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ABSTRACT | The political assimilation of peasants within the framework of
nation-states, alongside the politicization of rural societies, has garnered increas-
ing attention from historians, sociologists, and anthropologists, resulting in a
diverse array of studies. This article shows that the press and the genre dedicated
explicitly to peasants in particular, known as “gazete poporale” (folk gazettes,
gazettes aimed at the people), played a pivotal role in fostering civic conscious-
ness among Romanian peasants in Transylvania between 1867 and 1914. These
folk newspapers, also dubbed “people’s papers,” represented a distinct form of
journalism, which was characterized by a simpliﬁed discourse tailored to che lit-
eracy levels of Transylvanian Romanian peasants. Their aim was to furnish essen-
tial information for their social, economic, and cultural advancement while also
politically mobilizing the peasants in alignment with the ethos of the national
movement.
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Peasants and Their Civic and Political Mobilization

A topic often sidelined in Romanian and Central and Southeast European
historiography is the political assimilation of peasants into the governing
frameworks of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and emerging nation-states.
The establishment of party infrastructures, village-level associations, and
civic and political mobilization are still relatively unexplored. Research-
ers tend to focus on exploring political projects regarding the peasantry,
reforms aimed at transforming rural life—education and electoral and
agrarian reforms—and, in the case of the newly established nation-states
of the mid-nineteenth century, on the portrayal of the peasant as a symbol
of national identity and Orthodoxy; the village as a guardian of enduring
traditions, an idyllic setting, and a wcllspring of inspiration, cspccially
for artists, etc.

In recent years, there has been a surge in interest among historians,
sociologists, and anthropologists regarding the political integration of
peasants into national structures and the increasing politicization of
rural life, with the publications on the topic becoming quite diverse.!
The French context has provided models for analyzing the politicization
of rural life and the involvement of peasants in public affairs; in fact,
French historians lead the charge in this field.* Similar studies can be
found in other West European nations, including the Nordic countries.’
For historians in Central and South-eastern Europe, the theme is still rel-
atively new, but it is enjoys steady scholarly interest.* In this geographi-
cal context, the political integration of peasants into the national state is
analyzcd in the broader context of institutional, cultural, social, and eco-
nomic modernization, as part of an overarching process involving various
insticutions—centralandlocal scate authorities, schools, themilitary, various
associations, the church; different participants/actors—intellectuals, teach-
ers,local notables, priestsrepresentinglocal authority; and phenomena—the
press, communications, industrialization, elections, secularization, labor
migration, etc.’

In Romania, state elites aimed to assimilate peasants into the coun-
try’s political landscapc as voters, taxpayers, and recruits. However, this
perspective is largely a functionalist one, which treats peasants primarily
as tools of political manipulation. When examining rural life, many his-
torians continue to uphold this view and focus on external power struc-
tures and the institutions imposed on village communities, with studies

on rural society often ovcrlooking peasants as active political agents and
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failing to address crucial related questions: How did peasants respond to
significant reforms? What was their reaction to the messages and pledges
of political parties? To what extent were they incorporated into political
parties? What factors shaped political dynamics at the village level? Peas-
ants should be liberated from this interpretive framework, which reduces
them to mere instruments of state agendas and party rhetoric, and instead,
historians should approach them with a focus on their internal complex-
ities. In addition to analyzing the impact of state-driven reforms in rural
areas in terms of education, suffrage, and land ownership, it is essential
to examine how modernity was shaped within rural communities and the
roles played by other pivotal institutions of Romanian society, such as the
church and the military. Furthermore, historical studies must consider
the influence of taxation and other socioeconomic factors such as different
forms of association and cooperation, as well as the divergent perspectives
of major political parties on the portrayal of rural life and peasants, which
often translated into distinct policy approaches.® In a recent analysis,
Milan Repa concluded that the politicization of rural communities was a
crucial aspect of the broader transformation triggered by state modern-
ization. Repa defines “politicization” as the growing involvement of rural
populations in public affairs, aligning themselves with specific political
ideologies, parties, or influential figures.” This process was notably more
intricate in Central and Eastern Europcan countries during the latter
half of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century compared
to France and other Western nations due to factors such as the Austro-
Hungarian Empire’s ethnic diversity and the difficulties of the societ-
ies in the region in forming stable national states administr.‘itivcly.8 The
intensification of civic spirit among the Romanians of 'I‘ransylvania can
be quantified after the Revolution of 1848, which brought the Romanian
peasantry in the Habsburg Empire to the forefront of political action for
the first time, a process that was further emphasized during the period
of Austrian liberalism (1860-1867). In this context, the contribution of
the Orthodox Church to the development of Romanians’ civic spirit and
activism should not be neglected, particularly after 1868, when the intro-
duction of the Organic State by Metropolitan Andrei Saguna encouraged
peasants to get involved in the election of church leadership structures
(parish committees, members of diocesan assemblies, etc.).”

