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This chapter is an introduction to the last section of the book, which 
deals with societal and demographic macro-processes. The first broad 
part of the chapter (consisting of five subsections) provides an outline of 
the major demographic processes affecting Transylvanian Hungarians. 
This part relies mainly on census data and tries to synthesize some of 
the major conclusions of the ethno-demographic research focusing on 
Transylvanian Hungarians carried out in the last one and half decades. 
First, I discuss changes to the ethnic landscape in Transylvania, particu-
larly the demographic evolution of the Hungarian community. As we 
will see, the number of Transylvanian Hungarians dropped significantly 
during the last 35 years. The next three subsections discuss factors con-
tributing to this population decline: natural growth, migratory flows, 
and assimilatory processes. The fifth subsection of this part deals with 
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the significant regional differences in the dynamics of the demographic 
and ethno-cultural reproduction of the Hungarian community.

While the first broad part of the chapter is mainly a positivist quan-
titative analysis of demographic processes, the second part undertakes a 
constructivist perspective and discusses the techniques of ethnic classifi-
cation on different levels. First, I discuss census classification. I rely on 
Wimmer (2013) and on Rallu et al. (2006) and argue that a shift from 
a Herderian discursive order toward an integrationist one has occurred 
following the collapse of state socialism, altering/questioning the exist-
ing “regime of counting”. However, this shift was gradual and incon-
clusive. Consequently, both official and everyday ethnic classification 
remained attached to the Herderian paradigm, treating ethnic catego-
ries as bounded groups with mutually exclusive membership. Following 
these more general considerations, I discuss two groups connected to 
the Hungarian population in Romania, Hungarian-speaking Roma and 
the Csángós (Catholics of Hungarian origin) in Moldova. I will argue 
that in their case, standard census techniques of measuring ethno- 
national identity are highly problematic.

1	� Demographic Processes. An Outline

1.1	� The Dynamics of the Hungarian Population 
According to Census Data: 1910–2011

Censuses constitute the most important data sources concerning the 
changes in the ethnic structure of the territory under investigation. 
The last census carried out by the Hungarian Central Statistical Office 
was in 1910; thus, the results of this census can be compared to later 
Romanian census data (Table 1).1

1The methodological problems of such a comparison are multiple. In a later subsection of this 
chapter, I will discuss the changes of the techniques of census ethnic classification. Next to this 
problem, the results of both the Hungarian and Romanian censuses were contested. As for an 
analysis of the (defensive) reactions of the Romanian public opinion to Hungarian censuses 
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Census data show significant changes in the territory’s ethnic struc-
ture. The proportion of the titular category has increased sharply under 
Romanian sovereignty. According to the last Hungarian census in 1910, 
Romanians comprised 54% of the population. By 2011, they consti-
tuted almost 75%. The number and proportion of Germans fell dras-
tically during the same period: While in 1910 they made up 10% of 
the total population, in 2011 their proportion barely reached 0.5%. The 
number and proportion of Hungarians also decreased, albeit less dra-
matically. In 2011, about 1.2 million persons declared themselves as 
Hungarian, representing 19% of the total population of Transylvania.2 
The number and proportion of Roma have been rising continuously 
since 1966. In 1966, less than 50,000 people identified themselves as 
such, while in 2011, their number exceeded 270,000.

Based on demographic investigations, it is also possible to present 
the changes of the annual number of the Hungarian population for the 
1964–2017 period (Fig. 1).3

2From an administrative point of view, the 2011 census was quite chaotic. It was designed as a 
traditional census with enumerators and face-to-face interviews with paper-based questionnaires. 
Slightly more than 19 million persons were registered with this methodology on the entire terri-
tory of Romania. However, following the census, the government decided to supplement the cen-
sus database using the population register. Due to this exercise, the population of Romania rose 
above 20 million, which is obviously an overestimation of the country’s resident population. As 
the population register does not contain information about ethnic belonging, we lack this infor-
mation for 1.2 million people. Similarly to the method of the National Institute of Statistics, we 
calculated the proportion of ethnic categories from the number of people whose ethnic identifica-
tion was known. On the methodological problems of the 2011 census, see Ghețău (2013).
3These estimations were based on retrospective inverse projections. This method is used in his-
torical demographic research (Lee 2004) to estimate missing data on vital statistics, and it is an 
inverse of demographic projections using the cohort-component method. See the detailed analy-
sis and the methodology in Gyurgyík and Kiss (2010, pp. 66–70).

between 1880 and 1910, see Botoş et al. (2016). Blomqvist discussed in detail the role of cen-
suses in the nationalizing policies of Hungary and Romania between 1880 and 1941 (2014,  
pp. 75–85; 222–224; 278–280; 333–334). Brubaker et al. highlighted that struggles over cen-
sus results were an immanent part of ethnic politics after the collapse of communism too (2006,  
pp. 151–160). Our starting point is that censuses are not simple bureaucratic exercises but are 
part of the political struggle over the legitimate representation of social reality (Kertzer and Arel 
2002). As a consequence, one cannot omit census data but should be careful when using it in the 
analysis of ethno-demographic processes.

 



386        T. Kiss

Ta
b

le
 1

 
C

h
an

g
es

 in
 t

h
e 

et
h

n
ic

 s
tr

u
ct

u
re

a  
o

f 
Tr

an
sy

lv
an

ia
 (

19
10

–2
01

1)

So
u

rc
e 

C
en

su
s 

d
at

a 
(H

u
n

g
ar

ia
n

 C
en

tr
al

 S
ta

ti
st

ic
al

 O
ffi

ce
; R

o
m

an
ia

n
 N

at
io

n
al

 In
st

it
u

te
 o

f 
St

at
is

ti
cs

)
a T

h
e 

19
10

 H
u

n
g

ar
ia

n
 c

en
su

s 
u

se
d

 m
o

th
er

 t
o

n
g

u
e 

as
 a

n
 i

n
d

ic
at

o
r 

o
f 

et
h

n
ic

 b
el

o
n

g
in

g
. 

B
et

w
ee

n
 1

93
0 

an
d

 1
99

2,
 t

h
e 

R
o

m
an

ia
n

 c
en

su
se

s 
u

se
d

 n
at

io
n

al
it

y 
(n

aț
io

n
al

it
at

e 
) 

as
 a

 m
ar

ke
r 

o
f 

et
h

n
o

-c
u

lt
u

ra
l 

b
el

o
n

g
in

g
. 

