Autonomy and Integration

The Gospel of John tells us about a paralyzed man, who had lain on his pallet for 38 years at the Pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem. He had been waiting those many years to be healed. According to belief, at certain seasons an angel stirred the water of the Pool, and the first person, who stepped in while the water was bubbling, was healed. He “had no one” to put him into the Pool and he was too lame to put himself in. Consequently, another always got ahead of him when the waters were stirred, and he missed his opportunity to be healed. His waiting was of no avail until the arrival of Jesus who went to him and healed him. 

This biblical parable is also applicable to the situation of the Hungarians of Transylvania who have been unable to change their oppressed minority situation and historic fate with their own resources. If we invert the digits of the length of the paralytic’s anticipation, we could say that our Hungarian national community in Romania has always missed the bubbling of the healing water for 83 years. Eighty-three years have passed since the peace treaty of Trianon. Since then the Hungarian national community of Romania has been unable to recover, and to free itself from the yoke of discrimination and oppresive nationalism. 

“We are always late for everything” – wrote our great poet Endre Ady. And we might add the words of the biblical sick man: “we have no one” to help us. 

Now preparing for Easter, we feel that despite our downtrodden condition, we have the same enduring hope as the biblical sick man. We also wish that the Angel will come and stir the still water, which will bring about the long awaited healing of the Romanian society and of our minority situation. 

Indeed – after long decades of distress, diminution and devastation we need radical changes: our Hungarian national community of Romania needs full recovery. We need God’s grace for this, and we need the intervention of the “Blessed Healer”, Lord Christ. We also need the joining of forces of Hungarians, the cooperation of Romanians, and efficient international support.  

For an adequate and efficient therapy we need an accurate diagnosis. “Add to the problems those who hide them” – noted Hungarian poet Gyula Illyés. We cannot be satisfied with superficial treatments because it aggravates our situation. Painkillers-like power concessions or half-hazard measures will not be sufficient, and would only enable totalitarian Romanian nationalism to prevail. With these, we would deceive ourselves and the world. And misleading would mean improper treatment of our diseased condition. 

However, this is a general practice exercised by the leadership of the Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania. They have lost connection with the Alliance’s membership and they also steered away from the program of the Alliance. Their self-justifying show propaganda legitimises the display policy of the oppressing Romanian power. They justify an image as if the case of Hungarians in Romania has been properly addressed. A wrong diagnosis caused this wrong therapy and this serious mistake contributes to the Romanian political fallacy that the condition of Romania’s Hungarians could serve as a model for successful ethnic minority problem resolution – a view generally accepted by the European Union and the United States. However, a true solution is hindered mainly by this fallacy and the accompanying image-building political propaganda. 

Social and political powers of Hungarian minority policy in Romania which are committed for radical changes – the Hungarian National Council of Transylvania, the Székely National Council and the Hungarian Civic Union – firmly believe that in the current political circumstances, autonomy on various levels in harmony with the democratic structures of Romania aspiring to European integration, would be the appropriate solution. To sum it up: autonomy and integration presents the solution to us. 

* * *

From a historical perspective, minority problems which have many times ravaged or endangered the peace of Europe are rooted in the peace treaties which concluded World War I. As Francois Mitterand stated: all the peace treaties of the twentieth century were unjust because they were based on political ambitions, vengeance and strategic interests – and they neglected ethnic realities. He also said that the solution is not to abandon these treaties but to correct the unfavourable situations by supplementing them with a system of minority protection (In: Krónika, 20-21 December 2003 issue; Interview with Péter Kovács, expert on minority law). By the same logic, we might also mention another outstanding politician, Jacques Chirac, who – as mayor of Paris then – affirmed autonomy. 

The Hungarians in Romania who are still suffering the consequences of the Trianon treaty, and underwent tragic devastation began to hope that this kind of thinking is gradually gaining support in the European political perception. This conference on autonomy here in Szováta is an important proof for us, in this respect. 