Within the Empire, efforts were made to modernize rural regions
through public involvement and different socialization mechanisms.
They included the establishment of local self-governance structures (with
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certain limitations), which served as a genuine political lcarning ground
for peasants; cooperative, professional, and cultural associations; manda-
tory military service; and the dissemination of the press, and newspapers
for peasants in particular, known as “gazete poporale.” '* Simultancously,
revisions to electoral laws expanded voting rights, cither directly or indi-
rectly, for certain categories of peasants.'’ These developments set the
stage for the rise of agrarian factions and political parties.

The politicization of rural communities unfolded amid the complex
baekdrop of burgeoning national consciousness and escalating national
movements. Gary Cohen and Pieter Judson reject the notion that the
Austro-Hungarian Empire was a “prison of peoples,” instead portraying
it as a blossoming civil and political society, particularly after 1860."
Cohen underscores that national movements were not a response to
state suppression but rather indicative of a robust civil society and pub-
lic sphere.” Building on this perspective, Kai Struve contends that the
post-1860 political developments within the Habsburg Empire witnessed
heightened peasant political mobilization, albeit with frail organizational
and communication structures. National activists playcd a pivota] role
in bridging the gap between rural intelligentsia and peasants, melding
national aspirations with efforts to ameliorate village conditions, secure
genuine civic equality for peasants, and advance their economic inter-
ests."* In his examination of Galicia, Struve, using the concept of “national
indifference,” proposes that the increase in societal nationalization was
not motivated by a robust national identity but rather by the division of
civil society along national boundaries, evidenced by the fragmentation
of associations, cooperatives, po]itical parties, and other organizations.15
This pattern was influenced by the national context guiding the efforts of
the intelligentsia in rural communities.'® Pavel Kladiwa notes that nation-
alist zeal and civic involvement spread from urban areas to rural regions
and was primarily fueled by the actions of the intelligentsia. Local initia-
tives, on the other hand, had minimal impact.17

In the present article, the proposed thesis is that the press, particularly
the genre dedicated to peasants, known as “gazete poporale,” played a cru-
cial role in fostering civic engagement among Romanian peasants in Tran-
sylvania, a region of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, between 1867 and
1914. '* These newspapers, also referred to as “gazete poporale,” emerged in
the mid-nineteenth century and covered a wide array of topics relevant to
Transylvanian peasants. The leaders of the Romanian national movement
in Transylvania, centered around the Romanian National Party (PNR),
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mobilized the predominantly rural popu]ation politieally and civically
through these papers. Their aim was not only to bolster civic participa-
tion but also to educate peasants about activism and social involvement,
thereby strengthening the Romanian identity in the face of political
subjugation within the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In Romania or other
provinces inhabited by Romanians such as Bessarabia and Bukovina, these
“gazete poporale” were nonexistent."”

The present article is divided into two sections. In the first one, a the-
oretical and critical analysis of civic activism in rural areas is resorted to.
In the second one, it is analyzed as to how the Romanian intelligentsia
identified in the popular gazettes the right way to develop the civic spirit
and activism in the rural world. For this purpose, the discourse of the
ruling clites based on the articles published in the most representative
folk gazettes of the Romanians in Transylvania will be analyzed. From
the methodological point of view, it is stressed that the analysis is qualita-
tive, mentioning that the quantitative method was also used in research-
ing the themes pub]ished by the analyzed gazettes on civic activism.

