legislative project for reforming the public education system, 

emphasizing practical knowledge and pitting it against “the classics”. In Maiorescu’s 

terms, the precipitous changes brought about by the establishment of  a constitutional 

nation-state were dangerous in the absence of  an “aristocracy of  talent, honest work and 

wealth […] In our country, gentlemen, constitutional reforms were introduced to our 
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public life without asking if  – or realising whether – a true tiers état exists”. Maiorescu’s 

speech was a glowing example of  his much-vaunted theory of  “forms without 

content”:151 a critique of  the mismatch between newly-imported Western legislation, 

culture and institutions, and local realities. But Maiorescu did not think in merely 

abstract terms, and his intervention hinged upon the topos of  an absent bourgeoisie. 

What Maiorescu attacked, in words similar to those of  Marțian a decade and a half  

prior, was that symptomatic propensity toward a classical education, in a land where 

“only literati and professors have filled the empty framework of  a tiers état in proportion 

to other countries:”152  
 

If  between [the promulgation of  previous legislation in] 1864 and 1876 we have raised our 

youth on Latin, Greek, and jurisprudence alone, so that they cannot subsist as independent 

bourgeois, but merely on the state budget; if  we have taught them only to translate Homer 

and Tacitus, to then enter a university where they are taught to translate Justinian’s 

‘Institutes’, how can one be surprised when their parents and relatives – which is to say all 

those with a right to vote – ask that we offer their progeny state employment lest they starve; 

that we have a duty to help our youth; that they, too, are Romanians, and so on? 

 

During the course of  that  same fateful session of  21 January, one MP estimated that, for 

some categories of  student, roughly one million lei was spent per trained individual, 

whereas peasants languished in illiteracy; another embarked on a digression on the 

history of  the Romanian tiers état; while still another affirmed, to public applause, that 

“any man who demands state employment and does not receive it is a professional 

proletarian, and any professional proletarian is an occasional revolutionary”. 153 

Spontaneously, the entire conceptual and discursive constellation of  which funcționarism 

was part and parcel here shone through.  
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Funcționarism and Education, Part Two: Upward Mobility and the Village 

By the 1880s, state employees named or controlled by the executive branch 

(including most educational personnel) were barred from holding elected office, on 

grounds of  insufficient political independence from the government and their potential 

influence over their constituents. Yet this made political representation even more 

difficult, even when electoral reform slightly broadened the franchise in 1884. In the 

autumn of  that year, the election of  Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș (1856-1903), a village 

teacher who had founded the first iteration of  a Peasant Party, was ultimately invalidated 

on the aforementioned grounds. To MPs’ applause, Dobrescu-Argeș vilified any occult 

government attempt at controlling village teachers as a “crime against the nation”, 

proclaiming he was nevertheless willing to trade his relatively safe career for the political 

mission of  representing the peasantry. This prompted a debate on the legitimacy of  the 

educational corps as a representative of  the rural world on its whole: was it a passive tool 

in the hands of  the party system that had monopolised government, or a truer village 

elite than those already claiming to stand for the peasant while exploiting him?154  

As subsequent chapters will examine more at length, a sense of  mission 

increasingly imbued village teachers, who saw themselves as a vanguard of  national 

regeneration, tasked with bringing civilisation, enlightened patriotism and – ultimately – 

political citizenship to the countryside. This project, however, appeared undermined by 

peasants’ reluctance toward education, borne of  the experience of  witnessing and 

enduring the effects funcționarism, as literate villagers were thought to inevitably become 

rapacious, haughty and jail-bound public servants. And, as also believed by politicians in 

Bucharest, peasants who did receive an education appeared more likely to aspire to a 

bureaucratic position in the city, therefore running the risk of  self-proletarisation. As 

such, just how trickle-down funcționarism had warped peasant attitudes towards education 

in the context of  an expanding system of  rural schools at the turn of  the twentieth 

century was a matter of  urgent reflection.  

As one teacher saw it, “school, for the peasant, is a phenomenon which, although 

novel, is [already] cloaked in manifold false beliefs […]. What is the school’s raison d’être? 

This is a question to which no peasant can provide an answer.” 155 Based on the diversity 

of  opinions held by peasants in the Moldavian village of  Rogojenii-Covurlui, it was 
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noted that “learning and work are, for a villager, two contradicting notions,” that 

education was perceived as potentially corrosive of  filial piety, mentally destabilising, 

and, if  anything, pointless for those not innately predisposed toward it.156 Of  all of  the 

above, the idea that education could only serve as a means of  escaping the drudgery of  

manual labour seemed the most pervasive: “a rural school will only rarely provide a 

clerk who will practice in his native village […] as charlatans find it difficult to practice 

among those wise to their tricks. […] A man who only yesterday was a lackey known by 

all as undereducated for the jobs he sought is now a man of  learning, disdainful of  the 

plebs [“mojici”] around him”.157 That the peasant failed to distinguish between non-

peasants, presuming them all boyars of  some sort, was a kindred allegation of  

concerned village teachers: “the opinion that schools exist only for the sake of  preparing 

boyars-as-clerks, and that a clerk is the happiest of  mortals, instils peasants with a 

tendency toward funcționarism.”158 What made matters even worse, however, was that the 

choice of  becoming a village teacher, too, was influenced by such base calculations: “for 

a few years now, there has been a growth in the number of  applicants for pedagogical 

training and seminaries: some two or three hundred for thirty or thirty positions. This is 

on the one hand proof  that more peasants graduate, but, on the other, that the assault 

of  the rural classes on public employment has grown fierce”.159 

The most troubling implication of  this perceived spread of  funcționarism to the 

village was that, as an unintended consequence of  educational reform and expansion, it 

threatened to delegitimise such progressive ideals. It was bad enough that, in 1896, out 

of  a total of  430 village school graduates in one county, only thirty or so were alleged to 

have remained in a rural milieu. Even worse was that, given the perennial absence of  a 

practical and applied curriculum, “they now perpetuate, alongside their parents, the 

unsystematic and irrational tillage of  the Dacians”.160 As such, when a school could 

claim the distinction of  having demonstrably trained tillers for their trade, it was an 

achievement worth emphasizing. As a project purporting to be symbolic of  the dynasty’s 

preoccupation with rural progress and the establishment of  model villages, it was far 

from surprising that the so-called Crown Estates would do just that. Compiled on the 
                                                
156 Popescu, “Din viața”, pp. 323-326 
157 Popescu, “Din viața”, pp. 326-329 
158 P. Gheorgheasa, “Soarta absolvenților școlilor rurale”, Revista învețătorilor și învețatorelor, 2/1900-

1901 
159 Gheorgheasa, “Soarta” 
160 G. Simionescu, “Viitorul copiilor noștri”, Revista Societăţei corpului didactic din judeţul Neamţ 

“Propășirea”, 5/1897-1898 



 191 

occasion of  the forty-year jubilee of  King Carol I’s reign in 1906, a series of  Crown 

Estate monographs was augmented by a companion-volume on village schools. One 

chapter stood out: the social origins and career paths of  peasants graduating from the 

school in Bușteni, near the royal mountain retreat of  Peleș Castle, were described in 

some detail. Between 1883 and 1906, sixty-two men and forty women had completed 

the full six-year course; of  them, it was noted in bold lettering, only one had become a 

clerk: a mayor’s aide by the name of  Ion P. Bănescu, “an otherwise intelligent man who 

shows great promise in conscientiously doing his duty.”161 

 Indeed, there was a certain sense of  satisfaction when one village monographer 

could quote a peasant’s disdainful description of  the archetypal village clerk: “he lives a 

life, alright, but only barely; eats on loan, dresses up on loan, and if  you went to his 

house and pulled his cat by the tail, it’d have nothing to sink its claws in. Meet him in 

street, he’ll ask for a drink on you; comes to yours, asks for supper. And when their 

bosses kick ‘em out, woe is them…”162 Dissuading peasants from choosing a life of  

funcționarism became, correspondingly, a significant preoccupation: funcționarism was now 

presented as less of  an impersonal pathology than in previous discursive iterations, and 

more as something that each individual could choose to reject. Even while 

acknowledging that peasants were not given a straight account of  how the party system 

gave birth to an intellectual proletariat, authors found it fit to ventriloquise the voice of  a 

hapless peasant, who had become a victim of  funcționarism: “here today, gone tomorrow 

– a secretary with a quill is a footloose man; when you cease to be to someone’s liking, 

they dispose of  you as they would with any servant”.163  

This deliberate simplification of  contemporary visions of  funcționarism and 

structure versus individual agency was not, however, devoid of  creativity. One 

monologue directed at peasants played upon their attachment to their home village, 

warning that “in a best-case scenario, [a clerk] is cast about from one end of  the country 

to the other, among strangers, away from parents, relatives and friends! He often lives, 

suffers and dies without ever seeing his loved ones ever again, and without them ever 

knowing of  his resting-place, unable to even light a candle at his graveside!”. But it also 

flattered its intended audience, by implying its innate moral superiority when speaking 
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of  the victories of  the War of  Independence: “why, if  all our soldiers would have been 

clerks, I don’t know how things would have panned out – perhaps it would have all gone 

wrong, very wrong!”164 Even the oft-hated army captain who, as chance would have it, 

ended up spending the night in the house of  a former recruit, was not only forgiven for 

his occasional beatings, but thanked by a now-prosperous peasant for having 

reprimanded them when approached in hopes of  patronage and a cosy urban job.165  

It was also around the turn of  the twentieth century that a number of  rural 

theatres were set up, on Crown Estates and elsewhere, so as to bypass the barrier of  

literacy, and more readily provide peasants with an emotional education. One play, first 

published in 1901, was titled “Lângă pământ: dramă contra funcționarismului” 

[“Nearer to the Land – A Drama against funcționarism”]. Its subject was melodramatic 

and straightforward: one of  two peasant brothers grows overly ambitious, trains to 

become a clerk in Bucharest, faces unemployment and dies ignominiously upon his 

return to the village, where his brother had prospered by putting agricultural know-how 

to good use. If  there was anyone to blame, it was the reckless peasant boy, the moral 

went, for Romania was a free country – which also meant that risk-taking was a personal 

decision that could bring an entire family into poverty, as was the case with the 

protagonist. Dying “nearer to the land”, as his last words stressed, was the only moral 

option.166 

The paternalism inherent to dissuading peasants from achieving upward 

mobility on their own terms was visible: the assumption was that peasants’ knowledge of  

their own best interests was foggy at best. To this, further literary representations reacted 

accordingly when dealing with funcționarism, critiquing the pernicious social and 

individual impact of  internalising this narrative as too convenient an explanatory 

shorthand, and a license for social indifference. Thus, Romulus Cioflec’s (1882-1955) 

1907 novella “Doamne ajută-ne” [“Deliver Us, O, Lord!”] brought together an entire 

arsenal of  tropes. Seraphim Ioniță, the diligent son of  an impoverished moșnean, 

confronted with unemployment at the end of  his studies and forced to beg for a clerical 
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job in the absence of  other specific qualifications, found little sympathy from a would-be 

state employer: “hey, mister! – the old man interrupted him, as if  aware of  the dangers 

of  funcționarism and the weight of  the [young man’s] demand”.167 Upon the protagonist’s 

suicide, the narratorial voice saw fit to include a snippet from a newspaper report: “this 

further strengthens the opinion expressed so often by our newspaper – namely that the 

sons of  the village must stay in their village, and this for their own sake”.168 

By the end of  the century, therefore, it was no longer the mere fear of  an absent 

middle class that made talk of  funcționarism relevant, but the entrenchment of  a more 

general critique of  Romania’s failure to educate all classes, for the sake of  the country’s 

prosperity. In an article titled “Cetățeni folositori ori proletari incapabili” [“Useful 

Citizens or Incapable Proletarians” – note the denial of  the category’s agency made 

explicit here], yet another village teacher admitted that, a continued bias towards the 

classics notwithstanding, restricting access to secondary education was unfair. At the 

same time, given that economic protectionism alone could not save a small nation, 

education still proved unable to foster a diverse economy: “I speak here neither of  

dreams or utopias – let one merely consider at Norway, a small country with a most 

unyielding soil, and they shall see how, through its eminent schools from which 

classicism has been driven out, and through constant labour, the Norwegian people is 

now admired even by the most civilised of  peoples”.169 In sum, Norway had achieved a 

functioning national division of  labour, while Romania had failed to eliminate 

funcționarism as a pathology preventing it. As perhaps the most significant reformer of  the 

Romanian educational system,170 Spiru Haret’s (1851-1912) remarks on funcționarism in a 

1902 ministerial report to the king were telling; attacking classical education as a luxury 

untenable for the middle classes, let alone for the mass of  the population, Haret added:  
 

This state of  affairs, which is worrisome for all those with foresight, is not at all troubling for 

some who say that, given Romanians lack an aptitude for commerce and industry, it is only 

logical that, as part of  the social division of  labour, they leave to the foreigners that which 

the latter find more proper. Such a theory would mean that we renounce our right to life as 
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an independent people; for a people which fails to find within itself  all the requisite elements 

of  its development is hardly deserving of  that name.171 

 

It is difficult to reduce this to a mere call for economic autarchy, protectionism or 

xenophobia – it was, above all, the expression of  a deep and long-standing anxiety over 

a fundamental, self-sabotaging misdirection of  agency on the part of  the nation as a 

whole. Worse still, however, the dawn of  the twentieth century did bring with it the 

pervasive sentiment that Romania’s future could not be reduced to an 

agrarian/industrial either/or. In spite of  sluggish population growth, land was becoming 

scarce and family plots fragmented, compelling peasants to diversify their skill-sets and 

embrace various other manual trades, and this fact altered public discourse: the 

simplistic ploughman-clerk binary no longer made sense. Calls for peasants to “Learn 

Trades, Too”, as the title of  one volume of  moralising parables published in 1911 

insisted, now suggested a variety of  potential careers, some of  them in an urban 

milieu.172 Published under the auspices of  the Crown Estates, the book consisted of  

several vignettes, all of  which were meant to showcase the virtues of  commerce and 

professionalization from different angles, even as funcționarism continued to be singled out. 

Thus, the tale of  a peasant boy’s fascination with trains and his subsequent employment 

with the national railway company ended with the narrator proclaiming: 
 

Oh! My good folks, please don’t think he did a foolish thing… Times are rough, and man 

must now make do with whatever work he may find, so long as it is honest and pays enough 

to earn him his daily bread. We have lawyers aplenty, many well-schooled policemen or 

educated clerks who barely earn a pittance, toiling and fretting for years before they even 

reach that position.173 

 

In its nineteenth-century context, funcționarism had already proved in equal parts 

adaptable and all-encompassing; shifts in public discourse did not bring about its death 

or desuetude. The fear of  a politically-radicalised academic proletariat continued to 

grow between the two World Wars – and, with the spread of  Fascism among the 

growing ranks of  university-trained, under-employed ethnic Romanian youths, such a 

fear finally came to be truly warranted.174 This, in turn, was the historical culmination 
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of  an anti-Semitism for which the absence of  a Romanian middle class remained central, 

framed as both the result of  Jewish competition and of  state elites’ constant incapacity 

to foster development. As a critique of  radicalisation, and as part of  the radicals’ critique, 

funcționarism and its broader conceptual constellation were present. 

 

Conclusion 

 The present chapter has analysed the discourse surrounding the decidedly 

negative imagined absence of  an ethnically Romanian bourgeoisie, and the 

corresponding anxiogenic presence of  a Jewish, and a bureaucratic “proletariat”. The 

very fact that the historical origins and structural causes of  this state of  affairs were 

unclear and open to reinterpretation implied a reflection on agency on the part of  

historical actors. Here, the agency imperilled by this pathology – but also the agency 

required to put an end to it – was, on different levels, that of  the state, of  the nation, of  

its classes, and of  the individual. If  the European model followed by Romanians 

prescribed the imperative of  fostering a “national” commerce and industry, then this 

represented a normative understanding of  how agency had to be directed. That this had 

not happened in the past was problematic enough – but that the emergence of  the state 

had amplified a tendency toward bureaucratic employment, rather than put this past at 

a distance, was more worrisome still. As opposed to previously examined discourses of  

historical continuity, this was one which carried decidedly negative overtones. 

The state-based structural and institutional conditions through which the pathology 

self-reproduced also threatened to foster its spread to the rural masses, a prospect which 

heightened the sense of  crisis. Moreover, given that the transformation of  a Jewish 

proletariat into a bourgeoisie was seen as the consequence of  a veritable colonial influx 

and of  a covert conquest of  the state, both the “social” and the “national” question 

came into play. As such, the sense that “questions” had not been solved, but seemed to 

hybridise in the form of  the “Jewish Question” heightened anti-Semitic sentiment, 

especially when the acknowledgement of  the state’s independence hinged upon granting 

citizenship to a group perceived as subversive of  national economic interest. That this 

matter also came to be framed in the language of  jus gentium, and that its 

mismanagement attracted the attention of  Europe rekindled anxieties of  how its 

perceptions of  local civilisation qua agency might impact the project of  nation-state-

building. 

In sum, with Hartog and Koselleck, we may note how regimes of  historicity can be 

structured around specific topoi and the historically-situated “-isms” that come to 
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encapsulate them: in the present chapter, the relationship between past, present, and 

future articulated by the notion of  an “absent bourgeoisie” gestured toward the 

inescapability of  a past that would not go away, envisaged a present in which the agency 

needed for the former could not be readily located, and warned of  a future in which 

agency might be lost altogether.  
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I used to give the boyars hell back when I was a haiduc. 

When the moon was high in the sky, I would climb atop 

their sheds armed with boulders, and the boyars would 

tremble when the rocks thundered through their houses. I 

once found so much gold in the house of  one Niculaie Bădoi 

that I had a hard time taking it all with me. There was one 

[boyar] in Cărbuneşti who gave me sixty thousand in gold, 

two rifles, and a gun. I went to one Bărbuceanu in Târgu-

Jiu, found him in his paddock with his horse, and told him: 

“I was looking for you, Mr. Bărbuceanu.” “Yes? What 

for?” “A loan.” “How much?” “As much as I can take 

with me on my back.” – Ion Făsui, aged 86, 

Cărpinişu, Gorj County, 19061 

Mr. Sanielevici argues that Mr. Sadoveanu 

sympathises with [his character] Ol’ Precu, even 

though he chose to cast him in the role of  a thief. But 

Mr. Sanielevici does not notice that Ol’ Precu boasts 

of  having been a haiduc back in the days when this 

was nothing to be ashamed of. Whether the haiducs’ 

exploits were a form of  thievery or protest is one 

question, but to sympathise – and not even stridently so 

– with a haiduc is another. – Garabet Ibrăileanu, 

19042 

 

Introduction: The Ambiguities of  Haiduc-ness 

 In 1906, “Apărătorul săteanului” [“The Villager’s Defender”], a short-lived rural 

journal, promised in its first number that it would regularly publish a column titled 

“Haiducii satelor” [“The Haiducs of  Our Villages”], in which it would “track the every 

move of  all those who, by means of  various sly schemes, seek to deceive our poor 

country-folk”.3 In the crosshairs of  the editorial team were not only agitators distributing 

rival newspapers and pamphlets, but also those seen to bear the germs of  funcționarism, 

selling useless guides to the workings of  the state and local administration at inflated 

prices. Here, haiduc was used a term of  indictment rather than endearment, conjuring 

up images of  straight-out robbery and deceit. To a degree, this was an anomaly, as the 

connotations usually associated with the haiduc as an avenger, a social bandit, and fighter 

for national emancipation rendered problematic any reference to stealing from peasants, 

rather than from their oppressors. 

The stronger pull of  the haiduc as a locus of  revenge fantasies was, on this 

reading, more understandable: a curious yet edifying artefact is one short, self-published 

play by the minor fabulist and politician Costache V. Carp (1838-1880) titled “Boerul şi 

rezeşul” [“The Boyar and the Răzeş”]. In its preface, Carp, a former county sub-prefect, 

decried his firing as a result of  arbitrary political machinations and framed the play as 

protest against his enemies. Thematically, the play was decidedly unoriginal – entirely 

                                                
1 I.-A. Candrea, Ovidiu Densușianu and Theodor Speranția (eds.), Graiul nostru. Texte din toate părțile 

locuite de români, Vol. 1, Socec, Bucharest, 1906, p. 19 
2 Garabet Ibrăileanu, “Doi critici și mai mulți scriitori”, Curentul Nou, 2/1905-1906  
3 Apărătorul săteanului, 1/1906-7 
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similar, in fact, to the literary works we have examined in the concluding section of  

Chapter One – yet another take on the struggles of  the răzeși against boyar 

encroachment. Notable here, however, was the author’s explicit self-identification with 

the răzeș, drawing a direct parallel between victimhood at the hands of  high-level 

funcționarism and boyar rapaciousness. Duped by a local nobleman into entering a 

predatory contract, thunder sounding in the background at the moment of  its signing, 

the răzeș promised revenge by becoming a haiduc when the boyar boasted that he was a 

relative and protégé of  the prince of  Moldavia: “You speak proudly of  this?/ Oh, now, 

very well/ Best be sure, now, guvnor/ That I’ll give you hell/ I’ll go to the wood, then/ 

To the deepest wood/ Where the rank of  boyar/ Can do you no good/ And where 

there is no care/ For prerogative/ There, where all procedures/ Are much more active.” 

Clunky verse and threatened murder notwithstanding, the haiduc-to-be did not kill his 

antagonist – the play concluded with the boyar dying mad, having been cursed by the 

entire village.4 

 The haiduc was a potent, albeit contested symbol, the (anti-)politics of  which must 

be unpacked. More generally, the figure of the freedom-fighting, gallant bandit paving 

the way for the birth of  the nation-state by struggling for the social and national 

emancipation of  the peasant masses is a staple of  South-East European literary and 

political traditions. Historical definitions of  haiduc/hajduk5 actions as both “pre-political” 

in their inherent inability to effect systemic change6  and “quasi-political” in their 

fulfilment of  “a recognized collective social function” are themselves “fundamentally 

political”.7 In what follows, this chapter shall consider the ways in which, in the second 

half  of  the nineteenth century, Romanians’ socio-culturally mediated understandings of  

haiduc modes of  action were (de)politicized as means of  (de)legitimating said actors’ own 

visions of  agency. The complex relationship between haiducs and the agentive 

imagination of  the literate Romanian public will be analysed in terms of  how “historical 

distance” was produced, reflecting on how, across a variety of  corpora including folklore, 

theatre, press, political debates and philological/historical tracts, the past came to be 

                                                
4 C. V. Carp, Boerul şi rezeşul, Iaşi, 1873 
5 On the diversity of  folk and high-culture representations of  hajduks/haiducs/haiduts/hajdús, see: Joep 

Leerssen, John Neubauer, Marcel Cornis-Pope, Dragan Klaic, and Biljana Marković, “The Rural Outlaws 

of  East Central Europe”, in: Marcel Cornis-Pope and John Neubauer (eds.), History of  the Literary 

Cultures of  East Central Europe, Vol. 4, John Benjamins, Amsterdam and Philadelphia, 2010, pp. 407-

440. I am grateful to Alex Drace-Francis for this reference. 
6 Eric Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels, Manchester University Press, 1959, pp. 23-24 
7 Eric Hobsbawm, Bandits, Harmondsworth, 1969, pp. 73-74 
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contrasted with, and indeed delineated, from the present. This is understood here as a 

strategic discursive practice, through which the type of  agency embodied by the haiduc 

and the very existence of  a haiduc era in the recent past were neatly curtained off  from 

the space of  possibility afforded to the present. Though cherished as symbols of  

resistance, haiducs were constructed as anachronistic, in that their presence was confined 

to narratives framed within an explicitly-defined and never-to-be-returned-to past, 

ended by the establishment of  the state. However, as we have similarly noted in previous 

chapters, the intrusion of  pasts into the present was a common source of  anxiety: the 

regime of  historicity that the figure of  the haiduc was one in which the past was a 

potential source for learning and pedagogy in a patriotic sense, yet not straightforwardly 

so. At the same time, haiducs were non-political, in the sense that their struggle for 

national/class emancipation operated according to a set of  rules that were no longer 

applicable to the present: either more violent, purer in their absence of  partisan 

divisions, or simply incompatible with those of  a more advanced, state-governed stage 

of  nation-building. As noted by Wendy Bracewell, appropriating a heroic haiduc/hajduk 

past for the nation was inherently problematic, in that “putting such men at the 

foundation of  the national state idea could pose problems of  legitimacy as well as 

decorum”, both in terms of  ex-post justification of  their tactics, and of  the porousness 

of  the historical dividing line drawn between the noble haiducs of  the past and bandits 

subverting the nation-state in the present.8 The same holds true for Romania, too, where 

mid-to-late-nineteenth-century perspectives found that “haiduc violence pre-1821 – when 

princes were foreign – was valued, whereas after 1821 this violence was criminalized as 

subversive of  the authority of  a nation-state”9, subsequent brigandage automatically 

classified as “banditry”. 

 Let us now consider the basic historical perceptions underlying this production 

of  historical distance.  A typical haiduc narrative referred to the figure and exploits of  a 

social bandit (and his companions), historically attested or not, presumed to have earned 

their fame during the Phanariote century, virtually unanimously perceived by 

subsequent nation-state-builders as a period of  national decay and economic subjection. 

The local downfall of  that order in 1821, brought about by the fall from grace of  

                                                
8 Wendy Bracewell, “ ‘The Proud Name of  Hajduks’: Bandits as Ambiguous Heroes in Balkan Politics and 

Culture”, in: Norman Naimark and Holly Case (eds.), Yugoslavia and its Historians: Understanding the 

Balkan Wars of  the 1990s, Stanford University Press, 2003, pp. 25-27 and p. 30 
9 Gabriel Constantinescu, Crime înfiorătoare și tâlhării îndrăznețe din a doua jumătate a secolului al 

XIX-lea în România, Cetatea de Scaun, Târgoviște, 2012, p. 179 



 201 

Phanariote elites under the double attack of  a mistrustful Sultan and the Greek 

Revolution, was framed as the accomplishment of  Tudor Vladimirescu (1780-1821). An 

inconstant ally of  the Philiké Hetairia in Moldo-Wallachia, Vladimirescu took centre stage 

in the nationalist imaginary for his own program of  social qua national emancipation, 

though his military and political designs must be understood in the context of  the Greek 

revolutionaries’ own hopes of  Russian intervention and pan-Balkan revolt against the 

Ottoman order and its erstwhile supporters. A minor official in the western Wallachian 

region of  Oltenia, itself  particularly associated with brigandage,10 Vladimirescu was 

later portrayed as surrounded by battle-hardened haiducs,11 further complicating the 

reception of  his composite identity as a freeholding peasant, Russian-trained soldier, 

local power-holder, and savvy political leader. Having captured Bucharest and 

proclaiming the end of  the peoples’ exploitation, Vladimirescu was killed by an 

unknown assailant and his rising repressed, though the Revolution of  1821 did indeed 

bring the end of  Phanariote rule. 

For the generation of  1848, the assassination of  Vladimirescu, the end of  the 

Phanariotes and the end of  the haiducs all appeared as more-or-less within the reach of  

memory, yet already-historical in their pastness. With Koselleck and Hartog, we might 

note this is an inherent function of  a self-assumedly modern condition – history 

accelerates and renders even a recent past foreign if  not altogether less intelligible, be it 

on an individual or collective level. Thus, for Ion Ghica, recalling  haiducs’ visits to his 

parents’ domain in his childhood could simultaneously be a matter of  personal memory, 

of  engaging with the broader cultural memory of  folk representations of  haiducs that had 

informed the child’s now-recalled perception, 12  and of  negotiating an adequate 

communicative memory for an intended audience comprising several generations of  

readers.13 On their whole, Ghica’s memoirs carry with them a sense of  distance and 

discontinuity from pre-nation-state past, and may rightly be seen as an example of  how 

one individual’s practices of  self-narration and recollection are reflective of  a regime of  

                                                
10 See: Emanoil Em. Săvoiu, Haiducia în Oltenia, Sitech, Craiova, 2010, including a comprehensive pre-

1989 bibliography on Romanian haiducs in its introduction. However, the historical existence of  banditry 

in the region did not entail a discourse projecting a dangerous and irredeemable backwardness onto it, as 

with the Mezzogiorno. 
11 Săvoiu, Haiducia, pp. 53-55 
12 The example in mind here is “Tunsu și Jianu” [1883], Opere, Vol. 1, pp.  263-271. 
13 This is the scheme proposed by Jan Assmann, “Communicative and Cultural Memory”, in: Astrid Erll, 

Ansgar Nünning (eds.), Cultural Memory Studies. An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, De 

Gruyter, 2008, pp. 109-118.  
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historicity.14 As Minister of  the Interior, Ghica would, with equal aplomb, draw a 

distinct line between past and present in 1871 – his circular to prefects, issued on 4 

February of  that year, was only one of  many documents which reinforced the temporal 

gap transforming haiduc into mere bandit: “for a long time after the birth of  the armed 

forces, our country had scarcely heard [of  banditry][…] the armed bands in our forests 

had been forgotten, and this honoured both the vigilance of  our militias and the gentle 

and laborious character of  our populace”.15 

As this chapter will follow the thread of  haiduc debates across corpora and genres, we 

must also consider how this came to impact perceptions of  the haiduc as an imperfect 

symbol among the paraphernalia of  Romanian nationalism. As haiducs were 

“premediated” by folk songs and subsequently “remediated” in theatre and penny 

novels,16 the canon of  representations thus established – including various markers of  

historical and folkloristic authenticity – came under scrutiny, seen as imbued with 

sensationalism and/or contamination with the fictional. With this in mind, let us begin 

our analysis with what is perhaps the most visibly “political” and subversive haiduc-event 

of  the post-haiduc age, and work our way back into its deeper cultural context. 

 

Politicising the Haiduc 

On the evening of  25 February 1888, an inebriated policeman attempted to take 

the life of  the Romanian king, firing one shot through the window of  the royal palace’s 

library, which the monarch had left only minutes earlier. Instantly apprehended, though 

not without a fight, the assailant, by the name of  Preda Fântânăreanu, claimed to 

avenge peasants recently killed by government troops in a series of  uprisings.17 1888 had 

seen the end of  the longest period of  political stability in the young state’s history: a 

twelve-year spell of  government under an increasingly autocratic Liberal party, followed 

by sudden rural unrest. Doubt was now cast upon the notion that the peasantry had 

steadily progressed towards prosperity since the Land Reform of  1864. The upheavals 

                                                
14 Alex Drace-Francis, “Locating Remembrance: Regimes of  Time and Cultures of  Autobiography in 

Post-Independence Romania”, in: Benjamin C. Fortna (ed.), Childhood in the Late Ottoman Empire and 

After, Brill, 2016, pp. 191-223 
15 Circular no. 1319/2 February 1871, MOf, p. 127; as noted in Chapter Two, Ghica emphasised his role 

in rooting out piracy and brigandage from Samos in his memoirs.  
16 Astrid Erll, “Literature, Film, and the Mediality of  Cultural Memory”, in: Erll and Nünning, Cultural 

Memory Studies, pp. 389-397. Theories of  “re-mediation” fail, however, to fully engage with how 

hierarchies of  cultural prestige privilege certain genre forms over others in the process.  
17 Constantin Bacalbașa, Bucureștii de altădată, Vol. 3, Humanitas, Bucharest, 2014, pp. 150-151 
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in southern Romania – in villages too close to Bucharest for politicians’ comfort – 

proved puzzling, not wholly correlated with known hotspots of  rural poverty. The 

political spectrum was now divided between various liberal and conservative factions, a 

small but visible social-democratic movement, as well as agrarianist and “radical”-

democratic MPs. As making sense of  the causes of  the uprisings varied with party 

allegiance, the susceptibility of  the peasantry could be explained as either the 

understandable but deplorable result of  immiseration,18 bureaucratic oppression,19 or 

instigation by Russian agents roaming the countryside disguised as peddlers.20 However, 

no political grouping went so far as to fully approve of  the peasants’ actions; by all 

accounts, theirs was an imperfect agency, at best a collective explosion of  righteous but 

self-subverting anger, at worst further justification for denying the franchise to drunken 

mobs swayed by rumours.  

By the same token, Fântânăreanu’s self-fashioning as a haiduc could be even more 

readily dismissed. Fin-de-siècle ideas of  individual and collective degeneration posited a 

continuum between the depleted agency of  individual and collective psychological 

pathology,21 and Fântânăreanu’s actions were ultimately framed as those of  a diseased 

mind, given what soon transpired to be a long personal history of  violence. Sentenced 

for assault and battery as a soldier, then for murder, but pardoned by royal decree, 

Fântânăreanu had initially been employed as a constable, and had re-entered service 

upon his release from prison,22 only to be sentenced once more and then be re-employed 
                                                
18 The social-democratic stance, as evidenced in: Muncitoriul, 16 April 1888 
19 A general indictment against the outgoing Liberal faction in power, in: Națiunea, 16 June 1888 
20 Widely debated across the political spectrum, e.g. Voința națională, 8 April 1888 
21  On the epistemological shift from criminal anthropology to crowd psychology as a means of  

problematising physical and mental degeneration, see: Jaap van Ginneken, Crowds, Psychology and 

Politics, 1871–1899, Cambridge University Press, 1992. On fin-de-siècle debates on the limits of  political 

agency versus pathology in assassination attempts, see: Edward J. Erickson, “Punishing the Mad Bomber: 

Questions of  Moral Responsibility in the Trials of  French Anarchist Terrorists, 1886–1897”, French 

History, 1/2008, pp. 51-73; Richard Bach Jensen, “Criminal Anthropology and Anarchist Terrorism in 

Spain and Italy”, Mediterranean Historical Review, 2/2001, pp. 31-44; Gregory Shaya, “How to Make 

an Anarchist-Terrorist: an Essay on the Political Imaginary in fin-de-siècle France”, Journal of  Social 

History, 2/2010, pp. 521-543; Susan K. Morrissey, “The ‘Apparel of  Innocence’: Towards a Moral 

Economy of  Terrorism in Late Imperial Russia”, The Journal of  Modern History, 3/2012, pp. 607-642. 

On social and cultural reactions to assassinations and assassination attempts, see: Rachel G. Hoffman, 

“The Age of  Assassination: Monarchy and Nation in Nineteenth-Century Europe”, in: Jan Rueger and 

Nikolaus Wachsmann (eds.), Rewriting German History: New Perspectives on Modern Germany, 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2015, pp. 121-141. 
22 Apocryphal tales of  Fântânăreanu’s murderous impulses against civilians on the frontline during the 
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in 1887. Naturally enough, given Fântânăreanu’s record, his employment with the 

police drew accusations of  funcționarism and patronage against those who had protected 

him under Liberal Party rule. 23  Though he had copiously imbibed before the 

assassination attempt in the company of  two others, Fântânăreanu had clearly planned 

his actions extensively beforehand: proof  of  this was that a list of  potential answers to 

questions that prosecutors might pose was found in his home.24 Indeed, upon arrest, the 

assailant was found to be armed with both a pistol and a gun, confessing he had initially 

planned to stab the king earlier that day,25 and that he had also considered gunning him 

down a few months earlier while on parade, but ultimately decided that harming the 

queen by accident would have been unconscionable.26  

After the arrest, it was discovered that Fântânăreanu had kept a journal in which 

he self-identified with the legendary haiduc Jianu (and added the pseudonym Sbangă), 

drawn elaborate diagrams charting the movement of  the planets, and warned of  “an 

ocean of  blood”. What is more, the press also reported that Fântânăreanu, an avid, 

impressionable reader, had extensively collected haiduc penny novels,27 and that he had 

declared his desire to “kill the German [king of  Romania]”, so as to avenge the 

peasantry from the misrule fostered by an allogenic antagonist. Fântânăreanu’s haiduc 

self-identification was further proven by the fact that he had recently posed with rifle in 

hand for a photograph in the folk dress typical of  his village in northern Oltenia,28 

which he was also wearing at the time of  the assassination attempt – “fantasy peasant 

clothing, copied after the model of  that worn by Mr. Schileru”, as one journalist 

described them, using a controversial MP of  self-described peasant extraction as a point 

of  reference for the public. 29 As both public opinion and prosecutors were unsure of  

                                                                                                                                          
War of  Independence also circulated; see: “Preda Fântânăreanu, zis Sbangă”, Epoca, 23 July 1888.  
23 As the opening gambit of  an article in which the involvement of  a young I.C. Brătianu in a plot against 

Napoleon III and his subsequent emprisonment were framed as proof  of  Liberals’ leniency toward – if  

not outright preference for – criminals; see: “Condiții de admisibilitate”, Epoca, 29 April 1888. 
24 Epoca, 25 April 1888 
25 “Atentatul de luni seara”, Voința Națională, 28 April 1888 
26 “Atentatul lui Fântânăreanu”, Voința Națională, 1 May 1888 
27 “Atentatul de luni”, Națiunea, 27-28 April 1888 
28 Bacalbașa, Bucureștii, Vol. 3, pp. 150-151. The author also mentions that the photographer capitalized 

on popular interest in the attack by re-selling copies of  the image. 
29 Epoca, 25 April 1888. Dincă Schileru, to whom we shall briefly return in our final chapter, wore a 

customised luxury variation of  this regional garb in parliament, the name of  which has indeed remained 

“port schileresc”. See: Denise Pop, “Évolution d’un système vestimentaire dans les sociétés rurales de 

Roumanie”, L’Homme, 1/1984, pp. 49-50. 
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Fântânăreanu’s sanity, his trial dragged on behind closed doors in the absence of  clear 

legal procedure,30 and press coverage soon petered out, the official verdict declaring him 

irresponsible barely making the last page of  journals in the summer of  1888.31 In a 

sense, the state against which Fântânăreanu thought he was doing battle was a 

surprisingly weak one – weak enough to employ him in spite of  his past misdeeds, and 

weak enough not to have a procedure for dealing with him after the event. However, to 

properly call this an “event” would be problematic: in Sahlins’ terms, the “structure of  

the conjuncture” was not such that the age of  haiducs was brought back to life – 

Fântânăreanu failed to trigger the re-evaluation of  a cultural schema for anyone but 

himself.  

By drawing on the haiduc paraphernalia of  nationalism, Fântânăreanu had 

created a pathological, yet nonetheless thoroughly politicised persona. From his 

standpoint, the agency of  a haiduc was called for when the masses appeared victimised 

and passivised. From that of  both nineteenth-century legal psychiatry and the state’s 

monopoly on violence, however, his absence of  agency in a strong medical sense was 

further compounded by the sheer anachronism of  proclaiming oneself  the avenger of  

the peasantry. As we shall see, the existence of  haiducs as anything other than symbols of  

a well-curtained-off  past was construed as impossible within the bounds of  a nation-

state. And yet, Fântânăreanu was not alone in rendering the haiduc political at this 

crucial political juncture: whereas in the past haiducs had targeted class enemies that 

were also construed as ethnically foreign enemies of  the nation, discourse on haiducs in 

the here-and-now could imply the necessity of  continued class struggle. 

At the outbreak of  the uprising in 1888, the radical-democratic journal 

“Lupta”,32 published an article in which it flatly dismissed talk of  Russian agitation as 
                                                
30 Dr. Iarchi, “Necesitatea unei legi relative la alienați”, Spitalul, 3/1888. This article, published one 

month before the attack, noted a disinterest in codifying a legal framework that could establish 

administrative and judicial grounds for dealing with the criminally irresponsible and insane. 

