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Hungary and Romania Beyond National Narratives: Comparisons and 
Entanglements. By Anders E.B. Blomqvist, Constantin Iordachi, and 
Balázs Trencsényi (eds). Bern: Peter Lang, 2013. 855 pp.

This is an ambitious volume whose goal is no less than to rewrite the history 
of  East Central Europe from an integrated transnational perspective, using the 
entangled histories of  Romania and Hungary as a point of  departure (p.8). By 
adopting this approach, the editors hope to overcome the ethno-national based 
perspectives that have so dominated the historiography on the two countries 
and the region, opting for a multi-layered framework for transnational research 
and analysis that can open new lines of  inquiry for historians and others (p.34). 
Chronologically the contributions cover roughly the last 160 years, beginning 
with the Hungarian and Romanian nation-building projects that grew out of  the 
Revolutions of  1848 and ending with the postmillennial bid to reach a political 
and historiographical modus vivendi. Many of  the volume’s articles emerged out 
of  the “Shared/Entangled Histories” international conference held in Cluj in 
2008, which brought together an array of  historians from around the world, 
including some of  the leading experts in their respective fi elds. The volume 
itself  marries a number of  these well-established scholars with an invigorated 
new generation of  historians.
In the auspicious introduction, which should be required reading for any 

student working on the transnational history of  East Central Europe, the 
editors have drawn on the history of  transfers and especially histoire croisée,1 citing 
Franco–German historical reconciliation as a model for writing a common 
history of  Hungary and Romania.2 Using these frameworks, they hope to 
refocus the attention of  scholars on the two countries’ shared patterns of  
experience. As the introduction also makes clear—and as anyone who has lived 
in Hungarian–Romanian borderlands knows well—there is indeed a long if  also 
overlooked tradition of  fertile intercourse between Hungarians and Romanians, 
intellectually, culturally, and otherwise.

1   Cf. Michael Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann, “Beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée and the 

Challenge of  Refl exivity,” History and Theory 45 (February 2006): 30–50.

2   Notable examples of  “entangled history” include Bénédicte Zimmerman, Claude Didry, and 

Michael Werner, eds., Le Travail et la Nation: Histoire croisée de la France et de l’Allemagne (Paris: Maison des 

sciences de l’homme, 1999); Michael David-Fox, Peter Holquist, and Alexander M. Martin, eds., Fascination 

and Enmity: Russia and Germany as Entangled Histories, 1914–1945 (Pittsburgh: University of  Pittsburgh Press, 

2012); Roumen Daskalov, Tchavdar Marinov, and Diana Mishkova, eds., Entangled Histories of  the Balkans, 

vols 1–2 (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2013).
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With over 20 chapters spanning 855 pages (and weighing in at 1.2 kg), 
there is certainly much to like in this volume and, doubtless for some readers, 
enough to dislike. With such a mélange of  topics, the volume could benefi t from 
segmentation into different parts, though perhaps that would defy the logic of  
“entanglement.” The sheer size and scope of  the volume make reviewing it all 
the more diffi cult, especially as some contributions tally 50, 60, and even 70 
pages. Consequently, the chapters highlighted in this review refl ect some of  the 
reviewer’s own interests. 
One of  the major themes tackled in this volume is the representation and 

perception of  the “Other,” in other words, Hungarian views of  Romanians and 
vice versa. In the opening chapter Sorin Mitu takes a theoretical stab at the heart 
of  the “story of  Romanian–Hungarian hostility” that has seemingly existed 
for a millennium. Whether the negative images of  one another are “imagined 
realities” or “real images” is beside the point, argues Mitu, as these images 
often have tangible effects on the relations between the two communities and 
on the everyday lives of  individuals (pp.37–38). Mitu locates the genesis of  
Hungarian–Romanian negative imagology and stereotypes in the overlapping 
Hungarian and Romanian national projects, which began in the fi rst half  of  
the nineteenth century and converged in Transylvania. Mitu describes how the 
modern Hungarian self-image was constructed against a Byzantine Romanian 
one so as to circumscribe Catholic/Protestant Hungary within the enlightened 
Western Europe. Turn about was fair play, as the Romanian self-image as 
Latinate inheritors of  the Roman legacy was constructed against an image of  
the equestrian Finno-Ugric from the steppe, which depicted the Hungarians as 
cultural and geographical interlopers in Europe’s hapless eastern periphery. The 
postcolonialist paradigm of  Orientalism and its various adaptations have become 
axiomatic in explanations of  self-imagining and Othering in the European East.3 
However, it does not always explain the countervailing trends in both countries 
that led to positive conceptions of  identity using explicitly Eastern-oriented, 
mystical, and indigenous notions of  spatiality, temporality, and being.4 In some 