The present article focuses on those articles published in six prominent
folk gazettes, chosen for their consistent quality and publication period:
Sezdtoarea [ The Evening Sitting] (1875-1882), Cartile Sateanului Roman [The
Romanian Peasant’s Papers| (1876-1886), Foaia Poporului [The People’s
Paper| (1893-1914), Libertatea [The Liberty| (1902-1918), Tara Noastrd
[Our Country| (1907), and Solia Satelor [The Message of the Villages]
(1912-1913). Additionally, other periodicals dedicated to villagers are
examined, such as Progresul [The Progress| (1866), Opinca [The Peasant
Sandal] (1885), and Gazeta Economului [The Economic Gazette| (1892),
which though short-lived, share thematic similarities with the above-
mentioned papers.’’ These newspapers resonated within the rural
communities of Transylvania, and with literate peasants in particular.
Furthermore, the geographic coverage of the selected newspapers aligns
with the demographic spread of Romanians in dualist Hungary.

What Are “gazete poporale™?

The authors of the present article have already critically analyzed the his-
toriography dedicated to the folk gazettes, so they will not return to the
subject as they have nothing to add.*" The definition of “gazetd poporald”
has also been dealt with in detail, and for space reasons, the authors do
not intend to repeat the analysis.*” In the following, the authors will only
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present some theoretical aspects of the “poporalid” press and its evolution
in the study period to highlight its specificity.

Newspapers aimed at the peasantry, known as “gazete poporale,” were
a peculiarity of the Romanian press in late nineteenth-century Transylva-
nia. They appeared out of the need to engage and inform plowmen about
the Transylvanian Romanians’ ongoing national struggle, as well as other
significant events both domestically, i.e., in Romania, and internationally.
Authored by journalists well versed in the Romanian rural milieu, they
cmploycd a straightforward, “folksy” languagc to gathcr largc numbers
of peasants around the “banner” raised by the activists of the national
movement. With their direct approach, almost like speaking “peasant to
peasant” folk newspapers quickly gained popularity, with peasants cagerly
anticipating Sundays, when thcy could gathcr to read them. Following the
Great War and the Union, folk newspapers, like the wider Transylvanian
press, faced a crisis, with many transitioning into party newspapers while
still preserving their peasant target audience through the diverse range of
topics thcy covered.”?

This genre of newspaper had a profound impact on peasant voters. A
distinct form of journalism, late nineteenth and early twentieth-century
folk newspapers focused on topics aimed at fostering the economic, social,
and political development of readers in the Romanian rural landscape.
Thcy featured articles written in a clear, concise languagc, addrcssing
pressing issues encountered by peasants, including agriculture, hygiene,
housing, the economy, alcoholism, household management, as well as top-
ics related to customs, clothing, neighborly relations, and political edu-
cation. The affordability of these newspapers also playcd a pivotal role in
defining their peasant-oriented character. Anglophone historical studies
consider pricing when classifying periodicals as targeting specific demo-
graphic segments such as peasants, workers, and legal professionals, and
this approach implics that a similar criterion can be Cmploycd in the pres-
ent research.”*

When tracking the evolution of Romanian folk newspapers in Transyl—
vania, changes in certain characteristics can be noted over time. Toward
the end of the nineteenth century, there was a shift toward formatting
information in two or more columns per page as evident from Opinca,
Gazeta Economului, Foaia Poporului, Libertatea, and Solia Satelor, departing
from the traditional single-column layout as seen in Sezdtoarea, Cartile
Sateanului Roman, and Tara Noastrd.*’ This transition reflects the editors’
recognition of their audience’s increasing level of education, evidenced by
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rising 1itcracy rates in late ninctccnth—ccntury Transylvania.“ In terms of
frequency, these newspapers were typically released monthly during the
latter half of the nineteenth century, with occasional attempts at publish-
ing Weekly. However, in the early twentieth century, newspapers shifted
to a weekly frequency. In terms of page count, it should be noted that the
newspapers vary between a minimum of 4 and a maximum of 20 pages.
Unfortunately, concrete data regarding their print run and the number of
subscriptions is not yet available.

Upon analyzing the sections devoted to the corrcspondcncc with
readers/subscribers, it was noted that the majority of the studied news-
papers circulated widely across Transylvania, Banat, Bukovina, and
Bessarabia, with occasional distribution in Romania. These papers were
particularly popular among rural elites and notables such as teachers,
priests, and notaries, as well as among peasants. They were also made
available to interested readers through literary associations and clubs. In
some cases, instructions on how to read these folk gazettes were provided,
especially on Sundays or holidays, and during the winter when agricul—
tural activities were less dcmanding. However, Romanian leaders had to
devise means to distribute these papers, both in regions where “national
sentiment was dulled” and in areas with a stronger sense of national iden-
tity. To keep prices low, it was crucial to secure as many subscriptions as
possible. In this endeavor, editors sought assistance in distribution from
priests, teachers, and political figures.”’