Fântânăreanu’s judicial and medical files have proven untraceable, as archival materials for police, judicial 

and prison records for the year in question are absent from Bucharest archives. Historical debates on 

alienation in Romania benefit from a growing bibliography; see: Valentin-Veron Toma and Adrian 

Majuru, Nebunia: o antropologie istorică românească, Paralela 45, Pitești, 2006; Octavian Buda, 

Criminalitatea: o istorie medico-legală românească, Paralela 45, Pitești, 2006. 
31  The medics established that Fântânăreanu suffered from “hereditary impulsive mania” and was 

therefore not legally responsible; see: Lupta, 16 July 1888. 
32  Lupta consistently published private investigations on state violence during the uprising, a fact 

construed as inflammatory by rival journals, all the more so since numbers of  the newspaper were also 

found at Fântânăreanu’s residence; e. g. “O infamie”, Voința națională, 29 April 1888. 
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merely a way of  pointing away from the misery that had pushed peasants over the edge: 

“since the world has progressed, since haiducs can no longer find a place in the sun, the 

starving peasantry, the peasantry in thrall to the urban classes has languished in a kind 

of  numbness. It had to awake, however […] a right to rebel is a right to live, in these 

circumstances”.33 It was not that haiducs were legitimate once more – but that the 

oppressors that the haiducs had fought against still existed, and we can strongly suspect 

that the trenchant tone of  the anonymous article was emboldened by the popularity of  a 

public conference at the Romanian Athenaeum on which the newspaper reported in the 

very same number. A quintessentially establishment-approved venue (housed in a 

recently-inaugurated monumental building) the Bucharest Athenaeum had hosted the 

talk three days earlier, on March 27. The speaker, the liberal professor and MP C. C. 

Dobrescu (1855-1894), noted the continued existence of  haiducs in the backward Balkans, 

in Serbia and Bulgaria, and asked rhetorically whether oppression warranting haiducs 

still existed in Romanian lands.34 But to say that progressive forces found haiducs a 

convenient and unproblematic symbol, however, would be wrong. Social-democrats, 

keen on delimiting themselves from lone wolf  anarchist tactics gave haiducs as an 

example of  how violent, uncoordinated class struggle could not result in collective 

emancipation.35 At the same time, the idea that public affection for haiducs was, in effect, 

political and outright patriotic as an expression of  discontent with a decayed political 

class found favour with historian and economist A. D. Xenopol. In a newspaper article, 

Xenopol expressed the rather singular viewpoint of  defending haiduc novels – to which 

we shall subsequently return – refusing to identify them with moral decay, as would have 

otherwise been common in late-nineteenth-century Romanian intellectual circles. His 

argument deserves to be quoted at length, as it raises several issues which will guide our 

inquiry further on: the dichotomy between individual and collective agency, the 

presence/absence of  historical distance, and the very relevance of  haiducs as symbols in 

the gallery of  Romanian nationalism’s paraphernalia –  
 

We think that when the mind of  the people turns to the past, when it shows interest in the 

suffering of  a time that is of  close interest to us, it is a vivid sign of  love for one’s country 

that manifests itself  [in the people]. When our ancestors suffered, they suffered individually; 

they felt sorry for themselves rather than for their country, for collective woes were eclipsed 

                                                
33 “Răscoalele țărănimii”, Lupta, 30 March 1888 
34 [Review of  C.C. Dobrescu’s conference at the Bucharest Athenaeum, 27 March 1888], Lupta, 30 

March 1888 
35 Ion Nădejde, “Literatura populară. Haiducii și lupta de clase”, Evenimentul literar, 21 February 1894 
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by the sheer wretchedness of  personal woe. Today, when the people sympathises with those 

of  avengers of  its wretched state, it is impelled by a general, altruistic sentiment – as the 

moralists of  our century would have it – and we should be happy to observe the people’s 

interest in its past, regardless of  how imperfect the literary form through which this interest 

manifests itself  is. All things equal, these haiducs – who defy the way in which society is 

organised, who wrestle with the might of  the state so as to avenge injustice – are interesting, 

dramatic figures; this is the serious side of  life that the past bequeaths us, for what does the 

present offer us? By and large a gallery of  buffoons, worthy of  the lash of  satire and comedy, 

rather than figures calling for the sympathy of  the onlooker.36 

 

For Xenopol, the haiducs were an even more legitimate symbol of  agency and resistance 

than they had been in their own day and age, when their struggle was only incidentally 

one of  collective emancipation, now remembered with a “sympathy” that transcended 

historical distance and fostered a sense of  national community, more so than (with) 

contemporary elites. But, if  we are to make sense of  both Fântânăreanu and Xenopol, 

an archaeology of  how the haiduc became pantheonised and contested is in order. 

 

Haiduc Lore and the Heuristics of  Periodisation  

In his 1845 “Preliminary Words on the Sources of  Romanian History”, Nicolae 

Bălcescu began his taxonomy of  potential material for the task at hand with “poetry and 

popular traditions”, and praised the trailblazing work of  Grimm and Michelet who had 

succeeded in decanting history from folklore.37 Bălcescu’s stance reflected the more 

general attitude of  Romanian intellectuals-cum-nation-builders, concerned with how a 

folklore threatened by the onslaught of  modernisation might inform and nuance 

knowledge of  national history, especially that of  ancestors’ mores, affects and daily lives. 

Most notably, Vasile Alecsandri38 published original bandit-themed poetry throughout 

the 1840s, but also collected, annotated (and to a degree tinkered with) “authentic” 

ballads, held up as anonymous, collective “poems on historical events and great 

deeds.”39 While it is true that the referent “haiduc” was, at the outset, not used as such, 
                                                
36 A. D. Xenopol, “Literatura haiducească”, Foiletonul Voinţei Naţionale, 1 October 1885 
37 “Cuvânt preliminar despre izvoarele istoriei românilor” [1845], in: Nicolae Bălcescu, Opere, Vol. 1, 

Editura Academiei RSR, Bucharest, 1974, p. 96  
38 Alecsandri’s reputation as the founding father of  Romanian folklore studies and his general prestige 

meant that other (now-canonical) authors sought his mediation when publishing either original or 

“traditional” haiduc poetry. This was the case with: Costache Negri, “Cântic haiducesc” [1868], in: Scrieri, 

Vol. 1, Minerva, Bucharest, 1966, pp. 19-21; Grigore Alexandrescu, “Cântecul Jianului” [1876], in: 

Opere, Vol. 1, Minerva, Bucharest, 1972, pp. 290-294. 
39 “Poezia poporală” [1852], in: Alecsandri, Opere, Vol. 3, Bucharest, 1966, p. 15. In the early-to-mid-
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the description and emplotment of  the gallant and nation-minded bandit are wholly 

within the bounds of  what would subsequently become the standard, Balkan-wide 

description and definition of  the haiduc, by the 1850s. Although Alecsandri could publish 

a poem titled “Cîntic haiducesc” [“Haiduc’s Song”] in 1843,40 he equally used the term 

“hoț” [“thief ”] for the title of  a similarly-themed poem in 1844.41 Lexical variation – 

especially at a time when a given discourse is yet to be fully entrenched and normatively 

associated with one specific term – does not preclude the possibility of  retracing a 

genealogy and prehistory. Even without necessarily focusing on the haiduc as a contested 

concept in the Koselleckian sense, we might note that such “semantic confusion” was an 

inherent feature of  both literate Romantic-nationalist and demotic reference to haiducs 

and “thieves”, thereby complicating the terrain of  denotational contestation.42 What is 

certain is that subsequent editions of  early works saw the progressive incorporation of  

conveniently nationalist tropes and stances overtly glorifying the haiduc: thus, the lament 

of  a young woman fated to marry a bandit, initially reprinted as such by Alecsandri in 

the 1840s, would subsequently be replaced with a show of  enthusiasm. 43  

From the very beginning, the predilection of  the people for such balladry was 

noted by folk-song collectors and historicised as proof  of  how “for decayed nations, their 

entire courage is concentrated in those energetic men”,44 as writer and philologist Alecu 

Russo (1819-1859) phrased it in 1840. For Russo, who had been Alecsandri’s right-hand 
                                                                                                                                          
nineteenth-century, canonical collectors’ notions of  authorship impacted the birth of  “folklore” and 

“intellectual property” as complementary categories, positing the legitimate and necessary “creative 

agency” of  professionals as a requisite reconstructive counterpart to anonymous collective authorship, in 

spite of  rhetorical exhortations to textual non-intervention; see: Valdimar Tr. Hafstein, “The Constant 

Muse: Copyright and Creative Agency”, Narrative Culture, 1/2014, pp. 9-48. On folk songs as socio-

temporally “distributed objects” generated by diachronic transmission and synchronic performative 

interaction, see: Slavica Ranković, “Who is Speaking in Traditional Texts? On the Distributed Author of  

the Sagas of  Icelanders and Serbian Epic Poetry”, New Literary History, 2/2007, pp. 293-307.  
40 Reprinted in Opere, Vol. 1, pp. 45-48; editorial notes in Vol. 2, p. 322 
41 “Sora și hoțul”, Opere, Vol. 1, pp. 13-16; editorial notes in Vol. 2, pp. 316-318, where Alecsandri’s use 

of  the term “haiducie” as a descriptor of  haiduc life and conduct in 1849 is attested. 
42 Mihaela Grancea, Trecutul de astăzi. Tradiție și inovație în cultura română, Casa Cărții de Știință, Cluj, 

2009, p. 131 and p. 136. A clear periodisation establishing when exactly “haiduc” became the 

predominant term would require a systematic, corpus-based lexicological analysis which lies beyond the 

remit of  our research. 
43 Moses Schwarzfeld, “Poeziile populare din colecția Alecsandri”, Contemporanul, 7-9, 11/1888, where 

“Sora și hoțul” is analysed. 
44 “Studii naționale” [1840, first published by Alecsandri in 1868], in: Scrieri alese, Editura Albatros, 

Bucharest, 1970, pp. 254-259 
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man in his folklore fieldwork, this had been an age of  bandits’ individual heroic agency, 

once that of  the ethnic body writ large had dissolved under oppression: “[when] 

independence is lost, the people suffers, its bravery is dulled and devolves from masses to 

mobs, from mobs to individuals, and ancient ballads give way to […] thieves’ [“hoți”] 

songs.”45 Russo’s final remark is, though seemingly offhand, revealing of  a more fine-

grained periodisation; as Alecsandri’s notes to his ballad collection made plain, 

protagonists were oftentimes the folklorists’ near contemporaries, or belonged to the 

recent past of  Phanariote oppression. This was a question that remained relevant for 

Romanian literati until the end of  the century, as the corpus of  collected folk songs and 

traditions constantly grew: where did haiduc lore fit in, not only as a potential historical 

document, but also as a production typifying a specific period in the nation’s 

development? 

 For our present purposes, let us turn to the 1880s, a revealing moment both for 

our narrative at large, and for the emergence of  an increasingly professionalised 

disciplinary field in the Romanian humanities. One instructive comparison would be 

that between Aron Densușianu’s (1837-1900) “Cercetări literare” [“Studies in 

Literature”], of  1887, and Alexandru Philippide’s (1859-1933) “Încercări asupra stărei 

sociale a poporului român în trecut” [“Essays on the Social State of  the Romanian 

People in the Past”], of  1881. A linguist and philologist with a family pedigree, 

Densușianu had himself  attempted to pen a national epic, though with admittedly little 

success.46 This compelled him to reflect on why exactly the people itself  had not, for all 

its collective genius, melded mythology, “old songs [“cântece bătrânești”] with part-

mythical, part-traditional elements” and local legends into “a whole, at some time 

beyond the reach of  history and of  profane eyes”.47 Densușianu argued that whatever 

memory of  its birth the nation still retained in its folklore, it was by now de-historicised 

and ornamental at best;48 in fact, the Roman settlers who were the ancestors of  the 

Romanians had arrived already civilised beyond the age of  myths. 49  But, as the 

Romanians were a distinct nation from their forebears, and had therefore passed 

through an entire cultural cycle themselves, asking just why a true epic on a classic scale 

never emerged was not a pointless exercise. Again, for Densușianu, the answer was 

                                                
45 “Poezia poporală” [first published by Alecsadri in 1868], in: Scrieri alese, pp. 260-267 
46 The critical edition is Aron Densușianu, Negriada [1879-1884], Minerva, Bucharest, 1988. 
47 Aron Densușianu, Cercetări literare, Edituria Librăriei Frații Șaraga, Iași, 1887, pp. 7-8 
48 Densușianu, Cercetări, p. 10 
49 Densușianu, Cercetări, p. 15 
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civilisation, this time in the form of  Christianity and the duty of  defending it from the 

Ottoman menace in the late Middle Ages; subsequently, social division and oppression 

meant that haiduc songs came, for better or for worse, closest to the epic ideal.50 While 

the Phanariote era was indeed the golden age of  the haiduc folk song, a propensity for 

praising cunning and violence grew with oppression, transforming the ideals of  “old 

chivalric songs”:  
 

even moderately important haiducs were all glorified with an enthusiasm that surpasses all 

other narrative songs, whereas we have seen that our great historical heroes [here 

Densușianu listed a number of  canonically-pantheonised medieval princes] have remained 

entirely unsung.51 

 

The trouble with haiduc songs, therefore, was that they were proof  of  a historically 

necessary but ultimately problematic preoccupation with social justice, rather than 

national glory. It was not that haiducs were un-historical, but that popular affection for 

them precluded a truer and higher form of  nationalism. 

 Conversely, the literary-political-economic dissertation of  a young Alexandru 

Philippide, also a linguist and philologist, sought to make good on Bălcescu’s admonition 

of  some four decades ago, noting that national histories still concerned themselves with 

wars, politics and revolutions, rather than with the “intimate lives of  the people”.52 To 

this end, Philippide utilised a mix of  sources, allocating ample room for folklore, and 

attempted to bring social and cultural history in synch; as with Densușianu, this meant 

re-dividing history into epochs characterised by their typical folk song. For Philippide, 

the third-person epics of  heroic times gradually gave way to first-person lyricism, as 

myth itself  gave way to subjectivity, “the singer-spectator recognizing himself  as the 

equal of  those who he sings, the charm of  the past fading away, poets [now] expressing 

what they themselves feel”.53 This cultural transformation, however, was underpinned 

by a socio-political one – namely, the growth of  oppression – and Philippide found 

historicising haiduc ballads a useful heuristic for charting the transition from third- to 

first-person epic poems. 54  As heroic elites gave way to Phanariote oppressors, “a 

terrifying fracture divided the poor from the rich. The old friendship that made the poet 
                                                
50 Densușianu, Cercetări, pp. 22-27 
51 Densușianu, Cercetări, pp. 27-8 
52 Alexandru Philippide, Încercări asupra stărei sociale a poporului român în trecut, Editura Librăriei 

Școalelor Frații Șaraga, Iași, 1896, p. 5 
53 Philippide, Încercări, pp. 22-23 
54 Philippide, Încercări, pp. 25-30 
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sing of  the bravery of  Toma Alimoș55 now ceased, and hatred took its place”.56 On this 

reading, haiduc songs were an essential historical document, in that they chronicled the 

ambivalent triumph of  newly-discovered individual agency-as-subjectivity, but also its 

social cost for national unity. Thus, this periodisation of  national history was, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, once more darkened by absence: the absence of  social solidarity in ages 

of  past oppression, one which made even the heroes of  such times problematic for the 

present.  

 

Appropriating the Haiduc, Part One 

 No sooner had the haiduc been discovered by folklorists and historians that his 

incorporation into literate culture began. To be sure, drawing too neat a distinction 

between urban and rural audiences in early-to-mid-nineteenth-century Romania would 

be wrong, as the minstrels who had traditionally sung of  haiduc exploits could still be 

found in town and country alike. Still, as early as 1837, the second edition of  musician 

and (proto-)folklorist Anton Pann’s (1790-1854) volumes of  “cântece de lume” [“Worldly 

Songs”], widely-circulated collections of  songs of  various origins and vintage, included 

ballads featuring Tunsu and Jianu, no doubt sensing public demand.57 In parallel, the 

translation of  numerous sensation novels into Romanian between the 1830s and 

1850s,58 as well as the translation and/or adaptation of  plays featuring bandits as their 

protagonists set the stage for transforming the haiduc into a staple of  such repertoires.59 
                                                
55 The haiduc hero of  an epic poem thought to precede the Phanariote age thematically, in that its subject 

deals with a haiduc being murdered by a Romanian rival. 
56 Philippide, Încercări, p. 36 
57 Paul Cornea, Originile romantismului românesc: spiritul public, mișcarea ideilor și literatura între 

1780-1840, Minerva, Bucharest, 1972, p. 506. However, the versions published by Pann in the edition in 

question evinced an ambiguous attitude towards their protagonists, and it has been suggested that this was 

due to a fear of  censorship, given the then-recent capture of  Tunsu and his band; see: Ovidiu Papadima, 

Anton Pann, “Cântecele de lume” și folclorul Bucureștilor, Saeculum IO, Bucharest, 2009, pp. 93-94. 

Pann’s edition was also provided as evidence of  Alecsandri’s interventions by Moses Schwarzfeld; see: 

Contemporanul, 9/1888. 
58  Dinu Pillat, Romanul de senzație în literatura română din a doua jumătate a secolului al 

nouăsprezecelea, Talazul, Bucharest, 1947, pp. 9-11 
59 Imitations after Schiller’s 1781 “The Robbers” were staged beginning with 1845; see: Constanța Trifu, 

Cronica dramatică și începuturile teatrului românesc, Minerva, Bucharest, 1970, pp. 234-235. “The 

Robbers” was first staged in the early 1850s and co-existed with haiduc productions thereafter; see the 

repertoires indexed in: Ioan Massoff, Teatrul românesc: privire istorică, Vol. 1, Editura pentru literatură, 

Bucharest, 1961, pp. 491-492 and pp. 581-604. On the importance of  late-eighteenth-century bandit 

narratives in the transformation and diffusion of  new visions of  honour and individuality, see: Andrew 
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But while haiduc chapbooks would truly come into their own only in the 1880s, haiduc 

theatre, be it drama or vaudeville, first became popular in the mid-to-late 1850s. 

 The tropes and plots of  the plays were essentially predictable; some were 

adaptations, but this did not make their relationship with foreign literature, folklore and 

historical events straightforward. For instance, one play premiered by Costache 

Caragiali (1815-1877) in 1859 and staged until the 1870s, titled “Fiul pădurei: sau 

moartea haiducului Tunsu” [“The Son of  the Forest, or: The Death of  Tunsu the 

Haiduc”] could claim a complex genealogy. The death of  the protagonist in 1832 

inspired a friend of  Pushkin to publish a fragment on his adventures in the Odessa 

Almanac of  1840, attracted the attention of  a French travel-writer in 1846, and 

ultimately provided the plot of  no less than thirteen folk ballads; any and all of  these 

sources could have contributed to the genesis of  the play.60 The portrayal of  a gallant 

brigand who refused to spill blood, his revolt against the cruelty of  parvenu noblemen 

(be it toward their Roma slaves or their own daughters), his betrayal, and his awe-

inspiring dignity in the face of  death – all were interspersed with liberal volleys of  

gunshots and dashing chases.61  

As 1859 brought the unification of  the Principalities, haiduc theatre rode the wave 

of  patriotic enthusiasm, but its credentials came under closer scrutiny. By 1863, a memo 

calling for the reorganisation of  Bucharest’s grand theatre listed haiduc plays among the 

questionable repertoire that neither served nor educated national taste, offering mere 

sensationalism.62  But other critics were less trenchant. In 1861 and 1862, novelist 

Nicolae Filimon (1819-1865) reviewed the two haiduc plays in question. One was yet 

another production about Tunsu (this time, a vaudeville rather than a drama), the 

second a vaudeville about the haiduc Jianu. Filimon’s review of  “Tunsul Haiducul” began 

with a reflection on the universality of  human emotions, while also noting that national 

divides made their expression take specific forms. This was why the theatre of  each 

nation, too, had to localise its subjects and protagonists, if  it was to achieve its civilising 

and moralising mission. Claiming that a strictly classical repertoire could not “awaken 

feelings of  patriotism, glory and ancient virtue as a play on a national theme” might, 
                                                                                                                                          
Cusack, “Honour and Recognition in the German Novel of  Banditry, Ca. 1800”, Cultural Dynamics, 

1/2016, pp. 27–40. 
60 Paul Cornea, Andrei Nestorescu and Petre Costinescu (eds.), Teatru românesc inedit din secolul al XIX-

lea, Minerva, Bucharest, 1986, p. 47. On Tunsu, see: George Potra, Bucureștii de altădată, Editura 

Științifică și Enciclopedică, Bucharest, 1981, pp. 397-404. 
61 Cornea, Nestorescu and Costinescu, Teatru, pp. 46-79 
62 Massoff, Teatrul, Vol. 2, p. 92 
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Filimon accepted the fact that the production in question was based on a French bandit 

play. Though admitting that “not much instruction for the public might be found” in 

this otherwise well-staged play, the critic was more irritated by the Calabrian brigand 

costumes which failed to reflect “the true bourgeois garb of  Ioniță Tunsu’s epoch”. 

Moreover, although one of  the vaudeville’s key selling-points was the sense of  

authenticity added by songs re-arranging traditional troubadour music,63 Filimon took 

issue with the genre as such, as an eclectic and imperfectly Romanian product of  Roma 

musicians’ imagination. 64 

If  Filimon was not, in principle, against derivative haiduc plays as a first step 

towards the emotional education of  the nation, he was nevertheless keen that what 

could indeed make them “national” be taken seriously. This was even more palpable in 

his review of  “Jianul”: 
 

Some legends claim Jianu never murdered once in his years as a haiduc, still others make him 

into a thief  that did a little of  everything, namely kill, rob, and sometimes give to the poor. 

This is who Jianu is, according to different traditions; let us see what the author has made of  

him. According to the play, Jianu is a sublime being, a brigand that might even surpass the 

bandit chief  in Schiller’s “The Robbers”, his only defect being that of  talking about 

anything but the reason why he had become a bandit […] That aside, in this play there are 

many untruths that could have passed for verities, had the hero been recruited from among 

the bandits of  a more distant century. But Jianu is our contemporary, and some of  his 

friends are still alive today; they know his deeds and can certify that all the tales told in this 

play are but fables.65 

                                                
63 Potra, Bucureștii, p. 404 
64 Nicolae Filimon, Opere, Univers Enciclopedic, Bucharest, 2005, pp. 1070-1074. Around the same time, 

Filimon also wrote an article critical of  the plays’ hybrid, quasi-Oriental music; see: Haiganuş Preda-

Schimek, “Modelling the Public’s Taste: Local Habits, Ethnic Pluralism and European Music in Bucharest 

(1821–1862),” Nineteenth-Century Music Review, 3/2017, p. 397. For nineteenth-century debates on 

criteria of  national authenticity, the ethics of  gathering folk songs from ethnic Roma musicians, or from 

urban areas, see the editors’ notes to G. Dem. Teodorescu, Poezii populare române, Minerva, Bucharest, 

1982, pp. 761-2. Tellingly, the inaugural number of  the first Romanian periodical dedicated exclusively to 

folk literature also criticised in its manifesto the practice of  gathering material from Roma singers, even if  

they were a majority in the trade: Șezătoarea, 1/1892.  
65 Filimon, Opere, pp. 1060-1064. Sartorial criticism of  Jianu’s theatrical depiction by those claiming to 

have met him has indeed been recorded; see: Paul-Emanoil Barbu, Haiducul Jianu: adevăr și legendă, 

Casa de editură și librărie Nicolae Bălcescu, Bucharest, 1998, pp. 28-32. Another source referring to Jianu 

as a “contemporary” (but also as “not a haiduc, rather the forerunner of  Vladimirescu”) is Dimitrie 

Papazoglu, Istoria fondărei orașului București [1891], Minerva, Bucharest, 2000, p. 92. Tunsu and Jianu 

are discussed in the key of  personal memory by the author, pp. 87-94. 
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For Filimon, the distance between the recent past and the present was to be bridged by 

memory, for the sake of  historical veracity. In this particular sense, then, anachronism 

was to be actively avoided, if  possible. That fiction was beholden to this standard, 

however, is striking, insofar as he equally accepted that the “legends” surrounding Jianu 

were conflicting – even more so given his novel “Upstarts Old and New” had imagined 

its anti-hero’s involvement in the betrayal of  Tudor Vladimirescu in 1821.66 

Criticism notwithstanding, the presence of  haiducs in theatre and in fiction more 

generally continued to grow throughout the 1860s. By the end of  the decade, this led 

Cezar Bolliac to conclude that the haiduc had become merely another de-fanged trope 

among others, at a critical moment when the cultural development of  the nation 

demanded a more politically and historically conscious literature. Thus, in 1867, Bolliac 

polemically accused Maiorescu’s recently-established “Convorbiri literare” – which 

would turn out to be the longest-lived cultural journal in nineteenth-century Romania – 

of  failing to openly castigate this trend. The author compared the passive oppression of  

literary indifference to the active persecutions which he had endured thirty years earlier, 

now 
 

seeing that the Romanian muses sing only “green leaves, sweet eyes” and celebrate Tunsu 

and Jianu; retreating to ideas that only make parasites merry and love-struck matrons sigh; 

and putting society to sleep, drunk on the bland, narcotic fragrance of  too many ‘green 

leaves’67. During the times of  the Organic Regulations, a Romanian prince once attacked a 

liberal poet [himself] who had published a poem in honor of  Tudor Vladimirescu68 : ‘don’t 

write about Tudor, choose nobler subjects, like Jianu or Tunsu’. This is the school [of  

thought] that […] hopes to be revived when speech and thought are supposed to be free! 

Do you not want poetry to spread its wings over politics, philosophy, society – do you want 

the letters to be the same as under a despotic government?69 

 

Bolliac’s diatribe is interesting for three reasons. Firstly, it reflected on the de-politicised 

nature of  the haiduc as a literary trope. Secondly, it alluded to the fact that this de-

politicisation was under way even at a time when a united nation-state did not yet fully 
                                                
66 Ciocoii vechi și noi, sau: Ce naște din pisică șoareci mănâncă [serialised 1862, published as a novel in 

1863], in: Filimon, Opere, pp. 206-240 
67 “Foaie verde” [“green leaf ”] is a common refrain in Romanian folk poetry. 
68 The poem here in question was originally written in 1844, published in French in 1857, and in 

Romanian in 1863, which would suggest that the Wallachian prince who allegedly opposed its publication 

was Gheorghe Bibescu (1804-1873, r. 1843-1848). 
69 [“Misiunea poeziei” – orig. untitled] [1867], in: Scrieri, Vol. 2, Minerva, Bucharest, 1983, pp. 77-78. 
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exist, and that haiducs were already by then no longer subversive, even to ruling 

“despots”. Thirdly, it demarcated haiducs from the genuinely potent symbol that Bolliac 

saw Tudor Vladimirescu to be. Indeed, by the end of  the 1870s, haiducs seemed, while 

popular, a topic like another: in the lead-up to the War of  Independence, the public in a 

still-neutral Bucharest found the season’s plays, haiducs included, to be too disengaged 

from the prevailing patriotic mood.70 

 

The Last Haiduc and the Production of  Historical Distance 

In December 1873, Vasile Alecsandri, by now feted as poet laureate, returned to 

his preoccupation with haiducs by publishing in a prominent literary journal headed by B. 

P. Hasdeu the purported translation of  a French manuscript that had fortuitously come 

into his possession: “Groaza: The Last Romanian Haiduc, Tried August 7, 1838 by the 

Criminal Court of  Bucharest”.71 Further reprinting a poem in which he had glorified 

the gallant and humane brigand thirty years earlier, Alecsandri noted the manuscript’s 

potential for further adaptation as a play and its value as a document of  “the mores of  

yore”. The narrator’s voice, too, began telling the tale of  the haiduc’s exploits by 

remarking that, already by that time, 
 

banditry seemed to have disappeared in Wallachia and Moldavia, finding refuge only in the 

mountains of  Bosnia and Macedonia, its most typical abodes. For ten years now [in 1838], 

Romanian courts have only tried second-rate thieves and robbers. The haiduc type, though 

tending towards extinction since the [1829] Treaty of  Adrianople [between Russia and the 

Ottomans] is now revived, however, by Nicolae Groza, the reincarnation of  the Kirdjalis72 

or Jianus73 of  yesteryear. 

 

                                                
70 Massoff, Teatrul, Vol. 2, p. 374 
71 Vasile Alecsandri, “Groaza, ultimul haiduc român, judecat la 7 august 1838 de către Curtea din 

București”, Columna lui Traianu, 14/1873 
72 The reference to Kirdjali alludes to the brigand’s immortalization by Pushkin; see James J. Farsolas, 

“Historical Reality and Legend in Alexander Pushkin’s Short Story Kirdjali – An Episode from the Greek 

Insurrection of  1821 in the Romanian Principalities”, Balkan Studies, 1/1992, pp. 57-98. The first 

translation of  Pushkin’s “Kirdjali” was published in 1837 by Constantin Negruzzi, who noted polemically 

that the protagonist had in fact been “a very unpoetic thief ”, who “had died a very prosaic death in 1824” 

by the Moldavian hangman’s noose; see: Negruzzi, Opere, Vol. 2, pp. 118-123. 
73 Note that using kirdjalis in the plural may also refer to an earlier, era-defining brigand insurgency 

(Farsolas, “Historical Reality”, p. 63); likewise, jieni, a plural for Jianu, became a generic term for haiducs in 

Moldavia, especially in the context of  village folk theatre in which haiducs featured – see: Istoria teatrului 

în Romania, Vol. 1, Editura Academiei RSR, Bucharest, 1965, p. 130. 
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The story was, if  anything, reducible to a checklist of  expected tropes. Groza 

(inconsistently also spelled as either Grozea or Groaza – literally, “terror”), had been 

imprisoned for killing his first wife in 1828, whom he had found in the arms of  a 

Russian officer, then fled the salt-mine by injuring yet another Russian, lived as a bandit 

preying off  foreign merchants, crossed the Danube to raid a Turkish dignitary’s mansion, 

and returned to Wallachia with one of  his concubines, only to unwittingly attempt 

murder on his own son, who had also been the woman’s lover. Compelled by both 

honour and regret, Groza now turned himself  in to army chief  Colonel Solomon, his 

former comrade-in-arms during the Revolution of  1821. Seeking clemency for his client 

at the trial, Groza’s young lawyer attempted to persuade the jury by simultaneously 

praising the haiduc’s patriotic past, while also excusing its violence, as “at that time, 

civilisation had not yet made its way into the country”. Spared his life and accepting that 

being sent back to the salt mines would be a just and fitting punishment for his crimes, 

the bandit nevertheless committed suicide while awaiting transportation.74 

Truly at stake in this narrative was neither its self-assumed relationship to 

historical truth, nor its literary (un)originality, but the way it relied on – and indeed 

generated – a sense of  historical distance. Firstly, what for many readers would have at 

the time still qualified as living memory was now recast as picturesquely remote with the 

hindsight of  rapid modernisation and civilisation, a process of  estrangement framed as 

already underway by 1838: the past was being rendered unintelligible by temporal 

acceleration. As a corollary, haiducs were still allowed to exist in some other, less civilised 

corner of  the Balkans, in a typical instance of  nesting Orientalism, 75  whereby 

Romanian lands could claim cultural superiority. Secondly, and by way of  consequence, 

the socio-political context which allowed for construing the actions of  a given brigand as 

those of  a haiduc rather than as those of  a mere robber were also curtained off  by the 

emergence of  a state that would grow increasingly more legitimate in terms of  

defending the nation from oppression. Although Groza’s animosity toward the presence 

of  Russian occupying troops on Wallachian soil during the Russo-Turkish wars 

underpinned the narrative, the Russian protectorate of  the 1830s also brought an 

institutional development and proto-constitutional framework, laying the groundwork 

for a state that Alecsandri’s generation would subsequently nationalise. As such, haiducs 

                                                
74 However, already in the 1820s, public executions of  haiducs elicited popular uproar; see: Săvoiu, 

Haiducia, p. 127.  
75 Milica Bakić-Hayden, “Nesting Orientalisms: The Case of  Former Yugoslavia”, Slavic Review, 4/1995, 

pp. 917-931 
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were destined to become an anachronism in the context of  a state monopoly on violence, 

doubled by a state monopoly on serving and defending the economic and cultural 

interests of  the nation-as-ethnic-body. Oppression by an extractive ethnic Other had 

now become history, and haiducs were confined to the cultural paraphernalia of  

nationalism.  

But what had prompted Alecsandri to broach the topic? Earlier that year, the 

same journal had published a similar contribution, by the reputed yet lesser-known 

historian and memorialist C. D. Aricescu (1823-1886), which suggests that Alecsandri 

found the topic both timely and inspiring, though he did not frame his own article as a 

direct reply. Aricescu brought together an anecdotal historical account, two folk ballads 

and a patriotic song-cum-theater-sketch concerning the life and times of  Iancu Jianu, yet 

another haiduc who had fought in the Revolution of  1821.76 In Aricescu’s narrative, 

Jianu – of  noble stock yet sympathetic to the common people and all the more 

disdainful of  Phanariote usurpers – came under the scrutiny of  several princes, but 

managed to charm them with his haiduc bravado, even in his old age. Noting that Jianu 

had died in 1853, Aricescu remarked that  
 

in the Revolution of  1848, Jianu did not play any role; he was already an old man; still, he 

had enough of  an Oltean’s blood to spill for the cause of  freedom; but the leaders of  ‘48 

spoke with the cross, like Christ, rather than with the sword, like Vladimirescu; and our 

haiduc was accustomed to wielding the sword, not the cross. 

 

On this reading, what rendered haiduc tactics increasingly anachronistic was not only the 

establishment of  the nation-state, but also the emergence of  more civilised and moral 

strategies for its attainment. In this regard, a patriotic sketch published anonymously in 

1857, which Aricescu enthusiastically appended to the two folk ballads depicting Jianu’s 

exploits, is revealing. Written in the lead-up to the Union, the sketch alternated, in 

Jianu’s voice, between song and monologue. Jianu was ventriloquized precisely with the 

                                                
76 C. D. Aricescu, “Iancu Jianu, haiduc de peste Olt”, Columna lui Traianu, 4/1873. This may be seen as 

part of  Aricescu’s broader, pioneering project of  recovering the historical memory of  1821, which 

included a number of  other articles in the 1870s, culminating in 1874 with a two-volume history of  the 

Revolution and a further volume of  edited sources. (See: Alin Ciupală, “Revoluţia română de la 1821. 

Tudor Vladimirescu. Bibliografie generală”, Anuarul Institutului de Istorie G. Bariţiu din Cluj-Napoca, 

(XLVII) 2008, pp. 577–578.) In his history, Aricescu saw fit to accuse the Russian-trained Tudor of  being 

unduly harsh with his undisciplined haiduc troops, “sons of  the mountain who willingly heeded the 

trumpet call of  resurrection, eager to spill their blood for homeland and freedom”. See: C. D. Aricescu, 

Istoria revoluțiunii române de la 1821 [1874], Scrisul Românesc, Craiova, 1996, p. 179. 



 218 

production of  historical distance in mind, proclaiming his own coming anachronism: 
 

O! Would that I live to see one united Romanian state, leaving all passions aside, with but 

one desire, the happiness of  our country, doing so that even foreigners might respect and aid 

us in this great deed! I would say thus unto my haiduc brothers: “My children, our task is 

over; to continue living our life in the forest would be a sin against our country, for today 

Romanians have come to their senses once more, and through means more legal than ours, 

have all joined hands […] Let us abandon the woods and return to the world; cast aside our 

weapons and take up the plough!”77 

 

The subversive agency of  one man and his companions now gave way to the collective, 

conscious agency of  a reawakened ethnic body: avenging the passivised masses by 

dispatching individual oppressors in random skirmishes was now displaced by a 

concerted drive toward systemic transformation: for all their association with events of  

1821, it seemed, haiducs fell short of  subsequent revolutionary standards.  

 

Appropriating the Haiduc, Part Two 

 As we have already alluded to at the outset of  our inquiry, starting with the 1880s, 

haiducs became a mainstay of  penny novels. Greeted with the same moralising anxiety 

and disdain as elsewhere78 by Romanin elites, penny novels reached urban and rural 

audiences alike, as literacy rates slowly but steadily grew. As we have seen, such 

chapbooks were taken to be an integral part of  Fântânăreanu’s pathological self-

fashioning; tracts on the nefarious influence of  violence in press and literature were also 

published,79 and concern arose with identifying how penny novels might displace or 

pervert the hearts and minds of  lower-class readers. What is more, during the 1890s, 

sensation novels diversified their subject matter by chronicling the exploits of  

contemporary bandits, a sub-genre unconcerned with the political or the patriotic. 

Though perhaps more lurid and gory in tone than the average haiduc novel, these works 

                                                
77 “Dorul Jianului”, Columna lui Traianu, 4/1873 
78  In mid-nineteenth-century Spain, representing bandits in mass-consumed literature and theatre 

generated political ambiguities similar to those in the Romanian case, both in terms of  such productions’ 

connections with folk songs, their potentially subversive glorification of  anti-state attitudes, and their status 

as a symptom of  supposedly misguided patriotism; see: Ben Dodds, “Representations of  Bandits in Mid-

Nineteenth-Century Spain”, Cultural and Social History, 2/2012, pp. 215-218. 
79  Ioan Şerbănescu, Libertatea presei noastre faţă cu contagiunea crimelor. Mijloace profilactice, 

Tipografia Curții Regale, Bucharest, 1889; Aurel Alexandrescu-Dorna, Presa și propagarea crimei, Joseph 

Göbl, Bucharest, 1899. 
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were nonetheless part of  the same literary continuum,80  and all were most often 

condemned in the same breath. 

 Perhaps the most prominent writer of  haiduc novels was N. D. Popescu (1843-

1921), whose variations on the lives of  Jianu, Tunsu, or Grozea saw numerous editions. 

Typically, the narrative arc of  one novel was continued by further instalments, with 

roughly ten such paperbacks dedicated to Jianu alone. Popescu’s works were 

acknowledged to be a cut above those of  others, even more so when compared to 

anonymous novels, and the author himself  cited Dumas and Walter Scott as 

inspirations.81 Content-wise, such works drew on well-entrenched clichés, as had also 

been the case with theatre plays before them, but also sought to substantiate core 

narratives and gain respectability by engaging with the historicity of  haiduc protagonists. 

Thus, Popescu chose to end one edition of  his “Iancu Jianu, căpitan de haiduci” 

[“Iancu Jianu, Haiduc Chieftain”] by adding hitherto-unpublished historical documents 

on the haiduc, “kindly drawn from the family archives” of  Amza Jianu, MP;82 this also 

held true of  the volume “Prinderea lui Iancu Jianul, căpitan de haiduci” [“The 

Apprehending of  Iancu Jianu, Haiduc Chieftain”].83 

 As we have seen, it was now that the haiduc also became ripe for re-politicisation. 

Yet a line was often drawn between the figure of  the haiduc as a symbol of  national and 

social emancipation, and the actual contemporary literary productions that made use of  

it. Most notably, perhaps, this was reflected in rural teachers’ periodicals as a corpus. 

The turn of  the century was not only a time when haiduc and crime novels found their 

way into the village, but, as Chapter Three has shown, also a time when rural teachers, 

imbued with a sense of  mission and professional belonging, entered lively debates on 

how to transform the peasant into a more active and nationally-conscious citizen. 

