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Hungarian Sociologists from Romania and the School of Bucharest
(An interview by Corina losif)

Erno Gall
Me1nber of the Romanian Academy

Corina losif: How can one become a sociologis t in Romania if he is a Hungarian native
speaker? How have you become a sociologist?

Erno Gall: I began studying sociology in the
interwar period at the Romanian University in
Cluj, with Professor Sudeteanu whose lectures
were not very interesting or attractive, but offered solid, worthy information. Thanks to him I
came to know th e French school of sociology,
Auguste Comte and especially Emile Durkheim.
As Professor Sudeteanu's ass istant was George
Marica, of German formation, I also had the opportunity to get informed about Max Weber's
and Tonnies' theories. George Marica was a very
open minded perso n, he kn ew how to organize
his workshops, how to lead the discussions, letting everyone ex press freely their opinion. It is
during one such discussion that I could learn
so mething about Buharin, who was not quite,
favoured at th e time. And he may still not be...
When I was a student, the direction of the University intended to invite Professor Herseni for a
se ri es of lectures. He was an outstanding personality from Gusti's Sociological School in
Bucharest. The project fail ed, I do not know
why. But what I want to say is that Gu sti's
School did not directly influ ence th e interwar sociological ed ucation in Cluj.
IT!hich do y ou think was the origin of Magyar

sociology, or of the sociology in the Hungarian
native speakers' community in Romania?

It is very interesting and perhaps very signifi ca nt that those Magyar intellectu als did not
carry out their activity within th e University,
but, let's say, extra muros. They were very much
influenced by Gusti's sociological methodology
because Gusti's Sociological School was exclusively oriented towards the village communities
- which was a merit, in fact, but also a weakness
in this exclusive form. It corresponded in a way
to the Magyar realit)' as well: like th e Romanians, 67 to 70 per cent of the Magyars lived in the
villages. This objective situation received a 'narodnicist' interpretation , as it was called with the
Russian root-word for people. Young Magyar intellectuals, in their minority position, especially
during the 1929-1933 crisis, were trying to defin e their own identit)'. They strongly believed
that after the fall of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Magyar society was split between th e
people at large and the intellectuals. This is why
they were convinced that th e social and existential role they had to assume was to explore th e
reality of a minority - the Magyar one - which
co rrespond ed essentially to a rural reality. They
were also persuad ed that searching this form of
reality was not enough, an action of support was
also needed. An intellectual is not only a good
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specialist, he has a mission to accomplish, in this
case the emancipation of rural life and, at the
same tim e, the awareness of the minority condition. The mission of the intellectual would have
consisted in building the identity of the Magyar
minority.
Many of these intellectuals were in fact Magyar students who had given up studying in Hunga ry. They learn ed Romanian, came to the Romanian Uni ve rsity in Cluj and found ed a
magazine, the Erdely Fiatal6k , that is, 'Th e
Young Transylvanians'. This magazine expressed
the opinions of a group of intellectuals such as
Jancso Bela, Demeter Janos, Laszlo Dezsi:i, and
of course Miko Imre. After them came another
ge neration, with Venczel Iozsef as a lead er, but I
shall speak of them later on. Most of th ese
'Young Transylvanians' had a more or less
protestant attitude as th ey came from a calvinist
milieu. Fundamentally, they were modern Magyar ' narodnicists' who, during the crisi s, had
begun asking th emselves what was to be done.
What should they do? Where should they go?
How should they li ve? Their orientation was not
onl y spiritual, but ex istential as well. Wha t
should a doctor or a teacher do? Undoubtedly,
they should go to villages with Magyar or Szekler
pop ulation, with Magyar eccles iastic schools
under the administration of one of the three
Magyar Chu rches. This existential imperative
was also supported by an ideology. It was not the
Ru ssian narodnicism, which had actually influenced Constantin Stere and the others simply because they di d not know anything about it yet.
They were not influenced by sociological or sociographic works. They were influenced by the
work of three great Magyar writers: Ady Endre,
the radi cal revolutionary and poet, Moricz Zsigmond, a novelist who accurately described the
peasants' life, and Szabo Dezsi:i, a writer and ideologist. These writers actually influenced the ideological orientation of the 'Young Transylvanians'. The members of this group had the idea of
carrying on field-research in the villages near
Cluj . The results of their investigation were pu-

blished in the so-called 'Caietele satului' ('Village
Reports'). Miko I mre even wrote a small but very
important book - Satul ardelean problema