The journalists behind folk newspapers and the leaders who supported
them stressed the importance of peasant readership, arguing that “merely
tcnding to the plow” was no 10ngcr sufficient, as Changing social con-
ditions necessitated peasants to stay informed in order to implement
agricultural advancements. Hence, it was promoted that every peasant
household should have access to a newspaper for leisure reading on hol-
idays, Sundays, or during pcriods of rest. Comparcd to “major publica—
tions,” the affordability of these newspapers facilitated accessibility.”®

The Mission Statements of the Folk Gazettes

The analysis of the mission statements of the above-mentioned “gazete
poporale”/folk gazettes suggests there were two distinct editorial
approaches. The first centered on a cultural editorial policy, steering clear
of political activism and focusing instead on topics such as agriculture,
medicine, economy, education, and culture—Progresul, Sezdtoarea, Cartile
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Sateanului Roman, Opinca, Gazeta Economului, Tara Noastra, Solia Satelor,
seen as crucial for Romanian peasants in Transylvania. However, even
within this context, some political matters were addressed, mostly revolv-
ing around election processes, candidate biographies, or legislation in the
castern part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire (Transleithania). The second
type of approach prioritized political engagement, actively supporting
the political activism of Romanians in Transylvania, who until 1905 had
remained politically passive due to the Austro-Hungarian agreement.””
This category includes pcriodicals such as Foaia Poporului and Libertatea,
positioned midway between a folk gazette and a generalist political peri-
odical, which is evident from the programmatic ideas they espoused over
time.”® The authors of the present article included them in their analysis
because they not only feature numerous articles characteristic of what
they understand by “gazete poporale,” but also because they contributed
to the peasants’ political education. Notably, between 1893 and 1898, Foaia
Poporului had a section offering agricultural insights in a language acces-
sible to peasants.31

The most illustrative mission statement rcgarding civic education
and political activism is Libertatea’s. More specifically, the editorial team
expressed their commitment to improving the political landscape for
Romanians in Transylvania and preventing mistakes similar to those
that they had made in the past. Their objectives included (1) educating
Romanians about their rights and duties as citizens and taxpayers;
(2) advocating for the organization of PNR’s local and regional clubs; and
(3) enlightening the public about the parliamentary process and voting
rights. 'quough their newspaper, thcy aimed to shift from Ppassiveness
to activism, both among political leaders and voters, while remaining
aligned with the “national program of the party.”*

While Foaia Poporului did not publish a clear mission statement, its
editorial direction is clear from the articles it published, which sought
to “enlighten” peasants across economic, social, cultural, and political
spheres, a principle that resonated in the agendas of most of the analyzed
folk gazettes but was particularly emphasized in the pages of the newspa-
per pubiished in Sibiu at the close of the nineteenth century. ]ournaiists
at Foaia Poporului aimed to raise awareness of citizens’ rights, strengthen
“national spirit,” and impart “knowledge regarding the century” they lived
in.”” To effectively reach rural audiences, the publication’s editors believed
in the importance of‘expertise in this specialized field of‘journalism.34 In
the case of both their mission statements and stances on various issues,
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folk gazettes sought support from priests and teachers in rural areas in
their attempt to “enlighten” villagers. They organized lectures and liter-
acy schools, leveraging newspaper content to disseminate information
throughout rural communities.

Topics Pertaining to Civic and Political Education Discussed
in Folk Gazettes

The folk gazettes in Transylvania were founded and backed by figures from
the cultural and political elite, who were part of the Romanian national
movement and PNR. The aim of these newspapers was to educate Roma-
nian peasants on cultural, political, and civic matters in a nationalistic
spirit, which would, in turn, contribute to their social, economic, and
political progress. The topics covered were wide-ranging, including expla-
nations of Hungarian laws, advice in various areas, history, biographical
sketches of prominent figures (especially of PNR leaders), efforts to dispel
superstitions and popular beliefs, discussions rcgarding the condition of
women, advocacy for education, debates on the social ills of the period,
and political education.”

Special articles were devoted to the role of the Romanian peasant in
society. While their life was depicted as Challenging, peasants were por-
trayed as custodians of ancient traditions and beliefs despite their pre-

. . . .. 36
carious socioeconomic COﬂdlthﬂ.