Lamenting the absence of  well-stocked village libraries, teachers called for the 

publication of  literary, historical and moralising tracts that would be readily intelligible 

to the peasant masses, given that the classics of  national(ist) literature were only 

accessible to urban readers.84 In the words of  Theodor Speranția (1856-1929), a well-

known writer of  (often racist) pseudo-folk-anecdotes, “many common people have read 

and still read N. D. Popescu’s story of  Bujor [the haiduc], but are incapable of  reading 
                                                
80 Pillat, Romanul, pp. 43-5 
81 Pillat, Romanul, pp. 29-33 
82 N. D. Popescu, Iancu Jianu, căpitan de haiduci, Bucharest, [no year], pp. 138-142 
83 N. D. Popescu, Prinderea lui Iancu Jianul, căpitan de haiduci, Bucharest, [no year] – as stated in a 

footnote on p. 29; the copy consulted lacks its back cover and end pages. 
84 I. Cosmescu, “Bibliotecile populare de pe lângă școlile primare”, Șeḑĕtórea Săténuluĭ, 5/1900-1901 
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the history of  one of  our rulers.”85 Even with the gradual introduction of  semi-official 

educational magazines, the peasant did not recognize either middlebrow or highbrow 

literature “as his own, sensing it imbued with interests foreign if  not inimical to his 

own”.86 Conversely, the consensus among the educational corps was that, of  the few 

peasants who were literate by that time, many if  not most read penny novels exclusively, 

which threatened to twist their minds with tales of  violence, and were by no means able 

to foster a sense of  national belonging. One typical indictment contrasted the supposed 

patriotism of  literate and thoroughly-moralised European ploughmen with that of   
 

our own, who read […] Jewish calendars or brigand stories, such as those featuring Bujor, 

Corbea the haiduc, Radu Anghel and others of  that ilk; writings which poison rather than 

moralise the mores of  the youth, leaving them with a taste for vice, habituating them to 

sensualism, brigandage, or other pernicious habits.87 

 

Their actual content notwithstanding, penny novels were also seen to run the risk of  

polluting peasants’ language with pointless neologisms, “with the authority of  the 

written word on their side. […] ‘Says so in the book, brother’, will say he who has read 

[the story aloud] to his listener, should the latter be amazed by the oddity of  the 

language”.88 This seemed nothing short of  a direct attack by lower-class urban culture 

on the peasant, who for all his shortcomings was destined to remain the guardian of  

authentic national culture, and made some teachers even call for enforcing an outright 

ban on peddlers selling chapbooks in villages. 89  Just why such books were more 

intelligible and appealing than patriotic literature that had failed to grip the peasant, 

however, was not reflected upon directly. To restate, haiduc novels were typically seen as 

part and parcel of  a literature that was inimical, rather than congenial to instilling 

patriotism. Haiducs-as-symbols, on the other hand, were nevertheless glorified in rural 

teachers’ periodicals, as their editors and contributors were likely to be involved with 

collecting folk-songs, and more sympathetic to contesting political movements. In fact, 

                                                
85 Theodor Speranția, “Opinia publică la sate”, Albina, 1/1904-1905 
86 G. Dumitrescu, “Tot din gândurile noastre”, Șeḑĕtórea Săténuluĭ, 2/1898-1899 
87 Alexandru Popescu, “Istoria patriei și metodul său în cursul primar”, Revista invețătorului, 11-12/1890-

1891 
88 N. Ionnescu-Gion, “Ce citește azi țăranul nostru?”, Albina, 1/1897. This was the inaugural number of  

this pioneering, widely-circulated, semi-official popular periodical destined for the rural classes. 
89 P. Gheorgheasa, “Ce citesc țăranii”, Revista invĕțătorilor și invĕțătórelor, 8/1900-1901. As peddlers 

were often Jewish, this argument could take anti-Semitic overtones: The brothers Pătrășcoiu, “Înființarea 

bibliotecilor populare”, Șeḑĕtórea Săténuluĭ, 9/1900-1901. 
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some argued that making the most of  the haiduc was a moral imperative: “a clever mind 

could synthesize valuable works out of  all that is said of  the haiducs, works that could 

prove the magnanimity of  our people and in which our descendants might find peerless 

lessons.”90  

 

The Balkans and the Non-Anachronism of  Contemporary Haiducs 

 If  the age of  the haiducs was emphatically claimed to have ended in Romania, 

this did not preclude their existence elsewhere. The turn of  the twentieth century saw a 

significant increase in Romania’s interest in Balkan events, culture and politics, not least 

given its own entanglement in the “Macedonian question”. Since the 1860s, the 

Romanian state had provided cultural and political support to the Aromanian/Vlach 

minority scattered across the borders of  what would now be Greece, Bulgaria, 

Macedonia and Albania, then part of  the ever-eroding European possessions of  the 

Ottoman Empire. Speakers of  several kindred dialects, the Aromanians were courted by 

a Romanian state that saw them as kin-folk in need of  protection from Pan-Hellene or 

Pan-Slavic efforts at de-nationalisation, but also as a useful geopolitical asset. Official 

Romanian policy supported the opening of  schools and churches with the double – if  at 

times contradictory – aim of  maintaining a local Aromanian identity while fostering 

Romanian national sentiment, though ostensibly not subversive of  Ottoman 

Aromanians’ allegiance to the Sultan, which was not synonymous with either state or 

national self-identification. Whereas Aromanians could be either shepherds, merchants, 

or tradesmen, Romanian discourse chose to glorify them as the region’s natural 

bourgeoisie,91 a civilising element constantly exposed to the attacks of  ex-Vlachs gone 

Greek, the Greek church, Bulgarian bandits, and a host of  other dangers, cultural or 

otherwise. The backward Balkans, it appeared, were a battleground for warring factions, 

each with its haiduc/hajduk shock-troops in tow, though the Greeks were often singled out, 

playing on well-worn tropes surrounding klephtism.92  

                                                
90 The brothers Pătrășcoiu, “Vitejii panduri”, Șeḑĕtórea Săténuluĭ, 5/1900-1901. Note that “panduri” 

was a term used to denote Vladimirescu’s troops. 
91 This research topic is deserving of  an in-depth treatment, but we may tentatively put forth that, to some 

degree, the Aromanians were imagined as both an economic vanguard of  Romanian interests in the 

Balkans, and a potential prosthetic bourgeoisie to be imported. See, for instance: Scurtă privire asupra 

chestiunei macedo-române: memoriu despre organisarea chestiunei macedo-române, Institutul de Arte 

Grafice Eminescu, Bucharest, 1900, pp. 4-7. 
92 Michael Herzfeld, Ours Once More: Folklore, Ideology and the Making of  Modern Greece, University 

of  Texas Press, 1982, pp. 60-74 
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For the Romanians, the Aromanians’ historical plight mirrored their own: 

Phanariote Greek oppression before 1821 in Wallachia and Moldavia was, in essence, 

the same as Pan-Hellenist persecution in fin-de-siècle Macedonia.93 Nonetheless, if  the 

Balkans were on the whole construed as more backward than both Romania and their 

(A)Romanian inhabitants alike, this impacted reflections on violence and national 

struggle south of  Danube. This is not to say that passive victimhood was as easily 

projected unto the ethnic body of  the Vlachs at large as it had been with the Moldo-

Wallachian peasantry in its own age of  haiducs. Rather, it was readily assumed that, given 

their history as a Balkan people, Aromanians were collectively more warlike, better-

accustomed to being haiducs94 – though, naturally, this was by no means conduct that 

either the Romanian, still less the Ottoman state could officially sanction.  

One way out of  this conundrum was framing Aromanians as haiduc/hajduk-

hunters in the state militias established at the height of  the Macedonian crisis, a spike in 

interethnic violence in an Ottoman province whose annexation was desired by all 

neighbouring states, starting with 1878.95 The way in which this was done merits 

attention. In 1903, the European press had reprinted various images of  “Turkish” troops 

posing with severed heads, which caused a scandal and was taken as proof  of  Ottoman 

barbarism and glaring mismanagement of  the “Macedonian question” by the Porte.96 

One year later, however, one such photograph was reprinted by a periodical intended for 

both Aromanians’ consumption, and for providing news of  their plight to the Romanian 

general public. Whereas major Western-European newspapers had placed the gory 

imagery on their front pages, the source here in question discretely placed it as a small 

insert amongst other articles. The caption beneath the photograph claimed that the men 

in uniform were Aromanian gendarmes in an official capacity, with the subtext that such 

violence was justified and necessary when defending the community and the Empire 
                                                
93 Especially in the context of  religious persecution by the Greek Patriarch, routinely vilified as a 

“Phanariote”; see, for instance: Episcopatul românilor macedoneni: studiu apărut în Voința Națională, 

decembre 1896, Tipografia Voința Națională, Bucharest, 1897. 
94  As argued throughout Constantin N. Burileanu, Dela Românii din Albania, Lito-Tipografia L. 

Motzatzeanu, Bucharest, 1906.  
95 See: Ionuț Nistor, Problema aromână în raporturile României cu statele balcanice, 1903-1913, Editura 

Universității Alexandru Ioan Cuza, Iași, 2009, pp. 58-60 on the discourse on “peaceable Aromanians” in 

the context of  Romanian and Ottoman involvement in the Macedonian Question; p. 63 on the Ottomans’ 

promise to recruit 200 Vlach gendarmes in 1903; p. 205 on the Romanian Ministry of  Foreign Affairs’ 

decision to not support local initiatives of  forming unofficial self-defence committees in 1906.  
96 Zeynep Çelik (ed.), Camera Ottomana: Photography and Modernity in the Ottoman Empire 1840-

1914, Koç University Press, Istanbul, 2015, pp. 120-129 
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from the savagery of others.97 

Certainly, this did not mean there existed an outright moratorium on depicting 

Aromanians as haiducs. Drawing in part on folk songs as its sources, one history of  the 

Aromanians bridged the gap between the community’s presumed original role as 

imperial gendarmes and their subsequent “state of  insurrection” after their replacement 

by Muslim troops in the seventeenth century: “it is then that Thessalian Romanians 

became haiducs”. 98  Once more, representations of  haiduc-ness blurred boundaries 

between the fictional and the non-fictional. Periodicals published accounts of  

contemporary haiduc encounters that purported to be literary in tone only,99 while novels 

aimed at the Romanian market took the bricolage even further. Now wholly forgotten, 

such works sought to capitalise on new-found public interest in the Aromanians, mixing 

and matching nationalist clichés with their authors’ political support for the Aromanian 

protégés of  one Romanian government or other. 

In the 1904 “Armîna”, the troubled love story between a nationalist, Romanian-

educated teacher and a woman whose wealthy father had forsaken his Aromanian-ness 

for the comforts of  a Greek identity degenerated into an outright haiduc war. Meant as a 

plausible account of  the struggles faced by a divided Aromanian community, the novel’s 

main plot may be reduced to: boy’s ex-haiduc father vows revenge against girl’s father – 

girl’s father hires haiduc assassin – boy’s father is murdered but avenged by haiduc tribunal. 

But there was room for nuance. When the boy’s father first proposed haiduc tactics, the 

son countered by pleading for the greater efficacy of  patriotic school-speeches against 

the blight of  pro-Greek sentiment: 
 

You are right in one regard, father: your chosen means fit local custom, but we must not 

forget that the times when justice was brought by the sword are now gone […] evil could 

not come to an end, as the same problem kept repeating itself  […]. Such tactics were 

adequate thirty or forty years ago, but now they are of  no use: now, social battles are no 

                                                
97 Românul de la Pind, 50/1904. Note that the press systematically denied that Vlachs assisting official 

efforts were themselves bandits; see: Revista Macedoniei, 2/1905 and 34/1906. Photographs of  bandits’ 

heads had previously featured as illustrations in works on/for the Aromanians; see: Ioan Nenițescu, De la 

românii din Turcia Europeană, Institutul de Arte Grafice Carol Göbl, Bucharest, 1895, p. 341. At times, 

however, authors would indeed reprint pictures of  Vlach “bandits”, labelled as such; see: Burileanu, Dela 

românii din Albania, pp. 48-49.   
98 Ion Arginteanu, Istoria românilor macedoneni: din timpurile cele mai vechi până în zilele noastre, 

Tipografia L’Indépendance Roumaine, Bucharest, 1904, pp. 223-231 
99 “O noapte între haiduci”, Lumina, 7-8/1906 



 224 

longer waged in the forest, but amid the people among who we live.100 

 

Even in the absence of  a nation-state, even in the deepest Balkans, haiduc tactics were 

rendered anachronistic by eloquence, at least as far as nation-building was concerned. 

Indeed, as soon as the protagonist delivered his speech to a crowd assembled at the local 

school, “the people stood enlightened, [now] knowing who they were, as shown by Tuliu 

[the name of  the teacher] in the clear mirror of  the historical past; all rose up, and from 

the breast of  one and all a ‘hurrah!’ erupted”.101 In this sense, the overarching haiduc 

narrative driving the main plot did not necessarily contradict the anti-haiduc message of  

civilised nationalism. One hooked the reader and allowed for a revenge fantasy against 

those unwilling to return to the fold of  (A)Romanian-ness, the other marked the 

transformation of  the Aromanians into Romanians proper, through the catalytic agency 

of  the Romanian state training their elites – and therefore no longer in need of  haiduc 

avengers. 

 A second novel, also published in 1904, offered a different angle. In “Moșneagul 

de la munte” [“The Old Man of  the Mountain”] readers encountered contemporary 

historical actors such as Apostol Mărgărit (1832-1903), a key figure in establishing a 

network of  Aromanian schools in Macedonia with the financial support of  the 

Romanian state; 102  the novel, in fact, ended with his “political testament”. Long 

passages from contemporary quasi-sociological reflection on brigands103 and lengthy 

narratorial disquisitions were also interspersed throughout an outlandish plot, with a 

similar tale of  impossible love at its core – though here, the young couple was wed in a 

secret cave by the title character, the haiduc supremo, “the Old Man of  the Mountain”. 

Readers were cautioned throughout that, for Macedonian Aromanians, “tales of  haiduc 

exploits are [their] social pages [carnet mondain]”,104 further noting that, while in Europe 

haiducs had disappeared, in the mountains of  the Pindus they existed still, a breed apart 

from the mere bandits and murderers in fin-de-siècle Romania, and far more akin to its 

                                                
100 Petru Vulcan, Armîna (Românca). Roman social din epoca renaşterei poporului român de la Pind, 

Tipografia Ovidiu H. Vurlis, Constanța, 1904, pp. 66-67 
101 Vulcan, Armîna, p. 95 
102 On the school system and Mărgărit’s role, see:  Ion I. Solcanu, “Şcoli române la sud de Dunăre, în 

Macedonia, Epir şi Thesalia (1864-1900)”, Analele Ştiinţifice ale Universităţii Alexandru Ioan Cuza din 

Iaşi. Istorie, (LXI) 2015, pp. 297-311. 
103 Jules Brun and Nicolae Papahagi, Moșneagul de la munte, Minerva, Bucharest, 1904, p. 133, citing 

Franz Funck-Brentano, Les Brigands, Hachette, Paris, 1904. 
104 Brun and Papahagi, Moșneagul, p. 33 
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own haiducs of  old.105 The Old Man of  the Mountain himself  was the patriarch of  all 

haiducs: one hundred and three years old, he was the unknown assassin who had killed 

Tudor Vladimirescu, thereby undermining the Romanian Revolution of  1821. 106 

However, as luck would have it, the haiduc had also been present at the mythologised 

foundational moment of  the “discovery” of  the Aromanians by the nascent Romanian 

state in 1862, during the Bucharest journey of  one Aromanian monk.107 Suddenly and 

painfully aware of  his (A)Romanian-ness, the haiduc chopped off  the hand that had 

sinned against the nation, and became an outlaw in its service.108 But the figure of  the 

monk and the historical moment are also worth unpacking, from the standpoint of  the 

relationship between the state and the imagined poetics of  nationhood: subsequently 

employed by the Romanian government as a mediator between Bucharest authorities 

and Macedonian Vlachs wishing to send their children to be schooled in Romania, the 

monk was an actual historical figure, and had chosen Averchie as his name upon tonsure. 

Surprise at understanding Romanian and glee at witnessing the parade of  a Christian 

army in the service of  a Christian state made him cry out, in dialect: “I, too, am 

Romanian!” – the state was compelling and normative as a catalyst for national feeling.  

 

Conclusion 

 Thinking about haiducs in nineteenth-century Romania meant thinking about 

agency, but also about contingency. Not only did the figure of  the haiduc embody a form 

of  individual action and resistance that now appeared problematic in the context of  

systemic transformation – the very fact that it had the potential of  becoming problematic 

was a sign of  how, although enshrined within the canon of  nationalism, its uses, the 

values attached to it, or its relative place in said canon from the standpoint of  popular 

culture could not be controlled. If  haiducs were exiled to the margins of  the canon, of  

contemporary history, or to the geographical margins of  the Romanian world, it was 

because they were at once too decorative and vaudeville to be fully useful receptacles of  

nationalist education, but also potentially subversive of  the division between past and 

present that the birth of  the state was hoped to have effected. As such, the production of  

a historical distance that could emphasize the pastness of  the haiduc was needed, and the 

                                                
105 Brun and Papahagi, Moșneagul, p. 134-135 
106 Brun and Papahagi, Moșneagul, p. 93 
107 For a typical portrayal of  the myth, see: T. T. Burada, Cercetări despre școalele românești din Turcia, 

Tipografia “Românulu”, Bucharest, 1890, pp. 15-16. 
108 Brun and Papahagi, Moșneagul, pp. 298-304 



 226 

rapid pace at which the haiduc past was presumed to have become unintelligible was 

insisted upon.  

Perhaps more straightforwardly so than with other themes in our present 

research, the process through which haiduc identities became a means of  reflecting on 

agency – past versus present, individual versus collective – has been shown to be socio-

culturally constructed. A lone, would-be assassin’s self-fashioning was interpreted with 

reference to pathology as a means of  making sense of  their non-agency, but could 

equally be contextualised with reference to narratives propagated by popular literature 

and anxieties over the effects thereof. As with the past of  funcționarism examined in 

Chapter Three, the haiduc past, too was a past that failed to go away – one in which the 

“social” and the “national” question, now both presumed to have been solved, had 

existed in an entangled state. 
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 Introduction: “Emigrants to Brazil” 

In 1908, the ever-prolific Mihail Sadoveanu (1880-1961) published a short story 

titled “Emigranții la Brazilia” [“Emigrants to Brazil”], in which the first-person narrator, 

an auctorial alter-ego, recounted a childhood memory of  daydreaming and 

lawbreaking.3 Spending his holidays at a cabin on the border between Moldavia and 

Austria-Hungary in the company of  two peasant raftsmen, both named Ion, the 

protagonist began his tale by referencing a book that gripped his imagination at the time, 

one by the same title as the short story itself, translated by Ion M. Rîureanu (1831-1904), 

describing the tribulations and ultimate triumph of  a German emigrant family, setting 

up a farm in deepest Brazil. But the narrator’s childhood idyll was soon interrupted by 

the arrival of  a peasant deserter, severely beaten upon arrest by the drunken mayor of  

the village: the man had fled the army so as to avenge the honour of  his sister, seduced, 

corrupted, and left with child by a boyar. Confronting the boyar, the deserter was forced 

to kill him in self-defence, was apprehended, and was now on his way to meet his 

punishment. As luck would have it, however, the peasant soldier escaped once more – 

and, at the child’s behest, was aided in crossing the border by the two raftsmen, who 

kept it a secret when authorities began searching for him anew. The narrator concluded 

on an ambivalent note, part wistful, part exculpatory: 
 

For the rest of  that night, I could hardly sleep in the cabin’s hard bed. I ceaselessly imagined 

that our deed would be discovered – and I distinctly remember what I planned to do should 

that have come to pass. I dreamt of  fleeing to happier lands, where better men lived – and 

only fell asleep after deciding that the next day I would propose to my friends that we 

                                                
1 Constantin Dobrogeanu-Gherea, “Artiștii proletari intelectuali”, Literatură și știință, (II) 1894, pp. 235-

269 
2 Alexandru C. Moruzi, Central Commission, 2 August 1860, in: PCCPU, Protocol XLII, pp. 8-9 
3 “Emigranții la Brazilia”, in: Mihail Sadoveanu, O istorie de demult, Cartea Românească, Bucharest, 

1920 [2nd ed.], pp. 167-180. 

In Transylvania, the moral atmosphere of  the cultured 

classes – or at least part of  them – is different from that 

here. There, at least in part, it is shaped by a national 

struggle with the cultured classes of  the Hungarians. 

Nationalism in Transylvania is not a matter of  mere 

parades and banquets. […] in this national struggle, 

Transylvania resembles free Romania as it once was before 

1848, when the cultured strata indeed had a national 

struggle to wage. – Constantin Dobrogeanu-Gherea, 

18941 

It is unlikely that the peasant will trade a newly-

won position in his motherland for a plot of  land in 

a foreign country, received from some Turkish ayan 

in exchange for endless prostrations and hand-

kissing, a land he would till with utmost insecurity. 

– Alexandru C. Moruzi, 18602   
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emigrate to Brazil. There, I whispered to myself, the Amazon flows in eternal spring… 

There! there are no mayors or persecutions. There, the two Ion and I would set up a rice 

plantation… And it is only today that I can contritely confess to my breaking of  the law.4 

 

 But what was the book that had prompted the child’s flight of  fancy and 

transgression? Rîureanu’s “Emigranții la Brazilia” had seen three editions before 1908 – 

in 1869, 1874 and 1888, respectively – and was published with the approval of  the 

Ministry of  Education, as part of  a series expressly dedicated to “youths of  both sexes”. 

Though billed as an adapted translation, the title and author of  the original work were 

not explicitly given.5 However, idiosyncratic place-names mentioned in the text (such as 

“Gigitonhonha”) reveal that Rîureanu, a prolific editor of  children’s books, had chosen 

either the German original or, more likely, a French translation of  Amalia Schoppe’s 

(1791-1858) “Die Auswanderer nach Brasilien oder: die Hütte am Gigitonhonha: Eine 

Erzählung für die geliebte Jugend” of  1828. Schoppe, herself  a prolific writer of  

moralising stories, was the first to provide a literary representation of  German 

emigration to Brasil, at a time when overpopulation and proletarianisation made the 

incentives given to would-be colonists by the South American state seem attractive. 

Schoppe reflected on the ambiguities of  the decision to emigrate, on the politics of  

emigration agents’ propaganda, and on the triangular relationship between German 

emigrants, Brazilian officials6 and oppressed/enslaved natives.7 As Chapter One has 

shown, there were fears that compact German colonies would invade Romanian lands – 

but Germans themselves feared that far-flung emigrants would be lost to the German 

nation if  not organised as a coherent colonial vanguard of  its imperial interests.8 

Rîureanu followed the original closely. This was the story of  a family undergoing 

expatriation so as to escape pauperism, one of  its sons selling himself  into slavery in 

order to pay for their journey: a plague of  misfortunes accompanied the family’s 

settlement, until their arrival at their final destination, where Robinsonian prudence, 

                                                
4 Sadoveanu, “Emigranții”, p. 180 
5 The edition referenced herein is, unless stated otherwise, Emigranţii la Brasilia, Tip. Lucrătorilor 

Associaţi, Bucharest, 1869. 
6 Bureaucratic maliciousness, therefore, was strategically erased from Sadoveanu’s framing of  the child’s 

reception of  the text. 
7  Gabi Kathöfer, “Amalia Schoppe’s ‘Die Auswanderer nach Brasilien oder: die Hütte am 

Gigitonhonha’ ”, in: Robert B. McFarland and Michelle Stott James (eds.) Sophie Discovers Amerika: 

German-Speaking Women Write the New World, Boydell & Brewer, 2014, pp. 56-63 
8  See: Frank Lorenz Müller, “Imperialist Ambitions in Vormärz and Revolutionary Germany: The 

Agitation for German Settlement Colonies Overseas, 1840-1849”, German History, 3/1999, pp. 346-368. 
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intelligence and hard work (contrasted in passing to native un-industriousness) made the 

land bloom. Their trials notwithstanding, Christian overtones of  “above all, give thanks” 

were present at every turn, ensuring the moral(ising) value of  the text; moreover, given 

the presence of  slavery as a theme, the Romanian edition of  1874 also appended a 

poem penned by Cezar Bolliac in 1848, celebrating the emancipation of  Roma slaves by 

the revolutionary government.9 Even more interestingly, perhaps, the preface to this text 

provided an interpretive key intelligible to (and hopefully compelling for) its underage 

audience: Rîureanu seems to have either translated that of  the German original, or of  

the first French edition of  1837, which followed it closely.10 The difference in population 

density between Western Europe and an underpopulated Brazil created a powerful pull 

for the impoverished masses, who, upon arrival, often risked “the most frightful misery 

and even slavery! Others, by contrast, have prospered beyond their wildest expectations”, 

Rîureanu went, without belabouring the point any further. As Romania prided itself  

with the absence of  a proletariat and presumed itself  underpopulated, there was no 

need to add the exhortation inserted by the editor of  a French edition of  1839: “Some 

have managed [to become rich], but only very few indeed – O! my children, never let 

yourself  be thus blinded; stay wherever it has pleased the Lord to place you, and be sure 

that, if  you fervently and meticulously follow all of  our holy religion’s precepts, you may 

be happy anywhere, and in your country more so than in any other place.”11  

Between the 1860s and the time Sadoveanu published his short story, however, 

attitudes shifted, and it was in this context that the thrust of  Sadoveanu’s narrative was 

subversive. Firstly, the title itself: Sadoveanu’s choice of  echoing that of  Rîureanu’s 

moralising children’s book served to highlight the contrast between the two texts, one 

construed as politically neutral toward emigration, the other taking it as its political 

subtext. Secondly, the constitutive topoi of  Sadoveanu’s text went beyond the pretext of  

evoking a memory as a means of  expiating/exorcising a childhood misdeed, borne of  

the innocent misreading of  an essentially didactic text. On the contrary, the child’s 

reinterpretation of  Rîureanu as a license to dream of  a foreign land of  justice and 

freedom revealed a latent plasticity. That this untainted land was a true colonial terra 

nullius, an imagined blank slate for the agency and labour of  agrarian development, was 
                                                
9 See: “O țigancă cu pruncul său la statua libertății în București”, in: Bolliac, Scrieri, Vol. 1, Minerva, 

Bucharest, 1983, pp. 249-250. 
10 Compare Rîureanu, Emigranții, pp. 1-3 with Die Auswanderer nach Brasilien oder: die Hütte am 

Gigitonhonha: Eine Erzählung für die geliebte Jugend, Amelang, Berlin, 1828, pp. 1-8 and Les émigrants 

au Bresil [transl. P. C. Gérard], Langlumé et Peltier, Paris, 1837, pp. 1-4. 
11 Les émigrants au Bresil [trad./“imité” L. Friedel], A. Mame, Tours, 1839, p. 8 
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in explicit opposition to a stiflingly unjust Romania from which escape seemed 

imperative. Even more specifically, to the topos of  emigrating to some distant alter-topia 

was added that of  the deserter fleeing just across the borders of  the Romanian nation-

state. Austria-Hungary was, from this standpoint, construed not as a space primarily 

defined by the oppression of  kin-folk, but was recast as comparatively freer, inasmuch as 

the oppression effected by Romanian state and society could no longer affect the fugitive. 

As the present chapter will show, peasant desertion accompanied by border-jumping, a 

looming anxiety over the possibility of  emigration, and the idea that life could be better 

for Romanians elsewhere than within the territorial confines of  their legitimate (rump) 

nation-state were all equally troubling for Romanian elites around the turn of  the 

twentieth century. The monopoly of  the nation-state on the claim to being the sole space 

able to provide the optimal development of  ethnic Romanians’ agency was questioned 

by the problematic agency of  Romanians whose lives and choices stood as counter-proof. 

 

The “Internal Pleven” and the Liminal Lessons of  North Bulgaria 

 On 28 November 1877, news of  the fall of  Pleven reached Bucharest: after a 

bloody siege, the Ottoman fortress was taken by Romanian and Russian troops under 

the command of  Carol I. The general mood was ecstatic, as, after this crucial victory the 

end of  the war and Romania’s independence were now felt to be in sight, as was. 

Crowds assembled downtown first took to Brătianu’s residence, acclaiming the PM, then 

to the statue of  Michael the Brave, in front of  the University, alongside which two 

cannons seized from the Ottomans had recently been put on display.12 Finally, the 

procession arrived at the home of  firebrand democrat C. A. Rosetti, head of  the 

Chamber of  Deputies and editor of  “Românul[u]”, the most influential and long-lived 

newspaper of  its time. As the journal recounted, “[Rosetti] appeared on his balcony and 

gave a few words of  thanks to the crowd, to which it replied with enthusiastic cries of  

‘Long live Romania!’ and ‘Long live the Romanian army!’ ”.13 What the article omitted, 

however, were just what those “few words” were – though the doyen of  the Romanian 

press and an eloquent journalist, Rosetti had never had much faith in his oratorical skills. 

And yet, his brief, improvised address would live on as one of  the most vivid and 

                                                
12 One assessment of  politics of  memorialisation in late-nineteenth-century Romania argues that a fully-

fledged “monument mania” was largely absent; see: Maria Bucur, Heroes and Victims: Remebering War 

in Twentieth Century Romania, Indiana University Press, 2010, pp. 26-27. I am grateful to Alex Drace-

Francis for this reference. 
13 Românulu, 30 November 1877 
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contentious catchphrases in late-nineteenth-century Romanian public discourse: 

“Gentlemen, we have taken the external Pleven, it is true, but we have yet to take the 

internal Pleven”.14  

The image played once more upon the dichotomy between the “national 

question” and the “social question”: if  the “national question”, now understood as the 

country’s full independence, seemed as good as solved, the “social question” of  the 

peasantry’s full political and economic emancipation was not, for the likes of  Rosetti, 

fully decided. A leader of  the 1848 Revolution in Wallachia, a boyar’s son who had 

forsaken the privileges of  his station in order to become a book-merchant and journalist, 

and a fighter for universal suffrage unto his deathbed, Rosetti’s reputation as a radical 

and erstwhile republican within the ranks of  the Liberal Party were problematic, the 

eyes of  reactionaries firmly set on him at all times. Did Rosetti’s own newspaper 

therefore deliberately choose not to reprint this phrase, having realised its inflammatory 

potential? In any case, it was already too late. Talk of  an “internal Pleven” would 

subsequently be kept alive by radicals of  various stripes, who used it as shorthand for 

pressing issues requiring radical reform, be it in the wake of  the uprisings of  1907,15 in 

describing the perils funcționarism presented to the state,16 or when referring to the Jewish 

question.17 Socialists, in turn, would identify the “internal Pleven” with the bourgeoisie’s 

monopoly on parliamentary politics, “the illegal but very convincing pressure of  maces, 

money, fines, promises for jobs and other means of  electoral influence.”18  Finally, 

conservatives accused Rosetti of  implying that the “Pleven” to be taken was in fact their 

own party.19 As a journalist working for the Conservative Party daily “Timpul”, future 

                                                
14 The source typically given for this version of  the quote is from one of  the various editions of  Bacalbașa, 

Bucureștii de altădată, Vol. I, Humanitas, Bucharest, 2013, pp. 378-390, as in, for instance: Dan Berindei, 

“C. A. Rosetti și făurirea României moderne”, Memoriile secției de științe istorice, (X) 1985, pp. 109-114.  
15 Ştefan Bodiu, Plevna internă, Neamul Românesc, Vălenii de Munte, 1909 
16  Anghel Nicolau, Reforma administrativă (Plevna internă), Institutul de arte grafice Eminescu, 

Bucharest, 1903 
17 George S. Roşianu, Emigrarea ovreilor din România, Tip. Aurora, Focşani, 1901, p. 7, where the 

author insisted that the intended meaning of  the catchphrase was misinterpreted by the Conservatives, yet 

he misattributed it to I. C. Brătianu – which may nevertheless be taken as proof  of  its autonomy as a topos, 

untethered from the context of  its emergence. 
18 Ion Nădejde, “Plevna Internă”, Lumea Nouă, 13 December 1894 
19 This is also the meaning given to Rosetti’s phrase in: Marin Bucur, C. A. Rosetti. Mesianism și 

donquijotism revoluționar, Minerva, Bucharest, 1970, p. 401. However, this otherwise exceptional 

intellectual biography does not explore the topos’ context or career any further, and our counter-proposal 

still stands. 
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national poet Mihai Eminescu would subsequently take delight in railing against Rosetti 

and his catchphrase, the supposed emptiness of  which he vilified,20 when he did not 

frame it as a smokescreen designed to obfuscate other, more pressing “questions”: 
 

Today, if  the Liberals fell from power, they would leave us the wondrous inheritance of  a 

country with an undefined position within the Eastern Question, neither dependent or 

independent, with a Jewish Question more ardent than ever, a war waged pointlessly, a 

[southern] Bessarabia now lost – in a word, manifold delights that we, immature Romanians 

that we are, cannot properly appreciate the worth of. Should this Liberal government last 

for a year or two more, we’d have such a surfeit of  joy that we’d be left with nothing to do 

but take with us whatever remains, and exchange our Danubian America for the America 

across the Ocean. Then the internal Pleven – which is to say the claim of  the Romanian 

nation to this country – shall be taken.21 

 

All things considered, the continued entanglement of  the “national question” and the 

“social question” would mark the political landscape for years to come, as Chapter Six 

shall also further demonstrate. Rosetti’s intervention had been untimely insofar as it had 

ruined the parade of  nationalism triumphant by calling attention to issues of  class – but, 

on a deeper level, the experience of  the war in northern Bulgaria had made it timely 

enough. 

Indeed, northern Bulgaria was a liminal space from more than the merely 

geographical standpoint of  Romania’s proximity: as a battlefield in 1877-1878, it was 

inherently a space for liminal encounters with otherness, be it the form of  the enemy, of  

allied Russian troops, or local Bulgarians: the nation-state discovered new things, not 

least about itself, once it stepped across its borders. Therefore, as a particular instance of  

such liminal encounters, contact with other Romanians captured the imagination all the 

more readily. As published in an eclectic pan-Latinist almanac of  1880 dedicated to 

raising awareness of  the Aromanian cause, one short story by N. D. Popescu imagined a 

skirmish near Pleven, involving a brigade of  Romanian peasants and an Ottoman 

convoy. The last survivor among the Turkish troops proved to be a Vlach, whose parents 

had chosen to side with the Turks when faced with the alternative of  adopting a Greek 

identity; unsurprisingly, this deviation from the preservation of  a “Romanian” identity 

had to find its narrative closure through the protagonist’s return to the ethnic fold. As 

such, ventriloquizing the trope of  amazement at the existence of  a Romanian state 

                                                
20 Timpul, 30 November 1878, in: Eminescu, Opere, Vol. X, p. 152. For the newspaper’s campaign 

against Rosetti in 1878-1879, see: Bucur, C. A. Rosetti, pp. 392-429. 
21 Timpul, 3 March 1879, in: Eminescu, Opere, Vol. X, pp. 203-204 
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through the mouth of  the captive, the author appositely concluded the story by having 

him switch sides and join the Romanian army.22 This topos of  surprise, which we have 

already examined at the end of  the previous chapter, is also important here, as it implied 

that 1) the existence of  the state was in and of  itself  a compelling argument for (re-) 

activating the ethnic identity of  kin-folk, and 2), that only such ignorance could have 

lead to past mis-steps. The agency of  kin-folk, therefore, only became agency when it 

manifested itself  with full and proper knowledge of  both nation and state. In sum, 

imagining liminal encounters could serve as a means of  retrenching the tropes of  

nationalist discourse, even as the open-ended task of  spreading national consciousness to 

all Romanians, however broadly defined or spatially distributed, implied that the 

“national question” remained, in a sense, unsolved. 

On the other hand, the presence of  Transylvanian volunteers among the 

Romanian troops, against the wishes of  the Hungarian government, elicited reflections 

on their (positive) alterity, and on how their more advanced national consciousness put 

Moldo-Wallachians to shame. G. H. Grandea’s (1843-1897) “Din altă lume: amintiri din 

războiul turco-român” [“From Another World: Memories from the Turkish-Romanian 

War”]23 is one such case in point. Indeed, Grandea was – as this chapter will later show 

– far from alone in imagining a Transylvania where, in spite of  sustained ethnic 

oppression and in the absence of  a state catalyst, local Romanians displayed enviable 

agency. The wartime encounter between the narrator and a wounded Transylvanian by 

the name of  Deciu subsequently lead to a visit to another liminal space, Deciu’s secluded 

mountain village near the Wallachian-Transylvanian border. There, the dying patriarch 

of  his family had assembled relatives from every corner of  Romanian lands, from 

Macedonia to Bukovina, and received news of  their resistance against ethnic oppression, 

but also of  the Romanian state falling short of  its duty as the catalyst of  the nation’s 

regeneration: “And you, who call yourselves the heart and mind of  the Romanian 

countries; you, who could deliver us from all the ills that haunt us; you, people of  

Bucharest – what are you doing?”.24 That this agency was presumed of  the state by kin-

folk, then, was a strategic instance of  ventriloquism.  

Deciu’s home was an altar, a visual checklist of  nationalist symbols: “the portraits 

                                                
22 N. D. Popescu, “Pindul și Carpatul (Episod)”, in: V. A. Urechia (ed.), Albumul Macedo-Român, Socec, 

Sander & Teclu, Bucharest, 1880, pp. 105-106 
23 Final manuscript version of  1889, initially serialised as “Misterele românilor” in 1879. See: Grigore H. 

Grandea, Scrieri, Minerva, Bucharest, 1975, pp. 357-402. 
24 Grandea, “Din altă lume”, p. 380 
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of  Tudor Vladimirescu, Cuza, Nicolae Bălcescu, each with its wreath of  dried flowers. 

On another wall hung framed Tudor Vladimirescu’s proclamation calling for the rising 

of  the people against the Greeks, and the proclamation through which Cuza granted 

land to the peasants” – all of  which, it may be noted, were canonical events and figures 

from across the Carpathians, a conventional temporal palimpsest of  past achievements.25 

In an even more literal sense, the narrator was then taken to an altar, in the cave where 

the testament of  Decebalus’ 26  daughter was piously held. The ancient document 

chronicled the melding of  Dacians and Romans, and the subsequent resistance of  the 

nascent Romanian people against the barbarians, who saw in Daco-Roman admixture 

as a sign of  weakness, failing to comprehend its virtues and historical significance. Here, 

in liminal Transylvania, deep history was tangible, and gaps in national history healed. 

This nationalist fever dream concluded with the patriarch’s last wish: that a chronicle of  

the War of  Independence on par with the ancient political testament be written, a future 

project in consonance with (and within the lineage of) the past. The key point of  

Grandea’s narrative was that, from the standpoint of  national consciousness and purity, 

the Transylvanians held the moral high ground, and that the legitimacy of  the 

Romanian state qua nation-state was conditional upon deploying its agency in the service 

of  the nation, even beyond its borders. 

But there was one other subtype of  trans-Danubian liminal encounter that 

would prove crucial in reframing “questions”: that with local Romanians. In 1881, 

linguist and philologist Alexandru Lambrior (1845-1883), a member of  Maiorescu’s 

“Junimea” circle, published an article titled “Reverential Address and the Romanians” 

[“Cuvintele de reverență la români”]27 in the group’s outlet, “Convorbiri literare”. At 

the time, there was no such a field as “socio-linguistics”, and it is possible that Lambrior 

himself  found his theoretical inspiration in a seminal article of  1880,28 cited almost a 

century later as an early forerunner of  studies on personal address.29 On an empirical 

level, however, Lambrior took as his point of  departure the news that “our army has 

                                                
25 Grandea, “Din altă lume”, p. 375 
26 The last Dacian king. 
27 Alexandru Lambrior, “Cuvintele de reverență la români” [1881], in: Studii de lingvistică și folcloristică, 

Junimea, Iași, 1976, pp. 73-80. I am indebted to my late father for suggesting this reference. 
28 Émile Châtelain, “Du pluriel de respect en Latin”, Revue de Philologie, de Littérature et d’Histoire 

Anciennes, 4/1880, pp. 129-139 
29 The founding text of  the modern research paradigm mentions it: Roger Brown and Albert Gilman, 

“The Pronouns of  Power and Solidarity”, in Thomas A. Sebeok (ed.), Style in Language, MIT Press, 

1960, pp. 253-276. 
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discovered in Bulgaria villages which have yet to know of  reverential pronouns such as 

dumneata, dumneavoastră, măta, măvoastră, but addressed anyone with iu, voi.”30 Much like 

French, Romanian differentiates between second person singular forms of  address [“tu”], 

denoting familiarity, and second person plural, with apposite pronouns in tow 

[“dumneavoastră”], as a means of  expressing deference in terms of  class, status, age, 

and social distance in general. And, as Lambrior noted, such linguistic markers had a 

venerable history, in lockstep with that of  the development of  Romanian state and 

society: these, too, could serve as heuristics of  historical periodisation – their correlative 

absence in north Bulgaria pointing to a time out of  joint with that of  the nation-state. 