na{ionalii (The Transylvanian Village and the
National Problem). As I have alread y said , the
interest th ey took in rural life had minority, nationalist connotations, as they were in fa ct questionin g their identity. This socio logic orientation, ve ry strong in th e thirties, also meant a
change of vision in the Magyar culture from Romania, which bad been mostly literary. The postTrianon period was a difficult one, an epoch of
expectation, of passivity. People were expecting
important decisions concerning the boundaries.
In this context there were writers who bega n expressing what we called 'The Transylvanian
Credo '. It sound ed more or less like this: we
must be realisti c, we must try to understand the
new situation , give up the illusions an d do something for the people. This credo also said: there .
are three nations in Transylvania, three peoples
- the Magyar people, the Romanian people, and
the Szekler people. They have lived together for
several centuries, this is not only a reality but
also a gift, a positive element, because there is a
fertile exchange among these nations and th eir
cultures. The creati ons resultin g from this exchange have a specific value, they must therefo re be preserved and encouraged. As th ere was
pra ctically nobod y with a specific sociologic
training, this Transylvanian credo manifested itself mostly in literature. Well, at that moment,
the members of th e group ab ove mentioned
came and said: our culture would be unilateral if
it were restri cted to literature only. Moderni ty
means science, social science, which, of course,
will support literature and the formation of the
Magyar identity.

Did they see themselves as a group of sociologists?
We have spoken of the origin of Magyar sociology in Romania at the beginning of our discuss ion. I must say there was a sociographical
tradition in Magyar culture, inherited from
Steinmetz, the German sociologist. Sociography
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is a rather special field of activity. The observer
ex presses what h e has seen and expe rience d
both by scientific and literary means. His sociographic report co ntains man y subj ective elements but its impact on the audience is stronger
than the one of a me re sociologic study. So,
th ese sociologists kept on with the sociographic
tradition in the Magyar culture. In the thirties,
other Magyar writers and social resea r che rs
formed a strong movement animated by the wish
to redescover Hungary. They wanted to know
better the social realities of the Magyar villages
in Hungary. Their action was very strong, it impressed the whole Magyar society and, of course,
influ e nced the you ng resea rch ers . Anoth e r
group, a younger ge neration of researchers,
came after the Young Transylvanians. The magaz ine they published was entitled 'Hitel', which
means 'Credit', but not in the commercial or financial sense of the word. It pointed rather to
the social validity or authenticity of one's statements. This title deliberately recalled the title of
a book from the XIX-th century, whose author,
count Szecseny, had been a great reformer, even
though, paradoxically, a conservative person. He
was one of the 1848 Magyar Revolution initiators and pleaded for the modernisation of Hungary. Well, that group manifested a moderate reformi sm. The mo st promine nt figure in th e
group was Venczel 16zsef. Venczel was a familiar
of Gusti's group, he was closer to his trend of
thinking than the Young Transylva nians had
been. The rural orientation of this second group
I am referring to almost inevitably met Gusti's
monographi c school. Gusti had already helped
the Young Transylvanians in their work. At the
time, any sociographi c or sociological enquiry
which the students would have liked to undertake in the Magyar villages of Tran sylvania was
regarded with suspicion by the Romanian authorities, very reluctant to such activities. But
some special permission was always required ... I
remember for instance th e resea rch in the Babiu
village near Cluj. It would have bee n impossible
whithout Gusti's h elp. Th e relations betwee n

69

Gusti and Venczel's group, th e ir magazin e
('Hitel') included, were very strong.

And did they also call themselves 'Young
Transylvanians '?
o! In fact this group had different points of
view. They belonged to a new generation and
wanted to emphas ize the differences between
them and the Young Transylvanians. Venczel's
relations with Gusti and his group, and not only
his, but others' as well, were very straightforward
and very intense at a ce rtain moment. In 1935 1936, Venczel was even invited to spend a few
month s in Bucharest to learn more abo ut the
school's methodology. Sociologie romaneascii
(Romanian Sociology), the magazine edited by
Gusti's group, regularly informed its readers
about the activity of the Magyar sociologists from
Transylvania. On the other hand, it was Venczel
who wrote the first Magyar report on the School
in Bucharest: it was concise and well documented. If I am not wrong, Herseni welcomed it, and
it was also reviewed in the first issue of 'Sociologie Romaneasca' . Several members of the
School in Bucharest - Golopentia, H e rse ni ,
Stahl especially - encouraged the formation of
Magyar sociologists living in Romania, as well as
the research they undertook. At the same tim e,
the Transylvanians had a number of objections
to Gusti's methods .