Si
n

ce
 2

00
2,

 e
th

n
ic

it
y 

(e
tn

ie
 ) 

h
as

 b
ee

n
 u

se
d

 in
 t

h
e 

sa
m

e 
se

n
se

b
In

cl
u

d
in

g
 S

ax
o

n
s 

(i
n

 t
h

e 
h

is
to

ri
ca

l p
ro

vi
n

ce
 o

f 
Tr

an
sy

lv
an

ia
) 

an
d

 S
w

ab
ia

n
s 

(i
n

 B
an

at
)

c T
h

e 
19

10
 H

u
n

g
ar

ia
n

 c
en

su
s 

u
se

d
 t

h
e 

et
h

n
o

n
ym

 o
f 

ci
g

án
y,

 w
h

ile
 t

h
e 

R
o

m
an

ia
n

 c
en

su
se

s 
b

et
w

ee
n

 1
93

0 
an

d
 1

99
2 

th
at

 o
f 

țig
an

Y
ea

r
To

ta
l

R
o

m
an

ia
n

H
u

n
g

ar
ia

n
G

er
m

an
b

R
o

m
ac

O
th

er
 e

th
n

ic
 

ca
te

g
o

ri
es

N
u

m
b

er
%

N
u

m
b

er
%

N
u

m
b

er
%

N
u

m
b

er
%

N
u

m
b

er
%

19
10

5,
25

9,
91

8
2,

82
9,

38
9

53
.8

1,
66

1,
96

7
31

.6
56

5,
00

4
10

.7
60

,8
00

1.
2

14
2,

75
8

2.
7

19
30

5,
54

8,
36

3
3,

20
7,

88
0

57
.8

1,
35

3,
27

6
24

.4
54

3,
85

2
9.

8
10

9,
15

6
2.

0
33

4,
19

9
6.

0
19

41
5,

91
2,

30
0

3,
30

4,
40

0
55

.9
1,

74
3,

90
0

29
.5

53
5,

40
0

9.
1

32
8,

60
0

5.
6

19
48

5,
76

1,
12

7
3,

75
2,

26
9

65
.1

1,
48

1,
90

3
25

.7
33

2,
06

6
5.

8
19

4,
88

9
3.

4
19

56
6,

23
2,

31
2

4,
05

1,
60

3
65

.0
1,

55
8,

63
1

25
.0

36
8,

25
5

5.
9

78
,3

62
1.

3
17

5,
46

1
2.

8
19

66
6,

73
6,

04
6

4,
57

2,
55

4
67

.9
1,

59
7,

76
7

23
.7

37
2,

33
5

5.
5

49
,1

73
0.

7
14

4,
21

7
2.

1
19

77
7,

50
0,

22
9

5,
20

3,
84

6
69

.4
1,

69
1,

04
8

22
.5

34
7,

89
6

4.
6

12
3,

02
8

1.
6

13
4,

41
1

1.
8

19
92

7,
72

3,
31

3
5,

68
4,

14
2

73
.6

1,
60

3,
92

3
20

.8
10

9,
01

4
1.

4
20

2,
66

5
2.

6
12

3,
56

9
1.

6
20

02
7,

22
1,

73
3

5,
39

3,
55

2
74

.7
1,

41
5,

71
8

19
.6

53
,0

77
0.

7
24

4,
47

5
3.

4
11

4,
91

1
1.

6
20

11
6,

78
9,

25
0

4,
79

4,
57

7
74

.8
1,

21
6,

66
6

19
.0

32
,8

05
0.

5
27

0,
75

5
4.

2
96

,1
49

1.
5



10  Demographic Dynamics and Ethnic Classification …        387

One can observe that (in the context of the repressive popula-
tion politics of the Ceaușescu regime4) the number of Hungarians 
increased until 1982, when according to our estimates, their number 
reached 1.732 million. A slow decrease already began during the mid-
late 1980s, while following the regime change a more drastic drop in 
the number of Hungarians occurred. According to the 2011 census, 
there were 1.227 million Hungarians in Romania, meaning a 28% 
decrease compared to the early 1980s. This drastic demographic decline 
was caused by several factors, namely mass emigration, negative natu-
ral growth, and to a lesser degree, the assimilation process toward the 
majority.

1000000 
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Fig. 1  The annual dynamics of the Hungarian population in Romania  
(1964–2017) (Source Author’s calculations; for the 1964–1992 period demo-
graphic inverse projection using 1992 census results)

4In 1966, a drastic ban on abortion came into force. While in other Eastern Bloc countries posi-
tive incentives were the main tools of population policy, in Romania the emphasis was on puni-
tive measures. On this, see Kligman (1998).
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1.2	� The Natural Growth of the Transylvanian 
Hungarian Population

The natural growth of the Hungarian population is relatively well doc-
umented. The annual number of live-births can be estimated based 
on the age structure of the Hungarian ethnics, and additionally, the 
National Institute of Statistics registers the “nationality”5 of the new-
borns and the deceased. According to the demographic calculations, the 
crude birth and death rates of the Hungarian population differ signifi-
cantly from the national average, in spite of the fact that today there is 
no significant difference in the fertility (TFR) and mortality (life expec-
tancy at birth) rates between the Hungarians and the national majority 
(Gyurgyík and Kiss 2010, pp. 70–87).

In Romania as a whole, natural growth was positive until 1992, and 
as a consequence, the country’s population also grew up to this year. 
Regarding Transylvanian Hungarians, the annual number of deaths sur-
passed the number of births for the first time in 1983. Between 1983 
and 1989, there was practically zero natural growth rate, which meant 
that in the context of the intensifying out-migration of Hungarians, 
the population numbers were already declining. Following 1989, births 
numbers dropped,6 while the number of deaths increased, bringing 
about a drastic negative natural growth rate and an annual population 
loss of 6–8 per thousand caused only by this factor (Fig. 2).

During the 1980s, the total fertility rate (TFR) of Hungarian 
women was below the national average. However, following the regime 
change, the differences compared to the national average diminished. 
Hungarians’ life expectancy at birth was also quite similar to that of 
the majority. In sum, one should emphasize that following the regime 

5The parents are asked to classify their newborn by nationality (naționalitate ), meaning in this 
case ethno-national background. As mentioned already, a similar terminology was used in cen-
suses until 2002, when it was replaced by ethnicity (etnie ). In the vital statistics, the terminology 
has not been changed, leading to more and more confusion, as naționalitate today can be inter-
preted as both ethno-national belonging and citizenship. I will discuss these aspects later.
6There were 22,000 Hungarian births in 1989 and only 14,000 in 1992.
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change, the negative natural growth of the Hungarian population was 
more drastic compared to Romania as a whole; however, this was not 
caused by lower fertility rates or lower life expectancy at birth, but by 
a less favorable age structure and an earlier process of aging caused pri-
marily by previous migratory flows (Table 2).
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Fig. 2  Crude birth and death rates of the Hungarian population in Transylvania 
(1964–2011) (Source Author’s calculations; for the 1964–1992 period demo-
graphic inverse projection using 1992 census results)

Table 2  Main indicators of vital statistics: Romania and the Transylvanian 
Hungarian population (1992–2011)

Source National Institute of Statistics; author’s own calculations

Total fertility 
rate (TFR)
(children/per 
woman)

Life 
expectancy 
at birth 
(years)

Natural growth
Number % (annual 

mean)

1992–2002 Romania 1.450 69.9 −303,838 −1.3
Transylvanian 

Hungarians
1.371 69.9 −89,247 −5.8

2002–2011 Romania 1.311 72.3 −146,146 −1.9
Transylvanian 

Hungarians
1.366 72.4 −66,870 −5.2
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1.3	� Migratory Processes

Following World War II, Romania became a sending country with-
out any significant influx of immigrants. According to the 2011 cen-
sus results, the foreign-born population was below 150,000; the most 
numerous group within this population consisted of persons born in the 
Republic of Moldova, though their number did not exceed 37,000. The 
majority of those born abroad were the children of Romanian returnees.