Beyond his opening gambit, Lambrior was preoccupied with how, as a consequence of  

Romania becoming a kingdom earlier that year, novel forms of  deferential address 

toward the former domn[itor], now king, would candidly be garbled by peasant folk in 

their petitions, as other superfluous neologisms had already been in common parlance. 

What was less evident, however, was just where Lambrior had gotten wind of  anecdotes 

concerning the villages of  north Bulgaria, as newspaper accounts of  the Romanian 

army’s crossing of  the Danube in 1877 appear to have been largely unconcerned with 

the topic.31  

The answer may lie with one article also published in “Convorbiri literare”, 

around the time of  Lambrior’s premature death in 1883, but most likely read by its 

author much earlier on, at one of  Junimea’s regular meet-ups, on account of  its timely 

and exciting topic: A. Chibici-Revneanu’s (1849-1917) “Din viaţa mea de voluntar, 

1877-1878” [“From My Life as a Volunteer, 1877-1878”]. One fragment of  the 

narrative stood out in particular:  
 

we soon realised that those men were not Bulgarians, but plain, salt-of-the-earth Romanians, 

settled in these parts in time immemorial, now a majority in the vilayet of  Vidin. In Molalia, 

a wholly Romanian village where we stopped for two days, people received us best as they 

could, each trying to outdo the other in hospitality. In general, we noted that Romanians in 

this part of  Bulgaria seem richer than those in Wallachia. I must also mention that 

courteous expressions, such as domnule [“mister”], dumneata, dumneavoastră are absent from 

their language, and are everywhere replaced by the boorish măi [“brer”] and the familiar 

“you”, and when attempting to teach them more polished means of  address, after a long 

struggle, the results would be: “Măi, mister, d’ya like some cabbage?” or “Were you, dumneata, 

                                                
30 Lambrior, “Cuvintele”, p. 73 
31 For instance, a report mentioning the presence of  “indigenous” Romanians in the town of  Svishtov only 

did so in passing; see: Românulu, 13 August 1877.  
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at that battle in Gorni-Dubnik, too?”32 

 

The fragment is enlightening in at least three ways. Firstly, Chibici-Revneanu’s surprise 

with encountering kin-folk in northern Bulgaria shows their continued presence as a 

community was neither common knowledge, nor actively reflected upon in the 

Romanian public sphere or by the state.33 Secondly, “time immemorial” was tellingly 

vague – as Chapter One has shown, flight across the Danube from social oppression and 

serfdom was thought to have occurred both in the eighteenth, and the early nineteenth 

centuries, when the Principalities were under Phanariote or Russian rule. Thirdly, that 

peasants living in this imperial hinterland seemed better off  than those in Romania 

proper, and that their language reflected an inherent egalitarianism implied the benefits 

of  not being ruled, of  the absence of  class-based and state-backed oppression at the 

hands of  landowners. Indeed, while it was only in the interwar period that Romanians 

on the Romanian-Bulgarian-Serbian triple border became a subject of  sustained 

ethnographic inquiry,34 other linguists such as Gustav Weigand (1860-1930) echoed the 

conclusions of  Lambrior and Revneanu, carrying out actual fieldwork around the turn 

of  the century. As Weigand saw it, such peasants “had absolutely no desire to migrate 

back to their old homes in Oltenia”35, and, as matter-of-factly noted in a volume 

otherwise bearing a dedication to Carol I, “at least compared to the often-oppressive 

conditions under which they were forced to work in Romania”, their lives and 

habitations seemed relatively prosperous, even if  this meant they were now becoming 
                                                
32 Alexandru Chibici-Revneanu, “Din viaţa mea de voluntar, 1877-1878”, Convorbiri literare, 1-3/1883 
33  Let us note, however, that while in post-revolutionary exile, ‘48ers had come into contact with 

Romanian-speaking peasants from south of  the Danube. C. A. Rosetti saw in them a reassuring proof  of  

Romanians’ capacity to retain national consciousness; see: Apostol Stan, “Călătoria pe Dunăre a 

revoluționarilor exilați de la 1848. Însemnări inedite de C. A. Rosetti”, Studii, 3/1973, p. 529. 

Additionally, Ion Ionescu de la Brad claimed in his letters to Ion Ghica that he had encountered 

“vagabond” Romanian peasants in north Bulgaria, who had also fled the reactionary restoration, and 

hoped that settling them would prove advantageous for the revolutionary cause; see: Corespondența 

dintre Ion Ionescu de la Brad, pp. 86-87. This, in turn, may have been the source of  Ion Ghica’s mention 

of  “studies” on Romanian emigration to north Bulgaria in his economic works; see: “Trei ani în România 

sau Corespondența Onorabilului Bob Dowley” [1876], in: Opere, Vol. 2, p. 294. 
34  Further claiming that Turkish rule was found by Wallachian peasants to be preferable to class 

oppression, such as in: Emanoil Bucuţa, Românii dintre Vidin şi Timoc, Cartea Românească, Bucharest, 

1923, p. 25. 
35 Gustav Weigand, “Die rumänischen Dialekte der kleinen Walachei, Serbiens und Bulgariens”, in 

Jahresbericht des Instituts für rumänische Sprache (Rumänisches Seminar) zu Leipzig, (VII) 1900, pp. 17-

19 
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Bulgarian to some degree.36  

 But perhaps nowhere was the subversive nature of  such remarks made more 

obvious than in the writings of  one Ștefan Georgescu (1851-?), a sergeant whose candid, 

non-elite outsider’s memoirs of  the campaign were published sometime in the early 

1890s.37 As chance would have it, his book was discovered and promoted by Nicolae 

Ionescu in 1893,38  now a member of  the Romanian Academy – to this honour, 

Georgescu would reply in a subsequent edition that he “had made no claims to the 

prizes of  the Academy”39 Although ex officio ineligible for the annual award for best 

Romanian-language volume given its unclear date of  publication, the review made in 

the 1893-1894 session of  the Academy noted it was an endeavour worth commending, 

as it was written for Georgescu’s former comrades-in-arms, even if  its tone was “naïve” 

and “lacked artistry”.40 And, as playwright, pamphleteer, and supreme satirist I. L. 

Caragiale’s (1852-1912) ironically yet very sympathetically noted in a review published 

after the Academy had flagged the memoir, the general mood of  merriment it depicted 

seemed almost out of  place on the battlefield.41 But there was more to the book than 

met the eye. Seriously wounded in the war and subsequently employed as railroad office-

worker, Georgescu did not spare the king in his account, accusing him of  being 

generally uncaring of  his veterans’ fate. 42  Nor did the narrative shy away from 

highlighting the relative freedom and prosperity of  Romanians living on the fringes of  

the Ottoman Empire. However, given his book was a one-of-a kind, plain-speaking 

account of  army life, the Army also saw its potential as an approved reading for soldiers, 

some twenty years after its initial publication. “Approved by the General Staff  of  the 

                                                
36 Gustav Weigand, Rumänen und Aromunen in Bulgarien, J. A. Barth, Leipzig, 1907, pp. 30-31 
37 Apparently first published in 1891, Georgescu’s memoirs are the first work on the topic to have 

appeared as a separate volume in Romanian; see: Independența României. Bibliografie, Editura 

Academiei R.S.R, 1979, pp. 26-42. A Bulgarian edition was also published in 1895 and would be 

deserving of  comparative investigation; it has been overlooked by the otherwise exhaustive Elena Siupiur, 

Relații literare româno-bulgare în perioda 1878-1918, Minerva, Bucharest, 1970. What is surprising is 

that this otherwise forgotten author is mentioned in passing, apud Bulgarian sources, in: Maria Todorova, 

Imagining the Balkans, Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 46. 
38 Nicolae Ionescu, Analele Academiei Române. Seria II. Secțiunea I, (XV) 1892-1893, p. 128 
39  Ștefan Georgescu, Memorii din timpul resboiului pentru independență, 1877-1878, Carol Göbl, 

Bucharest [no date, either 1893 or 1894], p. 8 
40 Ioan Kalinderu, Analele Academiei Române. Seria II. Secțiunea I, (XVI) 1893-1894, pp. 375-377  
41 Adriana Iliescu, Revistele literare la sfîrșitul secolului al XIX-lea, Minerva, Bucharest, 1972, p. 125 
42 Georgescu, Memorii, pp. 85-90. Here the author also condemned the violent repression of  the 1888 

uprisings. 
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Romanian Army, order No. 9262/27 March 1913, for the use of  young soldiers”,43 it 

was reprinted in the lead-up to the Second Balkan War, to which Romania’s invasion of  

Bulgaria put an end, enshrining the country’s status as a regional power through the 

subsequent annexation of  southern Dobruja.44  

By that point, the desire to provide patriotic accounts of  the War of  

Independence to the masses, including soldiers, had already been manifest for some time. 

In 1896,45 for instance, one Capt. Gheorghe Boureanul, warned in the main army 

periodical that the fading memory of  the War of  Independence would soon make it 

seem as dry and distant as the “confused ideas” that Bucharest’s resistance against 

Ottoman troops in 1848 now elicited in one’s mind: historical distance was a problem if  

the past could no longer be rendered pedagogical, and history intelligible to the present. 

An editorial footnote mentioned that Boureanul had previously called for materials that 

might serve for a history centred on “the picturesqueness of  the campaign of  1877-

1878”, but that his call had gone unheeded – in 1899, still, Boureanul would continue to 

bemoan this disinterest.46 Yet, as luck would have it, in that very year, on the initiative of  

Spiru Haret, the emigré Transylvanian poet George Coșbuc (1866-1918) produced a work 

destined for classrooms and a general readership alike, on the war and its role in 

legitimising the rule of  the Hohenzollern dynasty: “The War of  Independence: Retold 

for Everyman”.47 The fantasy of  a grand narrative of  the war, voiced in Grandea’s text 

soon after its conclusion, was now taken seriously as an imperative for nation-building: 
                                                
43  Subtitle of: Ștefan Georgescu, Amintirile mele din Răsboiul pentru Independenţă, Carol Göbl, 

Bucharest, 1913 
44 The idea that Romanian peasant troops in the war of  1913 were impressed with (and upset by) the 

relative prosperity of  their Bulgarian counterparts may have its roots in the topoi examined herein; see 

Daniel Cain’s introduction to Nicolae S. Șucu, Viața și aventurile unui cioban român în vremuri de război, 

1908-1918, Humanitas, 2017, p. 42.  
45 By that time, only eight (mostly very brief) personal recollections of  the war’s various episodes, had been 

published in Romanian, as per: Independența României, pp. 26-42. Note that the Academy had, in 1887, 

awarded a prize to a history of  the War, yet this was not an ego-script; moreover, given its length (almost 

700 pages), it could not readily serve as a truly popular point of  reference, either – see: Teodor C. 

Văcărescu, Luptele românilor în Resbelul din 1877-1878, Vols. 1-2, F. Göbl, 1886-1887. 
46 See: Capt. Gheorghe Boureanul, “Câteva cuvinte asupra educației morale”, Revista Armatei, 5-6/1896, 

and “Pilda ca școlire a educației morale”, Revista Armatei, 22/1899. 
47  George Coșbuc, Resboiul nostru pentru neatârnare: povestit pe înțelesul tuturor, Joseph Göbl, 

Bucharest, 1899. Coșbuc would also publish Povestea unei coroane de oțel, Carol Göbl, Bucharest, 1899; 

the title of  the latter [“The Story of  a Steel Crown”] refers to Carol I’s royal crown, cast from the steel of  

a captured Ottoman canon. As the two books saw numerous subsequent re-editions, a study of  their role 

in consolidating nationalism and dynastic loyalty in pre-communist Romania would be useful. 
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as Haret’s letter to Coșbuc stated, “[The ministry] aims that this work be a true epic, 

which, availing itself  of  the most recent of  country’s heroic pages, will awaken and 

maintain feelings of  courage, love of  country, and abnegation in our people.”48 The 

resulting book emphasised the bravery of  Romanian soldiers, in particularly those of  

peasant stock, with its intended audience in mind. And, most relevant to our present 

subject matter is one of  the episodes featured in this widely-disseminated textual tool for 

nation-building, namely that of  the encounter between Romanian soldiers and 

Romanians in the region of  Rahova: 
 

Villages along the Danube are all Romanian. And Romanians, being in all places the same 

[note the axiomatic character of  the statement], were generous and happy to welcome 

guests, eager to outdo each other in hospitality toward their brothers, the Romanian soldiers. 

And their hearts did weep with joy when seeing the Romanian flag in a pagan land, and 

that Romanians had come to deliver them from the evils of  the Turk! Our soldiers were like 

them in every respect. A peasant, upon seeing foreign clothing, even if  that of  a soldier, will 

stand aside and not open his heart wholly, mistrustful of  those differently dressed, even if  he 

knows them to be Romanians. But […] the soldiers of  Rahova had been hastily called into 

battle, and so had not been issued uniforms. […] Wherever a Romanian may be, under any 

rule, he loves his nation and the language of  his fathers. And if  you are hounded from all 

sides and foreigners show no mercy, it is your brothers to whom you open your heart and 

become close to. We were once one nation, a nation of  sturdy and brave folks, and we are 

one nation still; and if  fate has scattered us across different countries, this is by no fault of  

our own. And if  some of  us call themselves Wallachians, others Moldavians, Transylvanians, 

or who knows what else, we are one undivided nation, like the Trinity is but one, and we 

shall always be one, in spite of  our enemies.49 

 

This narrative, reminiscent of  Chibici-Revneanu’s, took the opportunity of  drawing the 

major lesson of  national solidarity across state borders from the otherwise obscure and 

neglected starting-point of  northern Bulgaria. That the nation now lay divided was 

beyond its agency, a matter of  historical contingency – the mutual support of  its 

members, however, was at once instinctive and to be actively fostered by each individual. 

Class could not be avoided from this discussion, either, since it was peasant-ness that 

made Romanians connect. But what is equally of  interest here is the recurrence of  the 

                                                
48 The official letter and Coșbuc’s reply, both dated March 1898, are reprinted in: Vasile Netea, Rodica 

Iovan, Mihaela Podocea-Constantinescu (eds.), 1877 în conștiința literară a epocii. Documente, scrisori, 

articole, Editura Eminescu, Bucharest, 1977, pp. 246-247.  
49 Coșbuc, Resboiul, Carol Göbl, Bucharest 1900, pp. 187-188. The version referenced here was already 

the fourth edition/print run. 
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topos whereby south-Danube kin-folk were spellbound by the promise of  a Christian kin-

folk state as their deliverer from “pagan” oppression: not only was the idea of  the state 

compelling, but its very existence was also framed as something of  a surprise.   

Given this normative precedent, the sixth edition of  Georgescu’s memoirs in 

1913 was amended and purged of  subversive, controversial, or anti-patriotic paragraphs. 

As a conclusion for the present sub-chapter, let us consider a side-by-side comparison of  

peasant truth-speaking as elicited by the narrator in two different versions of  the text, 

placed on two columns on the following page. On the left-hand column, the fifth edition: 

an old man’s reply to Georgescu asking “how could they suffer Turkish barbarism and 

not come to the country where their brothers lived? He answered that they had 

preferred the Turks to their brothers. For if  a foreigner does you harm, it hurts less than 

if  your brother did it to you.”50 Here, the normativity of  the nation-state as the 

legitimate custodian of  the nation’s flourishing was upended by the dynamics of  class 

oppression it helped reproduce, and the arguments of  the peasant were compelling 

enough to prove that attachment to the land in Bulgaria was a conscious choice, an 

exercise of  agency in full knowledge of  the nation-state’s existence, rather than the mere 

result of  past misrule. So long as oppression was visibly present in the present, the state 

could be met with indifference. On the right column, the sixth edition: a polar opposite. 

The “social question” was not wholly erased from this bowdlerised version, but in it the 

peasant ventriloquized an only recently-entrenched narrative of  an overpopulated 

Romania, so as to justify a future-oriented teleology of  nation-state expansionism. The 

role of  the Ottoman state, in the latter rendition, was Orientalisingly replaced with that 

of  the Sultan, with the paternal prestige of  the Romanian king as a counterpoint to it. 

On the road to Pleven, it seems, the “internal Pleven” had been rendered visible. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
50 Georgescu, Memorii, pp. 16-17 
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Ștefan Georgescu’s memoirs 

Fifth edition, 1893/1894 

In Romania, he said, peasants are impoverished, for 

want of  land. “Here we do not own properties, but 

we may till the land as we please; in exchange for a 

small tithe paid to the state I may labour for as far as 

the eye can see, long as the Lord give you enough 

oxen and healthy children.51 If  we cross back into 

Romania, we are forced to work for the benefit of  

the ciocoi, who does not think of  you as human, let 

alone as a brother.” The old man’s reply left me 

thinking. We talked for a long while, and I 

ascertained that this old man could teach a thing or 

two to our learned men, who presume that the 

peasant is not yet ripe enough for governing himself. 

He must still be left at the hands of  estates 

administrators and exploiters, so as to be educated 

(?) and enlightened (?) by them. Of  course, this old 

man was uncultured, if  he preferred the barbarous 

Turk to the polished and refined exploiters in 

Romania!52 

Sixth edition, 1913 

“Romania is greatly overcrowded, and 

people have scarcely enough land to work. 

Here, we do not own property, but there is 

land enough to till. You pay a small tithe to 

the emperor and may till as much land as 

you please, long as the Lord give you 

enough oxen and healthy children. May the 

Lord help our Prince [footnote: He knew 

Prince Carol as his master, not the Turkish 

emperor] Carol expand the country’s 

frontiers and seize more land, so that men 

and cattle may feed themselves”.53 

 

 

 

Desertion, Nostalgia, Violence, and Bad Publicity 

On 18 February 1885, Senate debates for the day began with an intervention 

fielded by a concerned MP, Sen. Obedeanu. A Bucharest gazette had reprinted, based 

on reports from Galați, news of  the mass desertion of  some seventy soldiers who, fleeing 

alleged physical violence, had crossed the Romanian-Russian border in northern 

Dobruja, and were now in the south-Bessarabian port of  Ismail. As Russia was 

considered the autocratic antinomy of  liberal-constitutional Romania, and as Bessarabia 

– although mostly inhabited by Romanians – was by and large a blind-spot on the map 

of  the kingdom’s public and politicians alike, choosing exile there seemed as absurd as it 

was worrisome.54 And, for Sen. Obedeanu, it was all the worse that, judging by numbers 

                                                
51 This suggests the system of  tenure in question fell under the heading of  miri, a category also common in 

neighbouring Dobruja until its annexation and subsequent land reforms; see: Constantin Iordachi, 

“Citizenship, Nation- and State-Building: The Integration of  Northern Dobrogea into Romania, 1878-

1913”, Carl Beck Papers in Russian and East European Studies, (§1607) 2002, p. 27. 
52 Georgescu, Memorii, pp. 16-17 
53 Georgescu, Amintirile, p. 36 
54 As late as 1906, a letter from and about Bessarabia published in a high-profile journal spoke of  how “in 
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given in the army’s official gazette, desertion was on the rise.55 Yet, since no such annual 

statistic was published, it is more likely that the trend in question was extrapolated from 

the first few issues of  that year, which provided information on November56  and 

December 1884,57 and published a long list of  pardons and sentence reductions.58 The 

sense that desertion and the kindred issue of  draft-dodging were a chronic problem may 

have been, as in the case of  funcționarism, the transnational transfer of  an anxiety typical 

of  a broader historical context. Throughout the 1880-90s in France, a drop in the 

number of  army personnel and a steady increase in both draft-dodging and desertion 

had become a matter of  parliamentary debate, with collective amnesties seen as only 

further license for such behaviour. 59  Indeed, in some years, almost half  of  the 

Frenchmen called to arms fell into one of  the two categories,60 while, around the same 

time, in Russia, approximately one ninth of  recruits evaded the draft.61 Finally, a general 

concern with border-jumping recruits at the time, be it Frenchmen fleeing to Belgium,62 

or Egyptians fleeing to France,63 shows that our MP was far from alone in finding this 

troubling. What this subchapter aims to highlight, however, is how reactions to draft-

dodging/desertion, especially when accompanied by self-exile, fed into broader anxieties 

over misrule and agency. If  peasant recruits could conceive of  life as fugitives among 

oppressed kin-folk in adjacent polities as a preferable choice, then this was interpreted as 

an indictment of  not only army life in particular, but of  Romanian society and its ills in 
                                                                                                                                          
Romania, of  course, one may find more correct information on Indochina and Paraguay than about 

Bessarabia – and in Bessarabia, even less is known of  Romania…”; see: M. Costea, “Scrisori din 

Basarabia”, Viața Romînească, I.3/1906, pp. 469-474. 
55 Sen. Obedeanu, Senate, 18 February 1885, in: DCL, p. 984 
56 47 desertions, of  which 11 were reoffenders, in: Monitorul Oastei, 4 January 1885 
57 42 desertions, of  which 3 were reoffenders, and one border-jumper, in: Monitorul Oastei, 13 February 

1885 
58 Monitorul Oastei, 8 February 1885 
59 Paul B. Miller, From Revolutionaries to Citizens: Antimilitarism in France, 1870–1914, Duke University 

Press, 2002, p. 112, p. 132 and pp. 138-139 
60 Lars Mjøset and Stephen Van Holde, “Killing for the State, Dying for the Nation: An Introductory 

Essay on the Life Cycle of  Conscription into Europe’s Armed Forces” in: Lars Mjøset and Stephen Van 

Holde (eds.), The Comparative Study of  Conscription in the Armed Forces, JAI Press/Elsevier, 

Amsterdam, 2002, p. 61 
61 Joshua Sanborn, Drafting the Russian Nation: Military Conscription, Total War, and Mass Politics, 

1905-1925, Northern Illinois University Press, 2002, pp. 23-24 
62 Miller, From Revolutionaries to Citizens, pp. 138-139 
63 Khaled Fahmy, “The Nation and Its Deserters: Conscription in Mehmed Ali’s Egypt”, International 

Review of  Social History, 3/1998, pp. 433–434   
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general. 

It is all the more interesting to consider the reply received by Obedeanu. The 

War Minister, General Ștefan Fălcoianu (1835-1905), offered that there was no cause for 

concern; besides, he argued, “ ‘deserters’ is a label that might degrade and vilify, though 

matters are, in fact different: what we have here, gentlemen, is nostalgia, homesickness 

[“dorul de cămin”]. A young soldier is stricken with homesickness, goes to his corporal, 

and [even] if  not granted permission, he leaves, burning with a longing for his family 

and village”.64 By volunteering “nostalgia” as an explanation, Fălcoianu emphasized the 

peasant deserters’ lack of  agency at the hands of  a diagnosable impulse, to the point of  

expressing compassion for such actions. These were not forms of  conscious protest, but 

symptoms. And, by conjuring up the image of  the village, the minister deflected 

attention from expatriation to the (hopefully) less obvious tension between the patriotism 

cultivated through the army, and the local patriotism of  a peasant’s attachment to their 

hearth and home. This was not necessarily perceived, therefore, as a matter of  deep-

seated indifference toward either nation or state, but rather a pathology that could 

contingently make individuals lose sight of  their duty and allegiance. Until the late 

nineteenth century, “nostalgia” was still predominantly understood as a psycho-physical 

pathology, rather than a mere emotion, triggered by spatial, rather than by temporal 

distance. Ever since its invention/discovery in the late seventeenth century, nostalgia had 

been often linked to the displacement experienced by troops, with Swiss mercenaries as 

its paradigmatic case. 65 But, with the advent of  mass conscription as a tool of  nation-

building, the acuteness of  nostalgia in young recruits torn from their villages was both 

seen as a stumbling-block for instilling national patriotism. This, in sum, was a socially- 

and culturally-mediated perspective on how an individual’s capacity to act was present 

or absent. 

As an object of  study for the army, nostalgia was important not only for the 

biopolitical project of  disciplining a population in the abstract, but also as part of  the 

concrete hermeneutics of  knowing and addressing the peasant. It is telling that Dr. 

Athanasie Demosthen (1845-1925), a founding father of  the Romanian army’s medical 

service, saw fit to tackle the issue in the inaugural number of  “Revista sanitară militară” 

                                                
64 Ștefan Fălcoianu, Senate, 18 February 1885, in: DCL, p. 984 
65 The most recent treatment of  the topic is also, felicitously, the most far-reaching yet; see: Thomas 

Dodman, What Nostalgia Was: War, Empire, and the Time of  a Deadly Emotion, University of  Chicago 

Press, 2018. 
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[“The Military Sanitary Review”], in 1897.66 As a pathology characteristic of  those 

raised in a small community, nostalgia depended on “the development of  one’s affective 

faculties toward their nearest, good or bad family relationships, the size of  one’s family, 

the beauty of  one’s birthplace, or the presence and absence of  certain passions”. And 

yet, if  homesickness was universal and the peasant not essentially different from other 

human beings, the “timidity” of  peasant soldiers was what lead to problematic 

behaviour: “I do not know how a soldier confessing his longing for their home might be 

received by their corporal or sergeant major. He might reveal it to comrades from the 

same village. But no further. So, what is the fate of  the nostalgic? What shall become of  

his morale, and, consequently, his physique?” The answer, as experience suggested, was 

that the peasant would attempt to feign illness, such as a slight limp, at which point 

medical staff  might choose forceful or gentle means of  persuasion. The latter entailed, 

as per the description of  one telling case, questions about the recruit’s parents, and “the 

more the conversation continued, the more I could observe a mixture of  surprise, 

incomprehension, shyness, uncertainty on the face of  the subject, as he could not grasp 

why I might ask him these questions.” When hearing of  a furlough, the peasant 

appeared as reflective “as the most consummate judge”, weary of  being duped, and 

tentatively proposing that, once home, the village empiric would treat his limp. After the 

conversation, a stern lecture on the punishment for desertion, an ointment and a leave 

would prove wholly curative. Apart from criminal cases in which recruits actively 

harmed themselves, the conclusion went, nostalgia was “a matter of  involuntary 

spiritual suffering, deserving of  compassion”. Alternatively, as one later article in the 

journal noted, “tenacious” cases of  simulated illness, even if  potentially self-induced and 

therefore involuntary, could be met with ice baths, electric shocks and chloroform, as 

was that of  a pseudo-deaf-mute;67 still, if  simulated illness was a consequence and 

symptom of  hysteria, as yet another article argued, caution had to be exercised, so as 

not to further aggravate it.68  

As an author writing in 1906 also saw it,69 the first line of  defence against 

desertion were a sense of  trust binding officers and soldiers together through dialogue, 
                                                
66 Dr. Demosthen, “Nostalgia în armata noastră”, Revista sanitară militară, 1/1897 
67 Dr. N. M. Frangulea, “Un caz interesant de surdo-mutism simulat”, Revista sanitară militară, 9/1898-

1899 
68 “Un caz de histerie la soldat”, Revista sanitară militară, 10-11/1902 
69 Sub-Lieut. Constantin Cepleanu, “Dezertarea. Mijloacele întrebuințate pentru a îndrepta acest rău. 

Rolul ofițerului ca educator”, România militară, 1-3/1906. Similar pleas had been made some eighteen 

years earlier; see: Capt. Constantiniu, “Îngrijirea recruților și sosirea la corp”, Revista armatei, 1/1888 
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and a gradual transition to the strictures of  military life: this, as our final chapter shall 

expand, was something that would fall under the heading of  speaking to the peasant in 

an intelligible and persuasive way. But, as with any reflection on agency or its absence, 

this potential pathology had to be reckoned with in a polycausal context: “1) The 

intensity of  his love for his parents’ home; 2) the desire to see himself  free and living a 

happy life; 3) the difficulties of  life in the army; 4) the harshness of  NCOs; 5) an inability 

to accustom himself  with army life”, all were compounded by tall tales would-be 

deserters had heard from ex-recruits and the “fierce struggle between duty and longing”. 

The real problem with deserters, however, was that, even if  compelled by a longing for 

their home village, returning to it would be risky, as it would be the first place where 

authorities would look for them, which pushed them into a precarious life of  odd jobs 

and exploitation. As has been noted with regard to early-nineteenth-century France, 

deserters were looked upon with suspicion by villagers, much more so than local draft-

dodgers who remained hidden with the aid of  the community.70 Nostalgia could act as a 

catalyst for desertion, but was inherently self-subverting, the object of  its desire 

unattainable. 

Literary representations of  desertion, too, lingered on the problematic issue of  

the (non-)agency of  deserters, and of  how longing for home with a lowercase “h” could 

tie into patriotism. One short story of  1895, by the now-forgotten Ioan Drinceanu (?-?), 

titled “Dor de țară” [“A Longing for the Motherland”]71 ventriloquized the first-person 

narrative of  a peasant deserter marooned in Transylvania. The protagonist described 

how, two years after having crossed the border “a duty toward my country and a longing 

for my parents’ home furiously throbbed inside me. My youth, a lack of  guidance, or 

who knows what else, made me desert and cross the Hungarian border, so as no-one 

would apprehend me”. When first encountering fellow-Romanians, he had attempted to 

conceal his true motives: “circumstances independent of  my will threw me into the 

country of  the Hungarian”, and the self-perceived ambiguity of  his own motives made 

this only a half-lie. The narrative went on to describe the alienating shock of  learning 

Hungarian, how this erased his former self, and the protagonist’s attempts at hearing his 

old voice beyond the new language he now used: his identity remained normatively 

Romanian, and indifference or erasure were framed as impossible. Still, the story had a 

happy ending: the deserter married, amassed a decent fortune, taught his children to 
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love Romania and, returning to his home village much later on, found his father in good 

health and rejoiced over the prospect of  once more being able to live and die amongst 

his own. The pull of  nostalgia was positive, an equal and opposing force to that which 

had compelled him to desert.  

This framing of  nostalgia as an irresistible, withering passion to which border-

jumping deserters would inevitably succumb was also present in the first publications 

dedicated to peasants in the army. One 1905 article addressing recruits on the topic of  

“Romania and its Blessings” 72  combined a catechetic dialogue and an officer’s 

monologue, in a plain-speaking idiom, where speaking to the peasant also meant 

speaking like one:  
 

upon crossing the borders of  Romania you will find another country, other people with 

other faiths and customs, who speak other languages; you will be a foreigner there, and 

never enjoy the good things you had in your homeland. Your spirit and mind will lovingly 

turn to your country, your parents, brothers, relatives and friends. Your country will 

ceaselessly whisper sweet words of  longing, and sooner or later you will feel wretched for 

having abandoned it, and of  longing you may even die. 

 

The article did also mention the existence of  kin-folk – however, the bottom line, as with 

Drinceanu’s story, was that patriotism and nostalgia for a specific locale were essentially 

two sides of  the same coin, and that crossing borders inevitably brought one to a space 

of  difference. 

The potent, involuntary pull of  nostalgia was one way of  problematising 

desertion. But violence in the army was another. Perhaps the most ardent critics were 

the Romanian social-democrats, who, by the 1890s, had become visible if  marginal 

actors in politics and in the public sphere. It was also around at that time that, at the 

congresses of  the Second International, European socialists had agreed to co-ordinate in 

their efforts for general disarmament, with the stated goal of  preventing war between 

states, the main victims of  which the working classes would necessarily be.73 In France,74 

and more notably still in Germany, socialists were ready and willing to preach against 

the ills of  standing armies, and to provide backchannels for those who felt victimised by 

violence and abuse – a fact which earned them no sympathy from either military or 
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government.75 And so it was that Romanian socialists, too, rallied against the military, 

with the literary and journalistic efforts of  Anton Bacalbașa (1865-1899) standing out in 

particular. Founder of  the satirical journal “Moș Teacă” (1895-1901) [“Ol’ 

Swordsheath”], in which army and bourgeois society alike were skewered,76 Bacalbașa 

had also published a volume of  short stories of  the same name in 1893, and held a 

conference on “Violence in the Army” the following year. At a time when a number of  

scandals surrounding beatings, desertions and suicides in the army gripped public 

opinion, Bacalbașa’s conference depicted an institution that revolved around the 

persecution of  peasants by the privileged sons of  funcționarism: “how can you not then 

comprehend desertion and suicide, these passive revolts, these expressions of  soldiers’ 

despair? Read the Official Gazette and learn that peasants desert in droves; read suicide 

statistics and find that army service is the leading cause of  such deaths!”77 But, in 

invoking these statistical snapshots, Bacalbașa was no different from the concerned MP 

one decade earlier – this was still a matter of  anecdote and cultural perception. However, 

the key term here is “passive”: the motives behind such actions were intelligible, yet their 

very performance proved a lack of  genuine agency. This narrative of  victimhood, of  the 

gradual loss of  agency at the hands of  confusion, chicanery and violence was also 

reflected in Bacalbașa’s prose: his short story “Dezertorul” [“The Deserter”] chronicled 

just that, namely the chain of  degrading events leading up to a recruit’s desertion, 

culminating with the stealing of  his gun and his panicked reaction, for fear of  reprisals.78  

Socialists, it must be stressed, were particularly concerned with the issue of  

border-jumping deserters, especially when their destination was Russia. Three factors 

were at play here: one, the self-appointed role of  the Socialists as chroniclers of  

bourgeois misrule in all its forms; two, their ingrained Russophobia, given that many of  

the movement’s founders were narodnik refugees; and, three, their commitment to legal, 

moderate tactics, which meant not only espousing parliamentarianism, but also 

supporting the development of  the nation-state.79 A series of  articles in the Social-
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Democratic Party periodical, in February 1896, again invoking the long lists published in 

official gazettes, spoke of  “the thousands of  deserters in Bessarabia”, whose presence 

and life stories would be subversive of  subsequent efforts of  national rapprochement on 

the part of  the Romanian state.80 The follow-up article, by the prominent militant Ion 

Nădejde (1854-1928), titled “Ubi bene, ibi patria”, reiterated the claim, extended it to all 

adjacent states, and stressed that drawing attention to this issue did not make socialists 

un-patriotic. On the contrary, that they had chosen to stay in Romania and strive for its 

general progress even as other countries might have provided better odds for building 

Socialism was proof  enough. A sincere desire for transforming Romania into a model 

polity, Nădejde argued, was what would ultimately abolish both borders, and the need to 

flee across them.81 Finally, an article by the feminist and socialist activist Sofia Nădejde 

(1856-1946) ventriloquized supposedly-widespread topoi of  peasant discontent – namely, 

that fighting in the War of  Independence brought no improvement for the peasants’ lot, 

and that, should foreign troops ever conquer the country, things could be no worse.82 

This topos of  indifference toward the state, to be sure, was troubling for Socialists who 

had pledged their allegiance to the project of  state-building. Desertion-as-self-exile, then, 

was seen as part of  a continuum of  misrule, an unintended consequence that would 

prevent the nation-state from achieving its goal of  mobilising kin-folk around it.  

It was the early years of  the twentieth century, however, that saw an increase in 

official with encouraging the return of  deserters from abroad, culminating in two mass 

amnesties, one in 1902 (the twenty-fifth anniversary of  the fall of  Pleven) and one in 

1906 (the fortieth anniversary of  Carol I’s arrival on the throne).83 But this was also a 

reflection of  how the figure of  the estranged deserter had become a subject of  public 

discourse more generally. In 1901 alone, for instance, the widely-distributed 

moralising/educational journal “Albina” published two articles on the sad and difficult 

life of  deserters in Bessarabia. One, framed as a letter from a Bessarabian rural priest to 

“a friend of  the journal”, argued that Russian propaganda in Romania spread by ill-

willing vagabonds from village to village (as also alleged in 1888) had deluded peasants 

into thinking that, in Russia, land would be plentiful and life freer from want. This fear 

of  emigration on social grounds, we might recall, had been invoked by Kogălniceanu in 
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1862, yet he did not presume it the mere result of  subversion, but rather of  potential 

agentive choice; some forty years later, the accusation was that ubi bene ibi patria had been 

subversively inculcated. The pangs of  nostalgia experienced by deserters who had 

trusted such rumours were vividly described in the article, and the admonition that “the 

only place where a Romanian could do well is his country” was insistently reiterated.84 

The other, a short story by teacher and writer Spiridon Popescu (1864-1933), spoke of  

the difficult encounter with a childhood friend who was now down and out in Kishinev. 

Bid by the deserter’s mother to meet up with him while there, the narrator described the 

emotional breakdown of  the hapless young man, who lamented the life he had forsaken 

and the pangs of  nostalgia [“dor”] that made his precarious situation all the worse. The 

deserter’s decision to return at all costs, however, ended tragically – taken for a thief, he 

was shot when attempting to cross the Romanian border: nostalgia had made him lose 

all reason.85   

Even after 1902, the idea that as many as 50,000 deserters were still abroad, 

unable to return for fear that the amnesty would not be enforced and for lack of  

consular involvement in their transport and relocation, circulated in rural newspapers.86 

But a unique document sheds further light on the dynamics of  deserters’ trans-border 

movements: the autobiography of  one Nicolae Șucu (1886-?), a Romanian shepherd 

who wrote down his life story at the end of  the Great War, as a means of  justifying his 

former status as a Bulgarian soldier in the Balkan War of  1912, and against Romania, in 

1916. As a child, Șucu had internalised his father’s fear and disdain of  military service 

and was a trouble-maker, stealing books and periodicals from school (ironically, 

including “Albina”), playing truant and incurring fines, then taking up sheep-herding.87 

As a shepherd, Șucu’s life of  wanderlust and freedom took a dramatic turn after a fight 

in which he left his opponent for dead and secreted away to Dobruja, where his 

increasingly precarious condition forced him into a life of  petty crime. This, in turn, 

drove him across the Bulgarian border, whereupon he adopted the identity of  a deserter, 

even though he was not one at the time.88 Șucu would cross borders many times 

thereafter. His actual life as a deserter began when, returning to his parents’ village and 
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hearing he had been recruited in absentia and was now a draft-dodger, he agreed to 

travel to Bucharest and join the army, only to flee to Bulgaria once more.89  

Revealingly, Șucu’s memoirs highlight the existence of  an entire network of  

Romanian deserters in Bulgaria, who were up to speed with various amnesty decrees, 

albeit less so with their specifics (the state could make itself  heard across its borders, it 

seems); thus, in 1910, Șucu agreed to turn himself  in, only to change his mind and 

escape from under escort when realising that men under 28 years of  age would still be 

drafted.90 Eventually serving as a Bulgarian soldier in the First Balkan War, Șucu 

married a Bulgarian woman (and also flirted with bigamy when their brief  life together 

in his native village proved impossible91), though was at pains not to divulge the actual 

location of  his Bulgarian home in the manuscript.92 As his adoptive village was annexed 

to Romania in the aftermath of  the Second Balkan War of  1913, Șucu also ended up 

being briefly mobilised in Bucharest; upon returning to south Dobruja and realising that 

his arable land had remained in Bulgaria, he relocated once more, only to serve as 

soldier against Romania in 1916. Throughout the narrative, Șucu combined a matter-

of-fact, dispassionate account of  his (mis-)deeds with bouts of  professed regret, given 

that this was as much an autobiography as it hoped to be the ritual expiation of  his sins 

against family and nation, his fate more uncertain than ever, at the end of  World War 

One. Whether the normative scripts of  ethnic identity and state allegiance were 

strategically or spontaneously deployed, either as a performance of  self-flagellation, or as 

tools for Șucu’s attempts to make sense of  his own (lack of) agency, regret over past 

indifference was plaintively declaimed in the final paragraph of  the manuscript: 
 

AH, BEING AMONG FOREIGNERS IS AS BAD AS BEING BAREFOOT AMONG 

THORNS! I have been and still am gravely ill. Long are the day and the night, and no-one 

will pay me a visit to see if  I am alive or dead. May he who does like me suffer like I have. I 

sit and I wonder, and I am horrified with myself ! How? I had a father, mother, brothers, 

sisters, relatives and friends in Romania, I am of  Romanian nationality, [yet] I did not bear 

to serve my state, whereas in Bulgaria, motherless and fatherless, not speaking the language, 

I served four years on the battlefield. This was a curse from heaven or my parents, and I am 

sure that I could not have taken these barren paths had I not been cursed. But… merciful is 
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the Lord.93 

 

Șucu’s precarious position and unlikely trajectories forced him to reflect on his 

accountability – or lack thereof, if  only a curse depriving him of  his wits could have led 

him down this path. Slightly earlier in the manuscript,94 the author had interpreted his 

misfortunes as moral punishment for having broken his oath to Romania under arms, 

and was even more explicit about his desire to send his writings to Bucharest, so that 

they be published as a warning to all would-be deserters: his tribulations could prove of  

pedagogical worth to the state. Living outside the motherland was, if  anything, living 

with the uncertainty of  whether one truly had agency, when faced with the contingency 

of  precariousness.  