In parallel to the narratives prevalent
in Romanian newspapers and articles disseminated across Europe, folk
gazettes propagated stereotypes regarding the national virtues of’ peas-
ants, portraying them as an indispcnsab]c element of Romanian society,

” @,

with some journalists even contending that their “cabin,” “a temple of
Romanianism,” played a crucial role in ensuring “the nation’s survival.”’
The peasantry, “a pillar of the nation,” also served as the cradle of the
Transylvanian Romanian aristocracy.38

In contrast to the positive portrayal of Romanian peasants, the polit-
ical figures of that time were depicted in contrasting lights. Some were
portrayed as illustrious representatives of the nation who had risen from
the ranks of the peasantry, while others were criticized as disconnected
leaders driven solely by personal interests, as privileged individuals who
received salaries without fulfilling their duties, or as engaging in activi-
ties deemed unhelpful to those they represented. This led Transylvanian
Romanians to often choose “the lesser of two evils.”” Calls were systemat-
ically made in folk newspapers for Romanian deputies to focus more on
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the pressing issues facing peasants or “the common people,” as they call
them, rather than prioritize “state affairs.”*’

Another set of articles sought to clarify specific state laws in a man-
ner that was easy for peasants to understand. Journalists provided simple
examples and adapted complex legal concepts to language accessible to
the rural residents.*’ The topics they covered included army law, empha-
sizing the Romanian contribution to recruitment, new tax laws, inher-
itance and testament regulations, coupled with explanations as to why
they matter, the anti-usury law, and bills of exchange.”” Moreover, the
readers were provided with explanations of the nation’s constitution and
civil code.”’

Special attention was given to the agricultural law adopted in 1894
(Law XII).** The descriptions and cxplanations delved into various aspects
of the law such as the regulations concerning agricultural labor and the
default risk facing peasants.”” Other analyses centered on topics ranging
from agricultural land, orchard management, grazing rights, and hus-
bandry to access roads to properties, the establishment of pomiculturc
schools, and more.**

An in-depth examination was dedicated to explaining communal law,
focusing on its provisions regarding the organization of local administra-
tive leadership.”” Building on this informative effort and referencing legal
guidelines, articles were written to clarify to peasants the importance of
administrative-territorial units, how they were classified, the process of
forming notarial circles and then counties from various localities, and the
duties of smaller units called “townships.” This included their relationship
with the state and their rcsponsibilitics in rcsolving residents’ concerns.
Detailed accounts of local-level institutions such as the township assembly
and the mayor’s office were supplemented with information about their
civil servants and the criteria for their election. The taxation of peasant
incomes received special focus as well, discussing different rax categories,
the authorities in charge of overseeing their imposition, and the catego-
ries of peasants who were exempt from payment.*® Other articles reported
on ongoing rural events, including debates on administrative organization
and electoral campaigns, cspccially those pertinent to local elections.

Another series of articles took on the task of explaining the Electoral
Law of 1874. They examined aspects such as the right to vote and run for
office, the functions of the “central committee,” the compilation of elec-
toral rolls, procedures for challenging these rolls, the conduct of elections,
and the authorities responsible for overseeing the clections, and other
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provisions of the law.*”” In the Carly twentieth century, Foaia Poporului
revisited this electoral law, shedding light on how voter lists were com-
piled annually in March and April, drawing from the previous year’s data
and adjusting for changes in eligibility. Romanian peasants were strongly
urgcd to ensure their registration on these lists, with detailed instructions
provided for those who found themselves absent from the initial drafts
and guiding them on how to appeal for inclusion. Romanian priests and
teachers were called upon to guarantee correct registration. The articles
also providcd detailed Cxplanations rcgarding the voting process, how
clections were conducted, the different phases of electoral cycles, how
long the voting lasted, the roles of voting commissions, election results,

and any potential challenges that could arise.”

Despite the passive polit-
ical stance of the Romanian elite at the time when the analyzed articles
were published, the examined newspapers continued to campaign for
Romanians with voting rights to register on electoral rolls and encourage
them to exercise their electoral rights. These appeals were particularly
emphasized during local elections.