The report last year of Mr Andreas Gross, reporter for the Council of Europe, and the epoch-making Resolution of the Council which was based on his report made us hope that a political breakthrough might occur soon in the field of collective autonomy of minorities. As Mr Gross declared in his recent visit to Budapest that “…due to the idea of the union and current practises, our continent goes towards decentralisation and that division of powers. We see that European societies became more and more diverse and colorful. It is obvious that the French type state models which are based on the unity of the nation are things of the past. With the spreading of multicultural features various autonomy forms will be reassessed.”… The interview given by Mr Gross also tells us that: the South Tyrol example of Austria and Italy “clearly illustrates that the idea of the union undermines the isolationist effort pursued by given states. With respect to Hungary, it seems that historic justice has started to be restored. (…) Romania – due to plans – might be a member to the Union in ten years (…) these might open new perspectives for autonomy” (Magyar Nemzet, 9 December 2003; National state: a thing of the past). 

Romania’s vehement rejection of autonomy discloses the initial Romanian purpose – and their actual national-politic strategy as well – of “settling” the so called ethnic issue by ethnic homogenisation, the assimilation or elimination of ethnic minorities. This is also indicated by statistics of the last century and the dramatic data of the previous ten years. 

The drastic changes of the ethnic composition of the country resembles to the minority policy “achievements” of Mussolini in South Tyrol and of Franco in Catalonia. 

In 1920, 54 % of Transylvania’s population was ethnic Romanian. So the proportion of minorities reached almost 50 %, of which ethnic Hungarians were 33%.

In 1920, Transylvania’s population was 5,242,000 of which 2,825,000 were Romanians. By 1977, these numbers increased to 7,500,000 and 5,321,000, respectively. In 60 years, the ethnic Romanian population of the territory increased by 88%, and the ethnic Hungarian population decreased by more than 10% – because of forceful resettlement of population and artificial assimilation. 

Decay did not stop after 1989, furthermore it was aggravated. Between 1992 and 2002, the Hungarian population decreased by almost 200,000. In this period ethnic Romanians decreased by 5 %, ethnic Hungarians decreased by about 15 %. 

“We will never ever accept that Hungarians of Romania will share the same destiny the Jews and German-Saxons of Transylvania had…” – wrote publicist Zsolt Bayer who has just been banned from Romania because he openly supported Transylvanian autonomy – “… 800,000 German Saxons lived in Transylvania after Trianon . The meanest capo of the communist lager, Ceausescu, sold them one by one for thirty silver coins… The most cowardly capo of the communist lager, János Kádár tolerated for 30 years everything they wanted to do to the Hungarians of Transylvania.” (In: Krónika, 5-7 March 2004; Open letter to Smaranda Enache and my Romanian friends)

Our experience of history tells us that the fatalistic Trianon process will only stop and can be reversed if the Transylvanian Hungarian community is provided autonomy, which respects the sovereignty of Romania, and is in harmony with the law of the European Union. For us, there is no viable alternative to autonomy. The Hungarians of Transylvania and the Székely-land cannot settle for any  less. 

We may take an example from the Romanians themselves in our efforts. At the end of the nineteenth century, the Romanian national movement aimed at the Romanian autonomy in Hungary and Transylvania. As Oszkár Jászi, once – Hungarian – minister wrote at the turning point of the situation: “The most outstanding leaders of the Romanians have always said that they would settle within the borders of the Hungarian state, if their right for full-fledged and undisturbed autonomy were recognised.” He also wrote this, in a changed context, in 1920: “It is not only a moral obligation but vital issue for the Romanian democracy to provide us those rights they demanded from the Hungarian state… this is today, as it was in the past, the only chance to make ethnic minorities loyal citizens of a state.”

Our demand for autonomy is as old as the 80 years history of the detached Hungarian community of Transylvania. Our Transylvanian spiritual leader, Károly Kós laid down in his proclamation of 1921 entitled The Voice Crying: “I cry out the watchword: we need to build, we need to reshuffle work. I cry out the objective: national autonomy for Hungarians”. 


The Romanian popular meeting of 1918 in Gyulafehérvár/Alba Iulia which decided the secession of Transylvania promised the provision of autonomy rights of ethnic minorities in a resolution. However, these promises never came true during the long decades. The prescriptions for territorial autonomy of the Székely and Saxon regions of the 1919 minority agreement concluded in Paris were not realized either. 