 

Agency Beyond the State: Catching up With Transylvania 

 In August 1905, the grand exhibition set up by the ASTRA95 association in 

Sibiu/Hermannstadt, Transylvania celebrated the fruition of  four decades’ effort on the 

part of  the region’s Romanian intellectual, ecclesiastic and political elites 96 : the 

inauguration of  an ethnographic and historical museum, accompanied by a series of  

public events showcasing the cultural achievements of  the Romanian community, past 

and present. The support of  a dense network of  institutions (such as popular banks and 

credit institutions, 97  for the establishment of  which ASTRA had militated98 ) and 

numerous fund collection drives gave the 1905 inauguration of  the museum and 

exhibition the legitimacy of  a truly collective effort.99  Since its founding in 1861, 
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ASTRA had been the most prominent and active Romanian association in Habsburg 

lands, setting itself  the task of  mediating between the vanguard of  the national 

movement and the Romanian-speaking peasantry, across the Orthodox-Uniate 

confessional divide. At a time when tactics espoused by Romanian political elites in 

Austria-Hungary oscillated between all-out activism and boycotting a political system 

seen as geared toward their oppression, ASTRA became increasingly preoccupied with 

co-opting the rural masses, through illage libraries stocked with significant holdings from 

Romania100 and popular conferences.101 The relative absence of  an urban Romanian 

middle class and a dismal literacy rate were, as in the Kingdom of  Romania, stumbling-

blocks, making the reliance on teachers and priests102 as foot-soldiers of  nation-building, 

to a degree, comparable. Yet, in Transylvania, the role of  local actors was even more 

important, particularly given that the state found itself  in opposition to, rather than in 

support of  this nationalising project – a fact which, in turn, gave such mid-level elites 

further bargaining power and prominence within national the movement, and in 

ASTRA in particular.103 Given this, both ASTRA’s museum and exhibition, and the 

lead-up to them could be interpreted as a deliberate show of  forces: a display of  cross-

class, inter-confessional unity and co-operation, equally intended for a local, an imperial, 

and a trans-Carpathian audience. 

This was certainly the lesson internalised by a delegation comprising two 

children and one teacher from the “Ferdinand” Agricultural Orphanage in Zorleni, 

Moldavia. The orphanage, established in 1898 by Carol I and named after the heir to 

the throne, was intended to serve as an institution through which peasant children could 

receive comprehensive agronomic training, under the guidance of  a number of  
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relatively prominent figures of  early-twentieth-century rural education.104 And, indeed, 

the 1905 field trip was chronicled by one such actor, teacher Leon Mrejer[i]u (1879-

1945), who immediately published it as a short pamphlet: although its subtitle billed it as 

a report to “the Administration of  the Royal Court”,105 peasants seemed to be its 

intended audience, judging by its tone and exhortations. Either way, this was a 

document one could not have suspected of  subversive intent. Yet the pamphlet returned, 

time and again, to a take-home message that seemed inherently problematic: 

Romanians in Transylvania, in the absence of  – or, rather, in spite of  – state intervention, 

had achieved a higher level of  cultural and social development than those in the 

Kingdom. One key moment of  the sixteen-page text, describing the visit of  the teacher 

and the two children to a village near Sibiu, culminated with Sunday mass: 
 

Great were our wonder and our spiritual contentment upon hearing the villagers, their 

women and their children all sing in response to the liturgy as one. It seemed as if  we were 

dreaming, when that handful of  Romanian peasants, in their ancient costume, beautiful and 

pure, raised their voice to the Almighty in pious song. We looked at each other, 

wonderstruck by what we saw and heard, as if  to ask one another: “When will we, in our 

free country, reach this level of  progress?”106  

 

The conclusion of  the pamphlet was straightforward and categorical:  
 

Romanians in the Kingdom may learn from what took place in Sibiu: a) where brotherhood 

between the learned and the foundation of  the nation, the peasant, without whom all is 

precarious, may lead; b) the beautiful results that may be achieved by associations of  all 

kinds; c) what constant work may achieve […]; d) how Romanians in the Kingdom of  

Hungary know to love and honour their national treasures.107 

 

To either king or peasant, this pedagogical glorification of  the agency of  kin-folk 

thriving beyond the nation-state, accompanied by a sense of  self-deprecation, would 
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have surely read amiss – unless, of  course, such discourse was already institutionalised 

and domesticated. 

 And, indeed, this was the case: the idea that Romanians in Transylvania 

managed to thrive in spite of  oppression had become a recurring theme in public 

discourse, fully entrenched by the first decade of  the twentieth century. Writers and 

politicians across the political spectrum referenced this topos, on a continuum between 

two rhetorical positions. On the one hand, glorifying the virtues of  kin-folk self-

organisation and national consciousness could have as its corollary a critique of  local 

peasants’ lack thereof  – if  peasants elsewhere could flourish even under duress, then they, 

too, had the potential to do so, and were therefore (at least partly) to blame for their 

continued ignorance and indigence. On the other hand, indigence and ignorance in 

“free Romania” could be interpreted as proof  of  just how dysfunctional elites, state and 

society were – if  a nation-state failed to catalyse the development of  its national 

peasantry, and fell short of  the achievements accomplished by kin-folk, then this was a 

major indictment of  its legitimacy. Two caveats are necessary, however. One: these 

rhetorical positions are best understood as ideal-types. Blame was seldom ascribed 

strictly either to the peasantry or to the state/elites/society; rather, this was a process 

through which the limits of  the agency and blameworthiness of  either party were 

reflected upon. Two: even if  the achievements and progress of  kin-folk were lauded, this 

did not prevent the simultaneous existence of  a discourse bemoaning and condemning 

their oppression. The heroic agency of  kin-folk was compatible with victimhood, 

allowing politicians and nationalist activists in the Kingdom of  Romania to claim 

agency as collaborators (if  not saviours) of  their beleaguered brethren; on the part of  the 

Transylvanians, the extent to which the Kingdom was fully perceived as a “nationalising 

state” and a “homeland” is open to debate.108 As has been recently investigated with 

reference to “national indifference” in nineteenth-century Austria-Hungary, 

Transylvanian Romanians – including “nationalist” activists themselves – could have a 

nuanced engagement with multiple forms of  local, imperial, religious, or social 

allegiance,109 mobilising in distinctly “national” ways only in certain social contexts, and 

through specific practices of  sociability.110 But such details seemed scarcely visible from 
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Bucharest: the nation-state was more likely to have a binary view of  how kin-folk would 

either maintain or (were forced to) abandon a “Romanian” identity. At the same time, 

one might note, the idea that Transylvanians were more advanced insofar as they were 

more “Western” by virtue of  their socio-economic embeddedness as Austro-Hungarian 

subjects was not a systemic explanation volunteered by those in the Kingdom – the 

punchline had to be the agency of  the nation.   

 What made the topos of  Transylvanian superiority all the more salient at the turn 

of  the twentieth century was, as has already been noted, the ever-receding horizon of  a 

definitive solution to both “the social question” and “the national question”. A turning-

point in Romania’s involvement with the national cause of  its kin-folk came with the 

1890s, when political activism in Transylvania became a topic of  explicitly political – 

rather than self-assumedly “cultural” – debate. In the 1880s, Transylvanian Romanians 

had become increasingly vocal and organised, setting up a Romanian National Party in 

1881, issuing a manifesto outlining its programme and demands in 1882, and 

systematically boycotting Hungarian elections: “passivism”, as it was called, was seen as 

a deliberate (if  somewhat paradoxical) exertion of  political agency. Between 1889 and 

1892, however, factional struggle erupted over the submission of  a further 

“Memorandum” to Franz Josef, describing the historical and political injustices befalling 

Transylvanian Romanians and petitioning for national autonomy within Hungary. In 

the meantime, nationalist student organisations in Budapest, Bucharest and 

Cluj/Kolozsvár became embroiled in a transnational controversy, trading blows in 

pamphlets and counter-demonstration over the same topics.111 Moreover, the younger 

generation of  Romanian National Party leaders began seeking guidance from Bucharest, 

where the newly-reorganised Liberal Party, under the leadership of  D. A. Sturdza, 

sought to recapture power and popularity, after its twelve-year tenure had ended in 1888. 

Things finally came to a head in 1892, when the delegation tasked with submitting the 

Memorandum failed to reach the emperor, a wave of  political and legal repression 

subsequently targeting the movement: the trials of  the so-called memorandiști between 
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111 In Romania, the student organisation involved in the controversy was the “League for the Cultural 

Unity of  all Romanians” [“Liga pentru Unitatea Culturală a tuturor Românilor”], established in 1890. 

For an account of  its militancy and the European impact of  pro-Memorandist agitation, see: Ștefan Pascu 

and C. Gh. Marinescu [transl. Colette Ghimpeţeanu], L’opinion publique internationale et le problème 

de l’unité nationale et politique des roumains, Editura Academiei R.S.R, 1989, pp. 29-81. Uncomfortably, 

a secret treaty of  alliance between Romania and the Central Powers had been signed in 1883, and only 

made public when re-ratified in 1891. 
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1893 and 1894 became something of  an international cause célèbre, as the National Party 

was forced to languish on the fringes of  legality.112  

 It was at the height of  these tensions that MPs in Romania began marshalling 

the discourse of  positive difference, in the context of  the Liberals’ initial willingness to 

lend public support to the cause of  the Memorandum. And, given this was 

simultaneously a matter of  international relations and of  national import, such discourse 

came to reflect on state and nation alike. As D. A. Sturdza argued in the Senate the 

autumn of  1893, the very existence of  Transylvanian Romanians not only created a 

fortuitous ethnic buffer shielding the Romanian nation-state from foreign encroachment. 

In fact, he went on, the combined existence of  Romania and Romanian kin-folk also 

represented “the most stable and brightly shining [nodal] point in solving the Eastern 

question”. Calling for ampler government support for the memorandiști, Sturdza further 

lauded their initiative, cautioning that, should the Transylvanians appear weak, the 

Kingdom would seem doubly so. 113  The political self-interest of  the utterer 

notwithstanding, this is a representative instance of  how the old begat the new. A 

perennial fear of  colonisation (broadly understood) was defused by the buffer theory, and 

reference to an ever-needed magic bullet for the never-ending “Eastern question” made 

the novel political project of  assuming more open involvement intelligible.  

Reactions were, predictably, quick to come. In December, the Chamber saw 

Conservative Ion Grădișteanu (1861-1932) acknowledge the importance of  the 

Transylvanian ethnic buffer, while nevertheless seeking to downplay fears of  irredentism, 

by framing the matter as “this external national question”, in which intervening would 

be impossible, not least given the different historical trajectory of  Transylvania, where 

feudalism had indeed existed.114  The Conservative Minister of  Foreign affairs also 

echoed Grădișteanu’s concerns, professing doubts over whether it were prudent and 

acceptable to discuss such topics in parliament.115 But it was the leader of  the nascent 

peasant movement, Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, who attempted to reframe the issue 

most originally: in a Europe where “questions” were taken seriously, Romania failed to 

                                                
112  As outlined by: Keith Hitchins, A Nation Affirmed: The Romanian National Movement in 

Transylvania, 1860-1914, The Encyclopaedic Publishing House, Bucharest, 1999, pp. 122-158. 
113 D. A. Sturdza, Senate, 27 November 1893, in: DSR, pp. 54-55. However, Sturdza had not been the 

first to make the argument – in 1882, Nicolae Ionescu had referred to Transylvania and the Banat as 

“Swiss Cantons that preserve us from destructive contact with peoples of  foreign stock”; see: Chamber of  

Deputies, 23 January 1882, in: MOf, p. 469. 
114 Ion Grădișteanu, Chamber of  Deputies, 13 December 1893, in: DAD, pp. 178-180 
115 Alexandru Lahovari, Chamber of  Deputies, 13 December 1893, in: DAD, p. 181 
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do so. Dobrescu-Argeș saw the political attention given to the “Transylvanian question” 

as little more than a convenient way of  ignoring the “peasant question” at home, ironic 

given the state of  Transylvanian peasants: 
 

In the political question, our peasant has everything to demand. […] The question that 

must preoccupy us with every instant, regardless of  party affiliation, is the peasant question, 

from a political, social, economic, national point of  view. We are constantly concerned with 

the fate of  our brothers beyond the mountains, of  whom 85% [sic!] are literate, and here 

not 10%. Romanians there have reached a full consciousness of  their rights, but let us see – 

how have we fared?116 

 

This was not intended as an anti-national(ist) dismissal of  the Transylvanians’ plight. On 

the contrary, it called upon the Romanian state, through its political class, to prioritise its 

involvement in the “peasant question”, insofar as Transylvania seemed to be well in the 

lead, and the “peasant question” itself  was complex enough to be a “national question” 

in its own right. 

 The following years saw the recurring issue of  not only which questions deserved 

to be prioritised, but how questions mirrored and refracted each other. Thus, in 1894, 

Sturdza fanned the fire of  debates by proclaiming that a “national question” did still 

exist, albeit beyond the borders of  the state, which had solved it in 1878: “for our 

country, the national question is the greatest, for the current suffering experienced by 

Romanians there reminds us of  our own past suffering.”117 As Chapter Four has noted, 

this was an argument also invoked in favour of  sympathy for Macedonian Vlachs – its 

underlying thrust lay with the assumption that the past of  oppression had become a past 

thanks to the state: Transylvania, then, lived in the past from the standpoint of  the 

Kingdom. Yet this argument could lend itself  to an opposing stance. As historian 

Grigore Tocilescu (1850-1909) countered soon after, “let us not confuse state politics 

with national ideals”, drawing applause when claiming that, since the nation outside the 

state was not the state and therefore less important, he was prouder of  being a Romanian 

citizen than of  simply being a Romanian. Lamenting that only Rosetti had preoccupied 

himself  with the “internal Pleven”, Tocilescu put forth that “fortifying the kernel of  

Romanianism” the nation-state represented was the logical priority, for if  historical 

necessity would bring about the emancipation of  all Romanians in the coming century, 

this first required a healthy Romanian kingdom: the horizon of  expectation inherent to 

                                                
116 Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, Chamber of  Deputies, 13 December 1893, in: DAD, pp. 185-188 
117 D. A. Sturdza, Senate, 10 December 1894, in: DSR, p. 80 
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this state-centric teleology  gave rise to a regime of  historicity in which a past of  

oppression weighed less than present concerns or future hopes.118  Revealingly, the 

reaction of  the socialist press to Tocilescu’s public acknowledgement of  the relative 

superiority of  Transylvanian peasants, and the corresponding need for a Cultural 

League to work for the emancipation of  those in the Kingdom, was an ironic one: “this 

statement will be printed in the Official Gazette, like many other words spoken in our 

parliament. But these are words good only for ‘the parliamentary struggle’ – it’s not as if  

they’re mad enough to take them seriously, too!”119 To dissenting political groups, the 

ritualised and wholly de-fanged nature of  a potentially-subvervsive official discourse of  

self-blame seemed obvious enough: as a corollary to Sahlins, it follows that cultural 

signifiers to which no substantive value was attached were immune to further 

reinterpretation in the face of  “facts”. 

Novice politicians, such as writer Barbu Ștefănescu Delavrancea (1858-1918) 

found the intersection of  the national and the social questions a promising topic. The 

newly-minted MP sought to systematically demolish the policies of  the Conservative 

government, insisting on its mismanagement of  the Transylvanian question, and of  

rural reform. On the second day of  a mammoth maiden speech, Delavrancea first 

admonished his colleagues in the Chamber of  Deputies for not realising that the 

“national question” related to the existence (and, we might add, ontology) of  the nation 

as an organism, as opposed to that of  the state, a mere mechanism outlived by nations, 

insofar as even the last remaining individual of  a given race could rightfully claim they 

were the nation entire.120 But Delavrancea went further: “Gentlemen, to my mind, the 

peasant question is subsumed to that of  national order. [Bemusement] You might be 

surprised to hear this. I think the problem of  the rural population is, doubtless, an 

economic question, a social question, but above all it is a question of  national existence. 

[Applause]”.121 While Dobrescu-Argeș or Tocilescu prioritised the “peasant question” 

on the grounds of  fortifying the state, Delavrancea framed it as one of  literal national 

survival, a heading under which the continued existence of  Transylvanian Romanians 

qua Romanians also fell: the Romanian state, therefore, had a stake in both. 

The above notwithstanding, D. A. Sturdza’s coming to power in 1895 was soon 

                                                
118 Grigore Tocilescu, Senate, 12 December 1894, in: DSR, pp. 177-178 
119 “Țeranii în Senat”, Lumea Nouă, 14 December 1894 
120 Delavrancea took the above ideas from an unspecified number of  the French journal Le Temps, from 

which he read aloud; the article in question referred to the nationalities question in Transylvania.  
121 Barbu Ștefănescu Delavrancea, Chamber of  Deputies, 30 November 1894, in: DAD, p. 159 
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followed by his pivoting toward the position that Transylvanian matters were internal 

matters for Austria-Hungary to decide, going so far as to cancel Romanian subsidies to 

various Transylvanian schools and churches, a form of  state involvement which he had 

loudly proclaimed as both necessary, and mismanaged by the previously-ruling 

Conservative Party.122 This was a controversial move, given the solidarity and gratitude 

felt by Romanians in the kingdom toward the Transylvanians. By the end of  the century, 

the fact that Transylvanian scholars and teachers had kick-started the development of  

Western culture in the Principalities in its first half123 was acknowledged, even if, by the 

1870s, the Transylvanians’ attachment to an unworkable mix of  hyper-Latinism and 

linguistic purism had transformed them into targets for the irony of  Romanian 

literati.124 Now, even before the 1890s, as Grandea’s text has shown us earlier in the 

course of  the present chapter, Transylvania’s hinterlands could be imagined, in the 

abstract, as spaces of  national purity. In the 1880s, for instance, the first ethnographic 

account of  the moți, isolated villagers in the Western Carpathians, noted in a manner 

similar to Lambrior that they disdained deferential address,125 and that in bygone days, 

village autonomy translated into democracy, 126  an argument akin to previous 

descriptions of  the egalitarian communes of  the răzeși/moșneni; this nationalist narrative, 

                                                
122 Keith Hitchins, “Austria-Hungary, Rumania and the Nationality Problem in Transylvania, 1894-1897”, 

Rumanian Studies, (IV) 1979, pp. 81-87 
123 On the other hand, contemporaries’ initial reactions to the Transylvanians’ arrival had not been 

universally favourable; see: Alex Drace-Francis, The Making of  Modern Romanian Culture: Literacy and 

the Development of  National Identity, IB Tauris, 2005, p. 102. 
124 A tipping-point was surely the Quixotic failure of  the fancifully prescriptive and wholly unusable 

“Dictionary of  the Romanian Language”, for the elaboration of  which the Academy had commissioned 
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Latinised Transylvanian professor, and a plain-speaking shop-boy, the latter being the obvious victor. See: 

“Trei crai de la răsărit”, in: Hasdeu, Opere, Vol. 2, pp. 1213-1226. 
125 Teofil Frâncu and George Candrea, Românii din Munții Apuseni: Moții. Scriere etnografică cu 10 

illustrațiuni în fotografie, Tip. Modernă, Bucharest, 1888, pp. 23-24. 
126 Frâncu and Candrea, Românii, p. 111. There are limits, however, to the comparison with the 

răzeși/moșneni. For instance, the contemporary răzeși of  Orhei county, Bessarabia, were singled out 

precisely for their patriarchal system of  deferential address, a consequence of  their self-identification with 

an ancient noble caste; see: Zamfir C. Arbure [Arbore], Basarabia în secolul XIX, Carol Göbl, Bucharest, 

1898, p. 157. 
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moreover, was suffused with a certainty that villagers living in this imperial internal 

periphery explicitly self-identified as Romanians.127  

But what the 1890s brought about, in the context of  the parliamentary debates 

we have just analysed, was a correspondingly explicit politicisation of  how the relation 

relationship between state and nation functioned, with Transylvania as a sounding-

board. The discourse of  comparison mostly revolved around concrete concerns: hygiene, 

the involvement of  the clergy in nation-building, the preservation of  cottage industries, 

and, most importantly, national consciousness, including the cultivation of  an 

associational ethos. In short, the perceived success of  Transylvanians’ handling of  the 

many facets of  the “peasant/social/rural question” and the “national question” was 

systematically invoked – the state no longer appeared to have a monopoly on 

“question”-solving.  The rural press used Transylvania as a benchmark when addressing 

and rebuking the peasantry, but also when writing about the peasantry, and rebuking state 

and society: Transylvania, in fact, was already in the future. As the introduction to the 

current section has shown, Transylvanian comparisons became part and parcel of  the 

official output directed, even if  at times obliquely, to the peasantry. Thus, among the 

circulars submitted by the head of  the Crown Estates to his staff, but equally intended as 

public proclamations to be read to villagers, one could find musings and instructions on 

“The Cultivation of  Religiosity”, in which kin-folk were lauded for their regular 

attendance of  mass, priests for their artful sermons, and mayors and teachers for 

updating peasants assembled in the churchyard on political and administrative news.128 

This was the image of  an orderly community, where piety intertwined with national 

consciousness, a theme also frequently reprised in non-official sources.129 Even more 

openly, Transylvanian peasants were given as an example of  material progress, 

comparable to those of  western Europe, in the introduction to a compendium called 

“Cartea țăranului român” [“The Romanian Peasant’s Book”], published and distributed 

under the auspices of  the educational system, as comprehensive guide to agronomy, self-

organisation, and citizenship.130 After praising Transylvanians’ households, however, the 
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authors also saw fit to address the causes of  local indigence, and ascribe blame: 
 

We know your life is very hard, given you are poor; but your poverty is not due to the land 

of  our country, the land that you till, which is neither scarce nor infertile; you are poor 

because you do not know how to draw riches from our rich and plentiful land, in the way 

that foreigners know how to make use of  their own scarce and infertile land. You are also 

poor because you sell the few crops that you do grow for less than half  the price they are 

worth. Do you not see that in our country foreigners of  all nations immediately earn their 

bread with little effort? They come here to become rich, knowing that Romania is a country 

with fertile lands, with few and inexperienced inhabitants, whom they can easily deceive. If  

they did not know this to be true, they would not leave their own countries, for no-one 

chooses to go from good to bad.131 

 

Ignorance, which the peasant was culpable of, and which had elsewhere been overcome, 

was therefore the source of  his ills. Not only was Transylvania a shining example, but 

foreign migration to Romania, though unwanted, was an example meant to hit even 

closer to home. At a time when the prominence of  Bulgarian seasonal migrants in 

vegetable-growing gave rise to public debates,132 the topos of  the tempting emptiness of  

Romanian lands gained new connotations – the peasant’s duty to the make the most of  

their bountifulness was not only to himself, but to the nation, too.  

 Non-official rural publications were at least as likely to invoke the example of  

Transylvania. It is instructive to consider the case of  “Șeḑĕtórea Săténuluĭ” [“The 

Villager’s Evening Gathering”], one of  the several incarnations of  a periodical set up by 

a committee of  teachers and priests. Within the space of  one year, between 1900-1901, 

references to Transylvania recurred constantly. The economic emancipation of  

Transylvanian Romanians through self-organised financial institutions was given as an 

example to peasants,133 the evils of  “Luxury in Lowland Villages” appeared typical of  

Romania134 but not of  Transylvania,135 and the absence of  Transylvanian-style sermons 

and popular conferences was decried as a cause for uprisings, which proved to the 
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international public (presumably Transylvanians included) that Romania was anything 

but advanced. 136  As one article exhorting peasants to “Be Thrifty” put it, 

“Transylvanians, though politically subjugated, are, by and large, masters of  both land 

and commerce, the two pillars of  a people’s life”137. All of  this had a double thrust: self-

blame, insofar as it was teachers and priests who ruefully noted that they lagged behind 

their Transylvanian counterparts – and a desire to convince peasants that collective self-

emancipation was, indeed, achievable, as proven by their brethren. By 1906, however, 

the role of  the state would also come under scrutiny, in the context of  the national 

exhibition set up in Bucharest to mark the fortieth year of  Carol’s reign. The lavish 

event was intended to showcase the Kingdom’s achievements to one and all, including 

local peasants and Romanians beyond its borders, who also participated in the 

proceedings. And yet, as one article in “Șeḑĕtórea Săténuluĭ” noted, calling for “The 

Peasants’ Awakening”, peasant delegates from abroad were welcomed mostly by town-

dwellers, with local ploughmen insufficiently visible. Then again, the comparison was 

already painful:  
 

Looking at our guests, peasants from subjugated Romanian provinces, all sturdy and well-

built, with a look of  alertness in their eyes, we could not help but think of  our own poor 

villagers, all weak and wretched, old beyond their years, and saw all the better just how far 

our villagers have come to lag behind their brothers. It looked as if  peasants living under 

foreign rule were the free ones, and the subjugated ones were our own. Subjugated in a free 

country… What mockery! 138 

 

Thus, while the Sibiu exhibition of  1905 was an acceptable point of  reference for 

lauding the agency and development of  kin-folk, the Bucharest exhibition could be 

interpreted by dissenting voices as a failed exercise in bolstering the legitimacy of  the 

state. The same sentiment was echoed throughout the pages of  the socialist-leaning 

journal “Protestarea”, set up, as its name suggested, to protest the frivolousness of  

celebrating the accomplishments of  the dynasty in a still-backward country. In in its 

sixth issue, a double article,139 contrasting rumours of  Romanian peasants emigrating – 

a hitherto unheard-of  phenomenon in the Kingdom, but thoroughly associated with 

Transylvanians voting with their feet against ethnic oppression – with the relative 
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prosperity of  the rural population beyond the Carpathians. The first half  depicted 

emigration as tragic but justifiable, considering the prevalence of  chronic diseases, ever-

shrinking plots of  land, and the propensity of  the administration for funcționarism: “We 

are lucky that the peasantry, though plunged in the deepest misery, is gentle and patient 

– almost impossibly so – for if  the wave of  four million peasants would stir in the same 

way that the [armed] electoral [hooligan] bands or the other social classes of  the cities 

do, we cannot know what might come of  it”. In other words, the long-suffering peasant’s 

peacefulness was, if  anything, what kept the state both economically afloat, and 

geopolitically-existing. The second half  of  the article began, in fact, by stating that, “as 

we must confess from outset, finding a similarity [between Romanian peasants on either 

side of  the Carpathians] would be difficult: differences, however, are aplenty”. The 

“degree of  civilisation” that the cleanliness and prosperity of  Transylvanian households 

evidenced, as opposed to dwellings in the majority of  villages in the kingdom, made it 

plain for the unnamed author that the state had failed its duty, and that substantive 

measures had to be taken, in order to nip the danger of  mass emigration in the bud: the 

prospect of  indifference toward the state was now looming. 

When discussing political self-organisation, periodicals seemed more open to 

ascribing blame to the peasant, given that self-emancipation proved squarely within the 

realm of  the possible. As one author argued to his peasant readership in 1904, while in 

Romania “the elected MP becomes, if  anything, the owner of  his constituency”, in 

Transylvania 
 

our brothers have reached the moral level at which, interested in the needs of  their nation, 

set the terms of  how and what their delegates may debate in the Hungarian Chamber in 

Budapest. When we see that our brother, the Transylvanian voter, though politically 

subjected by a foreign nation nevertheless has the courage of  speaking to his deputies in 

such terms… All that is left for us to say is – “we are guilty!”140  

 

This de facto imperative mandate proved that an involved and conscious citizenry could 

act decisively even in spite of  restricted suffrage in Austria-Hungary – and, it was 

implied, in Romania, too. The trans-partisan oligarchy of  Romania, therefore, was seen 

as no more unassailable than an establishment wholly geared against the Transylvanians’ 

national struggle: a captured state, one hoped, would not be a more formidable foe for 

the nation than an openly hostile one. Similar claims were even made at the height of  

rural unrest, in 1907, with regard to the otherwise-ignored Romanian minority in Serbia, 
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where the peasant supposedly “knows what politics is, is enrolled in some party or other, 

and has beliefs of  his own, in spite of  how others might want him to fool him”. “If  only 

[the peasant] might forsake the pub”, the author of  the article put forth, the same could 

be achieved in Romania.141 Whether really-existing peasant politics could indeed live up 

to such promise, however, will be explored in the following chapter. 

 

Conclusion 

The present chapter has outlined how the agency of  individuals, classes, and nation 

alike was envisioned as a matter of  flourishing and/or escaping oppression by living and 

acting beyond the confines of  the state.  If  “questions” not truly solved by the state’s 

establishment did not exist or had already been solved elsewhere, then this could imperil 

its legitimacy. However, as we have proven, this translated into a discourse of  ritualised 

self-blame, as much as it fuelled an active rhetoric of  contestation. The ascription of  

blame, from political elites to peasants – a theme we have explored in Chapter Three, 

and upon which we shall expand in Chapter Six – was a corollary to the presumed 

agency of  actors who had failed to capitalise on the promise and resources offered by a 

nation-state, when compared to what had been achieved under circumstances of  ethnic 

oppression elsewhere. Correspondingly, then, the temporalities of  kin-folk agency were 

potentially subversive in themselves: Transylvanians lived at once in the past and in the 

future, just as Romanians in Bulgaria appeared to live in a time out of  joint, yet 

unburdened by social oppression. 

However, this tension between state and agency beyond its borders was not universal. 

The counter-discourse of  deserters’ absent agency (socio-culturally construed as 

pathological “nostalgia”) imagined the painful longing experienced by them, therefore 

presuming that nation-state loyalty was ultimately innate and normative. Even if  loyalty 

to one peasant recruit’s petite patrie was potentially problematic for conscription as a state-

building practice, official discourse tried to reintegrate this into a narrative through 

which Romanians were presumed to only be happy “at home”, rather than among 

foreigners, or even kin-folk. Rather, the fact that deserters could experience this pain of  

displacement revealed an essentialist presupposition regarding their identity: such visions 

of  agency presumed their status as ethnic Romanians, and sought to account for lapses 

in its exercise. On the other hand, if  the agency of  kin-folk was lauded as the agency of  

Romanians, the very role and relevance of  the state could be shown to lose relevance. Yet 

this could not be: as our final chapter will now show, the efforts made by contesting 
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movements in the final decades of  the nineteenth century had as their goal to seize the 

reins of  the state, in an attempt to make good on the past promise of  a future of  

unfettered agency.   
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Introduction: Futures in Jeopardy? 

 Writing as the violence of  uprisings was subsiding in October 1907, I. L. 

Caragiale – who had been living in self-imposed exile in Berlin since 1904 – attempted 

to contextualise and interpret the shock they had caused both at home and abroad. The 

narrative of  a Romania that had deservingly celebrated the fortieth year of  its ruler’s 

pacific reign one year earlier, and which could pride itself  with a stabilising, civilising 

role in the Balkans was now disproven by an event symptomatic of  deeper ills. Foremost 

among them, according to Caragiale, was a bi-partisan “oligarchy”, “mutable, 

perpetually-renewed, haphazardly-acceded-to”, reliant on patronage and funcționarism, 

which had captured the educational system and rendered it mediocre, reducing really-

existing democracy to the occasional upward mobility of  self-serving, semi-literate 

plebeian politicians. This prevented the consolidation of  either administrative or legal 

continuity, or legitimately representative party politics, “denying the peasantry (the 

immense mass of  the people, the obedient and restive generator of  national wealth), any 

right of  involvement, be it purely consultative, in the ruling of  its interests, the steering 

of  its destiny, under the pretext ignorance and lack of  political maturity”. If  “the blind 

revolution from below has now occurred [and] was, as we have seen, inevitable”, the 

blame for it lay squarely with the political class and the extractive practices of  absentee 

landlords, many of  whom counted itself  part of  it.  

While Caragiale also singled out the abuses of  ethnically-foreign estates 

administrators as a direct catalyst for the risings,3 he nevertheless acknowledged that true 
                                                
1 “1907”, Scrieri alese, Vol. 1, Editura pentru literatură, Bucharest, 1963, pp. 178-184 
2 “1907: Din primăvară până’n toamnă”, Opere, Vol. 4, Fundația pentru Literatură și Artă, Bucharest, 

2011, pp. 121-145 
3 This was a typical overstatement, though a surprising one for a known anti-xenophobe such as Caragiale. 

See: Irina Marin, “Rural Social Combustibility in Eastern Europe, 1880–1914: A Cross-Border 

Perspective”, Rural History, 1/2017, p. 104. 

The dried-up furrow once more cries out: ‘Blood!’ 

Dishevelled women with their minds amiss 

Now bid their children: ‘Murder!’. What abyss – 

What dam of  hatred, bursting with a flood! 
 

So wakes the aging king – eyes open wide 

And trembling, he rises from his throne. 

He asks himself: who dares disturb my calm? 

The meaning of  our time has passed him by. 

– Alexandru Vlahuță, 19071 

However, those who, like ourselves, know the organs of  this 

state and their functioning are not astonished by what is 

happening now, but – as sufficient energy (as one was 

entitled to believe no longer) has indeed existed in those 

masses – of  how this enormous public scandal had not 

erupted long before. Indeed, perhaps in no state – in Europe, 

at least – is there such an extravagant difference between 

reality and appearance, between being and mask. – I. L. 

Caragiale, 19072 
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fault lay squarely with that “oligarchy” which now had to be swiftly removed through a 

“revolution from above”. If  violence had by necessity been required to quell violence, 

the spark had found its tinder in that “undeniable chasm of  interest and feeling which 

separates the mass of  the people from the ruling classes, who have failed to learn how to 

gradually fill it, or have even done their best to deepen it”. Along with the ousting of  the 

oligarchy, the “absurdly anachronistic” constitution was also to be “sagely and calmly 

shelved in an archive, without waiting for the moment when, with less gleeful pomp and 

procession, it might be burned like the Organic Regulations once were [in 1848]!”. A 

call for immediate universal political participation concluded Caragiale’s observations, 

conjuring up at once the fraught temporality of  crisis, and that of  a promising, perhaps 

fitful, yet gradually-self-improving habituation with democracy: “if, for the time being, 

[the country] will not know well enough… let it learn! Let it learn, through woes and 

sacrifices, such as been the case throughout the civilised world. For this there is time 

enough: praise the Lord! For the Lord has not set a boundary to the future…” 

Many of  the themes we have examined throughout our previous chapters are 

readily apparent in Caragiale’s intervention. The emphasis on funcționarism, the 

ambiguous imagining of  the peasantry as either passivised to the point of  no return or 

naturally peaceful, the sense of  stagnation that had rendered the promise of  1848, 1866, 

or 1877 wholly hollow – all were typical topoi of  a public discourse of  self-blame. What is 

more, newly-emerging cultural movements which placed the peasantry at the heart of  

their concerns also converged in their assessment of  a crisis typified by and culminating 

in this bloody rebellion. This was, for instance, the case with an article written as 

uprisings were gathering momentum, titled “Piemont românesc” [“A Romanian 

Piedmont”], by Constantin Stere (1865-1936).4 A Bessarabian-born political activist now 

distanced from both his youthful involvement in Russian anarchism, and from the 

contemporary Romanian socialist movement, Stere advocated a form of  neo-narodnik 

politics,5 whereby the development of  an agrarian democracy was seen as preferable to 

industrial development, a doctrine dubbed “Poporanism”. Playing upon the topos of  a 

more advanced Transylvania, the article was driven by Stere’s critical engagement with 

the notion that the Kingdom of  Romania could still hope to emulate the role that 

                                                
4 Constantin Stere, “Piemont românesc”, Viața Românească, Vol. IV/1907, pp. 150-164 
5 The article is discussed in the landmark monograph on the poporanist movement as being typical of  its 

credo, and of  Stere as its prime mover, in its insistence on the necessary link between the prosperity of  the 

peasantry and that of  the nation-state. The Transylvanian connection, however, is not examined. See: 

Zigu Ornea, Poporanismul, Minerva, Bucharest, 1972, p. 219. 
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Piedmont had once played in the process of  Italian national unification: “however bad 

the momentary state of  a people, under normal conditions, should it possess sufficient 

vital force, it shall always have sufficient time to rectify that state. But are we under 

normal conditions, [and] is there still time enough ahead of  us?”. Counter to Caragiale, 

Stere quite literally saw time as something in short supply – if  the former assumed the 

nation (or, rather, the peasantry) still had agency enough to revolutionise the state in the 

future, the latter questioned that such agency still existed. 

The nationalist historian and politician Nicolae Iorga (1870-1940), spiritus rector 

of  the populist-conservative “Sămănătorist” cultural movement, comparable in focus on 

the peasantry to the Poporanists, yet distinct in its organicist exaltation of  an idyllic past, 

also questioned the future.6 In a parliamentary speech held toward the end of  1907, 

Iorga singled out a neighbouring Serbia as an actually-existing agrarian democracy 

which, unlike Romania, could confidently claim that it would exist and prosper in a 

hundred years’ time, and warned that the uprisings had discredited the Kingdom in the 

eyes of  kin-folk. If  the Romanian peasantry was, as proven by its sage engagement with 

the “property question” in 1848, the most peaceable and wise in all of  Europe, then its 

recent outburst was wholly the fault of  a political establishment which, ever since the 

days of  the Organic Regulations, had dissolved the spiritual ties once binding the boyar 

class of  old and the ploughman, replacing it with a “boyar class of  functionaries”. The 

only fitting answer to the chaos of  the uprisings, Iorga stressed, was that “this tragedy 

conclude with the birth of  an altogether new country”.7 The future-oriented regime of  

historicity of  the nation-state had encountered a crisis of  time, and revolutionary agency 

seemed needed. 