Foaia Poporului simpliﬁcd the functions of the parliamcntary system,
explaining the role of “deputies” as “representatives of the people” and
“national representation” as the diet or the legislative body where depu-
ties gathered to vote on laws.’" They clarified the process of passing a law,
explaining how it is initially discussed in the Assembly of Deputies and
then in “upper house” or the House of Magnates, comprising “the coun-

”

try’s boyars,” otherwise known as “grofs and barons,” “priests, supreme
committees, and others.” If a bill cleared the House of Magnates, it went
to the King for approval7 which was known as “sanctioning.” The cxamplcs
provided in this regard show that the process had three stages, requiring
approval on the part of the deputies, the magnates, and then the monarch.
Following adoption, laws were implemented by ministers, acting as the
ruler’s aides. The author of one such article explains to the peasants that
“the country had 10 ministers™ (1) the President Minister, who ranked
highest; (2) the Minister of the Interior; (3) the Minister of Justice, who
was the head of the judges; (4) the Minister of Finance, who headed over
the treasury or the country’s finances; (5) the Minister of Religions7 who
ruled over schools and churches; (6) the Minister of War, who oversaw
the soldiers and captains; (7) the Minister of Communications, in charge
of roads, posts, etc.; (8) the Minister of Economy, Industry, and Com-
merce, who headed over economy, crafts, and trade; (9) the Minister for
Croatia and Slavonia, which were part of Hungary; and (10) the Minister
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for Liaison with the King. The latter had headquartcrs in Vienna, while
the others had their residence in Budapest. All the ministers formed the
government, who oversaw the country.’® The manner in which informa-
tion was conveyed in folk gazettes is noteworthy, as journalists appear
to have made evident efforts to elucidate the operational mechanisms of
state power to the peasants using accessible language.

Another article, aimed at elucidating the organization and operation
of the state, takes a different approach, employing a question-and-answer
format. More specifically, it stresses the inOtal role of laws in shaping
the state’s structure, bringing an end to disorder. To the question “who
makes up our country?” the answer provided by the article mentions that
it comprises “all inhabitants residing within the realm governed by our
lord.” Additionally, the article delves into the roles of deputies and cheir
formation of the country’s diet, as well as the responsibilities of both the
diet and the ministers. It also clarifies that ministers were not lawmakers,
as villagers mistakenly assumed, but rather “the highest officials tasked
with upholding the law.™’ The article then proceeds to offer a compre-
hensive portrayal of the diet, the legislative process, how the government
comprises different ministries, the organization of the county and its offi-
cials, the role and duties of state officials, citizen obligations, what taxes
or “contributions” are, and why they must be paid.™

Folk gazettes also touched upon protests against political or religious
issues, or against the conduct of officials from their communities.”
Toward the late nineteenth century, such actions usually accompanied
discussions regarding the implementation of a law mandating the Mag-
yarization oflocality names in Transylvania.% These instances underscore
the presence of civic engagement among Romanian peasants in Transyl—
vania. While these protests may appear spontaneous and unpremeditated,
the press played a crucial role in disseminating the information that cata-
lyzed their organization and bolstered participation.

In the authors’ analysis of the articles, they found numerous debates
and presentations detailing Parliament’s legislative work on various
laws.”” During election periods, there was a noticeable increase in reports
regarding election procedures, voter registration, and guidance on exer-
cising voting rights.58 The extensive coverage of electoral laws and voting
rights in these articles, along with the consistent revisitation of this topic
by folk gazettes, indicates that journalists were not mere vehicles of pro-
paganda. Instead, they clearly prioritized educating peasants about civic
and political issues.
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One topic that generated significant discussion was the expansion of
male suffrage. As debates emerged about the possibility of implement-
ing universal suffrage in Hungary, speculation arose regarding potential
restrictions.”” Articles were published debating this electoral bill, empha-
sizing how authorities aimed to limit voting rights and favor the Hun-
garian candidates by adjusting electoral circles in accordance with the
population’s ethnic makeup yet in opposition with the region’s adminis-
trative boundaries. Another point of contention revolved around limiting
ballot access for those fluent in Hungarian, the appointment of dcputies
by right, oral voting, and more. According to Foaia Poporului, Emperor
Franz Joseph’s rejection of the 1908 version of the bill can be attributed
first and foremost to pressure from socialists and unions.*”

Folk gazettes also covered the electoral law adopted in the Austrian half
of the Monarchy, which introduced universal male suffrage when discus-
sions were underway about a similar law for the Hungarian part.”’ On a
different occasion, they described the English electoral system, explaining
the voting process, the roles of elected representatives, and the associated
costs.”” The authors’ analysis of various early twentieth-century articles
published in folk newspapers indicates a consensus that widening suffrage
would significantly advantage the Romanian population in Transylvania
and strengthen the political endeavors of the national movement.*’