On the contrary, emigration was quite significant even during state 
socialism. The number of emigrants officially registered between 1948 
and 1989 exceeded 783,578 (Muntele 2003, p. 36). The real number 
of those leaving the country was certainly significantly higher than this 
figure.7 One could highlight that the real goal of the former regime’s 
migration policy was not to keep out-migration at a minimum, but 
to select who should be allowed to leave (Horváth and Kiss 2015, 
pp. 108–110). The bulk of emigrants of this period belonged to var-
ious minorities: Jews (Bines 1998; Ioanid 2005), Germans (Fassmann 
and Münz 1994; Münz and Ohliger 2001), and Hungarians (Horváth 
2005). In the case of the Jewish and German communities, a mass 
exodus took place in the context of the ethnically selective emigra-
tion policy of Romania and the ethnically selective immigration poli-
cies of Western Germany and Israel.8 According to official statistics, 
Hungarians were not overrepresented among emigrants until the 
mid-1980s. Nevertheless, the number of irregular migrants began 
to rise sharply starting in 1986. Initially, Hungary was mostly a tran-
sit country for refugees who tried to reach Western European destina-
tions. However, many refugees came to a halt in Hungary. Following 
1987, it had become a common practice for Hungarian authorities 
not to return refugees to Romania, even if the legal codification of the 

7For a comparison between Romanian statistics concerning emigration to Germany and German 
statistics concerning immigration from Romania between 1975 and 1989, see Tompea and 
Năstuță (2009, p. 221). For mirror statistics in Hungary for the 1981–1989 period, see Gödri 
(2004).
8Brubaker (1998) called this process migration of ethnic unmixing.
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question did not occur until 1989 (see Regényi and Törzsök 1988 for 
details). Hungarian authorities registered 47,771 immigrants from 
Romania between 1986 and 1989. The outflows did not stop after the 
collapse of Romania’s Communist regime and the proportion of ethnic 
Hungarians among irregular migrants reached 97% in March 1990, fol-
lowing the violent interethnic clashes in Târgu Mureș/Marosvásárhely9 
(Szoke 1992, p. 312). Meanwhile, the number of regular migrants also 
increased. As a consequence, the number of former Romanian citizens 
naturalized in Hungary grew from 866 in 1980 to 6499 in 1987 (Szoke 
1992, p. 308). The increasing proportion of Hungarian ethnics among 
the total number of emigrants could be seen in the official Romanian 
statistics too, and if both irregular and regular forms of migration were 
taken into account, a huge wave of emigrants and refugees was observ-
able. According to the estimates, the negative net migration of the 
Hungarian population in Transylvania was of 132,000 in the period 
between 1964 and 1992, while between 1987 and 1992 approximately 
85,000 Hungarian ethnics left Romania (Table 3).

The collapse of the Communist regime profoundly altered the 
position of Romania in the European migratory system. As a con-
sequence, the outflows have grown considerably and new forms of 
migration—e.g., temporary (Sandu 2006), circular (Sandu 2005), and 
educational migration (Brǎdǎţan and Kulcsár 2014)—have become 

Table 3  The approximate number of Hungarian ethnics leaving Romania 
between 1964 and 2011

Source Author’s estimation based on census data and vital statistics

1964–1992 132,000
1992–2002 106,000
2002–2011 110,000
Total 348,000

9For accounts of the Târgu Mureș/Marosvásárhely events, see Stroschein (2012, pp. 92–123), 
László and Novák (2012), and Cernat (2012).
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widespread. However, Hungarians—due to their intensive out- 
migration toward Hungary10—have remained clearly overrepresented 
among those leaving the country. According to demographic esti-
mates, the negative net migration for Romania as a whole was 825,000 
between 1992 and 2002, meaning an annual migratory loss of 3.6 per 
thousand. In the case of the Hungarian population, the population 
loss caused by migratory flows can be estimated to have been 106,000, 
meaning an annual net migration rate of −6.6 per thousand. In other 
words, 13% of the migratory loss of Romania was “suffered” by the 
Hungarian community, comprising 7.2% of the country’s population.

Following the turn of the millennium (in the pre-accession period 
and after the country’s EU accession), the migratory regime11 in 
Romania changed again drastically. While during the 1990s the 
Western European states had tried to limit the number of Eastern 
Europeans entering their labor market, the restrictions were gradually 
lifted before and after EU accession. Next to Poland, Romania became 
the major sending country of Eastern European emigrants. According 
the World Bank’s bilateral migration matrix, more than 3.4 million 
Romanian citizens lived abroad in 2013. According to (preliminary12) 
census results, the migratory loss of Romania was 2.4 million between 
2002 and 2011, meaning an annual net migration rate of −11.4 per 
thousand. In the case of the Hungarian population, the migratory loss 
can be estimated to be 110,000, meaning an annual net migration rate 
of −8.3 per thousand. In other words, in the context of the country’s 
massive depopulation, Hungarians are no longer overrepresented.

11The migratory regime is the totality of legal norms and institutions regulating the possibility of 
exit (in the sending country) and of the entrance and integration (in the receiving country).
12As mentioned already, the enumerators had registered slightly more than 19 million persons 
and this number was completed eventually from the population register. The migratory loss cal-
culated based on preliminary figures is more or less in line with the mirror statistics of major 
receiving countries concerning immigrants from Romania.

10The migration of Hungarians also took various forms. Many Transylvanian Hungarians found 
employment in the secondary labor market of Hungary (Bodó and Bartha 1996). However, the 
emigration of highly skilled segments (Gödri and Tóth 2005) and the educational migration 
(Szentannai 2001; Horváth 2004) of the Hungarian youth has also been significant.
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1.4	� Assimilation: Operative Definition and Processes

The notion of assimilation is a much debated issue in the literature of 
ethnic relations. The problem that demographers face is that in order 
to be able to analyze its demographic dynamics, they need a Hungarian 
“population” defined as a bounded entity. Further, they also need to 
define input and output values, which in case of a spatially defined pop-
ulation are the numbers of births, immigrants, deaths, and emigrants.13 
However, the Hungarian population of Transylvania is not territorially 
defined, but ethno-nationally or ethno-linguistically. As a consequence, 
demographers also have to take into account linguistic or identity shifts 
as input/output variables. The majority of demographic investigations 
used ethno-national self-identification as the criteria for delimiting 
the Hungarian population. As a consequence, assimilation was treated 
as a shift in self-identification from the minority category toward the 
majority.