Of  particular interest to our final chapter, therefore, is the emphasis placed on 

the perceived socio-cultural and political chasm separating the ruling classes from the 

peasantry, and the imperative of  redress. tension between imagining the agency inherent 

to the peasantry as “the nation” itself, and its exclusion from political participation, on 

account of  its perceived immaturity. Indeed, the inclusion of  an increasingly aggrieved 

(if  not yet wholly self-aware) peasantry had begun weighing heavily on the minds of  

Romanian political elites, incentivising contesting movements. Starting with the 1880s, 

in the context of  a slightly broadened franchise which had transformed the four-college 

system into a three-college one in 1884, MPs would caution each other over disparaging 

remarks: “do not think that in this country our words will lie buried here among us, and 

                                                
6 See: Zigu Ornea, Sămănătorismul, Minerva, Bucharest, 1971 
7 Nicolae Iorga, Chamber of  Deputies, 23 November 1907, in: DAD, pp. 14-27 
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that they do not make their way to the ears of  the people.”8  

The electoral reform, for which an aging yet resolute Rosetti militated from 

within the ranks of  the ever-more autocratic Liberal Party between 1882 and 1884, 

doubled the number of  voters – even as this still amounted to an absolute minority.9 

Proposals for reform had also included a single-college (albeit census-based) system, 

argued to function as a “school for liberty”, or a two-college system. While this 

redrafting of  the electoral law was acknowledged as a first step towards universal 

suffrage, as I. C. Brătianu himself  did agree, its ultimate introduction was not to be 

made “of  too sudden a manner”.10 Yet a growing sense that peasants were entitled to 

representation, and that new arrangements marked a watershed, for all their 

imperfection. As Ion Ionescu de la Brad would advise his peasant constituency upon the 

broadening of  the franchise and his formal retirement as an MP in the autumn of  1884, 

the silent majority that even the new electoral law failed to represent was to set up public 

committees and elect candidates from amongst themselves, with utmost caution. “Now, 

more than ever, I feel that those who clamoured to represent you were scarcely even able to 

represent themselves”, Ionescu warned, conveying a sense of  crisis: “verily I say unto thee, 

that if  you do not awaken to the truth of  electing men from amongst and for yourselves, the 

evil that will follow will be greater and more bitter still, for although knowing of  it in 

advance you will have let it become eternal”.11 For the ‘48er who had led the Property 

Commission some four decades earlier, there was no doubt that peasants had agency 

and could, within the limits of  existing political arrangements, make a change for the 

better – but, by the same token, they would be blameworthy if  they ignored their own 

capacity to act. 

Clearly, pressure was mounting: the first attempts at establishing an agrarianist 
                                                
8 P. S. Aurelian, Senate, 11 December 1886, in: DCL, p. 99 
9 Electoral statistics compiled in 1883 show that the Senate’s two colleges counted merely 2,355 and 

24,524 voters, respectively, amounting to well under 1% of  the population. The first three colleges of  the 

Chamber of  Deputies counted 3,388, 4,814, and 15,382 voters, whereas in the fourth College, 12,657 

delegates represented 626,906 indirect voters. Given electoral absenteeism and an active awareness of  

how in Italy or France the proportion of  voters was higher even in spite of  a census system, a sense of  

utter underrepresentation persisted even as the reform doubled the number of  eligible voters. See: 

Grigore Chiriță, “Modificarea constituției în 1884. Desprinderea grupării liberal-radicale conduse de C. 

A. Rosetti din Partidul Liberal”, Studii, 4/1970, pp. 739-768. 
10 Apostol Stan, Putere politică și democrație în România, 1859-1918, Albatros, Bucharest, 1995, pp. 152-

165, esp. pp. 161-162.  
11 Ion Ionescu [de la Brad], Dările de seamă către alegătorii Colegiului al IV de Roman, Noua Tipografiă 

a defunctului D. Gheorghiu, Iași, 1885, pp. 192-193 
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movement had featured a demand for universal suffrage in 1882, a nascent socialist 

movement would do the same in 1886,12 and so would a Radical-Democratic Party 

descended from the Rosseti faction, in 1888. Indeed, 1888 marked the end of  a twelve-

year Liberal monopoly on government rule, and brought together the few yet visible 

parliamentary representatives of  these political initiatives.13 As soon as the Liberals left 

power, an uprising of  unprecedented magnitude erupted, as has already been 

mentioned in Chapter Four. But, the reflex of  attributing its causes to inchoate 

discontent or subversive agitation notwithstanding, a question that now arose was 

whether peasant mobilisation indeed revealed a conscious understanding of  political 

grievances:  
 

Our parties have mostly limited themselves to solving small and easy questions, not wanting 

to face that great question, the question of  peasants’ rights in Romania. […] Gentlemen, 

peasants are not content with corn alone, they have no need to be treated as beggars […] it 

is neither with millions’ worth of  loans nor with bullets that the peasant question may be 

solved. It will be solved, I am sure, once all the prejudices of  the classes we belong to are 

abandoned, once we focus solely on the thought of  redeeming this great social class which is 

the guardian of  the Romanian nation […] The uprising first had a political character, and 

only afterwards an economic, agrarian one.14 

 

For militants for universal suffrage, such as the Radical leader G. Panu (1848-1910),15 

who had counted himself  as part of  the group Rosetti-led militants for electoral reform, 

this was proof  that “the [third] peasants’ college has awoken; one can no longer say of  

this college what was once disdainfully said [of  the fourth] only a few years ago – ‘Bah! 
                                                
12 For a more general overview of  the Romanian Socialists’ advocacy of  universal suffrage and their role 

in co-opting and co-operating with other actors, see: Florea Nedelcu, “Programele mișcării socialiste din 

România și lupta pentru cucerirea votului universal (1880-1914)”, Studii, 2/1970, pp. 271-283.  
13 The literature on such “parties” suffers from a systematic lack of  regard for actual numbers, not only in 

term of  rank-and-file membership, but even when providing a headcount of  MPs. This, to be sure, is also 

due to the laxness of  their organizational structure, local electoral alliances, the silence of  elected 

backbenchers, and their shifting post-election allegiances. In truth, all works cited herein notwithstanding, 

a comprehensive history of  suffrage militancy in fin-de-siècle Romania has yet to be written. 
14 C. C. Dobrescu-Prahova, Chamber of  Deputies, 23 November 1888, in: DAD, p. 108 
15 A solid biography of  Panu, including a reprint of  Radical-Democratic Party’s 1888 programme is: 

Corneliu Mateescu, G. Panu și radicalismul românesc la sfârșitul secolului al XIX-lea, Editura Științifică și 

Enciclopedică, Bucharest, 1987. In it, the author charts Panu’s tortuous trajectory, from his initial 

involvement with the Junimists, then with Rosetti, then with Brătianu, his subsequent attempt at 

establishing a dissenting democratic party, its electoral alliance with the Liberals, and the faction’s ultimate 

assimilation by the Conservatives.  
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Independence in the villages!’ ”16 And, for populist MPs of  an older vintage such as 

Nicolae Ionescu, this made plain the stark contrast between the inclusion of  peasants as 

valid political interlocutors in the Ad-Hoc Divans and the virtual absence of  

representatives drawn from their midst in the here-and-now, with the acknowledged 

exception of  the recently-elected Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș:17 
 

In 1857, Europe thought them capable of  deciding on the fate of  the country. Back then, 

the representatives of  the country were called upon according to class: great boyars, petty 

boyars, townsfolk, peasants. Since 1857, peasants have been systematically kept away. Well, 

gentlemen, do you not think that the peasants ought be here [with us], too? You will answer: 

have we prevented them from being here? Yes, […] with your talk of  ‘ruling classes’, when 

our Constitution of  1866 makes no distinction between classes, and leaves any state position 

open to all Romanians.18 

 

The posterity of  1857 was also naturally invoked by the leader of  the once and future 

Peasant Party himself, a salient topos which we shall examine in our discussion of  its 

pantheon: 
 

why is it […] that in the Ad-Hoc Divan there were thirty-six peasants, under Cuza’s 

government thirty-three, and now? [A voice: One.] This is the progress that the peasantry 

has made in politics! […] In fact, the ruling classes waste no solemn occasion to declare that 

the working people is, for them, a great reservoir from which they channel the ruling 

personnel of  the nation.19 

 

For a man militating for a political party that might make progress a reality, unmasking 

the hypocrisy of  establishment chest-thumping seemed an obligation. With the benefit 

of  hindsight and historical distance, the possible trajectory of  emancipation implied by 

1857 now all the more painfully appeared a broken promise. The sense that some three 

decades had been wasted shaped the temporal perception of  future goals: the regime of  

historicity espoused by those who sought to capitalise on the growing sense of  crisis was 

not only future-oriented, but also had to telescope a recent history of  failure and attempt 

to make good on promises broken by a class Other, while also doing battle with even 

older pasts of  oppression that had not gone away. 

By the 1890s, then, universal suffrage was proposed as a direct means of  

                                                
16 G. Panu, Chamber of  Deputies, 23 November 1888, in: DAD, p. 115 
17 N. Ionescu, Chamber of  Deputies, 24 November 1888, in: DAD, pp. 160-161.  
18 N. Ionescu, Chamber of  Deputies, 28 February 1889, in: DAD, pp. 1011-1012 
19 C. Dobrescu-Argeș, Chamber of  Deputies,12 December 1889, in: DAD, p. 158 
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obviating such issues by radicals, socialists20 and “peasantists” alike, but also in the 

official programmes of  the Liberal Party – though in the latter case, the time-scale of  

implementation was conditioned by “the spread of  the light of  a solid and healthy 

instruction to all social classes”, and could therefore be side-lined as a priority when in 

power.21 After all, MPs reacting against an alliance between Radicals and Conservatives 

in 1894 could go so far as to claim that granting the vote to the peasantry – as proposed 

by the former – would allow it to vote for subversive parties and candidates, foment a 

civil war, and spell the doom of  the state at the hands of  a Russo-Austrian invasion, 

neither empire willing to tolerate “such dangerous examples in their vicinity”.22 And yet, 

the emergence of  a “League for Universal Suffrage” under Socialist leadership in 1895, 

and of  a more visible “Union for Universal Suffrage” in 1896 further cemented a trans-

factional consensus on the urgency of  immediate attainment.23 But, as a closer look at 

the activity of  the Peasant Party will demonstrate in the course of  this chapter, even such 

groupings wavered on the time-scales and methods of  political inclusion. Just to what 

degree the peasantry had already reached a level of  political consciousness allowing for 

orderly and effective mobilisation, whether literacy was a relevant proxy for this, and 

whether the language of  politics was indeed intelligible to the peasant – all of  these 

mattered at a time when the “national question” and the “social/rural/peasant question” 

seemed ever-more complex and inter-imbricated.  

 

Peasant Voices, Part One: Speaking like a Peasant 

 The first topic the present chapter shall examine is that of  language as a vehicle 

for political inclusion across class lines, with an emphasis on the role it played in 

articulating pre-conditions for peasant mobilisation. A taxonomy of  our heuristics is in 

order: politicised peasant-speak may be reduced to four interrelated aspects. The first: 

that of  speaking to the peasant, and of  finding a common language that could convey 

novel political and social realities intelligibly, with minimal distortion. The second aspect 

                                                
20 Including unaffiliated factions such as that of  Constantin Mille; see: Tiberiu Avramescu, “Adevĕrul”: 

Mișcarea democratică și socialistă (1895-1920), Editura Politică, Bucharest, 1982, pp. 97-99. 
21 This was the commitment made by the Liberal Party’s programme in 1892, alongside single-college 

proportional representation, with the elimination of  administrative encroachment in electoral politics as 

more attainable goal in the interim. See: Mircea Iosa, “Încercări de modificare a legii electorale în ultimul 

deceniu al secolului al XIX-lea”, Studii, 8/1977, pp. 1419-1431. 
22 Grigore M. Sturdza, Senate, 14 December 1894, in: DSR, pp. 105-108 
23 On the “League” and “Union”: Ion Mamina and Vasile Niculae, Partidul clasei muncitoare în viața 

politică a României, 1893-1918, Editura Politică, Bucharest, 1983, pp. 132-137. 
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was that of  speaking like the peasant, imitating a “rural” sociolect as a particularly sure-

fire means of  attaining intelligibility, its mastery hopefully open to those of  non-peasant 

extraction. The third aspect, then, tied into the issue of  positionality: speaking as a 

peasant required the plausible projection of  this identity on the part of  the utterer, 

authorising them to use either peasant-speak or literary Romanian, as seen fit, in order 

to voice peasant grievances or provide a peasant perspective. Both speaking like and as 

the peasant, therefore, relate to the practice of  ventriloquism with which previous 

chapters have repeatedly engaged. On the one hand, both the serf, the răzeș/moșnean or 

the haiduc were used as symbolic mouthpieces for legitimising a given political position, 

and/or for performing vicarious truth-speaking, allowing the articulation of  (self-)critical 

discourse by non-peasant actors. On the other hand, an actor purporting to speaking as 

a peasant also necessarily performed a form of  representational ventriloquism, insofar as 

they spoke for the entire peasant class. However, this overarching problematic of  

speaking for the peasant is not restricted to the latter instance, inasmuch as all 

representation involves (self-)authorised ventriloquism. This, as the second half  of  the 

chapter will show, came into play most crucially in the attempts to set up a Peasant Party. 

The importance of  language-management and intelligibility for the politics of  

nation-building are readily illustrated in our case, on both a symbolic and a pragmatic 

level, by the direct involvement of  the king himself: though his interventions were not 

original in their intent, they carried the full weight of  authority. Thus, in the opening 

plenary of  the Romanian Academy’s 1884 session, Carol I addressed the scholarly 

forum on the necessity of  compiling an “Etymologicum magnum Romaniæ”, collecting 

archaic and regional terms, so as to serve both the nation’s past, and its future. Noting 

the proliferation of  synonyms for key terms in the arsenal of  nation-building, the king 

found it fortuitous and perhaps unique that Romanian had no less than four words for 

“bravery”: two popular, and two neologic.24 But, he continued, “let us avoid a surfeit of  

modern expressions, the tide of  which, if  not stemmed in due course, will render the 

people foreign to its own language”. The mammoth project subsequently funded by the 

king published its first tome in 1886, under the direction of  the indefatigable and 

quixotic Hasdeu, but its four published volumes only reached the beginning of  the letter 

                                                
24 The four words were “voinicie”, “vitejie”, “bravură”, “eroism”. See the introduction to: B. P. Hasdeu, 

Etymologicum magnum Romaniæ. Dicționarul limbei istorice și poporane a Românilor lucrat după 

dorinta și cu cheltuiela M.S. regelui Carol I, sub auspiciele Academiei Române, Vol. 1, Socec & Teclu, 

Bucharest, 1886, pp. V-VI. 
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“B”, by 1898.25 Drawing on a plethora of  historical and folkloristic sources, including an 

extensive questionnaire circulated by Hasdeu to priests and teachers throughout the 

country, the “Etymologicum magnum Romaniæ” represented, for all its incompleteness, 

a watershed moment for Romanian linguistics and philology. Equally importantly, its 

point of  departure was political: it was to serve as a guide for a rational language policy 

that could prevent the deepening of  social rifts. At a glance, the above seems a garden-

variety instance of  language-standardisation-as-tool-for-nation-building, if  the emphasis 

is to be placed on the end-goal of  attaining a common ground. And yet, the royal 

admonition that a literary/standard language may indeed become foreign to the masses 

was reflective of  a deeper anxiety, one to be taken seriously on its own terms.  

Just how the process of  attaining mutual intelligibility was imagined is, we argue, 

a crucial way of  thinking about agency: the feedback loop of  lexical circulation, the 

actors whose labour and expertise were involved, and the importance of  their perceived 

identities to the functioning of  the process – all reflected the increasingly contested 

division of  labour within the nation, broadly writ. The role of  the peasantry as the 

supplier of  raw resources, be they physical or cultural, came into focus more sharply 

when the appropriation and refashioning of  the latter was conceived of  as dependent 

upon a certain degree of  peasant-ness. In finding the building-blocks of  a language 

through which culture and politics could reach the peasant, and in which the peasant-

citizens of  the future might ultimately voice their political grievances, peasant 

ventriloquism also flourished, both as a means of  bypassing issues in the here-and-now, 

and as part of  the solution. Language reform, it might therefore be said, conjured up 

both the temporal imperative of  preventing even deeper misunderstandings between 

classes, while also mediating between a past of  folklore and folk-tongue that was rapidly 

fading, and a future that was arriving all too soon.  It is instructive, then, to begin our 

inquiry with a borderline case, in which all of  the above were negotiated, a text in which 

the limits of  speaking like and to – though not deliberately as a peasant were deliberately 

reflected upon, both by the author and through its subsequent reception. 
 

The peasantry is the foundation of  the house, the foundation of  the nation.26 The leaders of  our 

                                                
25 This compelled the king to repeat his call once more on 1 April 1905, warning that delaying the 

continuation of  the “Etymologicum magnum” would allow “the butchering and disfiguring of  the 

language to spread even more and make redress all the more difficult”. See: Analele Academiei Române. 

Seria II. Secțiunea I, (XXVII) 1904-1905, pp. 208-209. 
26 The phrase used here was “talpa casei”, where “talpă” meant “foundation”, though its primary 

meaning is that of  “foot-sole”. Indeed, more typically, the phrase “talpa țării” [“the foot-sole of  the 
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country, and most of  our town-folk, however, have misunderstood just what sort of  

foundation the peasant is and should be. For centuries, until that brawl near Pleven, we 

thought the peasant a dead wall, a victim, a cold and numb stump of  wood, sold and 

bought at will, and upon which you build like on some cold and silent slab of  stone. But the 

peasant’s great wisdom and suffering have made him into a philosopher, and if  he is mute 

and does not respond to worthless and deeds, this only demonstrates a royal disdain for 

town-folk.27 

 

This is how the lawyer Grigore M. Jipescu (?-?) began his 1881 “Opincaru. Cumu 

ieste şi cumu trebuie se hie săteanu. Scriiere’n limba ţeranului muntieanu” [“The 

Moccasin-Wearer. How the Peasant is and Ought to Be. A Writing in the Language of  

the Wallachian Peasant”], a book written under the impetus of  Romanian victories in 

the War of  Independence, taken as proof  of  the surprising vitality and neglected 

potential of  rural masses wrongly presumed to have decayed to the point of  passivity. In 

it, the author attempted not merely a defence of  the peasant: the task he set himself  was 

that of  making use of  the peasant idiom, as spoken in his native north-Wallachian 

region of  Prahova, and reaching out to the personified Moțăilă [“Noddy”], a stand-in 

for all ploughmen. Jipescu oscillated between two positions typical for the contradictions 

of  imagining peasant (non-)agency: although “our humane peasant has an angelic soul 

and a godly mind”, he nevertheless required catalytic, external intervention and 

education in order to achieve true emancipation.28 The author identified as a town-

dweller, but saw in this no inherent barrier to addressing the peasant, even if, in general, 

“we town-folk are a different Romanian nation”:29 “either by luck, by happenstance or 

by good fortune, I have attempted to write this book in the peasant language of  the 

soldiers of  Pleven.”30  Jipescu vilified “teachers telling children in the countryside […] 

that straight Romanian is not noble enough, and that it would be better if  you spoke the 

mongrel, deformed and altered language of  the cities”, further attacking the social 

solipsism of  savants, whose own tongue was scarcely intelligible to themselves, let alone 

to the illiterate masses.31 The language of  the peasant, therefore, was imagined as an 

                                                                                                                                          
country”] was used with reference to the peasantry’s economic and biopolitical role in the economy of  

national survival. 
27 Grigore Jipescu, Opincaru. Cumu ieste şi cumu trebuie se hie săteanu. Scriiere’n limba ţeranului 

muntieanu, Tip. Alessandru A. Grecescu, Bucharest, 1881, p. 1 
28 Jipescu, Opincaru, p. 10 
29 Jipescu, Opincaru, p. 45 
30 Jipescu, Opincaru, p. 13 
31 Jipescu, Opincaru, p. 54 
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intimate part of  the economy of  political emancipation and national solidarity: the 

peasant supplied the resources needed for town-folk to aid him in this momentous task. 

However, there was little paternalism implied by this – Jipescu dreamt of  a time when 

peasants’ shyness and undue deference toward town-folk would come to an end,32 and 

his book read like an exhortation for both the preservation of  tradition, the spread of  a 

robust xenophobia among the rural masses,33 political involvement,34 and agronomic 

rejuvenation. In sum, as already noted, this eclectic work saw the auctorial voice speak to 

the peasant, like a peasant – even though not as a peasant.  

 It is worth considering just what Jipescu’s performance of  peasant speech meant 

for his contemporaries. In following years, Hasdeu’s “Etymologicum magnum” would 

find it an adequate textual source for regional terms,35 while folklorist Simion Florea 

Marian (1847-1907) also drew on it for information in his now-classic work on 

Romanian feast days, even if  only in passing.36 Most illuminating, perhaps, was the 

Academy’s prize committee report, elaborated by linguist and philologist Nicolae 

Quintescu (1841-1913). In it, Jipescu’s book was praised as “a faithful photograph of  the 

mountain-dwelling peasant’s language”, although the reviewer found that an attempt to 

capture peasant-speak in general, or of  drawing from a less linguistically-contaminated 

region (which remained unspecified, however) would have been preferable. Nevertheless, 

Quintescu found that the volume emulated an idiom that was “simple and clear, yet at 

the same time ungainly, with a shade of  coarseness”, qualified in a footnote as “the 

mirror of  the peasant’s rude being, as has been at all times and in all nations […] telling 

all things grosso modo, directly, in all their naturalness. This is not a natural defect, but 

appears so from the standpoint of  more cultivated and polished people. The style of  the 

Romanian peasant is only slightly coarse, we find, as he is relatively less rude a being 

[than those of  other nations].” The main criticism that Quintescu levelled against 

Jipescu’s tome (and tone) was that it was an “exaggerated tour de force”, which, however,  
 

                                                
32 Jipescu, Opincaru, p. 52 
33 With liberal amounts of  anti-Semitism, including a blood libel, on p. 82. 
34 A call for taking elections seriously, even in the context of  indirect restricted suffrage, on pp. 98-99. 
35 Tens of  citations reoccur throughout Vol. 1 alone. Another major linguist/philologist who saw fit to 

utilise Jipescu’s text was: Moses Gaster, Chrestomație română. Texte tipărite și manuscrise, dialectale și 

populare, cu o introducere, gramatică și un glosar româno-francez, Vol. 1-2, F. A. Brockhaus, Leipzig, 

1891, p. LXXXVI. 
36 Simion Florea Marian, Sărbătorile la români: studiu etnografic, Vol. 1, Carol Göbl, Bucharest, 1898, p. 

245 
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is natural, given that “Opincaru” is not, in actual fact, a peasant, but has only improvised 

and given his style an individual colouring, and in attempting to make it seem as peasant-

like as possible has unwittingly gone beyond the bounds of  how those he represents express 

themselves. […] It therefore follows that it is almost impossible to accurately emulate the 

style of  the peasant, just as it is impossible for one to borrow the being of  another. 

 

Following this direct reflection on authenticity, identity, and ventriloquism, Quintescu 

explicitly cautioned against the hyper-localism of  Jipescu’s vocabulary, which could not 

aid the overarching project of  standardising Romanian, but “spread that which has no 

reason to exist in the language in general”. If  other authors were to follow in Jipescu’s 

footsteps and claim that their local dialect was the benchmark of  “the truly peasant-like, 

and therefore truly Romanian”, this would only fly in the face of  the trends that 

Quintescu identified with an academic and political agenda of  language standardisation. 

In sum, Jipescu’s labours, while interesting, were not rewarded with an Academy 

award.37 

“Opincaru” ’s immediate posterity is thus illuminating, given the ways in which it 

highlighted the limits of  ventriloquism, authenticity, and authority. Whereas Jipescu’s 

primary concern had been speaking to the peasant, the language he had used proved of  

more intrinsic interest. This was in spite of  the criticism that speaking like a peasant 

could seem impossible if  not truly speaking as a peasant: the raw linguistic material 

provided by his tract was seen as adequate for the purposes of  linguistic research. Still, 

the problematically dialectal vocabulary, while philologically interesting, also related to a 

broader issue also flagged up by Jipescu himself: imagining and reifying a “peasant” 

language on a more general level, one that could inform a programme of  language 

renewal, and help establish a national literary standard intelligible to both town and 

country. As we might glean from Quintescu’s notes, however, any positive definition of  

the specifics of  peasant language remained vague: if  anything, peasant-speak could only 

be differentially conceived with reference to the vocabulary and style of  literary/urban 

Romanian, by subtracting neologisms and adding regionalisms.  

 

Peasant Voices, Part Two: Speaking to the Peasant 

 By the 1880s, concerns over a widening chasm separating the increasingly 

Westernised vocabulary employed in literature, administration and politics, and that of  

the peasantry had been a recurring topic for some forty years. Even if  outright diglossia 

never came to divide Romanian into a literary and a popular variant (such as in Norway 
                                                
37 N. Quintescu, Analele Academiei Române. Seria II. Secțiunea I, (IV) 1881-1882, pp. 180-191 
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or Greece) and even if  dialectal variation (such as in France or Italy) never pitted centre 

against periphery, diglossic anxieties – if  we may call them that – were palpable. In 

many ways, this was a problem inherent to both language renewal and the 

contradictions of  linguistic purism. Introducing neologisms was a necessity of  

modernisation, and a pragmatic means of  purifying a Romance language of  an 

undesirable Slavic, Greek or Turkish lexis – but doing so via French, Italian, or Latin 

loans and calques made this new variant of  Romanian potentially unintelligible to a 

rural majority unto which fantasises of  purity and authenticity were also projected.38 

The idea that Romanian was a language fortuitously devoid of  mutually-

incomprehensible dialectal variation, or indeed of  dialects properly speaking, implied 

that both peasant language qua sociolect, and an ideal form of  literary Romanian could 

be decanted with relative ease from a linguistic corpus, making projects of  pan-

Romanian cultural unity possible.39 However, in the absence of  true dialectal barriers 

which would require a state-backed, school-taught literary language as a lingua franca for 

nation-building, the idea that social division would come to pose a problem was all the 

more disquieting. 

The problems posed by language change were, thus, in equal parts, political, social 

and literary, and a chronological survey of  engagement with these problems can readily 

illustrate their recurrence. Already in 1848, the terminology used in the Wallachian 

Property Commission by revolutionaries and boyars appeared to befuddle peasant 
                                                
38  A taxonomy of  purist orientations may distinguish between external (xenophobic) and internal 

perspectives, the latter being either temporal (archaising vs. reformist) or social (elitist vs. ethnographic); 

see: Robert McColl Millar, Language, Nation and Power: An Introduction, Palgrave, 2005, pp. 103-108. 

All such variations may be said to have coexisted in the Romanian case, not merely as competing projects, 

but as arguments combined in various ways.  
39 E.g. Aron Densușianu, Istoria limbei și literaturei române, Tipografia Națională, Iași, 1885, pp. 34-35 – 

even if  degrees of  linguistic purity were also presumed, with mountain-dwellers naturally singled out; 

Lazăr Șăineanu, Istoria filologiei române. Studii critice, Socec, Bucharest, 1892, pp. 324-325 – where 

Jipescu was also praised as a lone pioneer of  dialectal writing. The term graiuri has become common 

currency in twenty- and twenty-first century Romanian linguistics, as a descriptor of  such regional 

variants, with the implication that it designates something less clearly divisive than a dialect. While it is 

true that around the turn of  the twentieth century debates between intellectuals in the Kingdom and 

Transylvania brought to the fore the former’s claim to a monopoly on standardising literary Romanian 

and the latter’s greater openness to regional terms in the elaboration thereof, this lies beyond the remit of  

the present work, and has yet to benefit from scholarly attention. See, for instance: A. Șuluț-Cărpenișeanu, 

Graiul ardelenesc în raport cu limba literară de peste Carpați, Tiparul Tipografiei Arhediecesane, Sibiu, 

1890, who also agreed that Romanian was largely unencumbered by either dialects or sociolects, even if  

its literary variant remained imperfect, especially in his native Transylvania (pp. 3-7). 
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delegates, leading to owners’ calls to conclude debates, countered by Ion Ionescu de la 

Brad, who, as vice-president, urged that this should not be done “until our peasant 

brothers are enlightened” with regard to every detail: 
 

Mr. Lenș: We are not in school here. 

The Vice-President: In school or not – I care little for where [you think] you’ve come to; we all 

know that we all need to enlighten ourselves and reconcile as best as we can. 

Yes, yes! cried out the peasants. Let us enlighten ourselves, and may they speak to us in 

Romanian, for we scarcely understand [a word of  what is said].40 

 

The revolutionaries were equally aware that the text of  their foundational Proclamation, 

even though legitimised by its reading before a peasant assembly on 9 June 1848 in the 

village of  Islaz, required a re-translation “created for popular understanding” especially, 

as the title of  a pamphlet published to that end would phrase it.41 That the rural masses 

be catechised by teachers was an abiding concern of  the government,42 with some 

teachers even producing catechisms and guides of  their own.43 Unsurprisingly, counter-

revolutionaries also circulated an anonymous memo in which, among other things, 

promised “a reward to the person who would compose or translate a book containing 

ideas of  order and legality, and form an easily perusable code of  salutary principles; this 

book would distributed in sufficient numbers throughout the country, so as to be 

available to anyone, and to thus become, so to say, the catechism of  practical morals.”44 

This was, already, a battle for the ear and the mind of  the peasant, and highlighted the 

difficulties of  finding an intelligible language.  

Yet the political, to be sure, was only one facet of  the broader problem. As Alecu 

Russo saw it soon after the revolution, the speed and depth of  language change in the 

previous two decades and its resulting unintelligibility could be subsumed to the 

temporal acceleration brought about by a modernisation that threatened to tear apart 

the social and national fabric of  his motherland’s culture. The benchmark against which 

                                                
40 12 August 1848, ALPCT, Vol. 1, p. 475 
41 Ioan Pașu, O scurtă cuvântare spre deslușirea tinerei Constituții a României în înțelesul popular țesută, 

Tipografia lui C. A. Rosetti și Vinterhalder, Bucharest, 1848, reprinted in: APR, Vol. 2, pp. 209-219. 
42 On 24 June, the government called upon the Ministry of  Education to assemble teachers in each county 

capital, so that they themselves be catechised; see: G. D. Iscru, “Revoluția din 1848 și învățământul public 

la sate în Țara Românească”, Studii, 5/1972, pp. 967-987. 
43 On the context, author, and text of  one such document, see: Florea Stănculescu, “Un important 

document vâlcean din timpul revoluției de la 1848”, Buridava. Studii și materiale, (III) 1979, pp. 94-104. 
44 “Simple aperçu sur le mouvement de 1848”, APR, Vol. 4, p. 678 
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all of  this was to be measured were the historical traditions, folk-lore and folk-tongue 

which now seemed to face oblivion: the present would have appeared unintelligible to 

Russo’s ancestors in the same way that the Frenchified or Latinised language of  new 

poets appeared to the masses in the present.45 This Koselleckian commentary on the 

temporal acceleration of  modernity also bespoke the emergence of  a paradoxical 

regime of  historicity: one in which the past-oriented cultural building blocks of  future-

oriented nationalism were now losing meaning. Too much temporal distance had all too 

quickly come to separate past and present.46 Complaints against the onslaught of  French 

qua symptom of  modernity were also voiced by Cezar Bolliac in 1868, though perhaps 

with less of  the deference that Russo had towards past authors, anonymous or not, who, 

in his view 
 

are best known by the people, as they knew how to speak to the public in the language it 

understands, in emotions peculiar to the banks of  the Dâmbovița [the river that flows through 

Bucharest], and not the banks of  the Thames or Seine. They had little to say and badly said 

at that, but still so that all of  it was understood. We, who have more to say than they did, are 

understood by no-one, for we write in Pig-Latin [“păsărească”].47 

 

On this reading, progress appeared self-subverting – ironically, the newly-emerging 

language failed to convey and disseminate the ideas of  a more mature stage of  cultural 

development. In the same year, Bessarabia’s self-proclaimed “popular writer” Costache 

Stamati (1786-1869), justified the “rustic” and “plebeian” language of  a poetry volume 

he published in Iași, noting not only that Latinised literary Romanian would be ill-

understood in his home province, but, “if  I dare say so myself, Romanian peasants in 

Moldo-Wallachia would fail to understand it, too”. 48  This continued crisis of  

intelligibility had also made itself  felt, if  faintly, even in the Constituent Assembly of  

1866 – a body that, after all, had not included peasants in its ranks, as had happened in 

1848 and 1857. Yet, even if  their participation and representation would be indirect, the 

universal intelligibility of  the Constitution as a foundational document remained a 

                                                
45 Alecu Russo, “Studie Moldovană” [1851-1852], in: Scrieri alese, pp. 42-56 
46 An interesting discussion of  Russo’s visions of  temporal change, broadly convergent with a Hartogian 

reading, is afforded by: Paul Michelson, “Alecu Russo and Historical Consciousness in 19th Century 

Revolutionary Romania”, in: Alexandru Zub (ed.), Temps et changement dans l'espace roumain: 

fragments d’une histoire des conduites temporelles, Editura Academiei Române, Iași, 1991, pp. 139-149. 
47 Cezar Bolliac, “Literatura și limba” [1868], Scrieri, Vol. 2, p. 86 
48 Introduction to “Muza Românească” [1868], in: Costache Stamati, Scrieri, Știința, Chișinău, 1993, pp. 

35-36 
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desideratum, 
 

so that the merchant, the industrialist, and the peasant alike may all understand it. This is 

why I plead with you that we eliminate incomprehensible terms from each article, such as 

“inalienable”, “territories”, etc., and that we replace them with words understood by 

Romanians one and all, so that even the elders of  today may explain [the Constitution’s] 

meaning to their sons and grandsons.49 

 

Peasant Voices, Part Three: Speaking as a Peasant 

Running parallel to this, as previous chapters have noted, literary appropriations 

of  a peasant voice and language had already become well-entrenched, just as attempts 

at collecting an “authentic” folklore free from textual doctoring also multiplied. But it 

was also in the 1870s that the first major self-professedly “peasant” writer also made an 

impact on Romanian culture: the Moldavian (ex-)priest and teacher Ion Creangă (1837-

1889), whose story-telling prowess earned him the support of  Maiorescu’s “Junimea” 

circle, and the publication of  written versions in “Convorbiri literare”. Much of  

Creangă’s sense of  rustic authenticity relied on his liberal use of  local dialect, and his 

autobiographical “Amintiri din copilărie” [“Childhood Memories”], published in 

instalments beginning 1881, further cemented his claims to a plausibly-maintained 

peasant identity. Tellingly, Creangă was also responsible for what would instantly 

become the most canonical representation of  the tension between “the social question” 

and “the national question”, in his 1880 “Moș Ion Roată și Unirea” [“Ol’ John Wheel 

and the Union”],50 in which he ventriloquized the folk-wit of  a historically-documented 

peasant delegate to the Moldavian Ad-Hoc Divans of  1857. The attempt of  one boyar 

to explain the need for Moldo-Wallachian unity to peasant delegates by way of  

comparison and anecdote was met with their humble protestation that they were either 

not intelligent enough to make sense of  it – or, in the words of  Ion Roată, “even if  we 

might know something, who’d care for what we’ve to say?”. The boyar’s final gambit, 

urging Roată to budge a boulder by himself, only succeeding by enlisting the help of  

others, was, however, subversively reinterpreted by the peasant: 
 

I pray, guvnor, words are one thing, deeds another. Like any boyar, you only ordered us to 

                                                
49 Grigore Lahovari, Constituent Assembly, 18 June 1866, in: DAC, pp. 51-52 
50 First published as “Anecdotă” in V. A. Urechia’s Album Macedo-Român, pp. 26-27. By 1892, it would 

be reprinted at least five times; see: Ion Creangă, Opere, Vol. 2, Minerva, Bucharest, 1970, p. 232. In fact, 

so compelling was this anecdote, that Jipescu himself  chose to appropriate a version of  it in his own work; 

see: Jipescu, Opincarulu, p. 52. The edition cited herein is: Creangă, Opere, Vol. 2, pp. 32-36. 
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bring the boulder, but didn’t help us, though you just told us that all would bear a burden 

from now on, high and low alike. […]  Your boulder has taught me this: until now, we, the 

peasants, have born a stone on our shoulders, be it larger or smaller; and now it is still us, 

the opincă, who are called upon to bear a boulder… May it please the Lord that it be 

otherwise, guvnor, for it would please me, too. 

 

The implication, of  course, was that the “rural/peasant question”, increasingly felt to be 

unresolved by the end of  the century, had been instinctively perceived by peasant 

wisdom as secondary to the “national question” for the nation-state-builders. 

Equally interesting was Creangă’s follow-up to the above, an anecdote in which 

the issue of  language was even more subtly played upon: the 1883 “Ion Roată și Vodă 

Cuza” [“Ion Roată and Prince Cuza”].51 In it, the French-inflected Romanian of  the 

young boyars of  the Ad-Hoc Assemblies was depicted as a proxy for their hasty and 

immature politics, and alienating for peasants and older boyars, equally capable of  

countering with folksy truth-speaking. This cleavage translated into a conflict between 

Roată, who openly voiced his incomprehension, and his boyar neighbour, also a delegate, 

who hastened to insult him – an episode strikingly similar to that actually documented in 

the debates of  the Wallachian Property Commission of  ‘48. Roată’s rueful reply was 

acclaimed by both an older boyar, and Cuza, not yet a prince; this fit nicely with his 

growing posthumous pantheonisation,52 but also with a Junimist attempt to dissociate 

him from the narrative of  nation-building in which (radical-)liberal ‘48ers took pride of  

place.53 As Roată was a răzeș, the narrative then played on the trope of  his bankruptcy at 

the hands of  the neighbouring boyar’s subsequent harassment, a matter brought before 

Cuza a few years later, who offered the peasant redress by kissing the cheeks the boyar 

had spat upon, and in the form of  a bagful of  gold. Taken together, the two anecdotes 

suggest that, for Creangă, the bottom line was that the legitimacy of  politicians rested 

not solely on their attempts at speaking like the peasant – the boyar in the first story had 

tried it without much success – but also on their appreciation and understanding of  

                                                
51 Creangă, Opere, Vol. 2, pp. 47-57. Also initially titled “Anecdotă” and reprinted some five times before 

1892 (see notes on pp. 242-243). 
52 A preliminary study of  the topic in: Andi Mihalache, “Exilul şi moartea: povestea celui plecat în 

imaginarul celor rămaşi acasă (secolul XIX)”, Anuarul Institutului de Cercetări Socio-Umane “Gheorghe 

Şincai”, (XI) 2008, pp. 64-75.  
53 The sole existing study of  the cultural politics of  the ‘48ers memorialisation and pantheonisation in the 

second half  of  the nineteenth century must be singled out for particular commendation: Mihai Chiper, 

Memorie și uitare în România celei de-a doua jumătăți a secolului XIX, Editura Universității Alexandru 

Ioan Cuza, Iași, 2015. 
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peasant-speak. 