Which were exactly their objections?
First of all, they disagreed with the law of
social parallelism according to which all social
elements are equally important for the social
development. They claimed there were certain
priorities: not all elements - economic, politic,
cultural, social - have the same influence all the
time. They were all very impressed by Gu sti 's
ambition, by his programme of elaborating a 'science of the nation' . Gusti thought that a complete monograph should offer a synthesis of all
rural monographs, mapping the whole Romanian social reality. This is the model that Venczel
and his fri ends followed when they wanted to
elaborate a 'science of th e nationality' . In oth er
words, th ey wanted to apply Gusti's id ea in order
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to set up scientific grounds for the search of a
ce rtain Magyar identity. It was in fact a type of
self-knowledge . This is Venczel's ba sic idea,
whose roots are to be found in Szecseny's social
philosophy.
There was one more, left-oriented, trend of
thinking, to which I adhered. It was represented
by Korunk, a magazine which still exists. It followed the Magyar critical sociology and the tradition of a socio-political, not yet sociological,
magazine from the beginning of the century, entitled The XX-th Century. It was directed by Jaszi
Oszkar, a politician and social philosopher related to the Romanian social movement in Transylvania. After the October Revolution in Hungary, h e was appointed mini str y of the
nationalities and negociated with Maniu in Arad.
Jaszi Oszkar manifested a great comprehension
as regarded the claimings of the Romanians or
of the Slovacians living in the former AustroHungarian Empire. A critical study about Gusti's
School was published in 'Korunk'. Its author,
Banya i Imre, expressed his disagreement with
the exclussively rural orientation. The urban reality, the industrial reality had been thus completely neglected. For some time, 'Korunk' accused both the Young Transylvanians and 'Hitel'
of being reactionary and pro-fascist. It is true
that 'Hitel' was to some extent influenced by th e
corporatist conce ptions - not fascist, but authoritarian and closer to Mussolini's vision. It was
not Venczel who favoured this orientation, but
some other members of the editorial staff. Anyway, it was a great mistake to reject 'Hitel'. Fortunately, this situation did not last very long. I
myself wrote an article about Gusti's School,
which was published in 'Korunk'. Well, I wrote
about th e social service in fact. During Carol II's
dictatorship all the universitary graduates had to
spend three to six months in some village. This
was the social service. But Gusti's idea was very
complex. To him, knowing the rural life also implied a work of research and an activity of emancipation. As I have already said, I wrote about
this social se rvice, which unfortunately co uld not

escape the influence of the dictatorial policy. So,
I called everybody's attention upon the fact that
a meritory action was being compromised by
king Carol's dictatorial policy.
So, these are the antecedents. After the Vienna di ctate, the Romanian University had to take
refuge to Sibiu while th e Magyar University was
co ming back from its own exile, from Szeged.
This alternation seems very significant to me.
The return of th e Magyar University generated
all sorts of conflicts, some of them very serious.
If we want to know which were the antecedents
of Magyar sociology in Rom ania, we must not
forget th at during the magya r domination in
Northern Transylva nia (1940-1944), the Magyar
University did not have a Department of sociology. I studied Law at th e Romanian University
and then, I studied philosophy at the Magya r
Unive rsity. In my fourth year of philosophy,
when I was supposed to continue the sociological
studies I had begun with Professor Sud eteanu
and with Marica, his ass istant, sociology no
longe r existed as an academic discipline. The
aristocratic, conservative and nationalist Hortyst
system considered it dangerous. To them sociology represented a threat, event if this discipline
was not radical, even if it did not intend to go
down to the roots of the social misfun ctions.
After tl1e War was over, in 1944-1945, part of the
Magyar Uni versity academic staff remained in
Cluj . In 1945 the Bolyai University was found ed
and the Romanian University came back from
Unithe exile and got back its name: th e
versity. During the fifti es, both
and Bolyai
Universities considered sociology as part of the
historic materialism and th erefore suppressed it
as specialized discipline. Sociology has finally
succeeded to liberate itself from materialism
only by the end of the sixties and the beginning
of the seventies.

What happened with professor Ve nczel 's
group after 1944?
Venczel initiated an action which was looked
upon as revisionist. Before th e Paris treaties,
Marton Aron, the catholic bishop in Alba-Iulia,
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and other Magyar dignitaries wrote a memoir addressed to the Peace Conference. They pleaded
for establishing other boundaries between Romania and Hungary. They did not want a return
to the situation befo re Trianon. They simply referred to the Satu-Mare and Salaj regions where
there was a Magyar majority at the time. A demographic map was attached to this memoir,
which, I belive, was drawn by Ve nczel. Venczel
was not a revisionist. He was, let's say, a Magyar
patriot. As he was also a catholic, he was very attached to Marton Aron who remained in South
Transylvania after the Vienna dictate. During
th e Antonescu regime, he became the spiritual
leader of the Magyars. As far as Venczel is concerned, I find very interesting the way he understood modernisation in sociology, th e use of
statistics, of the mathematical evaluation of social information. Gusti himself did not use demography and statistics to such a great extent.
These were new elements, and Venczel was a
specialist in demography. Therefore, his contribution to the memoir was strictly scientific. The
memoir was seized by the Romanian autorities,
Venczel and Marton Aron were sentenced to several years of prison following a famou s trial. A
general amnisty came only in 1964. Venczel had
already been in prison for 12 or 13 years. Physically he was very weakened but mentally he was
perfectly all right. After he came out of prison he
was not allowed to do any scientific work. As he
had a wife and four children he was obliged to
earn his living somehow. So, he copied musical
scores for some time.