In the following section, I discuss to what extent the shift in 
self-identification affected the dynamics of the Hungarian population. 
I also introduce the concept of assimilation as it was used in ethno- 
demographic research focusing on Transylvanian Hungarians. In a later 
part of this chapter, I will compare the techniques of classification used 
in censuses and in everyday practices, while in the next chapter (dealing 
with assimilation and boundary reinforcement) I will present a more 
theoretically informed and detailed analysis of ethnic boundary making 
and boundary crossing in Transylvania.

One should emphasize at the very beginning that compared to neg-
ative natural growth and massive emigration, assimilation has been 
a factor of secondary importance in what concerns the decrease in 
the Hungarian population. The demographic literature focusing on 
Transylvanian Hungarians distinguished three forms of assimilation 
when analyzing census data (Szilágyi 2002, 2004):

13Now, we omit the problem that the spatially bounded character of populations (societies) can-
not be anymore taken for granted. In an era of transnational migration, people can be part simul-
taneously of more than one society. In other words, the demographic model taking migration as 
an output and input variable is an oversimplification. See Faist (2010).



394        T. Kiss

1.	The change of one’s (census) self-identification, or the case in which 
someone who was registered as Hungarian in the previous census 
identifies as Romanian in the next census.

2.	Difference between self-identification and pervious hetero-identi-
fication, or the case when a person becoming an adult identifies as 
Romanian despite being previously classified by her or his parents as 
Hungarian.14

3.	The decrease in the capacity of intergenerational ethno-cultural 
reproduction, or the case in which Hungarian parents are unable to 
transmit their ethno-cultural traits (identification, language, etc.) to 
their children.

This typology was used as an operational definition of assimilation in 
investigations relying on census data. These investigations highlighted 
that the direction and the channels of the identity shift are relatively 
obvious. Changes in census self-identification are relatively rare,15 while 
the decrease in capacity of intergenerational ethno-cultural reproduc-
tion is connected to ethnically mixed marriages.16 While in the vast 
majority of ethnically homogenous families the identification (classi-
fication) of children is taken for granted, in ethnically mixed families 
parents have to choose between different alternatives of ethnic sociali-
zation. And if in a society the relation between ethnic categories is hier-
archical, these choices will prioritize more prestigious categories over 
less prestigious ones (Laitin 1995; Finnäs and O’Leary 2003). While 
12–13% of Transylvanian Hungarians were living in ethnically mixed 
marriages in 2011, less than one-third of the children of mixed ancestry 
were registered as Hungarian in censuses following the regime change. 

14Wimmer (2013)—relying on Jenkins (2008)—distinguished between assimilation and reclassi-
fication. By reclassification, he meant (similarly to Szilágyi) changes in the hetero-identification of 
children made by parents.
15Of course, identification with ethnic categories in everyday settings is highly contextual in 
Transylvania too. See Brubaker et al. (2006, pp. 207–239). However, probably due to identity 
campaigns and ethno-political struggles, census identification is relatively rigid and reflected.
16One should emphasize that ethno-cultural reproduction and assimilation in this framework 
are macro-level phenomena characterizing a population and not individual biographies. See also 
Brubaker (2001).
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These imbalances of the models of ethnic socialization in mixed fami-
lies affect primarily the reproductive capacities of dispersed Hungarian 
communities, where the proportion of mixed marriages is higher, while 
the probability of identity choices leading toward the minority category 
is lower.17 Next to (ethnically mixed) families, another institutional 
channel of assimilation is Romanian-language education. In some areas 
(where the proportion of Hungarians is rather low), the majority of 
Hungarian children (even of those growing up in homogenous families) 
are educated in the majority language. Under these circumstances, the 
intergenerational ethno-cultural reproduction in ethnically homogenous 
families cannot be taken for granted either.

1.5	� Regional Differences of Demographic Dynamics

One should emphasize that the demographic prospects of the 
Hungarian community are highly diverse. As a rule, the higher the 
proportion of Hungarians, the better the chance of demographic and 
ethno-cultural reproduction of the Hungarian community in the given 
region. In what follows, I will analyze the difference in the demographic 
dynamics of the four regions defined in the introductory chapter of 
the volume. These regions are the ethnic block area of Székely Land, 
Partium, an ethnically mixed region next to Hungarian border, Central 
Transylvania, comprising the major towns of Cluj/Kolozsvár and Târgu 
Mureș/Marosváráshely, and the rest of Transylvania, where dispersed 
Hungarian communities live among a large Romanian majority.

The regional differences of the demographic dynamics are synthe-
sized in Table 4. It should be noted that in the Székely Land the pop-
ulation decline was slower compared to Romania as a whole, while 
the proportion of Hungarians in the region has not decreased at all.  

17In Timiș/Temes, Hunediara/Hunyad, Sibiu/Szeben, and Caraș Severin/Krassó-Szörény coun-
ties, the majority of younger generation Hungarians engage in ethnically mixed marriages. In 
the Hungarian-majority region of Székely Land, the proportion of mixed marriages is below 5%, 
while the majority of children growing up in mixed marriages will have Hungarian as their first 
language.
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On the contrary, in 1992 almost 350,000 Hungarians had still lived  
in dispersed communities but their number has dropped to 200,000  
by 2011.

2	� Ethnic Categorization: Official 
and Everyday Practices

The study of demographic and societal macro-processes affecting 
Transylvanian Hungarians is impossible without analyzing census data. 
However, their use raises some severe methodological and epistemolog-
ical problems. First, each census is per definition a political act (Kertzer 
and Arel 2002). The aim of the state administrations conducting cen-
suses is not only to obtain information about social realities but also to 
form and change them (Scott 1998). As a consequence, censuses can 
be perceived as powerful tools of the classificatory struggles over the 
legitimate representation of social reality. Second, the census is the most 
widespread and common form of official categorization. However, offi-
cial categories do not necessarily match the categories used in everyday 
settings. Consequently, censuses sometimes obscure rather than reveal 
complex social realities.

2.1	� Changing Techniques of Official Classification

Census classification should be understood in its discursive and political 
context (Kertzer and Arel 2002). In this regard, changes to the political 
utilization of official categories and the broader discursive order shap-
ing ethnic classification are of primal importance. In what follows, I will 
rely on two complementary conceptual frameworks. The first is that of 
Rallu et al. (2006) who outline a typology of the “regimes of counting”. 
The second was outlined by Wimmer (2013) and focuses on the shift 
between the Herderian and integrationist discursive orders concerning 
ethnic relations.