 If  Creangă’s peasant-speak – whether in his own voice, in recounting folk-tales, 

on in the voice of  Ion Roată – made it clear that speaking like and as a peasant was 

possible in the context of  a hybridised identity, this was already a political statement. But 

nowhere, perhaps, were the issues of  peasant identity, peasant voice, and potential 

diglossia cast into starker relief  than in the pages of  one of  the few journals purporting 

to be written by peasants, for peasants: “România Rurală” [“Rural Romania”], 

published between 1899 and 1900. As its first number stated in a manifesto-like article, 

addressed in second person plural to an intended peasant readership, the journal was set 

up by a committee of  university students of  self-professed rural extraction54 and, “to 

their credit and for your own good, the most cultivated and conscious of  our urban 

colleagues [who] have allied themselves with us”: 
 

From amid the many obligations our studies impose upon us, from amid the chaos and 

deafening noise of  Bucharest, we have found and will continue to find the time to 

strengthen our voice, so as to sound out the first truly emboldening cry for true light and 

wakeful life. This demands that you, our peasant brothers, find a few moments to listen to 

this voice, among your many heavy toils […] It is the voice of  your sons and brothers, and 

not listening to yourself, not hearing your own cry as a peasant class, would mean destroying 

the only means you still have for your elevation.55 

 

The language chosen here, the occasional neologism notwithstanding, was an instance 

of  speaking like a peasant. But, far more strikingly, this was a concise yet compelling 

account of  how speaking to the peasant was not only legitimised by speaking as a peasant 

– in having remained peasants and assuming the task of  finding their own voice, what 

the students claimed to have achieved was channelling and amplifying the voice of  the 

peasantry to itself. This specific and potent act of  ventriloquism, then, did not dismiss 

the potential of  a hybrid peasant identity. However, the newspaper also provided a 

surprising instance of  institutionalised diglossia: in decidedly urban tongue, alongside 

the articles written for the peasant, a section titled “Celor de sus” [“To those Up High”] 

commented and elaborated upon the former, addressing potential policy-makers in its 

readership. And, as the collection of  the newspaper now in the holdings of  the 

Romanian Academy Library had initially belonged to D. A. Sturdza,56 who served as 
                                                
54 On the “Committee of  Peasant Students” within the broader landscape of  students’ movements, see: 

Mircea Iosa, “Poziția studenților față de răscoala țăranilor din 1907”, Studii, 2/1960, pp. 248-260. 
55 Dimitrie D. Măciuceanu, “Pentru cine scriem”, România Rurală, 3 January 1899 
56 Each number of  the journal was posted to Sturdza, as stamps testify. 
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PM at the time when the periodical was founded, this was not a matter of  mere wishful 

thinking: 
 

This is why these fighters need your support, that of  those up high. Not being ideologues, 

however, they do not aim to play on your sentimentalism; social practice has sufficiently 

proven that in our day it will not find an echo. They do not threaten with the perspective of  

a cataclysm, which, borne of  [your] culpable indifference, would force you to trade places 

by descending [the social ladder], being convinced that threats always give rise to 

antipathies and motives for even more acute struggle between classes, as between 

individuals. They prefer to draw your immediate attention to your own class interest, which 

you would surely satisfy all the more fully, the more you would avoid a conflict with those 

who are bound to you by an organically necessary connection – the peasants.57 

 

In contrast to the closeness implied by the positional and lexical hallmarks of  the 

previous text, this second manifesto saw the editorial committee refer to itself  in the 

third person plural, using the jargon of  fin-de-siècle sociology. On parallel columns, in the 

pages of  the same newspaper, two voices and languages coexisted, perhaps paradoxically 

reifying the distance between the peasant politics to come and the parliamentary politics 

of  the here-and-now. This was as much a confirmation of  really-existing diglossia, as it 

was a call for creating a shared horizon of  expectation for transcending it. 

 

The Promise of  Peasant Politics, Part One: An Outline 

As the previous chapter has shown, by the end of  the nineteenth century, the 

entanglement of  the “social/rural/peasant question” and the “national question” was 

palpably political, and a palpable political issue unto itself. But nowhere was the sense of  

urgency inherent to the entanglement more visible than in the series of  attempts at 

setting up an organised political peasant movement, between 1882 and 1906. Two key 

figures animated this project: Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, and his brother-in-law, 

Alexandru Valescu – with various passing alliances keeping it afloat, from co-opting the 

nascent rural teachers’ movement in the 1880s, to joining militants for universal suffrage 

in the 1890s, to capitalising on the support of  one of  Kogălniceanu’s sons, the pro-

universal suffrage militant Vasile M. Kogălniceanu (1863-1921), in the 1900s. From the 

outset, we must note that this was a movement oscillating between the goal of  shoring 

up a party, and an occasional rejection of  party politics; between advocating universal 

manhood suffrage, and working within the logic of  the census vote; between 

proclaiming that only peasants may properly represent peasants, and offering support to 
                                                
57 “Celor de sus”, România Rurală, 3 January 1899 
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non-peasant candidates; between dynastic loyalism, and an often feverish cult for 

Cuza.58 

As the project’s prime mover, Dobrescu-Argeș served as an MP for the Third 

College of  his native Wallachian county of  Argeș, between 1888 and 1899. Having been 

previously invalidated in 1879 (on account of  being legally underage for the position), in 

1884 (on account of  still serving as a teacher), and in 1885 (on account of  having been 

drafted in the army), Dobrescu-Argeș was no stranger to establishment attempts at 

stifling grass-roots dissent.59 Claiming the spiritual mentorship of  C. A. Rosetti and 

hoping to be elected as the MP for Argeș upon Rosetti’s death in 1885,60 Dobrescu-

Argeș faced the direct personal opposition of  I. C. Brătianu, who allegedly had him 

brought to his manor immediately after the election in question, when Dobrescu-Argeș 

was on his way to the barracks as a recruit, the timing of  the draft itself  a calculated 

government manoeuvre.61 Persecutions hardly subsided: the re-printing of  a libellous 

pamphlet by both Liberals and Conservatives, as well as a subsequent prison sentence on 
                                                
58 This is readily comparable to the uncertainties faced by peasant movements in Bulgaria during the 

same period, as discussed in: Richard J. Crampton, Bulgaria 1878-1918: A History, Boulder, 1983 and 

John D. Bell, Peasants in Power: Alexander Stamboliski and the Bulgarian Agrarian National Union, 

1899-1923, Princeton University Press, 1977. By the 1890s, the feeling that the state had been 

monopolised by political parties and an extractive administration had primed the intelligentsia for 

involvement in mass movements (Crampton, pp. 326-329). Too little progress was alleged to have been 

made since the watershed moment of  state-creation in 1878, and complaints with the overproduction of  a 

white-collar, humanities-educated proletariat were also made (Bell, pp. 3-5). In Bulgaria, too, teachers 

were at the root of  peasant politics, publishing periodicals and petitions, but organised with only limited 

success, as of  1895 (Crampton, pp. 330-331; Bell, p. 21). Ambivalence toward “parties” was also present 

(Crampton, pp. 330-333; Bell, p. 65), and the drafting of  manifestos was accompanied by reflections on 

the inherent difficulties of  finding a suitably intelligible political idiom; as per the introduction by John D. 

Bell (transl. and ed.) to: Tsanko Tserkovski, “Appeal to the Peasants of  Bulgaria”, Southeastern Europe, 

2/1975, p. 188. Finally, let us note that references to Bulgaria are rare in the corpus of  Romanian 

newspapers we have studied, which points to converging evolution, rather than a transfer of  strategy or 

ideology.  
59 Romus Dima, Constantin Dobrescu-Argeş, întemeietorul ţărănismului, Fundaţia Culturală Gheorghe 

Marin Speteanu, Bucharest, 2001, pp. 40-43 
60 Dima, Constantin Dobrescu-Argeş, pp. 40-43. Let us note that all groupings militating for universal 

suffrage claimed, to some degree, that they were rightful heirs of  Rosetti’s legacy. Thus, the Romanian 

socialists’ first ever public display of  the red banner was at Rosetti’s funeral, at the invitation of  Rosetti’s 

son, while Panu’s Radicals had indeed been Rosetti’s associates. 
61 In Bulgaria, too, Yordan Pekarev, the leader of  an emerging regional peasant movement, was also 

drafted so as to prevent political mobilisation, in 1899; see: Crampton, Bulgaria, p. 330. Whether 

Bulgarian authorities had taken their inspiration from their Romanian counterparts is not known. 
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(likely trumped-up) charges of  fraud in 1898 ultimately took their toll on a man who 

would die old before his time, in 1904.62 

Certainly, the story of  pre-1907 Peasantism almost seems reducible to Dobrescu-

Argeș, his editorial activity in the pages of  his “Gazeta Țeranilor” and his active 

involvement in parliamentary debates; nevertheless, his goal of  mobilising a broader 

network of  supporters and representatives must also be taken seriously. The first attempt 

at setting up a party (or, rather, a “Peasant Committee”), begun in 1880 and achieved in 

1882, relied on the support of  an emerging rural teachers’ movement and Wallachian 

village elites. The movement’s banner, depicting a peasant soldier in the recently-

concluded War of  Independence, alluded to the way in which the agency demonstrated 

in solving the “national question” could also be mobilised for the “peasant question”.63 

However, even as it elected four MPs to the lower chamber in 1883, by the following 

year the ties that bound the organisation proved too frail for its continued existence.64 So, 

in 1895, with more aplomb and with a visibility bolstered by his own parliamentary 

presence, Dobrescu-Argeș called for the establishment of  a political formation, 

appealing once more to the ever-growing network of  teachers as a primary constituency 

for mobilisation.65 With only one other MP elected beside him, 66 Dobrescu-Argeș was 

compelled to network with other marginal, dissenting MPs, joining the fray of  the 

“Union for Universal Suffrage”,67 and making the acquaintance of  V. M. Kogălniceanu. 

This aside, his relationship with Socialists, Radicals, or government parties proved 

                                                
62  On the persecutions, see: Gheorghe I. Deaconu, “Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș: încercare de 

reconsiderare”, Muzeul Pitești. Studii și comunicări, (V) 1980, pp. 378-395. Dobrescu-Argeș was given a 

three-month sentence for forging a bill of  exchange, covering the loan that had financed his law studies in 

Brussels. 
63 The mottos embroidered on it were: “The rule of  the people, through the people – Equal rights and 

duties for all Romanians – Down with the ciocoi, long live Romania”; see: Ioan Scurtu, “Mișcarea 

țărănească din România până la 1907”, Studii, 3/1972, pp. 532-533. Pekarev’s 1898 newspaper also 

carried the motto: “The moral and material improvement of  the peasants is the business of  the peasants 

themselves”; see: Crampton, Bulgaria, p. 330. 
64 On this first iteration of  the movement, see: Romus Dima, Organizarea politică a țărănimii: sfârșitul 

secolului XIX – începutul secolului XX, Editura Științifică și Enciclopedică, Bucharest, 1985, pp. 193-206 

and pp. 241-246. 
65 Dima, Organizarea, pp. 246-262 
66 Iosa, “Încercări”, p. 1426 
67 Iosa, “Încercări”, p. 1428. Let us note, however, that the first accusations of  embezzlement brought 

against Dobrescu-Argeș had made some Radicals and unaffiliated socialists refuse to associate themselves 

with the “League for Universal Suffrage” in 1895; see: Mamina and Niculae, Partidul, p. 134. 
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fraught, and alliances inconstant.68  

Emblematically, his on-and-off  collaboration with the one or two standing 

socialist MPs69 elicited, at its low points, their public accusation that although a self-

appointed leader of  the peasantry, Dobrescu-Argeș was nothing more than “a carnival 

peasant”, and his insistence on wearing folk dress in parliament was a mere ploy.70 Given 

how fraught the issue of  identity was for those claiming to speak as peasants to and for 

the peasants, such an attack could not be taken lightly. The brief  heyday of  Socialist 

clubs in the countryside in 1898-1899 was, on the one hand, seen as dangerous 

competition, while, on the other, the swift governmental crackdown disbanding them – 

even in spite of  electoral alliances between the Liberal and the Social-Democratic Party 

– was chilling proof  of  the establishment’s willingness to enforce its hegemony.71 It was 

also during the crackdown of  1899 that both Socialists and Peasantists lent their support 

to a loosely-grouped “Committee for the Defence of  Peasant Interests”, which 

unfortunately happened to include one ex-Anarchist patron of  the arts, whose failed 

election contributed to the eruption of  a significant local uprising in the Wallachian 

town of  Slatina.72 As by that point a demoralised and briefly-imprisoned Dobrescu-

Argeș had mostly abandoned politics, the tenuousness of  the project’s claim to political 

viability was apparent. As we shall see, until the arrival of  V. M. Kogălniceanu, in 1906, 

the indecisive manoeuvring of  Alexandru Valescu had little to show for in terms of  
                                                
68 Traian P. Lungu, Viața politică în România la sfârșitul secolului al XIX-lea, Editura Științifică, 

Bucharest, 1967, pp. 181-186 
69 Like Dobrescu-Argeș, the socialists were present in the Chamber of  Deputies between 1888 and 1899, 

until the self-dissolution of  their party through the desertion of  its leadership into the ranks of  the Liberal 

Party. 
70 E. g. Chamber of  Deputies, 24 January 1889, in: DAD, p. 559; Chamber of  Deputies, 25 November 

1892, in: DAD, pp. 36-38. On the idea of  the “carnival peasant”, or rather the “vaudeville peasant”, see: 

Roman, Le populisme, pp. 198-206. 
71 Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, “Cale greșită”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 7 February 1899. The accomplishment 

of  establishing over two hundred village clubs, spreading a moderate democratic programme (including 

universal suffrage) throughout southern Wallachia, arguably outdid the achievements of  the Peasantists; 

see: Gheorghe Matei, Cluburile socialiste la sate, 1898-1899, Editura Științifică, Bucharest, 1968. 

Dobrescu-Argeș’s claim that some 14,000 peasants had adhered to the platform in 1895 seems hard to 

substantiate; see: Dima, Organizarea, p. 263. 
72 Alexandru Bogdan-Pitești (1870-1922) was singled out from the longer country-wide list of  candidates, 

highlighting his credentials as an aficionado of  folk art, a fairly outspoken xenophobe, a supporter of  

religious education, and his interest in personally carrying out inquiries on the state of  village life, dressed 

in peasant garb; see: Gazeta Țeranilor, 20 May 1899. On the uprising, see: Matei, Cluburile, pp. 169-174. 

The episode is fully deserving of  at least an article-length micro-history.  
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progress. And yet, even the timing of  this push for a party proved problematic, as both 

Valescu and Kogălniceanu were to be accused of  having contributed to the unrest of  

1907.  

If  this outline suggests, so far, a story of  failure, incongruence and opportunism, 

we must nevertheless argue that none of  the above is strictly reducible to the primacy of  

strategy over ideology, though it certainly is reflective of  the necessary flexibility of  

political outsiders. What it translated into, on the level of  negotiated political reflection, 

was the question of  peasants’ political agency and its potential limits, given an urgent 

imperative of  self-emancipation, as a constant transcending – and, indeed, uniting – all 

of  the above. This was no longer a matter of  imagining the collective agency of  the 

nation as something distributed over time, but a possibility for concerted action in the 

here-and-now. Nor was this a matter of  imagining the agency of  the nation as being 

distributed over class boundaries, inasmuch as the future dominance of  the peasantry in 

the state relied on the exclusion of  a discredited political establishment that had failed to 

improve its fate. In fact, the establishment was identified with a more-or-less 

metaphorical continuation of  Phanariote oppression, against which the symbolic 

resistance of  1821 was ritually invoked. Finally, if  the agency of  the nation was indeed 

imagined as being distributed across borders, it was of  a manner in which the Kingdom 

fell short of  its mission, as already analysed in Chapter Five.  

Not only was Transylvania invoked as a term of  comparison, however, but the 

broader repertoire of  models for peasant agency and state-building featured in “Gazeta 

Țeranilor” included Belgium (where Dobrescu-Argeș had studied)73 and Scandinavia 

(with a particular emphasis on Denmark as the successful example of  a really-existing 

rural democracy).74 Finally, the movement claimed Vladimirescu, Cuza, Rosetti and 

Kogălniceanu as pantheonised forerunners, while also attempting to recover the 

memory of  peasant participants to the events of  1848,75 and to frame the precedent of  

1857 as proof  of  peasant eloquence and capacity. Even as such, general familiarity with 

the aforementioned, or indeed the existence of  a robust national consciousness among 

the peasant masses, were not foregone conclusions for the Peasantists, but something 

which, like an awareness of  electoral politics’ potential, had to be cultivated by village 
                                                
73 Earning a law degree from Free University of  Brussels (1894-1897), Dobrescu-Argeș studied and 

travelled in Belgium whenever his commitments allowed for it, also visiting France and the Netherlands; 

see: Dima, Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, pp. 46-47. 
74 Dobrescu-Argeș had expressed a desire to visit Denmark, Germany and Italy; see Dima, Constantin 

Dobrescu-Argeș, pp. 46-47. 
75 Two such biographies were published in Gazeta Țeranilor, on 11 February and 28 April 1893. 
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elites. In effect, this concluding study, focused on the discourse and topoi of  “Gazeta 

Țeranilor”, will demonstrate how the themes and sub-themes examined in previous 

chapters were recast by a contesting movement that aimed to take the central 

contradictions of  Romanian politics head-on, in its attempt to legitimately speak for the 

peasant. 

 

The Promise of  Peasant Politics, Part Two: Voice and Resistance 

 In a three-part article advocating the imperative necessity of  universal suffrage, 

published in December 1906, Vasile M. Kogălniceanu challenged the argument that 

illiteracy was sufficient proof  of  peasants’ political immaturity, by invoking the 

precedent of  Ion Roată’s eloquence and folk-wit at the crucial juncture of  1857.76 By 

that point, “Gazeta Țeranilor” had consistently referenced the historical moment in 

question, be it by reprinting the peasant delegates’ petition to the Moldavian Ad-Hoc 

Assembly as an indictment of  Carol I’s jubilee,77 by explicitly calling for the voice of  a 

Ion Roată in parliament as the only means for stopping the imagined Jewish invasion,78 

or by reprinting “Moș Ion Roată și Vodă-Cuza” in full, when proposing a subscription 

fund for statues commemorating the former ruler.79 Peasant voice, then, was constitutive 

of  the broader imaginary of  resistance. As one article on “Proofs for the Peasantry’s 

National Validity” [“Probe de validitatea națională a țărănimii”] sought to demonstrate, 

Vladimirescu, the peasants of  Islaz and the Bucharest peasant-firefighters repelling 

Ottoman troops in 1848, the truth-speaking peasants of  1857, and the country-born 

Cuza (as opposed to Carol I) were all part of  a historical continuum of  national agency, 

embodied by the peasant class and its leadership. 80 The demonological corollary to this 

was the identification of  the ruling class with a Phanariote past that had never truly 

gone away, the deployment of  the term ciocoi, common in describing the antagonists of  

Vladimirescu and the haiducs, therefore revealing. As such, the supposedly-Westernising 

new order was, in fact, “Oriental”, subverting periodisation.81 Its so-called “civilisation” 

was a smokescreen through which the peasant could readily see, given his painful 

acquaintance with the past – “Phanariote mores”, the growth of  an abusive 

administration nourished on funcționarism, a party spoils system “baser than under 
                                                
76 Vasile M. Kogălniceanu, “Votul universal”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 10-17-24 December 1906 
77 Alexandru Valescu, “După 40 de ani de domnie”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 21 May 1906 
78 “Ne cotropesc străinii”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 2 May 1904 
79 “Pentru Cuza, domnul țăranilor”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 23 November 1903 
80 “Exemple de validitatea națională a țărănimei”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 11 August 1902 
81 Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, “Mândria noastră națională”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 18 July 1893 
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Turkish rule”, and economic colonisation by foreigners to top it all off: “what are we, the 

sixty-odd-thousand literate peasants of  some station, why have not begun working 

toward gaining what is rightfully ours in our country’s civilisation? Who are we waiting 

for? When will we decide to begin?”82 To a rhetorical question, a symbolic answer – a 

reference to the anti-Phanariote struggle of  the haiducs, doubled by yet another 

rhetorical question: “until when will four million workers continue to fall prey to Asiatic 

barbarians? […] the fate of  the peasant is thus sadder than that of  Romanians under 

the Hungarians, of  the Irishmen of  yesteryear, of  nomadic Gypsies.”83 The claims to 

the country’s Europeanness made by the establishment were undermined by the 

Oriental demeanour of  the latter. 84   

That these invocations could be subversive of  the intended, de-politicised 

patterns of  symbolic consumption inherent to official pantheonisation was explicitly 

reflected upon at the 1898 unveiling of  Tudor Vladimirescu’s statue in the town of  

Târgu Jiu, for which Dobrescu-Argeș had lobbied in parliament, in the footsteps of  the 

local potentate, Dincă Schileru.85 The visual centrepiece of  the newspaper’s calendar of  

that year (and again in that of  1902, then bearing the legend of  “the hero of  our 

nationality’s awakening”), Vladimirescu was an especially potent symbol of  peasant 

agency. A such, his visible, public consecration was policed by Dobrescu-Argeș, keen on 

preventing a symbolic de-fanging: if  the revolutionary had been slandered as a mere 

bandit by his contemporary adversaries,  
 

what will the officials officially say at this inauguration? Will they legitimise and enshrine the 

popular, peasant revolution of  Tudorin? In such a case, they would recognise that 

revolutions, too, are means of  straightening out bad governments, or ruling classes who are 

in bed with the foreigner, together with whom they tyrannise and rob the country’s 
                                                
82  Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, “Civilizația noastră și chestiunea țărănească”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 23 

January 1894 
83 Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, “România barbară sau martiriul țăranilor”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 23 October 

1894 
84 The otherwise deep-seated ambiguities of  identifying the “subject” of  Romanian history were thus 

settled for the Peasantists; see: Catherine Durandin, “Le bon sujet de l’Historie roumaine: le Peuple, le 

Paysan, ou le Bourgeois?”, International Journal of  Rumanian Studies, 2/1987, pp. 59-69. 
85 As early as 13 June 1881, Chamber of  Deputies, in: MOf, p. 1905 showing a concern for funding, 

casting, and bringing the statue from Italy thereafter. Plainly, this was also a matter of  local prestige for 

Schileru (1846-1919), who was the MP for Gorj county, of  which Târgu Jiu is the capital. First elected in 

1879, and an early supporter of  Dobrescu-Argeș, Schileru was a controversial figure, also accused of  

being a “carnival peasant”: although of  rural extraction, he had amassed great wealth through trade and 

exporting coal, and founded a veritable political dynasty, dominating local politics into the 1930s. 
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inhabitants. Otherwise, they will limit themselves to commonplaces and palavers.86 

 

Indeed, when “Gazeta Țeranilor” attempted to make sense of  a series of  uprisings in 

the following year, the analogy between the misrule of  Romania’s political elites and that 

of  Ottoman horrors in Macedonia and Armenia was redoubled through explicit 

reference to the era preceding 1821: “may that those who want to see this country 

continue to exist quickly being their work while there is still time […] may the Lord give 

patience to the peasant – but just until when [that will be], Lord only knows!”87 The 

existence of  the state could be jeopardised by a tragic yet justifiable peasant stirring. Yet 

there at least two layers of  ambiguity inherent to such half-veiled threats of  revolt. Firstly, 

the very fact of  a presumed de facto continuation of  the Phanariote yoke implied that 

neither the haiducs,88 nor Vladimirescu had truly been successful in their struggles. 

Secondly, whereas Vladimirescu’s revolution was proof  of  concerted and enlightened 

action, uprisings in the here-and-now served the opposite rhetorical purpose of  

highlighting the ever-receding temporal horizon within which the peasant class was still 

capable and willing to negotiate with elites, rather than (self-)destructive. The birth of  

the nation-state had not, therefore, generated enough historical distance between the past 

of  oppression and the present, if  that past was so readily comparable – and still had so 

much to teach in terms of  resistance. 

 The pantheonisation of  Cuza, on the other hand, was more straightforwardly a 

matter of  strategic anti-dynasticism.89 Whereas the 1894 calendar of  the newspaper 

depicted a domestic scene in which a young peasant recruit (either returning from or 

going to the front in the War of  Independence) was surrounded by his family under the 

protective gaze and patronage of  the portraits of  the king and queen, this symbolic 

economy decidedly changed over time. Firstly, paying homage to the king or leaders of  

political parties as redeemers was thought to obscure the agency of  the peasantry-as-

nation, “the foundation of  the people in all countries inhabited by Romanians”: “the 

Romanian peasantry has continued to exist through the viable value of  its blood, 

muscles and bones, and not by awaiting for its salvation in the coming of  king Carol or 

                                                
86 Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, “Inaugurarea statuii lui Tudor”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 20 September 1898 
87 Alexandru Valescu, “De ce se răscoală țăranii?”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 28 March 1899 
88 For a positive description of  hajduks as national symbols, see: Gheorghe Marinescu, “Dragostea de 

haiducie”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 18 March 1901. 
89 Anti-dynastic positions were also evinced by Aleksandar Stamboliyski (1879-1923), the leader of  the 

most successful and long-lasting Bulgarian peasant party, as of  1905; see: Bell, Peasants, p. 65. 
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Brătianu, like Jews for their Messiah.”90 At best, the stability provided by Carol’s long 

reign had allowed for a modicum of  progress, just as Napoleon III’s intervention in 

favour of  the Union or its enactment by Cuza had also done, a historical lucky streak 

that had lulled the nation into a false sense of  security and comfort: collective agency 

could fall dormant if  the individual agency of  “great men” was uncritically 

overemphasized in isolation from it.91 The relative stability of  the recent past, then, was 

not seen as sufficient justification of  the lavish celebrations of  1906, if  the far shorter 

reign of  Cuza was to be taken as a comparative benchmark for accomplishment.92 

Indeed, the charitable initiative of  opening a number of  rural hospitals as part of  the 

jubilee was seen as outright offensive, mere breadcrumbs, impelling  a general sense of  

“Now or Never” [“Acum ori niciodată”].93 Even in previous years, when reprinting a 

peasant letter which positively described a veteran’s encounter with Carol, the editorial 

team made sure to also include a counter-narrative, in which the queen, complimenting 

a peasant-woman’s garb, was curtly cut off  by the latter, who remarked that she had 

owned still more beautiful clothes, but had sold them off  to pay the taxman.94  

Secondly, as with Vladimirescu, the symbolic value of  Cuza and the perceived 

ingratitude of  official pantheonisation were construed as definitive proof  of  

establishment malice. In 1903, on the thirtieth anniversary of  Cuza’s death in exile, a 

series of  articles called for mass involvement on the part of  the peasantry for a consistent 

and regular commemoration of  his figure, accusing politicians and the king of  a de facto 

boycott 95  and contrasted the existing statue of  the “god-like benefactor of  the 

bourgeoisie”, I. C. Brătianu, with the absence of  a statue memorialising the former ruler 

in the capital.96 Legitimised through an ex post act of  pantheonic reconciliation with “the 

social democrat Rosetti, who found him sublime”, 97  Cuza was compared with 

Vladimirescu, and peasants were exhorted to celebrate both the fateful Land Reform of  

2 May 1864, and to commemorate the death of  Vladimirescu, on May 26.98 As such, 

the question of  “How we Ought Glorify Cuza” [“Cum să-l slăvim pe Cuza”] was 

                                                
90 Alexandru Valescu, “Tendința noastră”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 4 August 1902 
91 Alexandru Valescu, “Norocul românilor”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 24 July 1905 
92 Alexandru Valescu, “Asupra domniei regelui Carol”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 14 May 1906 
93 Alexandru Valescu, “Acum ori niciodată”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 25 June 1906 
94 “Din călătoria regelui”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 9 May 1904 
95 “Cuza-Vodă, ciocoii și statuia sa”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 2 November 1903 
96 “Cuza și I. C. Brătianu”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 2 November 1903 
97 Rosetti had been among those who had conspired to depose Cuza in 1866. 
98 “Cât de mare a fost Cuza”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 9 November 1903 
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answered by further suggesting that a peasant delegation reuniting ploughmen from 

across the country be sent annually on 2 May to his graveside, on the family estate of  

Ruginoasa.99  Unsurprisingly, then, 1906 saw the publication of  supposedly-authentic 

folk couplets in which Carol was contrasted to previous rulers of  a decidedly negative 

manner: “When Știrbei was our prince/ You could plough as best you’d please/ So long 

as Cuza was lord/ The ciocoi could rule no more/ Gypsies ceased being in thrall/ He 

gave land to peasants all/ But since Carol has ruled ‘ere/ We’ve been left with our chests 

bare.”100  

In sum, the regime of  historicity articulated by the Peasantists was one marked 

by an appeal to the agency of  the peasantry, both so as to make good on the promises of  

a past that had outlined a potential trajectory of  emancipation, but, equally, to do away 

with the remnants of  various pasts of  oppression that had prevented this emancipation 

from already becoming reality. As Hartog notes,  
 

Throughout the nineteenth century, in which the idea of  the Nation played such a pivotal 

role, the development of  national histories in fact went hand in hand with discourses 

claiming to speak in the name of  the future. In France, that future had already taken place, 

but it had somehow also been missed, had gone astray, or got lost – in any case, it was 

unfinished. 1789 was in the past, but the promise it held was still to come.101 

 

As we have seen above, several turning-points could be invoked – 1821, 1848, 

1859/1864 – each had already been accepted in the nation’s historical canon as a 

defining moment of  breaking with a past, yet for the Peasantists, the futures implied by 

them had, too, “gone astray”. Given that Peasantism never reached a critical mass of  

mobilisation before 1918,102 the issue of  whether the regime of  historicity it proposed 

was politically compelling is not readily settled. But, as remarked with regard to the 

cooperativist movement in interwar Bulgaria, the legitimation of  a political project 

                                                
99 “Cum să-l slăvim pe Cuza”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 16 November 1903. Complaints of  the weekly’s 

confiscation by authorities (presumably on account of  anti-dynastic diatribes) were also voiced in the same 

number, comparing the practice to those prevalent “in the era of  the Organic Regulations”. 
100 Gazeta Țeranilor, 13 August 1906. A similar version had also been published earlier that year, as part 

of  an article suggesting that peasant readers should commemorate Cuza and Kogălniceanu; see: Visarion, 

“De demult”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 21 May 1906. For later versions, circulated in the wake of  1907, see: Al. I. 

Amzulescu, “Răscoala din 1907 oglindită în cântecul popular”, Revista de folclor, 1-2/1957, pp. 125-147. 
101 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 131 
102 Tellingly, the best monograph on the movement’s history dedicates only a few pages to its pre-1918 

iteration; see: Zigu Ornea, Țărănismul: studiu sociologic, Editura Politică, Bucharest, 1969, pp. 27-30. 
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ought indeed be understood as intimately linked with the political horizon it outlines, the 

time-scale of  solutions it proposes to the social ills it identifies, and the framing of  those 

solutions with reference to an imagined historical trajectory. In the Bulgarian case, 

cooperativism was presented as the continuation of  past-oriented local tradition and as a 

future-oriented, cutting edge socio-economic project, yet it 
 

missed a deep time configuration that could structure expectations and confirm that the 

reels of  history were moving on their own, and, what is more, in the right direction. Rather, 

cooperativism depended largely on the volition of  social subjects to regulate intentionally 

the direction of  social and economic development, that is, to generate their own course of  

history. [...] Cooperativism lacked both a paradigmatic past and an apocalyptic future. In 

the final analysis, it missed a grand time scheme, that is, a time structure that could divide 

time flow into meaningful periods and organize them in a relational manner in order to 

cement and carry expectations.103 

 

As such, we might note how temporal ambiguity has direct bearing upon the way in 

which a political project emplots agency, potentially overstating that of  “social subjects” 

in the present. In the Peasantists’ case, too, as we shall now see, imagining the agency of  

the peasant voter in the here-and-now would also be a stumbling-block.  

 

The Promise of  Peasant Politics, Part Three: The Antinomies of  Suffrage 

 If  the figures of  the Peasantist pantheon stood for peasant agency on a symbolic, 

metonymic level, the question of  direct peasant involvement in electoral politics, both as 

actually-existing and as soon-to-be-transformed, was an even more direct means of  

catalysing, and reflecting on agency. As has already been noted, Dobrescu-Argeș and 

Valescu wavered on the issue of  when, or indeed whether, universal suffrage was to 

replace census suffrage. What underscored all such reflections, however, was a 

conviction that the existing ruling class could only fail to safeguard peasant interests, and 

that peasants should therefore represent themselves, by means of  electing their 

vanguards, in the form of  educated village elites. Whether or not their existing level of  

political consciousness truly allowed the rural masses to ignore the violence and bribes 

of  candidates backed by mainstream parties was, therefore, an issue subject to hopeful 

rhetorical projection, and rueful rumination in the hour of  defeat. 

 As a manifesto directed to village teachers at the time of  the Party’s genesis in 
                                                
103 Augusta Dimou, “Cooperative Modernity: Discursive Constructions of  Social Order in the Bulgarian 

Cooperative Movement of  the Interwar Period”, in: Mishkova, Trencsényi and Jalava (eds.), Regimes of  

Historicity, p. 161 
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1895 emphatically stated from the outset, “not even in jest do we acknowledge helmsmen’s 

monopoly on patriotism, on knowledge, and on the responsibility of  safeguarding the 

country, only so that they might suppress the constitutional freedoms of  the People in 

the name of  this monopoly, by means of  circulars and arbitrary deeds.”104  Whereas 

peasants had been allowed to contribute to political debates in the time of  the Ad-Hoc 

assemblies and during Cuza’s reign, their path to self-representation was now blocked by 

the administration’s meddling.105 By the same token, the deliberate precarisation of  

teachers, feared to act as potentially-dissenting rural elites,106 was taken as a reaction to 

the role of  schools in “rooting out privilege and class monopoly”,107 clearly subversive of  

establishment strategies of  self-reproduction. As such, the programme of  the Peasant 

Party published in the same year called for the explicit legal acknowledgement of  a right 

to resistance against abuse,108 the irremovability of  teachers and state personnel as a 

guarantee against precarity and political pressure, the replacement of  county sub-

prefects with a council of  delegates, and the establishment of  a high court of  

administrative litigation.109 In terms of  voting rights, however, the programme stopped 

short of  advocating the immediate introduction of  universal male suffrage, retaining a 

three-college electoral system (great landowners, petty landowners, and an urban 

college), and indirect votes for the illiterate, albeit with one delegate for every ten such 

citizens, rather than one in forty. Interestingly, voting was to be compulsory and 

uninominal, and the programme also promised the political emancipation of  the 

Dobruja,110 alluding to the ideal of  a future state encompassing all Romanian-speaking 

lands in its preliminaries, with the subtext that attainment of  this national ideal hinged 

upon the resolution of  social issues. Though the horizon of  expectation was vague, it 

nevertheless gave the peasant Zukunftstaat centre stage, its more perfect agency that of  a 

                                                
104  Ioan Rădoi and C. Dobrescu-Argeş, Scrisoare deschisă către învăţătorii sătesci din Romania, 

Tipografia Modernă Gr. Luis, Bucharest, 1895, p. 5. Circulars were referred to as means for spreading 

“terror” and “panic”, resulting in witch-hunts against the books, brochures and petitions that advocated 

for free and fair elections (p. 12). 
105 Rădoi and Dobrescu-Argeş, Scrisoare, p. 7 
106 Rădoi and Dobrescu-Argeş, Scrisoare, p. 10 
107 Rădoi and Dobrescu-Argeş, Scrisoare, p. 8 
108 Programul Partidei Ţerăneşti din România, Editura Gazetei Ţeranilor (Tipografia Modernă Gr. Luis), 

Bucharest, 1895, p. 3 
109 Programul Partidei, pp. 23-26 
110 Programul Partidei, pp. 4-5. After its annexation, the multi-ethnic province was governed by special 

laws, rather than the constitution. 
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ruling peasant class.111 Including calls for restricting agricultural leases to Romanian 

citizens and the introduction of  military exercises in schools as a preamble to creating a 

nation-in-arms,112 the programme, while rural-centric, was not reducible to a single-

issue platform. Indeed, this complexity was understood as inherent to the all-embracing 

reach of  “the peasant question” as it presented itself  in Romania:  
 

whereas Europe’s peasant parties focus on either strictly economic, cultural, or political 

questions, we – by means of  a grand synthesis – understand the Peasant Party in Romania 

as a party of  the entire Romanian nation, a party which is not only national, but covers at 

once all of  the problems [here as syn. for “questions”] which make up a modern nation-

state.113  

 

As such, the idea that the “peasant question” had become acknowledged as a “national 

question” thanks to the political activism of  the Party was touted in Dobrescu-Argeș’s 

1899 end-of-mandate report to voters, as the abstract, summative embodiment of  his 

concrete proposals and interventions, suffrage militancy concluding a long list of  

initiatives supported or drafted by the MP.114  

Throughout the late 1890s, “Gazeta Țeranilor” had proposed an increasingly 

diverse roster of  tactics that would habituate peasants with political co-operation, calling 

for the establishment of  clubs led by village elites 115  and rural labour unions. 116 

Moreover, by 1899, the reliance on a three-college electoral system was replaced in 

Peasantist discourse with the ideal of  a single electoral college, paving the way for 

universal suffrage, morally justified by the fact that “the social contract cannot be 

likened to a company [to which shareholders contribute] unequal capital [to the joint 

stock].”117 The new century, however, saw growing concern with the limits of   peasant 

political consciousness, as part of  an attempt to ascribe blame for the movement’s 
                                                
111 Programul Partidei, p. 3 
112 Programul Partidei, pp. 16-17 
113 Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, “Partida țărănească”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 17 May 1898 
114 The list covered issues such as grazing rights, priests’ salaries, a forest code and forests for the peasantry, 

free meals and schoolbooks for destitute children, educational reforms including the establishment of  

village libraries, the augmentation of  communes’ incomes, incentives for industry and agriculture, the sale 

of  state-owned land to peasants, measures against alcoholism and usury, militancy in favour of  

agricultural unions and universal suffrage; see: Gazeta Țeranilor, 9 May 1899. 
115 Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, “Fruntașii țăranilor”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 22 November 1898 
116 Constantin Dobrescu-Argeș, “Săteni!”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 6 December 1898. Such tactics were also 

propounded by the Peasantists’ socialist rivals. 
117 Stan Ionescu [pseud.?], “Colegiul unic”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 24 January 1899 
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stagnation. Firstly, one culprit for peasants’ political inaction was the establishment itself. 

If  peasants’ entry to politics through a broadening of  the franchise was, in fact, the 

“internal Pleven” to be conquered,118  its fall appeared tantalisingly imminent: 
 

Fortuitously, we are so close to the walls of  this Pleven that we can already hear the 

frightened murmurs of  the executioners inside […] it is a great reform that justice demands, 

for which our burdened and humiliated state allows no delay; the existence of  our country, 

the being of  our nation and its strengthening for a struggle for life with other nations prove 

it urgent and truly necessary.119 

  
In no uncertain terms, then, the necessity of  spreading political education among the 

masses was argued as a pragmatic next step, even from the self-interested standpoint of  

the ruling class. In an apocalyptic tone, one article warned of  how, should a backward 

Romania one day be invaded by a foreign power, political elites could not count on an 

inter-class solidarity borne of  “patriotic sentiment”, “the people failing to see how it 

would fare worse than under the masters of  today”120 – in failing to serve the nation, the 

state had lost its trust and was now understandably, if  worryingly, no longer a priority 

for it: the Peasantists channelled the topos of  indifference so as to heighten the sense of  

urgency. Analogies with Transylvania were, therefore, also readily made, “with the 

exception that, we, the peasants, have not decreed passivity in elections [referring  here 

to the boycott of  parliamentary politics by the National Party in Transylvania], but, in 

fact, for all our so-called electoral activity, we, the peasants of  Free Romania, are in 

effect as [un-]represented as our brothers across the Carpathians are in the Hungarian 

parliament of  Budapest”.121 Quite clearly here, the fact that “passivity” had – belying its 

name – been actively chosen as a strategy by the Transylvanians was only further proof  

of  their agency, just as local peasants’ “so-called electoral activity” amounted to nothing 

in the face of  a state that deliberately blocked the manifestation of  its own citizens’ 

political agency. 