What happened to the other members of the
group?
They went either to Hungary or to th e West.
To me it is important that eve n if they were
adepts of the corporatist ideology, which was related to Italian fascism, they accepted in their
magazine studi es and essays written by left oriented authors. It is also true that they praised the
Romanian Iron Guard in one of their studies,
but th e magazine was rather eclectic, and undoubtedly, its merit consisted in the constant ef-
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fort of bringing to th e readers' attention the
Magyar ethni c group, of evaluating social phenomena, of corroborating sociological data with
demographical ones. All these were mea nt to satisfy a minority, it was quite obvious. Although
the magazine was not radically nationalist, yet I
belive it was close enough.
As I was a contributor to the old 'Korunk'
which had a rather sectarian attitude, I let myself
influenced by their negative opinion on Venczel.
I gradually understood that I was wrong, especially after th e XX-th Congress of the Soviet
Union Communist Party, when Stalinism was
unmasked. Now I am happy to say I pleaded, together with
and some other colleagues, for
Venczel' s readmission at the university. In 1997,
we commemorated 25 years since he died.
I would like to say one more thing about 'Korunk' (the new series issued in 1957): as editor
in chief, I have constantly encouraged the specific sociological research, the type of research
carried on by Gusti's group included. In my
book, Dimensiunile conviefuirii (The Dimensions
of Cohabitation, 1978), I pleaded for a realistic
sociological self-knowledge.

What happened to Magyar sociology in Romania during the communist dictatorship?
At the
University in Cluj there
was no specialized Department of sociology.
There was only a Department of marxist philosophy under Professor Kallos' direction. Professor
worked there as well. Kallos not only
tolerated sociological studies but allowed a certain independence of the discipline, and encouraged the creation of a group of sociological research.

Are you referring to the Laboratory of Sociology?
Not exactly. At the beginning there was only
had stayed in France
a sociological trend.
for a year. When he came back, he brought a
book about French modern sociology. Kallos
to teach sociostimulated and encouraged
logy and, later on, to create the Laboratory. To
me, the most important thing is the revival of
the Centre for lnterethnic Research. It was one
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of
most extraordinary initiatives within
one of the less enco uraging contexts . We all
know
dictatorship was hostile to any
activity of research.
What exactly has Professor Alua§ done for the
development of Magyar sociology in Romania?
Apart from his contribution as a sociologist, it
is very important he was a bilingual person, without any nationalistic prejudice. To us, he was not
only a colleague able to speak Hungarian, he was
a real fri end, a friend of all Magyars. He represented a moral support, a spiritual fortifier, especially whithin the nationalist atmosphere of the
eighties. As for his scientific activity, I must say
he was the one who made us understand the importance of French sociology; later on he became
an admirer of Max Weber. He founded the Centre I have just mentioned and the 'Max Weber'
had degroup of research for the students.
velopped strong relations with Magyar sociologist
from Hungary, whom he invited to the Conferences he organised after 1989. To him, the only
thing that really mattered was the scientific level
of the participants, not their ethnicity.
Do you think we may speak now of a Magyar
sociology, in Cluj that is, having its own distinct
orientation?

Translated by Marina Vazaca

I do not think there is a Romanian and a
Magyar sociological orientation. Romanians and
Magyars are now working togeth er in th e Department of Sociology and at the Centre, whose
activity has just taken a new sa rt. Young Magyar
sociologists are, thanks God, definitely against
Magyar nationalism. This is very good in my
opinion but I wonder if they do not abandon
some of their scientifi c and social function
which may have helped the cohabitation. They
face the problems of the minorities, which still
exist, with mu ch more objectivity, as they consider themselves without nationality or eve n
'transnationals'. I would be happier if they considered these problems more maturely, without
giving up neither their fight against nationalism
nor their cooperation with their Romanian colleagues.
The research they have but recently made
(Cluj, 1998) - 'Romanians and Magyars in the
Post-communist Transition' was favourably commented by all Magyar journalists and was welcomed in Budapest. This is the solution I have
been expecting for a long time. This is the best
solution in the cooperation between Romanians
and Magyars in the scientific research of the interethnic relations.
May 1998