“Regimes of counting” refers to official classification not only at 
a technical/methodological level but also includes policies aimed at 
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managing ethno-cultural differences that lie behind the different tech-
niques of counting. The typology distinguishes between four regimes 
of counting: (1) counting to dominate; (2) not counting in the name 
of the republican idea of national unity and integration; (3) count-
ing or not counting in the name of multiculturalism; and (4) count-
ing to eliminate discrimination (Rallu et al. 2006, pp. 534–536). I will 
use only the first two, although I recognize that the other two might 
become of central importance in Romania too.18

The first regime of counting, namely counting to dominate, is typical 
in colonial situations. Many authors have argued that colonial admin-
istrations classified people in distinct and well-distinguishable catego-
ries in order to administer them and to sustain the hierarchical order of 
ethnic or racial categories (Anderson 2006; Scott 1998). Importantly, 
Rallu et al. argue that Eastern European regimes of counting can also be 
classified as such (2006, pp. 534–535). Indeed, the very legitimacy of 
the state’s sovereignty over a territory is based on the fact that the titular 
group constitutes a statistical majority. This is why there is a necessity 
to (re)produce this majority through statistical means. Actually, ethnic 
demography has been central to debates over census classification in 
Eastern Europe throughout the last one and a half century.

The major aspects of Romanian census classification took shape in 
the interwar period, the 1930 census being a constitutive act in this 
respect. On the one hand, the emerging census classification was in line 
with the tendencies in other Eastern European states (Czechoslovakia, 
Yugoslavia, and also the Soviet Union). On the other hand, the clas-
sification techniques of the 1930 Romanian census can be perceived 
as the antithesis of the previous techniques of classification employed 

18The outlines of a regime of counting to avoid discrimination can be observed in connection 
with the issue of Roma integration. For instance, applicants for (nationally administered) EU 
funds for combating poverty and marginality are explicitly asked to annex detailed descriptions of 
Roma communities they would like to deal with. Local authorities can also apply for (substantial) 
funds following a careful mapping of Roma communities of their administrative units. See http://
www.fonduri-structurale.ro/stiri/16699/pocu-ghidul-solicitantului-pentru-implementarea-strate-
giilor-de-dezvoltare-locala-in-comunitatile-marginalizate-publicat-spre-consultare.

http://www.fonduri-structurale.ro/stiri/16699/pocu-ghidul-solicitantului-pentru-implementarea-strategiilor-de-dezvoltare-locala-in-comunitatile-marginalizate-publicat-spre-consultare
http://www.fonduri-structurale.ro/stiri/16699/pocu-ghidul-solicitantului-pentru-implementarea-strategiilor-de-dezvoltare-locala-in-comunitatile-marginalizate-publicat-spre-consultare
http://www.fonduri-structurale.ro/stiri/16699/pocu-ghidul-solicitantului-pentru-implementarea-strategiilor-de-dezvoltare-locala-in-comunitatile-marginalizate-publicat-spre-consultare
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by the statistical offices of the Hapsburg, Hohenzollern, and Romanov 
Empires.19 In these empires, techniques of counting were quite simi-
lar to those used in the second half of the nineteenth century, ethnic 
classification based on mother tongue, or private language use being 
of central importance. Language was considered by German, Russian, 
Austrian, and Hungarian census takers as an “objective” indicator of a 
culturally defined nationality and, as such, was put in opposition with 
self-identification, characterized as too “subjective” to define one’s real 
belonging (Arel 2002). The Hungarian censuses carried out between 
1880 and 1910 categorized the population according to mother tongue, 
defined as the language best spoken by the respondent at the moment 
of the census. This interpretation of the national belonging was inspired 
by the contemporary liberal concept of the Hungarian nation, which 
accepted persons of allogeneic origin as members of the national com-
munity if they had been able and willing to speak Hungarian. This 
technique (sharply criticized by the contemporary Romanian public 
opinion and statisticians) obviously reflected the effects of linguistic 
Magyarization too.

The successor states of the Hapsburg and Romanov empires altered 
the classification by mother tongue and put stronger emphasis on both 
ethnic origin (ancestry) and self-identification.20 The main purpose was 
to diminish the proportion of formerly dominant groups. In Romania, 
the 1930 census21 introduced nationality (naționalitate ) as a self- 
declared ethno-national belonging; however, according to the instruc-
tions for enumerators, nationality was also linked to ethnic origin (neam ).  

19There was a discontinuity compared to the censuses of the pre-World War I period in the Old 
Romanian Kingdom, which did not gather information about cultural belonging but asked only 
about the citizenship of the residents.
20This has happened both in the successor states of the Hapsburg monarchy (among them in 
Romania) and in the Soviet Union. As for the Soviet “regime of counting”, see Hirsch (2004).
21Several authors emphasize the “objectivity” of the 1930 census, highlighting that it met inter-
national standards of the era (Varga 1999; Blomqvist 2014, p. 278). The latter may be true; how-
ever, meeting international standards does not mean that the 1930 census was independent of 
political considerations or that it can be interpreted without taking into account classificatory 
struggles.
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Further, the definition of mother tongue (which was asked next to nation-
ality) was altered, pushing classification again toward ancestral language: 
While in the Hungarian census “mother tongue” had been defined as 
the language best spoken, the 1930 Romanian definition referred to 
the language used in one’s family during early childhood. This change 
in counting methodology was of paramount importance regarding 
the categorization of Hungarian-speaking groups of allogeneic origin, 
most importantly that of Magyarized Jews and Swabians. The (mostly 
Hungarian-speaking) Jewish population of Transylvania numbered 
170,000 when the 1930 census was taken.22

The Romanian regime of ethnic classification can be characterized 
by a high level of inertia: The techniques of ethnic classification have 
changed little since the 1930 census. Nevertheless, one could witness 
a (potentially) radical but yet inconclusive change of the Romanian 
regime of counting in the last decade. Kukutai and Thompson (2015) 
argued that the politics of ethnic classification and counting are 
affected not only by national historical legacies but also by the inter-
national environment. In this respect, it is of central importance that 
Romania (among other Eastern European states) has joined the EU. As 
Simon (2012, 2017) argued, regimes of counting developed differently 
in the Western and Eastern part of Europe. On the one hand, count-
ing by mother tongue and (culturally defined) ethno-nationality was 
widespread in Eastern Europe. On the other hand, Western European 
states (even if they practiced a detailed ethnic classification in their col-
onies) were reluctant to classify their metropolitan subjects by ethnic-
ity mainly in the name of the national unity. Following World War II, 
ethnic classification was often associated with state-committed atroci-
ties against minorities, especially those committed by the Nazi regime. 
Consequently, a regime of “not counting” in the name of integration 
has evolved and it is still dominant in Western Europe (even if it was 
questioned by those urging for counting ethnicity in order to combat 

22On the Hungarian reception of the 1930 Romanian census, see Seres and Egry (2011). It was 
frequently mentioned by Hungarian commentators that in many cases census enumerators in fact 
hetero-identified Hungarian-speaking Jews, Swabians, Armenians, or Hungarian Greek Catholics 
of allegedly Ruthenian or Romanian origin.
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discrimination).23 The dominance of the integrationist framework 
and of the regime of “not counting” put pressure24 on the “ethnicist” 
regimes of counting in Eastern Europe. This pressure (combined with 
the national legacies and the inertia of the statistical offices) has led to a 
yet inconclusive, but potentially radical, shift of the regime of counting.