 Secondly, however, fault was also to be found with village elites, and with 

peasants themselves. Criticised for lacking the religious education of  the heroic South 

African Boers or the economic education of  the Belgians122  and for insufficiently 

engaging with the rural masses, elites were exhorted to comprehend the now-or-never of  
                                                
118 “Plevna internă a țărănimei”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 26 May 1902 
119 “Votul obștesc”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 25 January 1904 
120 “Trebuie educație politică pentru popor”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 7 October 1901 
121 “Cum e țărănimea îndepărtată de la viața publică”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 19 May 1902 
122 “Fruntașii satelor”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 7 and 28 April 1902 
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their political juncture: “we, the peasants, have fallen too far behind them in every 

respect, [the establishment] cannot turn back, and we cannot catch up with them.”123 

This justified the insistence on clubs as meeting-houses where elites and rank-and-file 

could interact and gain the confidence of  the other in a public setting befitting a proper 

party.124 Yet, at the same time, the perceived thinness of  the village elite as a social 

stratum made party politics seem, at times, a dicey proposition, insofar as transforming 

part of  the village elite into professional career politicians could potentially “turn them 

into ciocoi”, alienated from their broader constituency.125 

 An uneasiness with both party politics and universal suffrage was most visible 

after the death of  Dobrescu-Argeș and the full take-over of  Valescu, starting with 1904. 

At the beginning of  that year, political inaction was rationalised through the argument 

that, even in the unlikely event of  capturing all thirty-eight seats allotted to the third 

electoral college in the lower chamber, the influence of  peasants in parliament could 

only amount to that of  a pressure/lobby group.126 By the end of  the year, however, calls 

for the (re-)establishment of  a party and the recruitment of  candidates,127 as well as the 

reprinting of  a programme virtually identical to that of  1895128 signalled a shift in 

tactics, just as elections appeared on the horizon. With various peasant candidacies 

announced in some twenty counties, including Valescu’s in Argeș,129 the newspaper 

called upon peasant delegates to vote with the assurance that representatives of  rural 

extraction would speak in parliament “with the free voice” of  Moș Ion Roată, putting an 

end to the ever-backward march that had made “free Romania” lag behind 

Transylvania since 1866.130 To Valescu’s shock, however, his election was not a done 

deal. Failing to gain delegates’ votes, Valescu accused his opponent, a lawyer of  Greek 

descent who had supposedly only recently been granted Romanian citizenship,131 of  
                                                
123 “Puterea cuvântului în luminarea populației rurale”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 10 February 1902 
124 “Cluburi la sate”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 11 July 1904; “De ce sunt trebuincioase cluburile la sate”, Gazeta 

Țeranilor, 18 July 1904; “Organizarea cluburilor sătești”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 25 July 1904 
125 “Tendința noastră”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 4 August 1902 
126 “Grupul țărănesc”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 22 February 1904 
127 Alexandru Valescu, “Partidul țărănesc”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 21 November 1904 
128 “Proiectul de program al partidului țărănesc”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 19 December 1904 
129 Alexandru Valescu, “Alegerile”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 2 January 1905. In the same number, the article 

“Candidați țărănești” [“Peasant Candidates”] provided the profiles of  some hopefuls, including, for 

instance, that of  Petre M. Dițescu, a wealthy peasant from Dâmbovița county who was lauded for his 

contribution in setting up a hospital, a bank, and a school.  
130 Alexandru Valescu, “Către sătenii alegători”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 30 January 1905 
131 Alexandru Valescu, “De la alegeri”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 6-13 February 1905 
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having bought off  electoral delegates with drink. One article ventriloquized the disgust 

of  the conscientious peasant minority, both in order to prove that not all peasants were 

culpable, and to add moral legitimacy to the sense of  outrage: “ ‘Shame on you, 

scoundrels, for shouting down your brother; you’ve sold yourself  to the Greek, you 

sinners!’ Hearing this daring indictment, the lawyer Vestinian [the elected opponent] left 

in shame, and the wretched peasants opened their eyes wide, as if  awoken from a 

dream.”132 This incident, it might be added, highlights the ambiguities inherent to the 

metonymic identification of  the nation with the peasantry in Peasantist discourse: the 

peasants’ misdeed was neither strictly interpreted as an example of  insufficient class 

consciousness, nor of  insufficient national consciousness.  

For Valescu, personal disappointment immediately translated into uncertainty 

over the political capacity of  the peasantry and the change of  tactics this called for. On 

the one hand, even if  the majority of  peasants proved an easily-swayed “dowry for the 

government” in power, a broader franchise meant that “for all the idiocy of  the 

peasantry, given its numbers”, buying off  voters with drink would prove less feasible.133 

On the other hand, the subsequent number of  the newspaper examined the counter-

argument: given just how few potential voters could indeed demonstrate a political 

conscience, universal suffrage would only make things worse.134 The solution, ultimately, 

was to call for two colleges – one urban, one rural135 – and to co-opt village elites in 

convincing peasants that only peasants ought be elected.136 As the title of  one article 

asked rhetorically – “Is The People Accustomed to Slavery?” [“Poporul este deprins cu 

robia?”]. The answer was that this could not be the case, but that the voice of  its 

protectors had not yet made itself  heard.137 By the end of  1905, the twinned goals of  

winning the thirty-eight available seats in the lower chamber and extending the 

franchise were once more on the table.138 

It was in the jubilee year of  1906, however, that V. M. Kogălniceanu joined the 

                                                
132 “De la alegerile Colegiului III Argeș”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 6-13 February 1905. It has been noted with 

regard to Galicia that, already in the 1880s, electoral bribes were rejected, and corruption actively 

reported upon by peasants, at least in some cases; see: Stauter-Halsted, The Nation in the Village, p. 223. 
133 Alexandru Valescu, “Zestrea guvernamentală”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 6-13 February 1905 
134 Alexandru Valescu, “Ce să cerem?”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 20 February 1905 
135 Alexandru Valescu, “Două colegii”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 27 February 1905, and Alexandru Valescu, 

“Cele două colegii și sufragiul universal”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 6 March 1905 
136 Alexandru Valescu, “Singura cale”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 13 March 1905 
137 Alexandru Valescu, “Poporul este deprins cu robia?”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 27 March 1905 
138 T. Ionescu, “Lărgirea dreptului de vot”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 20 November 1905 



 303 

fray, calling for a movement in support of  “rural democracy”.139 Shrewdly, given the 

travel incentives offered to peasants on the occasion of  festivities in Bucharest, 

Kogălniceanu saw an opportunity for assembling representatives at a peasant congress, 

arguing that if  national minorities had proven able to organise in like manner, it was all 

the more incumbent upon Romanians to do the same.140 By late August, Valescu would 

suggest that, since a congress reuniting representatives of  rural banks had also been 

planned for early September, the peasant congress could seize the opportunity of  their 

presence, and be held around the same time. In the same article, the author complained 

that the distribution of  the newspaper had been throttled – a plausible accusation, given 

the increasingly inflammatory tone of  his anti-dynasticism.141  But, ironically, what 

would soon prove to be the downfall of  both V. M. Kogălniceanu and Valescu was the 

deliberate use of  an exhortation to the peasants by the queen as the motto of  the 

manifesto spread with the occasion of  the congress. Earlier that summer, she had 

addressed peasants with a phrase that was instantly reprinted on official postcards, proof  

of  its ideological un-subversiveness: “Awaken, my good people, and rise to the height of  

your duty. You will then be surprised by your own strength”. It is, therefore, plausible to 

assume that Valescu and Kogălniceanu had chosen this motto precisely as a means of  

dispelling suspicions over the character of  their movement, paying lip service to dynastic 

loyalism. Yet the sheer spread of  “Către săteni” [“To the Villagers”], subscribed to by 

some forty thousand peasant signatories and distributed in over ten thousand copies,142 

was enough to give pause to the authorities, even if  its programme was legal and 

moderate in scope, calling for universal suffrage and the gradual selling of  land to the 

peasantry.143 

                                                
139 V. M. Kogălniceanu, “Democrația rurală”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 22 January 1906. On the collaboration 

between Valescu and Kogălniceanu, see: Dima, Organizarea, pp. 307-331. 
140 V. M. Kogălniceanu, “Congresul țărănesc”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 14 May 1906. Previously, on the 

occasion of  a Jewish congress, the newspaper had published a poem ventriloquizing two peasants who 

commented upon the injustice of  minorities benefiting from a supposedly greater freedom of  assembly 

than Romanian peasants; see: “Cronica: Plângerea lui Irimia”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 6 January 1902. 
141 Alexandru Valescu, “Un congres țărănesc se impune”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 27 August 1906 
142 In 1904, Valescu had estimated that only seven to ten thousand peasants read books and newspapers 

with any regularity; see: Alexandru Valescu, “Citesc sătenii?”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 1 August 1904. On the 

spread and interception of  the manifesto, see: Damian Hurezeanu, Problema agrară și lupta țărănimii din 

Romînia la începutul secolului al XX-lea, 1904-1906, Editura Științifică, Bucharest, 1961, pp. 252-256. 
143 Alexandru A. Mareş, “Procesul ‘Omului de la 1907’. Date privitoare la biografia lui Vasile M. 

Kogălniceanu”, Revista Arhivelor, 2/2008, pp. 190-191 
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Immediately after the congress held on 5 September 144  Kogălniceanu felt 

compelled to deny that the pamphlet had agitated for an uprising – yet even as such, the 

language employed could still be potentially construed as intimidating: “for on the day 

that peasants shall become enlightened regarding their needs, and, united in a strong 

group will ask for land and rights; then on that day they shall be masters, shall be given 

everything, because no-one in this country can rise against the huge power that the 

peasantry represents.” 145  That the same number contained an imagined dialogue 

between two village teachers, reflecting on the historical continuity between the struggles 

of  Vladimirescu, Cuza, and of  the rural masses, was even less helpful.146 Suspicions still 

lingered, even if  Kogălniceanu found the growing panic to be patently absurd,147 and 

reported how the first official Congress of  the Social Sciences, held soon after his own, 

had also called for immediate and substantive improvement of  the peasants’ lot, as  

demanded by establishment keynotes such as the head of  Crown Estates himself.148 

After the outbreak of  uprisings in the spring of  1907, both Kogălniceanu and 

Valescu were arrested,149 and, even as further articles calling for peace and tranquillity 

were printed in “Gazeta Țeranilor”, its publishing was ultimately suspended until the 

autumn. In the midst of  the panic and bloodhsed, V. M. Kogălniceanu was seen as a 

convenient scapegoat, risking a sentence of  hard labour for life, but was ultimately 

amnestied toward the end of  the uprising, before a final verdict had been issued. His 

legal team had argued, both in the course of  the trial and of  an appeal, that charges 

were based on tendentious interpretations of  his words and intentions. But, equally 

importantly, the argument of  the defence also leaned heavily on peasants’ own 

incomprehension, as testified by their court depositions: if  they had interpreted the 

pamphlet as an official endorsement by the queen and Kogălniceanu for the 

redistribution of  land, this was by no means the fault of  the accused.150 Whether or not 

                                                
144 One of  the speakers was a young peasant, especially chosen for his plain-speaking eloquence, as a 

failsafe for communicating with the audience; see: Dima, Organizarea, p. 318. This is comparable to the 

tactic adopted by a major Bulgarian peasant congress in 1899, which culminated with a speech held by 

the eldest of  the peasant attendees, of  which a comparison between present misrule and the Ottoman past 

was the rhetorical high-point; see: Bell, Peasants, p. 35. 
145 V. M. Kogălniceanu, “După congres”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 17 September 1906 
146 “Cronica”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 17 September 1906 
147 V. M. Kogălniceanu, “Le e frică”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 24 September 1906 
148 V. M. Kogălniceanu, “Un început plin de făgăduinți”, Gazeta Țeranilor, 7 October 1906 
149 On the similar travails of  Valescu, see: Teodorescu, Mușatești, pp. 87-96. 
150 Mareş, “Procesul”, pp. 191-197 
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this was naïveté or strategic reinterpretation on the part of  the peasants in actual fact, it 

was nevertheless ironic that the freedom of  a peasant movement’s leader depended on a 

judicial acknowledgement of  peasants’ inability or unwillingness to play by the rules of  

politics. The existence of  a gap in the language of  politics, it seemed, had to be real – the 

impossibility of  speaking to the peasant erased peasant agency. 

 

Conclusion 

 Our final chapter has more directly engaged with the idea of  agency-as-

resistance, albeit attempting to do this by situating it squarely within the discursive logics 

of  historical actors. The capacity to meaningfully act toward political self-emancipation 

that was increasingly associated with the peasantry as a class also bolstered the 

metonymic identification between one class and the nation – an association which, while 

increasingly made by establishment forces, was even more relevant for dissenting 

movements. Therefore, the present chapter has also shown how the identity adopted by 

actors speaking like/to/as/for peasants was not only a means of  legitimising calls for 

agency, but was itself  a performance of  agency in its own right. 

If  the peasantry was assumed to be capable of  bootstrapping its agency and refining 

its knowledge of  politics, this came with a sense of  urgency, sparking a double crisis of  

both representation and of  time. The crisis of  representation was marked by the 

essentialist notion that only peasants could be the legitimate representatives of  their class, 

but also, by extension, of  the nation itself, insofar as the ruling classes had already 

demonstrated their own incapacity in steering the state, and their disdain for the 

majority. The crisis of  time, then, arose from the sense that the “questions” supposedly 

solved some forty years prior had, in fact, hybridised and mutated, rendering the state 

fragile and estranged from the nation – with the added peril of  full linguistic 

estrangement between town and country. Consequently, the temporalities central to 

emancipatory politics were marked by a primacy of  the now-or-never: the future could 

not be born so long as pasts of  oppression were seen as present, stifling agency. The 

pantheon and chronological canon of  past emancipators and emancipations therefore 

read like a list of  heroic failures, whose models of  agency were primarily of  pedagogical 

relevance, insofar as their actions had been nullified by intervening misrule. That the 

blame was not Vladimirescu or Cuza’s was self-understood: the establishment was at 

fault; yet, in consonance with vesting peasants with agency, so too were they, at least to 

some degree. The outbreak of  the Great Uprising in 1907 was a tragic, yet fitting and 

tangible culmination of  this sense of  crisis, in the form of  a paradox: if  a peasant 
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insurrection had been proof  of  a lack of  agency, one potential solution was to entrust the 

country to the peasantry’s revolutionary agency in the future, so as to finally break with 

the past. 
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One of  the virtues of  conceiving agency as constituted by 

a cultural order of  which it is an idiosyncratic expression 

is that we can then understand a history that turns out to 

be a tragedy. – Marshall Sahlins1 

 

As far as time’s authority is concerned, once people think 

that they are making history, they become responsible for 

their future. – François Hartog2 

The first primary experience [of  the vanquished] is that 

everything happened differently from how it was planned or 

hoped. If  they reflect methodologically at all, they face a 

greater burden of  proof  to explain why something happened 

in this and not the anticipated way. From this, a search for 

middle- or long-range reasons might be initiated to frame 

and perhaps explain the chance event of  the unique 

surprise. – Reinhart Koselleck3  
 

 

Agency and Historicity: Sahlins, Koselleck and Hartog Revisited 

 The present dissertation has attempted to retrace the manifold contexts through 

which agency was ascribed reflexively by historical actors to themselves and others, and 

the concepts and topoi through which preconditions for, or fetters to agency were 

imagined. In so doing, it has cast a broad net, and has deliberately highlighted the 

diversity of  such forms of  reflection and representation. Yet it has nevertheless 

assembled a methodological and theoretical tool-kit which affords a framework for both 

explanatory and narrative cohesion. This has been done by drawing upon Sahlins, 

Koselleck, and Hartog – the latter himself  distilling the insights of  the former two into a 

capacious heuristic – and demonstrating how their work is fundamentally concerned 

with defining and recapturing historically-situated reflections on “agency” at the outset 

of  our inquiry. This, in turn, has invited an extended discussion of  themes that recur in 

our analysis, inasmuch as their salience for historical actors proved pertinent to their 

imagining of  “agency”: absence, periodisation, historical distance, the importance of  

“questions” as ontological framing devices, and ventriloquised peasant truth-speaking. 

As such, returning to how all of  this has intertwined in the course of  our exposition is 

necessary, as is taking stock of  how “agency” and its attending “visions” have been 

articulated. 

 By necessity, our use of  “agency” has remained open-ended, in accordance with 

the imagined ontologies of  the historical entities we have come to examine: from the 

state, to the nation, its classes, and individuals. Conversely, the agency of  abstractions 

themselves, of  how concepts and topoi entered the structuring feedback loop of  historical 

                                                
1  Marshall Sahlins, Apologies to Thucydides: Understanding History as Culture and Vice Versa, 

University of  Chicago Press, 2004, p. 156 
2 François Hartog [transl. Anna M. Osborne], “Time’s Authority”, in: Alexandra Lianeri (ed.), The 

Western Time of  Ancient History: Historiographical Encounters with the Greek and Roman Pasts, 

Cambridge University Press, 2011, p. 40 
3 Koselleck, Practice of  Conceptual History, p. 76 
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practice – for instance, as with the solving of  “questions” as an exercise of  agency, and 

their perceived existence as a fetter to it – has equally shaped our approach. Drawing 

upon Marshall Sahlins, we may note how this feedback loop is a fundamental 

characteristic of  culture in general: practice will diachronically re-shape conceptual 

categories and pre-given cultural materials, opening up the structural to the contingent. 

This, in turn, also speaks to how actors perceived the diachronic accretion of  agency 

into structure, to positive or detrimental effect on their imagined agency. As the first 

motto to our conclusion re-states, “conceiving agency as constituted by a cultural order 

of  which it is an idiosyncratic expression”– i.e. situating actors’ reflexive “visions” of  

how they may affect/ are affected by history – allows for a non-teleological narrative, in 

which actors’ imagined plans for, and trajectories of historical development may be taken 

seriously, and shown to have come to naught, on their own terms: “we can then 

understand a history that turns out to be a tragedy”. 4  Put differently, in having 

acknowledged that the gap between “visions” and “agency” is an inherent and objective 

one, we have charted the evolution of  its perceived subjective shape, from the Utopian 

optimism of  presuming its virtual non-existence, to actor’s rueful reflexive 

acknowledgement of  how the politicised usage of  their extant categories had in fact 

deepened it. 

 That this was a diachronic process is, therefore, in consonance with our skeletal 

working definition of  agency as a “socio-culturally mediated capacity to act”, with an 

evolving cast of  actors thought to perform their action on various scales, in terms of  

both time, space, and social ontology. In the present dissertation, we have shown that 

this socio-cultural mediation was an ongoing process, in which the perceived nature of  

both actors and time itself  was renegotiated. This is in line with Koselleck’s reflections 

on how concepts and logics of  temporal perception are mutually-constitutive. Even 

more so than with Sahlins, Koselleck’s interest in the reflexive re-assessment of  the gap 

between action and outcome invites an engagement with actors’ perceptions of  

historical depth and causality, particularly in situations of  “crisis”, and in their wake. As 

1907 conjured up a sense of  defeat, Koselleck’s reflections seem a fitting epigraph: “the 

first primary experience [of  the vanquished] is that everything happened differently 

from how it was planned or hoped.” Yet this “chance event of  [...] unique surprise” was, 

as we have seen, at once surprising and foreseeable, from the standpoint of  historical 

actors’ prior self-criticism and anxieties. Facing a “burden of  proof  to explain why 

something happened in this and not the anticipated way” is, therefore, proportional to 
                                                
4 Sahlins, Apologies to Thucydides, p. 156 



 310 

what was indeed anticipated – by 1907, the “horizons of  expectation” implied by the 

imperfect resolution of  the “social question” ultimately turned out to hold less in the 

way of  promise than in the way of  urgency.5 Koselleck’s general notion of  “modernity” 

as something which carves out a space for human agency by orienting action away from 

a “space of  experience” is amply qualified in our exposition: the present entertained a 

constant dialogue with its imagined pasts, grappling with unintended consequences on 

the way to its imagined future. This has been demonstrated in light of  “key” concepts, 

prominent both in canonical debates and in manifold non-canonical quotidian contexts, 

mindful of  their diachronic staying-power. Thus, concepts defining collective historical 

actors – such as a “proletariat”, for instance – were inherently inscribed with historical 

trajectories of  emergence, and with quotients of  (non-)agency, as they reflected the 

tempi of  a present’s transformation into a future. From the late 1830s onward, a 

“proletariat” ’s potential emergence was imagined as an agency-depleting intrusion 

upon the imagined ontology of  the national body. But it was also a chronological 

intrusion – even if  a “proletariat” was already an unwelcome reality elsewhere, the 

“non-contemporaneity of  the contemporaneous” on a global scale was hoped to 

prolong the local, peripheral horizon of  expectation. On quite the same note, another 

Koselleckian perspective we have emphasized in our analysis has been the relevance of  

conceptual pairings for articulating gradients and/or antinomies of  agency/non-agency. 

Thus, “feudalism” and “conquest”, and “colonisation” and “contract” stood in 

opposition, defining the absence or presence of  consent and agency; “suzerainty” and 

“sovereignty” referred to different levels of  agency presumed of  an entity; “proletariat” 

and “bourgeoisie”, for all their imagined absence, referred to two classes vested with 

very different capacities (and with a decidedly opposite effect on the historical trajectory 

of  national development). That these were indeed “key concepts”, if  potentially 

surprising ones, is proven by their recurrence across numerous and diverse corpora – 

embedded in micro-narratives, yet nevertheless constitutive of  macro-narratives. 

Our examination of  (self-)perceptions of  agency have been further sharpened by 

our constant dialogue with Hartog’s notion of  “regimes of  historicity”. As a heuristic 

category applicable on both a macro- and a micro-scale, thinking in terms of  “regimes 

of  historicity” has proven eminently useful for historicising actors’ logics of  imagining 

agency as something in medias res and within a historical process of  unfolding. To recall, a 

regime of  historicity aims to capture “the distance and tension between [spaces of  

experience and horizons of  expectation]; more precisely, the types of  distance and the 
                                                
5 Koselleck, Practice of  Conceptual History, p. 76 
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modes of  tension.”6 And, indeed, this has also been of  primary concern for our project. 

Historical actors involved in the process of  building a nation and a state imagined pasts 

1) from which agency might be drawn, 2) against the backdrop of  which new-found 

agency might be defined, or 3) pasts that, through a logic of  temporal leaps, could be 

telescoped as a means of  imagining overarching continuities of  agency in history. Still 

other pasts, 4) however, appeared troublingly present-in-the-present: “agency”, therefore, 

also lay in identifying the means to undo such seemingly-existing chronological pollution. 

In sum, insofar as nation-state-building was seen as a process of  consciously directing 

historical change under increasingly controlled circumstances, this also came with the 

weight of  blame for potential missteps: as our third epigraph would have it, “once 

people think that they are making history, they become responsible for their future”.7 Put 

differently, in order for a desired future to arrive, pasts had to conform to a specific logic 

of  pastness – if  this was not the case, then fault was to be found with the agents 

concerned.8 

As our final chapter has shown, all of  the above could be applicable not only on 

the grand scale of  imagining a national history, but also on the smaller scale of  a political 

movement’s ideological and discursive production: the Peasantist movement around the 

turn of  the twentieth century called upon the presumably-immanent agency of  the 

peasantry as a class so as to once more set the history of  the nation on its intended track. 

This was done by means of  1) identifying usable pasts (and symbols) of  peasant agency, 

2) and defined against a recent past which was presumed to have stifled it unduly – in 

turn, this past was 3) rhetorically telescoped when reference was made to the point of  

rupture with the desired future, and 4) framed as the unfortunate continuation and 

unsettling presence of  pre-state oppression. That the agency of  the peasantry was 

presumed to be perfectible through practice, yet failed to manifest itself  as ideologically 

desired at crucial junctures, lead to a discourse of  blame and doubt. Indeed, if  the 

peasant could not be presumed to be the redemptory locus of  potential agency, then 

Peasantist visions of  past and future alike had to reckon with a double crisis of  time and 

(political) representation. 

 

                                                
6 Hartog, Regimes of  Historicity, p. 17 
7 Hartog, “Time’s Authority”, p. 40 
8 Blame, as we have seen throughout the present dissertation, is a corollary to presumed agency: it is 

predicated upon the counterfactual assumption that an agent (individual or collective) could have indeed 

acted otherwise in attaining the goals it had presumably set itself, or were expected of  it. 
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Recurring Themes and Avenues for Further Research 

Having revisited our initial methodological framework, we may now reconsider 

the ways in which our analysis has opened up new avenues for investigation. Let us 

begin with the nexus of  absence and periodisation as waypoints for actors’ reflections: as 

we have amply shown, both the topos of  “absence” and the various logics of  dividing 

history had distinct bearing upon the reflexive process of  situating agency and imagining 

its limits. What our thesis has demonstrated is that if  historical absences could be framed, 

by turns, as curses or blessings, so too could the various types of  chronological and 

developmental mismatch separating Romania from the normative “West”, in line with 

Liakos and Kiossev, and with the overarching critique of  internalised peripheral self-

othering, as articulated by Chakrabarty. Our thesis has shown how both the perceived 

absence of  “feudalism” and a “proletariat” tied into a complex process of  self-othering 

in the European periphery – in and of  themselves, these insights invite further 

comparative research on a regional (or indeed trans-regional) scale, with such topoi in 

mind. As such, our work aims to contribute to ongoing debates on the extent to which 

an emphasis might thus be placed on either European or periphery as a spatial/cultural 

category, both from the actors’ standpoint, and from that of  the historian.9 Equally, this 

would serve to nuance ongoing investigations of  discourses of  national specificity and 

exceptionalism, but also to demonstrate just how common a given discourse of  

exceptionalism may indeed have been. 10  Moreover, as our work has suggested, 

examining the interplay between multiple narratives of  absence in a given setting is 

relevant: if  a “proletariat” and a “bourgeoisie” appeared equally absent, their 

interrelationship as (counter)concepts must be reframed in its own terms, mindful of  its 

                                                
9 A recent study examining both the administrative and the cultural implications of  comparing imperial 

experiences by re-integrating the European “periphery” into the broader global context is: Benno 

Gammerl, Subjects, Citizens, and Others: Administering Ethnic Heterogeneity in the British and 

Habsburg Empires, 1867-1918, Berghahn, 2017. For a discussion of  how the experience of  perpherality 

in Central and Eastern Europe influenced the colonial imaginary of  a “land empire”, see: Ulrich E. Bach, 

Tropics of  Vienna: Colonial Utopias of  the Habsburg Empire, Berghahn, 2016. 
10 It is instructive to consider that in an otherwise fascinating recent collection, while various contributors 

remark upon the exceptionalist denial of  the existence of  “feudalism” in a given country’s past by 

nineteenth-century historians, the potential unifying relevance of  the topos is not considered: Robert Evans 

and G. Marchal (eds.), The Uses of  the Middle Ages in Modern European States: History, Nationhood 

and the Search for Origins, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, p. 79 for the Netherlands (Peter Raedts, “A Serious 

Case of  Amnesia: the Dutch and their Middle Ages”) or pp. 180-187 for Italy (Mauro Moretti and Ilaria 

Porciani, “Italy’s Various Middle Ages”).  
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impact on imagining the ontology of  the body politic. 11 As such, we propose that the 

growing body of  work concerned with de-centreing the “West” in intellectual history12 

consider the relevance of  “absence” as a qualifier attached to key concepts.  

Another important nexus has been that of  the state and historical distance. As 

we have seen, historical actors saw the establishment of  a nation-state as a watershed 

moment, meant to put problematic pasts of  oppression, foreign encroachment, and 

imperfect agency at a distance. Moreover, the putative resolution of  “questions” around 

that time was a further incentive for nationalists to invest this newly-inaugurated era 

with a sense of  future-oriented agency. The state thus became a chronological 

benchmark – the nation living beyond its borders appeared temporally out of  joint. Yet 

all of  this proved problematic in several regards. One: not every past remained a past, 

and some deep-seated absences seemed even further deepened by state-building; two: 

kin-folk could display more self-emancipatory agency beyond state borders; three: pre-

state colonial anxieties were perpetuated via the “Jewish Question” and its 

internationally-mediated resolution was seen as corrosive of  nation-state sovereignty; 

four: a recurring anxiety over the attachment of  the nation to the state conjured up the 

spectre of  emigration and dissolution.13 In all of  this, “agency” was presumed of  the 

state qua sovereignty and institutional decision-making, vesting it in turn with the 

normative status of  the custodian of  national agency qua development. While stopping 

short of  putting forth a fully-fledged theory of  “state indifference”, our work has shown 

how actors’ preoccupation with the state’s potential frailty may be a fruitful avenue for 

further research, complementing a growing body of  literature that has thus far 

investigated the shape taken by “national indifference” around the borders of  the 

Kingdom.14 In sum, we suggest that a closer examination of  emigration anxieties along 
                                                
11 Let us note, however, that the only edited volume dedicated to exploring Koselleck’s theory of  “counter-

concepts” does not explicitly deal with issues of  “absence”, even as it offers some analysis of  conceptual 

pairings in non-European settings: Kay Junge and Kirill Postoutenko (eds.), Asymmetrical Concepts after 

Reinhart Koselleck: Historical Semantics and Beyond, Transcript Verlag, Bielefeld, 2011. 
12 The most thoughtful manifesto of  globalising intellectual history from the standpoint of  categories’ 

(non)universality is that of  Samuel Moyn, “On the Nonglobalization of  Ideas”, in: Samuel Moyn and 

Andrew Sartori (eds.) Global Intellectual History, Columbia University Press, 2013, pp. 187-204. 
13 As recent studies covering emigration from Central and Eastern Europe have not, thus far, included the 

Kingdom of  Romania in their analysis, our contribution may thus be interpreted as a tentative step 

toward considering the historical imaginary, rather than the hard facts of  outward migration, scant 

though it may have actually been overall: Ulf  Brunnbauer, Globalizing Southeastern Europe: Emigrants, 

America, and the State since the Late Nineteenth Century, Lexington Books, 2016. 
14 To the work of  Nemes and Păltineanu already cited in Chapter Five, let us also add: Lucian Leuștean, 
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ethnic lines,15  and of  self-comparison with perceived “victim-nations”16  or colonial 

peripheries would not only help de-emphasize the positive teleologies of  national(ist) 

discourse, but also nuance the relationship between nation-building and “the state” in 

the nineteenth century. 

A third thread running through our narrative has been that of  “questions”: to 

insist on the topic is, equally, to highlight the agency that such abstractions were vested 

with. “Question”-solving, as we have seen, was framed as a quintessential form of  

exercising the agency of  the nation-state, and proof  of  its very existence. On the one 

hand, the very fact that such “questions” were in and of  themselves transnational, if  not 

global in scope inherently pointed to the difficulty of  truly solving a local iteration in 

isolation. On the other, the Utopian promise of  “question”-solving as a means of  

removing blockages to the development of  agency (from nation, to class, to individual, 

and back) itself  fed into local discourses of  future-oriented exceptionalism. Yet, once 

more, it was in the nature of  “questions” that they mutate, hybridise, and reappear – 

which impelled a sense of  crisis. Alongside the recent contributions made by the authors 

discussed in the corresponding section of  our Introduction, our work aims to add to the 

momentum of  a potential “question turn”:17 the ubiquity of  this form of  historical 

problematisation, their pereceived ontological “realness”, and their structuring effect on 

actors’ conceptual repertoires recommend “questions” as a significant research topic in 

years to come. 

Fourthly, our thesis has been marked by a recurring engagement with practices 

and figurations of  ventriloquism and truth-speaking. This has been understood, for our 

                                                                                                                                          
“Eastern Orthodoxy and National Indifference in Habsburg Bukovina, 1774-1873”, Nations and 

Nationalism, [advance article, published 26/04/2018]. For an interesting reversal of  the paradigm (or, 

rather, an examination of  how a self-identified diaspora may be met with indifference by a kin-state), see: 

Jonathan Kwan, “Transylvanian Saxon Politics and Imperial Germany, 1871-1876”, The Historical 

Journal, 4/2018, pp. 991-1015. 
15 Little work has thus far been dedicated specifically to investigating the emigration of  Romanian Jews or 

Dobruja Moslems pre-1918; still, our work may be of  interest for the conversation recently begun in: 

Silvana Rachieru, Diplomați și supuși otomani în Vechiul Regat. Relaţii otomano-române între anii 1878 

și 1908, Editura Universității „Alexandru Ioan Cuza”, Iași, 2018. 
16 As recently examined in the context of  Irish self-perceptions: Róisín Healy, Poland in the Irish 

Nationalist Imagination, 1772-1922: Anti-Colonialism within Europe, Palgrave, 2017. 
17 We venture to assume that the actual emergence of  such a “turn” shall hinge upon the reception of: 

Holly Case, The Age of  Questions: Or, A First Attempt at an Aggregate History of  the Eastern, Social, 

Woman, American, Jewish, Polish, Bullion, Tuberculosis, and Many Other Questions over the Nineteenth 

Century, and Beyond, Princeton University Press, 2018. 
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present purposes, as a practice which displaces the agency of  an utterer, allowing for the 

strategic voicing of  critique, grievance (or, at times, ideologically-convenient praise) 

under the guise of  an actor with a different socio-cultural positionality. As we have seen, 

moments of  ventriloquised peasant truth-speaking could become canonical reference-

points for subsequent interpretations of, or calls for agency, and framed as proof  thereof. 

Yet, to be sure, this was a practice that could equally be interpreted as an erasure or pre-

emption of  “actual” peasant expression. As such, our thesis has examined some 

culturally-prominent instances of  this phenomenon – in having done so, it invites further, 

more systematic cataloguing of  its morphological breadth. Likewise, future research on 

sources such as peasant petitions will be able to build upon our work in order to examine 

the feedback-loop between canonical instances of  “peasant-speak” in the public sphere, 

and their potential appropriation to political ends by actors who self-identified as 

“peasants”. 

Finally, a topic that has repeatedly left its mark on our exposition has been that 

of  “colonisation”. As noted in Chapter One, a growing body of  work has begun 

examining the practice and discourse of  “colonialism” in Europe – yet, to our 

knowledge, the importance of  “colony” and “colonisation” as key concepts deployed in 

narratives of  national history has yet to be reckoned with. Perceiving both the historical 

present as a spatial continuum of  colonialism, and the historical past as a series of  

iterative colonial processes/events is not, perhaps, surprising for actors who lived in an 

age of  imperial expansion. What we propose, however, is that future examinations of  

nation states’ imperial imagination, or of  discourses of  “civilising mission” remain 

mindful of  this conceptual repertoire. Likewise, actors’ insistence on framing Jewish 

presence in terms of  “colonisation” and “conquest” invites a more fine-grained analysis 

of  anti-Semitic discourse, and of  xenophobic discourse more generally, with such 

accusations in mind. 18 The idea that foreign colonisation was attracted by territorial 

emptiness, relative backwardness, and the potential passivity of  the “natives” further 

nuances our understanding of  how a state may opt to enshrine a nation’s monopoly on 

land and economy: this, in turn, is a further insight into how state-building may be as 

impelled by anti-colonial measures thus understood, as by practices of  internal 

colonialism. Indeed, this also suggests that the two are not mutually exclusive, and that 

                                                
18 Indeed, the connection between various aspects of  “Jewishness” and “colonisation” has only very 

recently been given a comprehensive and nuanced treatment, our own contribution adding to the debate 

begun by: Ethan B. Katz, Lisa Moses Leff, and Maud S. Mandel (eds.), Colonialism and the Jews, Indiana 

University Press, 2017.  
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our understanding of  the polysemic character of  “colony” in the nineteenth century and 

beyond need not be limited to the extra-European global periphery. Conversely, the 

ultimate impossibility of  settler colonialism in Europe beyond the borders of  land 

empires was not perceived by historical actors as a given – indeed, what we have termed 

“lateral Orientalism” also speaks to the anxiety of  being not only comparable to non-

European entities, but to ultimately sharing their fate. 

Most importantly, however, our thesis has attempted to historicise actors’ 

perceptions of  agency, and to examine the ways in which they were culturally 

represented. The perceived capacity to act associated with the nation, its classes, or 

individuals was temporally-situated, and interdependent with the “regimes of  historicity” 

envisaged by our actors. It was instantiated by, and negotiated through abstractions – 

“visions” – such as concepts and topoi, which themselves, in turn, were shown to have an 

agency of  their own in shaping real-life developments. The logics according to which a 

given entity was construed as lacking or possessing a capacity to act depended upon an 

array of  reflections on causality, potential temporal trajectories, and its imagined 

relationship with other entities within a broader social ontology. The transformation of  

agency into structure, the levels at which structure constrained agency, and the 

spatial/temporal/socially-intersubjective divideness of  agency can (and should) all be, 

therefore, situated historically. In having done so, our analysis has deliberately 

showcased the sheer diversity of  the ways in which “agency” could be imagined. From 

the individual’s capacity to enter contracts to the nation’s capacity to conclude treaties, 

and from the strategies of  attaining the recognition of  the nation state’s sovereignty to 

the exercise thereof  as “question”-solving, all such “visions” associated a given entity 

with specific patterns of  action or inaction, outlining temporal horizons of  fulfilment, 

and reserved critique for blameworthy mismatches between expectation and reality. 
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XX-lea, 1904-1906, Editura Științifică, Bucharest, 1961 

Iancu, Carol, Evreii din România (1866-1919): de la excludere la emancipare, Hasefer, 

Bucharest, 2009 

Iliescu, Adriana, Revistele literare la sfîrșitul secolului al XIX-lea, Minerva, Bucharest, 1972 

Iordache, Anastasie, Ion Ghica: diplomatul și omul politic, Majadahonda, Bucharest, 1995 

Iordachi, Constantin, “Citizenship, Nation- and State-Building: The Integration of  Northern 

Dobrogea into Romania, 1878-1913”, Carl Beck Papers in Russian and East European Studies, 

(§1607) 2002 

Iordachi, Constantin, “The Unyielding Boundaries of  Citizenship: The Emancipation of  Non-

Citizens in Romania, 1866-1918”, European Review of  History, 2/2001, pp. 157-186 

Iorga, Filip-Lucian, Strămoși pe alese. Călătorie în imaginarul genealogic al boierimii române, 

Humanitas, Bucharest, 2013 

Iosa, Mircea, “Poziția studenților față de răscoala țăranilor din 1907”, Studii, 2/1960, pp. 248-

260 

Isar, Nicolae, Epoca paşoptistă în mărturii franceze. Studii., Editura Universitară, Bucharest, 

2017 

Iscru, G. D., “Revoluția din 1848 și învățământul public la sate în Țara Românească”, Studii, 

5/1972, pp. 967-987 

Jianu, Angela, A Circle of  Friends: Romanian Revolutionaries and Political Exile, 1840-1859, 

Brill, Leiden, 2011 

Johnson, Sam, Pogroms, Peasants, Jews: Britain and Eastern Europe's “Jewish Question”, 1867-

1925, Palgrave, 2011 

Johnson, Walter, “On Agency”, Journal of  Social History, 1/2003, pp.113-124 

Jones, H. Stuart The French State in Question, Cambridge University Press, 2002 

Jordheim, Helge, “Against Periodization: Koselleck’s Theory of  Multiple Temporalities”, History 

and Theory, 2/2012, pp. 151-171 

Junge, Kay and Kirill Postoutenko (eds.), Asymmetrical Concepts after Reinhart Koselleck: 

Historical Semantics and Beyond, Transcipt Verlag, Bielefeld, 2011 

Kahan, Alan S., Liberalism in Nineteenth-Century Europe: The Political Culture of  Limited 

Suffrage, Palgrave Macmillan, 2003 

Kaindl, Raimund Friedrich, Geschichte der Deutschen in den Karpathenländern, Vol. 3, 

Friedrich Andreas Perthes Aktiengesellschaft, Gotha, 1911 
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