3   See Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of  Civilization on the Mind of  the Enlightenment (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 1994); Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans (New York–Oxford: OUP, 1997); 

Milica Baki-Hayden and Robert M. Hayden, “Orientalist Variations on the Theme ‘Balkans’: Symbolic 

Geography in Recent Yugoslav Cultural Politics,” Slavic Review 51 no. 1, (Spring, 1992): 1–15; Milica Baki-

Hayden, “Nesting Orientalisms: The Case of  Former Yugoslavia,” Slavic Review 54 no 4, (Winter, 1995): 

917–31; and Alexander Kiossev, “Notes on Self-Colonizing Cultures,” in Rethinking the Transition, ed. Ivaylo 

Znepolski et al.  (Sofi a: St. Kliment Ohridsky University Press, 2002), 361–69.

4   In recent years scholars working on the region have begun to challenge or at any rate counterbalance 
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respects these self-imaginings had greater identity-building ramifi cations  than 
the nesting discourses from the West.
Judit Pál offers a fascinating look at the use of  fl ags as symbols of  cohesion 

and mass mobilization in Transylvania during the Revolution of  1848. Pál shows 
how “the struggle of  colors” symbolized the political disunity that plagued the 
Hungarians, Romanians, and Saxons in Transylvania. Flags expressed newly 
formed national and ethnic identities and corresponded to specifi c  political 
discourses about national belonging (p.122).
Keith Hitchins provides a typically masterful account of  the aspirations 

and apprehensions of  majority and minority elites in dualist Hungary and 
interwar Romania. Examining periods of  intransigence, reconciliation, and 
separation between the competing nationalities, Hitchins argues that their point 
of  divergence was ultimately not political but rather fundamentally cultural and 
spiritual, giving rise to a Kulturkampf of  sorts that, for generations, impacted the 
status and treatment of  minorities in Transylvania (p.126). The idea of  ethnically 
based nation-states as the only legitimate form of  social organization prevailed 
over attempts at accommodation.
Several chapters in this volume deal with the entanglements of  economic 

nationalizing in the contested ethnic borderlands. In his case study of  Szatmár/
Satu Mare County between 1867 and 1940, Anders Blomqvist depicts the 
struggle for supremacy on the “internal front,” where local minority and majority 
elites “cut their political teeth” while Budapest and Bucharest experimented 
with nationalizing policies (p.170). Blomqvist makes a convincing argument 
that excluding minorities from the economic life of  a town or region can have 
devastating consequences for majorities alike. He also shows the uncanny 
ability of  some minority elites to adapt amphibious-like to the realities (and 
sometimes perks) of  majority rule, only to co-opt the selfsame strategies of  
nationalizing whenever their turn to rule. Barna Ábrahám’s chapter compares the 
modernization and embourgeoisement processes of  the Slovaks and Transylvanian 
Romanians in dualist Hungary, specifi cally their respective efforts to achieve 
social and economic progress and ultimately to construct ethnically based 
national economies independent of  “the encompassing context of  Hungary” 

post-colonialist discourses that depict “Eastern” Europe as a space of  passive receptivity and reproduction 

of  “Western” European models of  easternness. See especially Wendy Bracewell and Alex Drace-Francis, 

eds., Under Eastern Eyes: A Comparative Introduction to East European Travel Writing on Europe (Budapest and 