After the vicissitudes of the world wars, the changing of rules and communist dictatorship, the change of regime in 1989 seemed to bring new perspectives for the seriously waned Hungarian community in Transylvania. In 1992, the Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania which was united in those times, proclaimed in its Kolozsvár/Cluj Declaration: “solution is what will bring a way out of the crisis: … internal autonomy.”

In the last 15 years, the Romanian power was able – again – to deflect our efforts for autonomy, with considerable assistance on behalf of the official Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania, which advertises its opportunism to be wise pragmatism, helped a lot in this respect. After a promising start, the joining forces for autonomy turned into joining forces against autonomy because of unfavorable political-power conjunctions. These circumstances urged action in 2002-2004, and led to the establishment of our national councils at the end of 2003. 

The representatives and organization of autonomy have been under nationalistic crossfire for a year. The Romanian governing party, the opposition and the extremist parties are united against our efforts. Premier Adrian Nastase and his party are using national-communist tools to threaten the supporters of our case. President Ion Iliescu arranged the Supreme Defense Council in the line of battle against us. All important Romanian forces and institutions participate in the anti-Hungarian propaganda including the ministry of interior to the Romanian Orthodox bishoprics in the Székely-land region. Iorgovan Antonie senator of the governing party threatened us with jail. Again, we experienced abuses on behalf of the Romanian police. The Parliament brought an election law which will seriously discriminate against the pro-autonomy forces of the Hungarians. 

Unfortunately, the officials of the Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania also contribute to this intimidating propaganda. Contrary to the autonomy program of the Alliance, its president considers efforts to validate this program to be attacks against unity. We cite one of their statements: “The Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania will stop all those who intend to divide and harm the Hungarians of Transylvania.” Furthermore, the parliamentary group issued an official statement to condemn those colleagues who dared to submit the bill on the autonomy of the Székely-land region.

The current Hungarian Government – and its constituting parties – also contributes to the hostile campaign. The Hungarian Socialist Party is joining forces with the post-communist Romanian Social Democrat Party to hinder the Transylvanian autonomy movement. This is where we are now. 

However, the situation seems to ease. Despite that the Romanian Parliament rejected the proposal for the bill on the autonomy of the Székely-land region submitted. At this point the attitude of the Alliances’ officials eased too, and its representatives voted against the overwhelming majority in the parliament. They did not want to confront their Hungarian voters. Just recently the president of the Alliance has been smoother: he announced a dialogue for the future. He would be willing to invite into this dialogue those committed to autonomy too. 

Anyway, the minority national autonomy movement cannot be stopped. We know that not only Hungarian agreement will be necessary for the establishment of autonomy: we need to agree with the Romanian side too. We need to trust our Romanian friends. We need to trust those Romanian political forces which are not willing to manipulate Hungarian and Romanian interests against each other. Instead, they see them as complementary representing them together in a European context. 

Romania’s European integration is scheduled for 2007. Negotiations should be concluded by this year. The chapter on minorities has been closed. The chapter on the Euro-regions is still open for discussion. Autonomy shall be included in this chapter. Therefore, our aspiration for self-governance shall be presented before the Union in due time. We are committed to our country’s integration. This would have hardly been possible though without providing equal rights and autonomy for our national community. 

The integration process of Transylvania’s Hungarians into the Romanian society – instead of continuing the assimilation – and the spiritual national integration of the Hungarians throughout the Carpathian Basin is parallel to the European integration process. The realization of these three processes would mean the solution for us. 

Szováta/Sovata, 1 April 2004
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Ladies and gentlemen, 

I would like to thank my colleague for this kind introduction. I am very happy to be able to discuss with you autonomy, because I know that you know something about it, that you like the concept and you are engaged. I will not bother you with summing up the report, because I noted that you are familiar with it. Also, it is too long.

But I would like to show that we, together, have a specific reading of this report. You have a special perspective which is in the general perspective of democracy-building and strengthening democracy in Europe. Being engaged in autonomy and decentralization at home is an element of democracy-building and strengthening democracy in Europe. The most challenging point of today’s political work is to bring the democratic institutions closer to the people, to bring the democratic policy closer to the diversity of society.