In a broader sense, the Romanian regime of counting was deeply 
embedded in what was called by Wimmer the Herderian discur-
sive order concerning ethnic relations (2013, pp. 16–44). According 
to Herder, the social world is composed of people (ethnic groups or 
nationalities) who are bounded groups sharing a specific cultural herit-
age embodied in their language, characterized by internal solidarity and 
a common sense of identity. This Herderian discursive order used to be 
in a hegemonic position until recently and had rarely been questioned 
by those using official statistics. It is important that Transylvanian 
Hungarian elites were (and are) also attached to the Herderian par-
adigm and used the same language of counting in their claims mak-
ing. This is why they engaged in intensive identity campaigns during 
each census following the regime change but have not questioned 
the very logic and the political significance of counting (Varga 1998, 
pp. 220–240, for the 1992 census campaign; Brubaker et al. 2006, 
pp. 151–160, for the 2002 one). Nevertheless, the dominance of the 
Herderian paradigm has been eroded by the integrationist discourse that 
gained ground during the last one and a half decade.25 According to this 

23See on this topic Simon (2008), who analyzes the struggles over official ethnic classification 
in France, which is most strongly attached among the European states to the republican idea of 
national unity and ethnic blindness.
24It is better to conceptualize this pressure as indirect, as Eurostat or other EU-level institutions 
do not formulate direct requests to Eastern European national statistical offices to alter their 
techniques of ethnic counting. However, many Eastern European social scientists and statisti-
cians have become fascinated by the integrationist ideal of not counting and many find the actual 
regimes of counting in Eastern Europe inadequate or immoral. They might push toward an inte-
grationist regime of not counting, as it happened in Hungary before the 2011 census, when the 
Census Committee of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences formulated such a recommendation 
(which was ultimately rejected by the newly elected right-wing government in 2011).
25For a larger political significance of the integrationist discourse, see McGarry et al. (2008). 
Csergő and Regelmann (2017) argue that the integrationist perspective clearly gained ground in 
transnational structures since the late 1990s.
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integrationist discursive order, the social world is no more made up by 
people, ethnic groups, or nationalities but is composed by an ethnically 
unmarked “social mainstream” on the one hand and by some ethnically 
marked and particular groups on the other hand. From this perspective, 
ethnicity is not an attribute that all people have, but it is a quality that 
characterizes people belonging to ethnically marked minority categories 
in particular situations.26

One can argue that today in Eastern Europe the integrationist and 
the Herderian discursive orders overlap. This is sometimes conducive to 
chaotic and in-between techniques of counting. Eastern European states 
are no longer unequivocally determined to count their populations eth-
nically or to classify people in bounded and mutually exclusive cate-
gories. This hypothesis can be underpinned by the several arguments. 
(1) First, in some cases even not counting was considered. In Hungary, 
for instance, initially there was a decision of the government to omit 
questions concerning ethno-cultural traits in the 2011 census. This was 
supported by the majority of social scientists engaged in the research of 
ethnicity. The questions concerning (ethno-)nationality, mother tongue, 
and spoken languages were reintroduced following the electoral victory 
of right-wing parties in 2010. In other Eastern European countries, 
the option of not counting was not seriously considered. However, the 
communication campaigns of the censuses markedly facilitated non-re-
sponse to questions concerning ethnicity by stressing that answering 
them (contrarily to other questions) was not obligatory. The proportion 
of non-responses was of 14.7% in Hungary, 9% in Bulgaria, 7.1% in 
Slovakia, and 2.1% in Serbia. In Romania, there was a unique situa-
tion. In 2011, a traditional paper-and-pencil-based census was carried 
out, which counted 19 million people and registered a less than 0.3% 
non-response rate to the question concerning ethnicity. However, even-
tually data about 1.2 million persons were added to the census database 

26See Fenton (2003) for an interpretation of ethnicity as an attribute only of the “non-
mainstream” groups and Brubaker et al. (2006) for an attempt to adapt this framework to the 
study of the Hungarian–Romanian relations in Cluj/Kolozsvár.
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from the population register. As the population register does not con-
tain data concerning ethnic identification, the ethnic background of 
these people (6.2% of the population) is “unknown”. (2) Second, the 
classification of people into mutually exclusive categories also came 
under attack. Hungary was the first state introducing the possibility of 
multiple census identifications both for “nationality” and for mother 
tongue (Kapitány 2013). In Romania, the option of multiple identifi-
cations was considered for the first time in 2011. However, initiatives 
toward this direction (proposed by the Romanian Institute for Research 
on National Minorities and by some Roma NGOs) were rejected by the 
Central Census Committee of the Romanian Government.

Before discussing the match between census classification and every-
day ethnic categories, I would like to emphasize that from the perspec-
tive of minority groups, the shift toward an integrationist discursive 
order and a statistical regime of not counting is not an unequivocally 
positive development. First, politically active minorities usually advo-
cate for the official recognition of ethnic diversity. Counting is a pre-
condition of institutionalized power-sharing and autonomy. Authors 
inclined toward the integrationist perspective emphasize the dangers 
of empowering minority elites and delimiting the ethnic groups. They 
tend to discuss “official ethnicity” focusing on non-democratic regimes 
and on violent ethnic conflicts, with perhaps the Soviet Union (Hirsch 
2004) and Rwanda (Uvin 2002; Longman 2001) being the most fre-
quently discussed cases. Nevertheless, ethnic registers exist also in other 
cases where power-sharing and forms of autonomy led to peaceful eth-
nic coexistence under the conditions of democratic regimes, such as 
in Slovenia, Finland, post-Milošević Serbia, or South Tyrol. Second, 
the asymmetry between minority and majority categories could be 
even more accentuated in the integrationist discursive order and in 
the regimes of not counting. The “ethnicist” regimes of counting were 
aimed at underpinning the legitimacy of state sovereignty and to repro-
duce the dominance of the titular majority. However, from an episte-
mological point of view, the majority remained only one of the ethnic 
groups, even if the most numerous and dominant one. In the integra-
tionist discursive order, the very epistemological status of the major-
ity and minority becomes different, as “majority” is redefined as an 
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ethnically unmarked “mainstream”. In this new logic of markedness,27 
the national majority loses its well-bounded contour and becomes hid-
den by the discursive order. However, this only means that belonging 
to the majority becomes even at the very conceptual level taken for 
granted (unmarked), while belonging to the minority becomes an unu-
sual attachment to something defined as particular (the marked ethnic-
ity). Third, it is also obvious that in Eastern Europe nationalizing states 
often use an ambivalent discourse alternating between an ethnically 
marked and an ethnically unmarked definition of the national major-
ity. In previous chapters of this volume, we emphasized the duality of 
the Romanian minority policy regime. One may argue that the contin-
uous back and forth between the integrationist perspective and ethnic 
democracy is an inherent characteristic of this regime.