Similarly, the folk press extensively discussed PNR’s initiative to
advocate for electoral reform and widen suffrage. In 1913, for instance,
Foaia Poporului explored PNR’s proposal concerning universal suffrage
thoroughly, while advocating for the enfranchisement of all citizens,
regardless of gender, commencing from the age of 24. However, certain
demographic segments, such as law enforcement, individuals afflicted with
illnesses, notably alcoholism, or those with prior criminal convictions,
were exempted from eligibility. Additional stipulations encompassed the
establishment of a minimum age threshold of 30 for parliamcntary can-
didacy and a revision of electoral rolls every five years. The author of the
article in Foaia Poporului notes divergent opinions on PNR’s initiative,
with accolades from Vienna juxtaposed against criticism from Hungar-
ians and Transylvanian Saxons. Despite prevai]ing skepticism regard—
ing the feasibility of universal suffrage, the author expressed optimism
regarding its eventual realization, urging every Romanian, irrespective of
social standing, to align with PNR’s cause and exercise their vote in favor
of candidates Championing their collective interests.* The adoption of
the law, as anticipatcd by the author, came swiftly, bcing ratified in Carly
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1913. In the aftermath, newspapers explored voter registration protocols,
underscoring the imperative for supplementary legislative measures to
effectuate the law.® After the electoral law had come into effect, arti-
cles spotlighting perceived injustices against Romanians started to be
publishcd. Conscqucntly, PNR convened numerous popular assemblies
in Transylvania to express their discontentment with those prejudices.®

Explaining electoral regulations is a common topic in folk gazettes
throughout the period under study. What is especially intriguing, how-
ever, is how these newspapers rallied Villagcrs to get involved in the
clectoral process, even organizing campaigns to help them understand
literacy exams required by Hungarian authorities for voting rights. The
law dictated that only those with diplomas from secondary or middle
school could vote. Others, such as those without primary school diplo—
mas or those who could read and write without completing school, had
to prove their literacy through examination. These tests, conducted by
three-member subcommittees at electoral centers, were scheduled for
May 1914. Voters could demonstrate literacy in any language spoken
in Transylvania and, if successful, received a certificate valid across the
Empire.*” Ensuring as many peasants as possible could vote was crucial for
the Romanian national movement. To this end, folk gazettes consistently
encouraged local elites and notables to support the cause. Interestingly,
the authorities ignored the project and amendments formulated by PNR
deputies when passing the 1913 Electoral Law, which led to the organiza-
tion of PNR popular assemblies in early 1914.

“Gazetele poporale” devoted intense coverage to voting qualification
exams, seeing them as opportunities for civic and national education.
Sometimes, priests and rural teachers would encourage villagers to partic-
ipate, but not always. Some peasants failed the exams, while others did not
show up, citing work commitments or sending their wives instead. The
absentees were reminded that Clccting dcputics dircctly impactcd their
lives, as laws affecting them were decided by those they elected. Unfor-
tunately, authorities often used literacy tests to limit Romanian voters,
although many folk gazettes reported on cases where peasants could not
pass minimal exams.®®

Another key focus of folk gazettes was rallying Romanian peasants to
support the endeavors of PNR, the sole Romanian political organization
to conduct actions aligned with Romanian national interests. After shift-
ing from passivism to political activism in 1903, these newspapers edu-
cated peasants about PNR’s role in representing the Romanian nation.
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After shifting away from passivism and Cmbracing political activism in
1905, folk gazettes crafted a narrative aimed at educating peasants about
the structure, leadership, parliamentary group organization, activities,
and the deputies of PNR.®” The key message conveyed to peasants was
that the party embodies the entire Romanian nation and that thcy are a
fundamental element of the national movement.