I think this is a very important step in the on-going process of building democracy. You never have perfect democracies, you always have a process of democratization. In every country you can improve democracy. I think in Romania, as in other countries, the engagement for autonomy is one element of this improving and strengthening of the democratic structure, and bringing people closer to democracy and to the state, in order to integrate the people behind, and with, the state. 

I will focus on this in the second part of my contribution. In the first part, I will stress why I think there are two different readings of my report and two different perspectives. I will show you the other one, which is perhaps a little bit less important for you, but which was very important for the Council of Europe. 

The reason I prepared the report was not exactly to focus on your problems. The reason for this report requested by colleagues was that we had the idea that with autonomy you can integrate the unity of the state with the diversity of societies. Because this has not been done in many countries, we face violent conflicts, even wars in some nation-states. Wars, like in Kosovo, for instance, where the Albanian minority has not been integrated with the Serbian majority of the state.

What we now also face is that the Serbian minority is not integrated with the Albanian majority in Kosovo. That is a classic problem of minority rights and the integration of minorities and majorities. We also have a war ― the biggest wound in Europe ― in Chechnya. We have a so called “frozen” war in Abkhazia, that is the Western part of Georgia, where I have observed the elections. We have a peace agreement, which is not certain how long it will last, between Serbia and Montenegro. There, also, we thought about using the concept of autonomy to really integrate the state which is not so perfect yet, I think. It is also interesting for you that we have in Moldova, Transnistria ― in what I think is perhaps the most probable of all of these five cases I’ve just mentioned ― where we will use autonomy experiences to bring in Transnistria without doing harm to the local community of Transnistria when they will be part of the Moldovan state.

I did, as you know, study the successful experiences of autonomy especially in Holland, where my big friend — Gunnar Jansson ― truly is Mr. Autonomy. I am only a modest scholar next to him. (Although he was a police chief, he is still a good democrat. There is something the Romanian police could learn from Mr. Jansson in this sense as well. Not only the Romanian police, but also the Swiss police.) And the other good example, the other fantastic example, is South Tyrol. I will not speak about these two examples, because Mr. Pan and Mr. Jansson are much more able to do so. But I tried to develop 25 factors which can be seen as factors which made autonomy successful in these two countries. And then you can look if these 25 factors apply to Moldova, to Kosovo, to Chechnya, to Abkhazia, to Montenegro, for instance, and to others. And then you can draw lessons, so to say. You can learn from these cases when you want to apply autonomy to the resolution and prevention  of conflict, and to integrate diverse society in one state.

Now, in the second part of my contribution, I would like to emphasize nine of these elements, which you can learn when you want to use autonomy, because this was also a specific subtle point of the report.  I did not say that you have to do autonomy, you have to use it — this is up to the people to decide. But I said, when you use autonomy, you have to pay attention to these and these points. And now I, will try very briefly to tell you these nine points. You find them also in your files, but these are the most important lessons to be learned.

The first point is a basic one, and I am happy that at the conference in Budapest in December this was very much emphasized. Autonomy is an agreement between the central state and the region. It is not an imposition, and in this sense it shows you that you can become autonomous by discussing, by negotiating, by interrelating with the others. So, the others are your partners and not your enemies. This is very important. 

The second point is that every agreement needs to be dynamic. This is perhaps the biggest lesson of Aaland Island. They did it in the perfect way. It needs to be a process. Like democracy, autonomy is also an ongoing process. And in this agreement, you have to define clearly what competencies go to the region and what competencies stay with the central power, and where they act together. 

The third point is that the separation ― this is an important message ― has to be put into the constitution, because a change in the constitution is more difficult to avoid than a change in the law. If  it is enshrined in the constitution, if it is rooted in the constitution, the confidence of the people that this will be stable is higher than if it is only a law, which can be changed easily. 

The fourth point you can learn from these experiences when you want to use autonomy is that the region also has to have an effective representation and participation at the central level. The region is a part of the state, and in this sense the region has to be an element of the decision-making process at the central level. You can also say at the national level, at the federal level, as you wish. On the other hand, the competencies that were transferred to the region have to be managed in a democratic way at the local and the regional level. And the democratic way means that every citizen has the right to be respected by all, and especially the minority in the majority has special rights. 