2.2	� Informal Classification and Identification 
in Everyday Settings

The next question is to what extent census classification (which 
remained actually connected to a Herderian definition of people) 
fits relevant identities and ethnic categories used in everyday settings. 
Generally speaking, ethnic classification happens in quite different 
contexts or settings. Jenkins places these contexts of classification on a 
continuum between formal and informal (2008, pp. 65–74). Official 
classification (the most obvious example being the census) takes place 
in the most formal setting. Informal everyday interactions are at the 

27The notion of markedness denotes the asymmetries exiting in linguistic and cognitive struc-
tures. Most importantly, it emphasizes that the relation between categories is not symmetrical, 
a dominant, and a subordinated category exists. Initially, this terminology had been used in 
structuralist linguistics but ultimately it was borrowed by social scientists to describe the cog-
nitive mechanisms beyond social categorization. Waugh (1982) used it to describe the relation 
between categories of man and woman, white and black, sighted and blind, heterosexual and 
homosexual, fertility and barrenness. It is also important that the relation between categories is 
context dependent. A category that is marked in one social context could be the unmarked one 
in another context. Brubaker et al. (2006) gave us examples of everyday contexts where the usu-
ally marked category of Hungarian becomes unmarked, while the usually unmarked Romanian 
becomes marked.
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opposite end of the continuum and between these ends one can find 
more or less formal contexts, such as political representation (the ques-
tion is whether ethnicity is politically salient), the labor market (where 
ethnic belonging may have severe consequences), or the marriage mar-
ket. It is important to note that ethnic identification or categorization 
can be inconsistent among contexts and can change from one setting to 
another.

One can argue that in the case of Transylvanian Hungarians, cen-
sus classification fits relatively well with the categories used in everyday 
settings and the identities of those in question. First, the two attrib-
utes used by Romanian censuses—namely self-identification with the 
Hungarian ethnic category and Hungarian as the mother tongue—are 
the major components defining membership in the Hungarian category 
in everyday interactions too. Furthermore, these elements, called the 
two major constitutive rules of identity by Abdelal et al. (2009), overlap 
in the case of Hungarians in the vast majority of times. According to 
the 2011 census results, the number of persons declaring Hungarian as 
their ethnicity or mother tongue was 1.24 million; 97.1% of them were 
classified as Hungarians in both dimensions. Second, in the majority 
of cases, Hungarian identification is relatively consistent across differ-
ent contexts. This can be related to the psychological aspects of ethnic 
socialization. According to Fenton (2003, p. 88) and Jenkins (2008, 
p. 48), under certain social and institutional circumstances, especially 
when ethnic cleavages appear in well-defined forms in everyday life, 
people deeply internalize group membership and ethnic belonging dur-
ing early childhood. In these cases, the internalization of ethnic belong-
ing may go hand in hand with the internalization of its markers, such as 
language use. When this is the case, ethnicity is inscribed in the deep-
est layers of personal identity, like gender, for example. In such cases, 
ethnic identification is not independent from psychological, emotional, 
and cognitive constructs of personality, nor is it separate from notions 
of personal integrity, security, and safety. Under these circumstances, 
identities are less contextual and less fluid and the psychological price of 
leaving the group can be quite high.

Obviously, this is not to say that identification is not context depend-
ent among Transylvanian Hungarians and that they would perceive each 
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situation through ethnic lenses and act accordingly.28 In a representa-
tive survey carried out in 2016, 1200 randomly selected self-identified 
Hungarians were asked whether there were situations in their lives in 
which they felt Romanian. Then, if the answer was affirmative, respond-
ents were asked to describe the situation in an open-ended question. 
The first important result was that 17% responded affirmatively, while 
83% declared that they never felt Romanian. The second important 
result refers to the contexts in which Hungarians reported having felt 
Romanians. People living in ethnically mixed families answered more 
frequently in the affirmative, showing that Hungarians consider this a 
setting where one can “become a Romanian”. Situations abroad were 
also frequently mentioned. These situations can be connected to offi-
cial/passport identity or to a feeling of solidarity with their fellow citi-
zens while abroad. Some mentioned that they felt Romanian when they 
succeeded to behave in a relaxed manner in informal settings among 
Romanians. Others mentioned that they have a kind of double iden-
tity and feel as though they belong to the country. Institutional settings, 
such as workplaces, the (Romanian-language) school, and the army, 
were also mentioned (Table 5).

In sum, in the case of an average Transylvanian Hungarian (if such 
a person would exist), census classification matches relatively well the 
categories used in everyday settings, as linguistic competences and sub-
jective self-identification are the most important constitutive rules of 
Hungarian identity. Further, ethnic identity is relatively consistent 
across different settings. Nevertheless, there are some contexts in which 
identification with the national majority is more likely. These are first 
of all in ethnically mixed families, abroad, and in institutional settings 
external to the parallel Hungarian pillar.

28See Brubaker et al. (2006, pp. 191–207) for a contrary account. For Brubaker, ethnicity (as 
cognition) is more a way of seeing and interpreting things and is present in situations perceived 
through ethnic lenses (Brubaker 2004, pp. 64–87).
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3	� Outlier Categories: Hungarian-Speaking 
Roma and Csángós in Moldova

It is also important that there are several well-distinguishable categories 
connected to Hungarians in Romania for which census classification 
is an inadequate tool of measuring identity. Historically, Hungarian-
speaking Jews and other allogeneic groups could be considered as such. 
Today, the three most important categories for which census classifi-
cations are not adequate are ethnically mixed (Hungarian–Romanian) 
families, Hungarian-speaking Roma, and Csángós (Catholics of 
Hungarian origin) in Moldova. In what follows, I discuss the two latter 
categories, while ethnically mixed marriages will be discussed in a sepa-
rate chapter.

