Hi-story
lessons.

.“/ As historian Florin Constantiniu noted, ‘[tlhe Great Union of 1918 was and
remains the most wonderful page of Romanian history.” The historical process
after which all provinces inhabited by Romanians were united within the same
national state of Romania was determined by three main factors: the European
ideological, political and military context, the decisive action of elites from the
Kingdom and the Romanian provinces and, most of all, the awareness of national
unity, strongly manifested across all Romanian territories.

Greater Romania continued the old Romanian state, but on a new scale. The v /
country’s surface increased from 138,000 sq. km in 1915 to 295,049 sqg. km in 1919,

and the population from 7.8 million to 14.7 million people in 1919. Romania

became the tenth largest country in Europe in terms of surface area and the

second, after Poland, in Central and Eastern Europe. Thus, its economic potential

increased, as well as its agricultural area. However, each unifying province had its

own political, administrative and legal organisation and time was needed to

harmonise them. That is why, until 1920, the separate institutions of each newly

integrated entity continued to function.

v / In November 1919 the first parliamentary elections took place, on the basis of
universal suffrage, but only for men over twenty-one years of age. The new
parliament, dominated by unionist parties from the provinces recently united with
the Old Kingdom, voted on 29 December 1919 for the laws ratifying the union of
Bessarabia, Bukovina and Transylvania with Romania. In April 1920, a decree-law
was adopted which established regional leadership bodies of the three provinces.
During the following period, several reforms were adopted in the economic,
administrative, judicial and political fields, which achieved the de facto unification
of the country.

During the first years following the end of the First World War, the national currency (leu) suffered an
accelerated depreciation due to the mass issuing of banknotes necessary not only for covering the public
budgetary deficit, but also for replacing foreign currencies that remained in circulation in Romania’s
territory. Additionally, the disastrous decrease of production following the destruction caused by the war
also contributed to a depreciation of the national currency. One of the major difficulties confronting
governments after the Union of 1918 was the issue of foreign currencies remaining in circulation across
the new Romanian territories (Austro-Hungarian crown, Romanov and Lwow roubles, BGR leu). This
money only had circulation value in regions that broke from the currency of their original countries.
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Thus, in 1919 the banknotes circulating in parallel with the leu issued by the Romanian National Bank
(BNR) were stamped and, in 1920 Monetary Unification was achieved by withdrawing the leu issued by
Germans, crowns and roubles from circulation.

In 1921, Nicolae Titulescu, as Minister of Finance, reformed from the tax system the bottom, introducing
the cedular tax - on categories of revenues (protecting those obtained from labour and hitting those
coming from inheritance or by illegal means), as well as the global income tax (on the whole targeting
revenues).

The main economic branch was agriculture, taking into account the arable land surface of 14.6 million
hectares, the pedo-climatic conditions and the makeup of a population within which the rural one
amounted for 79.3 per cent, in 1930. In July 1921, the Averescu government adopted the land reform laws,
by which almost 6.12 million hectares were expropriated (divided between 1.8 million families), accounting
for 66 per cent of the surface owned by large landlords. This reform - the most radical of the ones
achieved in Europe after the war - made Romania a country of small land owners (82.7 per cent were
properties of less than five hectares). Large properties were reduced to surfaces between 100 and 500
hectares. Agriculture and forestry contributed with percentage shares of the national revenue of 30 per
cent, and 38 per cent respectively, from the national revenue, also supporting other branches of the
economy.

In 1924, the liberal government adopted the Mining Law, by which the underground resources were
declared property of the Romanian state and enterprises exploiting them had to have a majority of
Romanian capital (this reflecting the ‘by ourselves’ concept).

At administrative and judicial level, very important reforms were adopted. Thus, in 1924 the Law of
Judicial Organization was adopted, which made judges irremovable, and the Law concerning Primary
Education, which offered a unitary organisation of learning and provided compulsory and free public
primary education of seven grades for all the country’s population between the ages of 7 and 16. In 1925,
the Metropolitan was promoted to the rank of Patriarchy, and then the law concerning the Organisation
of the Romanian Orthodox Church was adopted.

In June 1925, the Law for Administrative Unification was adopted, by which the country’s territory was
divided in counties, districts, urban communes, rural communes and villages. The law strengthened the
unitary character of the state and was based on the principle of administrative decentralisation.

On 15 October 1922, the crowning ceremony of King Ferdinand and Queen Marie took place in Alba lulia.
The iron crown of King Carol |, a reminder of the victory in Pleven, had three precious stones added
representing Bessarabia, Bukovina and Transylvania. The ceremony symbolised the act of union of all
Romanian historical provinces under the sceptre of the same monarch. Festivities also continued during
the following day in Bucharest through a parade under the Arch of Triumph and a great gathering in the
University Square at the statue of Michael the Brave. The Great Union of 1918 also made the adoption of
a new constitution necessary which would apply to all territories inhabited by Romanians.

Therefore, on 27 March 1923, a new democratic constitution was adopted. It represented a review of the
1866 constitution, adapted to the post-war realities and both in the spirit of reforms promised by King
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Ferdinand in the spring of 1917 and of the demands of the 1918 plebiscitary assemblies from Chisinau,
Chernovitz and Alba lulia.

The Kingdom of Romania was declared a national, unitary and indivisible state and its territory as
unalienable. The form of the government of Romania was a constitutional monarchy and the
constitutional powers of the king were hereditary along the male line, ‘with perpetual exclusion of women
and their descendants.” Regarding citizens’ rights and freedoms, the constitution provided that
Romanians, regardless of ethnic origin, language or religion, enjoyed freedom of conscience, education,
media, freedom of association and all legal freedoms and rights. Also, it granted property of all nature
and claims on the state. According to the 1923 Constitution, universal, direct, secret and compulsory
voting was recognised for all Romanian citizens over the age of twenty-one. However, only men had
voting rights, women being excluded from this process until 1929.

The new fundamental law was based on the principle of the separation of state powers. The legislative
power was collectively exercised by the king and the parliament, which was bicameral (Senate and
Assembly of Deputies), having rights of legislation and control over the executive power. Executive power
was entrusted to the king and exercised through the government, with the specification that no act of the
king had legal grounds if it was not countersigned by a minister. The judicial power was exercised by
courts of law (courts, tribunals, appeal courts, the High Court of Cassation and Justice).

The constitution specified that the Orthodox Church was dominant in the state, but also granted a
special status to the Greek-Catholic Church. Also, former restrictions in the naturalisation issue were
eliminated, thus offering the possibility to the Jewish population of political participation, not only at the
economic and cultural levels.

On 28 March, the king signed the constitution and the next day it was published in the ‘Official Journal
of Romania.” Opposition parties (the National Party and the Peasant Party), which, at the moment of he
constitution’s adoption declared it ‘abusive’ and ‘legally void,” then accepted it and governed on the basis
of it. Even if the practice of applying democratic rights provided by the 1923 constitution was not always
respected, it still provided the foundation of the Romanian political, judicial, social and economic life until
February 1938.

In conclusion, the major reforms adopted between 1919 and 1935 managed to achieve the political,
economic and administrative union of Greater Romania. They also brought about the dissolution of the
monopoly land ownership, the consolidation of the position of the bourgeois and an increase in the
importance of the peasantry and industrial workers, and not the least the democratisation of Romanian
society.

Translation from Romanian into English: George Tiugea, Proofread by Dr. lan Copestake
PhD Ana-Maria Catdnus
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