So you can judge the quality of decentralization and the quality of autonomy also by the way the regional majority treats the minority in its own region.  This is, I think, the fifth point one should stress. 

The sixth is that when you have autonomy, you have to have funds. You have to have a budget at your own disposal. What I also very much liked in the Aaland case, that these funds are, to a certain percentage, counted in proportion to the production of the nation as a whole. Which means when a nation state does well, the region also does better. This is a means of linking the interest of the region to the interest of the state. And this is one element of strengthening integration and shows that autonomy helps integration and does not threaten the unity of the nation-state, so to say. 

Then, very important are the seventh or the eighth but last point — that conflicts are totally normal in free societies, and conflicts have nothing to do with violence. The better the policy of conflict resolution, the less conflicts become violent. In this sense, in Aaland and in other countries you have common bodies where the central state and the region are represented and they are the bodies which resolve disputes over interpretation of the agreement, and over new challenges the state and the region face.

The last point which has been very interesting in both cases ― Aaland and South Tyrol ― is that they would not have been such success stories if the international community had not been engaged. I think Mr. Pan would also agree that were Austria and Italy as states not committed, were Great Britain, Sweden and Finland not committed, were the United Nations not committed in the case of South Tyrol, and were the League of Nations not committed in the case of Aaland, both would not exist, so to say.

To say something very difficult for democrats, nobody liked the ruling of the League of Nations in 1920 in the case of Aaland. The Swedes were very unhappy that they lost Aaland, the Finns were very unhappy that they had to give so much power to Aaland, and the islanders were not happy that they had to become part of Finland, because they wanted to remain in Sweden. So, nobody liked it. If they had to vote, it would have been 5%, or something like that.  But today, everybody is very happy. This is a big contradiction, which is not resolvable for democrats, because I would never accept such a decision-making process. But it happened in 1920, and it went fantastically well, because the wisdom of the League of Nations was larger than the perspective of each party. No party alone was able to solve the question, but the wisdom of the League of Nations did.

So, I think those who engage for autonomy have to look for help and support abroad, and they have, perhaps, at some point to invite other people to mediate, to build bridges, which are not so easy to build when you are part of the dispute.

Now, I would like to come back to my introduction. I would like to show you that you have a slightly different approach to the issue, because I think ― and I hope that I’m correct ― that we do not have to solve a war here, and we do not even have to prevent a war. But we have to bring the future together with history. We have to bring a diverse society together with a unitary state. We have to bring together people with their own culture, together in a state which has, until now, been so alienated unto itself. 

In this sense, engaging for autonomy is engaging to strengthen democracy. Or you can also say that building autonomy is building and strengthening democracy. And you can show this in six elements. 

The first point is that each autonomy is about sharing power, the sharing of sovereignty. Democracy is also about power- sharing, the sharing of sovereignty.

Second is that autonomy is about the decentralization of power. You can also say that it is about multi-polarization of power, multi-centralization of power. Which means, as you deepen democracy, you make the political hierarchy flatter. This is very important. When democracy is flattened, the hierarchy is flattened. When democracy is decentralized, no one has so much power that he has the privilege not to learn. This is very important. 

Third, democracy enables the people in society to learn from one another, and when some people have too much power, they have the “privilege” not to learn. This is dangerous for society. The better democracy is built, the less people have this ambiguous privilege not to have to learn. This is very important. 

Fourth, autonomy is a way to bring power closer to the people, to respect the specificity of the people, and to acknowledge that conflicts, as I said, are natural in free societies. They are the children of freedom, really. But the better democracy is built up, the less violence is used as a medium of so-called conflict resolution. I would even say that in this sense autonomy is not only part of a liberal state, of a liberal democracy, but also an element of the republican notion of democracy. Because power in a republican liberal democracy should be exercised not only by the few, but by all citizens. The decentralization of power should bring the power back to the citizens, because the citizens are the real source of power. There is no other source of legitimate power than the majority of the citizens.

Autonomy is a way of restoring this power back to citizens. Therefore, it is the citizens, the people, whom you have to enable to realize their own power. But when you want the citizens, the people, to realize their own political potential, then they have to feel at home where they live. They can only feel at home when they are able to speak their own language, when they can live their own culture and when they can build the neighborhood context in the way they agree. When somebody is not able to speak his own language, he cannot realize the potential he or she has as a citizen. He cannot act as a citizen. 