New York: Central European University Press, 2008); Ezequiel Adamovsky, Euro-Orientalism: Liberal Ideology 

and the Image of  Russia in France (c. 1740–1880) (Oxford–New York: Peter Lang, 2006).
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(pp.203–4). Gábor Egry likewise examines through the lens of  regionalism the 
parallel processes of  Romanian and Hungarian national building. Egry looks at 
regionalist programs, organizations, ideologies, and discourses that took place in 
apposition and frequently in opposition to the nationalizing and statist agendas 
from Budapest and Bucharest. He challenges taken-for-granted assumptions 
about what unites people beyond the creed of  nationhood.
The history of  science and medicine in East Central Europe is a neglected 

fi eld, which, as Marius Turda shows, has the potential to fulfi ll the kind of  
research agenda envisioned by the volume’s editors. Within a broader overview 
of  the history of  anthropology in Hungary and Romania, Turda discusses 
the “entangled epistemologies of  race” that anthropologists in both countries 
worked to disentangle in the fi rst half  of  the twentieth century (p.306). Turda 
shows how this research was impressed into national service and used as a 
weapon in the political war over disputed territories and peoples.
One of  the strengths of  this volume is the collection of  chapters dealing 

with the politicization of  history writing and education, from the rewriting 
of  school textbooks to the reorganization of  universities. Zoltán Pálfy gives a 
prosopographical account of  elite formation and the nationalization of  higher 
education in Transylvania before and after 1918, while Lucian Nastas provides a 
timely study on the development and vicissitudes of  the Hungarian University in 
Kolozsvár/Cluj since 1875. Nastas shows how the politics of  higher education 
in this most important Transylvanian town refl  ected the national and international 
politics of  Hungary and Romania. Eric Beckett Weaver looks at the League of  
Nations’ initiative to review and improve foreign texts. Hungarian politicians 
and historians enthusiastically supported the initiative, frustrated as they were 
by the “false” histories portraying Hungary as oppressive and “inhumane,” and 
thus deserving of  its fate as a defeated and diminished country (pp.422–23). To 
revisionists in Hungary, such discourses not only enabled the disaster of  Trianon 
but also prevented its revision and justifi ed de-nationalization policies targeting 
Hungarian minorities in neighboring states. In detailing this historiographical 
counteroffensive for “re-narrating” Hungarian history abroad, Weaver shows 
that, even with the best intentions, the efforts to arrive at a common understanding 
of  the past can often lead to greater mutual misunderstanding.
Holly Case paints a refl ective portrait of  a young historian’s pursuit of  a 

promising line of  research, in this instance her own discovery of  a personal 
letter written by a dispirited woman in Northern Transylvania to a friend across 
the border in Romania. How did such an innocuous letter, which lamented the 
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diffi cult local conditions under Hungarian rule, spark an international dispute 
between Hungary and Romania that eventually drew in Axis allies Germany and 
Italy? Contemplating this question, Case traces her own journey from writing 
a “micro-social history” as a graduate student to writing a “different sort of  
big history,” one that was transnational and accounted for the multiplicity of  
contexts in which individuals, communities, and states interacted with one 
another (pp.467–68). Case’s contribution is all the more satisfying, as it answers 
the editors’ call for historians to consider their own involvement in the process 
of  knowledge production (p.7).
In his chapter on “national essentialism” in post-World War II Romania and 

Hungary, Balázs Trencsényi provides a welcome coda to his book on “national 
character” in interwar East Central Europe, showing how communist regimes in 
both countries appropriated the essentialist national discourses of  the interwar 
past to serve the aims of  the communist present. Hungarian and Romanian 
communist regimes incorporated the national(ist) canon into the framework of  
“socialist patriotism” by selectively appropriating the national bona fi des of  the 
populist (népi) tradition in Hungary and the “young generation” in Romania, 
respectively (pp.516, 520). In the context of  de-Stalinization, especially after 
the 1956 Revolution, and increasingly inadequate class narratives, the “national 
turn” served as a mediator between the regime and the pre-communist cultural 
traditions. It helped, moreover, to indigenize a new generation of  communist 
elites eager to distance themselves from the old cadre of  “foreigners” and 
internationalists. In Romania the topoi of  national essentialism lent succor to 
autochthonist and protochronist discourses and the re-emergence of  a national 
metaphysics, while in Hungary it facilitated an emerging “neo-populism,” enabling 
a diverse group of  intellectuals and political actors to speak in familiar terms 
about the nation and the plight of  the Hungarian minority across the border 
(pp.527–28). Trencsényi also assesses the legacy of  the interwar ideological 
tradition of  national essentialism since 1989, suggesting that in both Hungary 
and Romania ethnic revivalism has lent itself  to many of  the “therapeutic” 
projects in an effort to break out of  the transition process (p.563).
Martin Mevius takes a fresh look at the controversial 1986 publication 

of  the three-volume history of  Transylvania, Erdély története.5 The volumes 
were assembled and published in large measure as a response to Romanian 
propaganda and historical writing under Ceauescu. In this respect, Erdély 