3.1	� Hungarian-Speaking Roma

The contested character of the Roma identity in Eastern Europe, as well 
as the intensive classificatory struggles to define the location and the 
consequences of ethnic boundaries between Roma and non-Roma, has 
been well explored in the literature (Emigh and Szelényi 2000; Ladányi 
and Szelényi 2006). The first important aspect emphasized by research-
ers is that in many cases external categorization as Roma does not 
always align with self-identification. This is why censuses and quantita-
tive investigations have difficulties measuring and treating Roma iden-
tity as a clear-cut variable (Rughiniş, 2010, 2011). Previously, I argued  
that in the Transylvanian Hungarian case, attributes measured by cen-
suses fit relatively well with the constitutive norms of Hungarian iden-
tity used in everyday settings. If someone speaks Hungarian fluently and 
declares himself or herself Hungarian, he or she is usually recognized 
as a category member. However, this is not the case for Hungarian-
speaking Roma. Even if Hungarian is their sole spoken language and 
they declare themselves as Hungarians, Roma are barely recognized as 
members of the minority community. While in the maintenance of 
the Romanian–Hungarian boundary “groupness” and the institutions 
underpinning this groupness have a decisive role, for the boundaries 
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between Roma and non-Roma social closure and exclusion are far more 
important. Ladányi and Szelényi (2006) argued along this line and 
highlighted that in the social construction of Roma ethnicity external 
classification is rather important. Moreover, this external classification 
is in many cases completely independent of linguistic skills and self- 
labeling. When external observers construct the category of Roma, 
the most important criteria are racial markers (skin color) and a way 
of life perceived as Roma. Ladányi and Szelényi carried out an inter-
esting experiment (2006, p. 140). First, they asked field operators to 
classify the respondents of their survey as either Roma or non-Roma. 
Then, they asked the operators to fill in another questionnaire concern-
ing the criteria used in the process of ethnic classification. 42% of the 
Romanian field operators reported that skin color was very important,  
while another 32% said that it was an important criterion when clas-
sifying the respondents. The (“Gypsy”) way of life was very important 
for 47% and important for further 33%. It should be mentioned that 
self-identification was less important than considering racial elements 
and way of life; 40% mentioned that it was very important, and another 
14% said that it was important, while 46% of the operators reported 
that self-identification of the respondents was not important at all when 
classifying them as either Roma or non-Roma.

The Romanian Institute for Research on National Minorities carried 
out an exhaustive survey of Roma communities in Romania, contact-
ing local administrations and asking them to estimate the number of 
Roma living on their territory. Data concerning segregated Roma neigh-
borhoods within the given administrative unit were also requested. 
According to the survey, the estimated number of those classified as 
Roma in Romania was of 1,215,846,29 with an estimated 724,844 liv-
ing in compact Roma neighborhoods or the so-called colonies. In these 
“colonies”, Hungarian was one of the three most frequently used lan-
guages (alongside Romanian and Romani). Hungarian speakers are 
clearly overrepresented among Roma living in segregated neighbor-
hoods: Almost 11% of them most frequently utilize Hungarian in their 

29The response rate was 98.1% for the total number of 3284 municipalities of Romania.
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daily communication (Horváth and Kiss 2017). The estimated number 
of all Hungarian-speaking Roma (living in segregated neighborhoods or 
among non-Roma) is around 110,000. The vast majority of Roma in 
the Székely Land, Satu Mare/Szatmár county, and northern Bihor/Bihar 
are Hungarian speakers.

3.2	� Csángós of Moldova

The Csángós of Moldova constitute a particular population connected 
to but also distinguishable from Hungarians in Romania. The notion 
of national minority may be misleading in their case. While there is a 
clear sense of ethno-cultural distinctiveness vis-á-vis the dominant 
group among them, in the historical process of their identity formation, 
no national movement played any significant role (or only the national 
movement of the dominant majority played such a role leading to pro-
nounced assimilation). It is also important that this minority commu-
nity lacks institutional channels of social mobility controlled by their 
own elites.30 Consequently, social mobility and the exit from traditional 
rural communities also imply assimilation into the dominant group.

In the case of the Csángós of Moldova, the most important element 
of ethno-cultural distinctiveness is their Roman Catholic faith in a pre-
dominantly Romanian Orthodox environment. In some of their rural 
communities, this is completed by the use of an archaic Hungarian dia-
lect (strongly influenced by the Romanian language). However, in the 
history of the Csángós, one cannot find the phases of Eastern European 
national awakening described by Hroch (1985). “Indigenous” (Csángó) 
intellectuals have never been, for instance, preoccupied in mapping 
and canonizing traditional Csángó folk culture in spite of the fact that 
Csángós have become a powerful symbol of the authentic Hungarian 
folk culture among Hungarian intellectuals beginning with the last 
decades of the nineteenth century. This discourse and the intensive 
research carried out by Hungarian ethnographers were less relevant for 

30This is one of the characteristics of ranked systems of groups described by Horowitz (1985).
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the Csángó community and had little impact on their identity forma-
tion. Nevertheless, their sense of belonging was powerfully shaped by 
the emerging institutional infrastructure of the Romanian state. It is 
important to note that the “indigenous” Csángó intelligentsia, most 
importantly the Roman Catholic clergy of Csángó origin, successfully 
propagated a sense of Romanian national belonging and origin.31

In Moldova, there was no institutional background for a Hungarian 
(or at least non-Romanian) identity project. In a historical perspective, 
two relatively short periods can be perceived as an exception. First, fol-
lowing World War II, the Hungarian Popular Alliance (Magyar Népi 
Szövetség), a mass organization dominated by Communists, established 
Hungarian-language schools in almost one hundred Csángó villages. 
However, this experiment was neither long lasting nor particularly 
successful.32 The second institutional experiment took place after the 
collapse of communism, when the Csángó Educational Program was 
launched. In the 2011/2012 educational year, there was facultative 
Hungarian-language education in 39 Csángó villages with more than 
2500 children enrolled. In 21 villages, the program was part of the 
official educational curriculum, while in 17 locations it was organized 
outside of schools. According to Papp and Márton (2014), the results 
of the program were quite modest in terms of both increasing the 
Hungarian-language proficiency of children and establishing channels 
of educational mobility toward the Hungarian-language schools.

As for the number of Csángós, census data are of limited use. 
According to 2011 census results, slightly more than 181,000 Roman 
Catholics lived in Bacău, Iași, Neamț, and Vrancea counties. This could 
be considered the maximum possible number of Roman Catholics 
of partial Hungarian origin. However, only a minority of this group 
speaks the Csángó-Hungarian dialect and their vast majority can be 
characterized through a Romanian national identity. Vilmos Tánczos,  

31On the problems of being simultaneously Roman Catholic and Romanian, see Diaconescu 
(2008).
32Communists tried to use the Hungarian identity project to reduce the influence of the Roman 
Catholic clergy. The Hungarian schools functioned between 1950 and 1955 (Nagy 2011, pp. 
121–122).
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a Transylvanian Hungarian ethnographer (employed as a census enumer-
ator in one of the Csángó villages in 2011), argued that census classifi-
cation was not a proper tool to reveal the distinctiveness of the Csángós 
vis-á-vis the Romanian majority (Tánczos 2012). In the official context 
of census classification, the majority of Csángós declare Romanian 
as their ethnicity and mother tongue. Nevertheless (ethnic or quasi- 
ethnic), distinctions in everyday life between Orthodox Romanians and 
Catholic Csángós exist. According to a study carried out between 1994 
and 1996, approximately 62,000 persons spoke the Csángó-Hungarian 
dialect. One and a half decades later (between 2008 and 2009), this 
number was estimated to slightly more than 48,000, which is indicative 
of a rapid linguistic shift being underway (Tánczos 2010).
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