In this sense, enabling people, different people with different languages, to use their language is an element of strengthening citizenship. And strengthening citizenship is a way of strengthening democracy. In this sense, power is shared not only territorially through horizontal decentralization by conferring power to different territorial entities. It is also a vertical dispersal in that you distribute power to everybody, you give power back to the people. 

It is important that in this sense autonomy strengthens the original idea of freedom. We face today a reality where freedom as a notion — everybody wants to be free — is banalized. Freedom is not a choice between Pepsi Cola and Coca Cola. Freedom is not the right to choose between different elites every four years. Freedom is the right to act together with other people on your own existence. Freedom is the right to realize, to organize your existence. Freedom means that life is not bound by destiny. But, in order to have freedom, you need to have power, and you need to be able to use this power. When you do not feel at home in your region, you cannot realize your power. 

In this sense, the republican notion of freedom and democracy is strengthened by an autonomy concept, as we developed following the successes of Aaland and South Tyrol. This is very important,  as I think that this will be the key to the success of your efforts.

You can show that autonomy does not contradict the concepts of European policy. It does not contradict the fact that we live in a global age, where you need to globalize democracy. The Europeanization of democracy is only one step toward global democracy. Here, we can highlight three points that you can show to your partners, who, I think, make here a big intellectual error, a conceptual error. 

First, 20 years ago Mr. Whittaker ― one of the most intelligent European politicians ― said that “The nation state is too big for the small things, and too small for the big things.” Which means that to really cope with the life of the people, you have to build sub- national units, you have to strengthen the sub-national elements. I come from Switzerland. As Mr. Komlóssy will show, no other country has delegated so much power to the sub-national level as Switzerland has. This is good for strengthening citizenship, but you also need to build supranational structures, because the globalized economy, global markets, cannot be faced with national democracies if you want to civilize the market, and make it socially and ecologically respectful.

The second point is that multicultural societies need to be symmetric. You need to decentralize power when you want to bring the state together with multicultural societies. And no society today is not multicultural. This is also something that is very important. The way we live, the way we grow, the way we work together in economics also makes societies multicultural.  And here you already have multiculturalism as the historic heritage,  which so enriched the history of this region.

The point is that you need to empower the citizens if you want to motivate them to build a transnational democracy. When citizens are already disappointed and frustrated with politics at the regional and local level, they will never have the will to do something at the European level. When you do not do something, you will never get democracy, because ― this is something you can be sure of — politicians will never share their power when they do not have to share it. They may share power in order not to lose all of it. When they can save some elements for themselves by sharing it, they will do so. But this will happen only when they feel pressure. And every advance of democracy in this sense was the achievement of democratic movements, of peoples’ movements, where people acted together to do something that no one person could achieve alone. 

This is also something which is very important in today’s business-oriented mindset. You can become rich on your own, but politically you can never do anything alone. You can despair alone, but when you want to achieve more political democracy, you have to be able to act together. This is one element of the crisis of democracy in the East, in the West and in the Middle. People tend to forget that they have to be able to act together in order to achieve things they will never get done alone.

In this sense, the strengthening of citizenship and the strengthening of the local and regional level, are pre-conditions for European democracy-building. You will never be able to integrate a democracy in the European Union if the minorities and the regions do not feel at home in your state. In this sense the movements for autonomy in Romania, for instance, are a parallel path, in support of the European integration of Romania. I am sure that the European Union will also look at it in this way, because they are not stupid, they know it. Gunnar and László can tell you, because Finland and Holland are in the Union already. (Switzerland will join after Romania, perhaps.)

To conclude, I think we have to be aware that there are two ways of looking at autonomy. You are interested in one aspect which has not been at the center of discussions in the Council of Europe, but I personally am engaged in your approach. Your point is perhaps even more important, because it shows a way of acting together without having to face violence. Violence is always the last sign that something is not right with democracy. And the better you build democracy, the less you will face violence. In this sense, it is very important that you go on with your work, and I am ready to support you.

PAGE  
186