5   Béla Köpeczi, ed., Erdély története, vols 1–3 (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1986).
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története was “not only a work of  scholarship but also a political weapon,” 
exemplifying the recurrent theme of  history as an open battlefi eld  for 
international disputes over the symbolic territorial spaces and the treatment of  
minorities (pp.571–72). Mevius shows how historians and politicians of  both 
regimes instrumentalized history for reasons of  national legitimacy, promoting 
increasingly national(ist) perspectives on history in lieu of  increasingly 
inadequate Marxist ones. One of  the assets of  this contribution, and of  
the volume as a whole, is the great range of  sources used. Mevius draws on 
many forms of  research available in the historian’s toolkit, including personal 
interviews with the “hard-line (vonalas) party hack” Béla Köpeczi, the volume’s 
lead editor and author (p.537).
Several chapters deal with the seemingly intractable issue of  rapprochement 

and reconciliation after 1989, giving a kind of  history-of-the present critique 
of  reconciliation processes in Hungary and Romania. In a comparative analysis 
of  history textbooks in Hungary and Romania, Csaba Zahorán revisits the 
issue of  rival national narratives that continue to obsess over ethnogenesis, 
state foundation, and demographic unity. Zahorán notes, however, that a more 
accommodating space is beginning to open up, which can allow for multiple 
perspectives and the de-mythologizing of  traditional national heroes and events. 
Michael Shafi r sets out to explore cross-border attitude grouping of  Hungarians 
and Romanians, but for the most part offers a discourse analysis of  Cristian 
Tudor Popescu’s and Horia-Roman Patapievici’s writings on such topics as the 
Roma (“Gypsies”), anti-Semitism, race, and political correctness. While certainly 
provocative, the upbraiding of  two high-profi le Romanian public intellectuals 
makes an awkward fi t for a pioneering volume aiming to forge a common history 
of  Hungary and Romania.
Shafi r’s dismal portrait of  Hungarian–Romanian reconciliation stands in 

stark contrast to Constantin Iordachi’s assertion that the ever-closer integration 
of  the two countries through participation in European and global institutions 
has positively redefi ned the nature of  their interstate relations. Iordachi’s 
chapter is another fi ne example of  the potential of  histoire croisée to yield fruitful 
results on under-researched topics. His sweeping overview and analysis of  the 
development and evolution of  nation-state citizenship in Hungary and Romania 
show how the citizenship issue has moved from one of  “disentanglement” to 
“interdependence,” having fi nally overcome the pre-World War II demographic-
territorial mixing (p.712). The citizenship issue is an important category of  
analysis, argues Iordachi, as it has a number of  heuristic advantages, one of  
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which is to bridge the institutional (state) and the subjective (nation) dimensions 
of  modern identity construction (p.717).
Despite the editors’ clarion call to break new paths in the historiography 

on Romania and Hungary, many of  the contributions deal with well-trodden 
issues of  national and ethnic identity, the minority question, and elites and their 
institutions (invariably in Transylvania). This is not so much a criticism as it 
is an endorsement of  the editors’ conviction that a common history of  the 
two countries should go “beyond national narratives.” As the editors readily 
acknowledge, “[w]riting the history of  Romania and Hungary from a unitary 
perspective is a diffi cult if  not a self-defeating exercise, a genuine test for the 
uses and abuses of  history” (p.4). This makes the contributions on fl ag colors, 
textbooks, regionalism, and citizenship all the more outstanding. The book’s 
great achievement is not so much that it fi lls a historiographical gap but that it 
exposes this gap and offers new ways to fi ll it. One can envision a new generation 
of  scholars working on the entangled traditions of  Hungarian and Romanian 
art, architecture, music, food, and even sex (miscegenation, anyone?). Also, there 
is certainly more room for the life stories of  individuals, small communities, and 
local cultures, all of  which can be made relevant as a sort of  connective tissue 
supporting or uniting larger themes. Employing innovative and transnational 
frameworks such as the ones proposed in this volume will be necessary if  
the historian’s craft is to have wider appeal and application across disciplines. 
For these reasons, the book represents a seminal contribution to the recent 
historiography not just on Hungary and Romania but also on the wider region.

R. Chris Davis
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