The actions of PNR deputies, including those carried out during par-
liamentary recesses, underscored their uninterrupted political engage-
ment. Rather than taking a hiatus during parliamcntary downtime, thcy
would convene popular assemblies with voters, where they would out-
line their parliamentary activities and steer constituents toward future
political endeavors. Beginning in 1908, these popular assemblies prolif-
erated, with their message being that thcy served as platforms for civic
and national education rather than electoral propaganda. The reality,
however, lay somewhere in between. Articles detailing the organization
of popular assemblies in 1908 persisted, emphasizing their festive nature,
with Romanians we]coming their elected representatives with pomp and
ceremony. Descriptions homed in on how the events unfolded, the discus-
sions they participate, and attendance figures, also noting the participa-
tion of Transylvanian Saxons and the Banat Swabians in certain locales
with mixed populations.”” These political gatherings, indirectly critiquing
the electoral law under discussion at the time, were also orchestrated by
Slovaks, Swabians, or even Hungarians. Over time, informational meet-
ings transitioned into protests against the proposed legislation, with
Romanian deputies, political leaders, cultural figures, and local dignitar-
ies joining in. Demonstrations were not confined to Sundays and holi-
days but extended to the villagers' workdays. The authors of the articles
argued that Romanian leaders had the responsibility to elucidate the
law’s purpose and effects to voters during these gatherings, and in some
areas, authorities banned the assemblies.” Spccchcs by Romanian politi—
cians at these demonstrations, such as Iuliu Maniu’s in Alba Iulia, were
also covered in the press. Maniu, a prominent leader of the Romanians,
stressed that until that moment, Romanians had only borne duties to the
state, but from then on, they had to assert their rights7 demanding univer-
sal, equal, and secret suffrage, as, he believed, even the emperor desired.
Maniu argued, based on the electoral law and the newly elected officials,
that the entire legislative framework needed revision to ensure equality
before the law for all the Empire’s inhabitants. With universal suffrage
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granted, the different ethnic groups would enjoy better representation,
potentially influencing internal state politics.”

In the years that followed, folk gazettes continued detailing the elec-
toral meetings arranged by PNR members or parliamentarians with the
voters.”” During these gatherings, local priests and educators and peasants
took the stage, engaging in discussions with their political representatives
and the articles highlighting the warm reception they received from villag-
ers. The interference of Hungarian authorities, often leading to the disrup-
tion of these meetings, was duly noted.” Several speeches made by peasants
were pubiished, revealing arecurring theme of unity and support for PNR
candidates.”” These gatherings, which brought together Romanian polit-
ical figures and rural communities, persisted until the outbreak of the
Great War, with discussions primarily focusing on issues such as universal
suffrage and the citizenship rights of Romanians. Popuiar assemblies were
consistently depicted as initiatives aimed at nurturing civic engagement
and rallying peasants around the notion that PNR was not merely a politi-
cal entity but the essence of the Romanian national movement.”® Even if it
supported the appearance of the Foaia Poporului, PNR did not turn it into
a mouthpiece in attracting the peasants, mainly due to the passivist policy
that rejected Romanians’ political involvement. After implementing the
activist tactic, all the Romanian folk gazettes in Transylvania rallied to
support the party’s actions, even if it did not explicitly finance or support
through its leaders the periodicals dedicated to the villagers.

At the turn of the twentieth century, folk gazettes also covered protest
assemblies where Romanians voiced their opposition to the adoption and
enforcement of the education law advocated by Minister Albert Apponyi.
The articles stressed the significance of these protests as manifestations
showcasing Romanian culture, language, unity, and position concerning
the recently proposed education legislation.”” Consistent with the cover-
age of popular assemblies, the reporting providcd accounts concerning
the size of the protesting crowd, the logistical arrangements of the gath-
erings, interventions by authorities leading to disruptions, and the reso-
lutions adopted by the demonstrators.

Conclusions

Between 1867 and 1914, Romanian cultural and poiiticai elites pionccrcd
the development of two distinct genres of folk newspapers tailored to
peasant audiences. One category was devoted to disseminating cultural
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and educational content relevant to rural communities, cxcmpiiﬁcd by
publications such as Progresul, Sezatoarea, Cartile Sateanului Roman, Gazeta
Economului, Opinca, Tara Noastrd, and Solia Satelor. Conversely, the other
genre, typified by Foaia Poporului and Libertatea, prioritized political dis-
course and current affairs discussions. While the former cmcrgcd prcdom—
inantly toward the late nineteenth century, with a few exceptions such
as Tara Noastra and Solia Satelor, the latter advocating political activism
surfaced in the early twentieth century. Characterized by an uncompli-
cated journalistic stylc tailored for readers with limited iitcracy levels,
folk gazettes were nonetheless read by local dignitaries such as clergymen,
educators, and notaries, who played a pivotal role in molding civic and
politica] consciousness among the peasantry. Despite their reluctance
to opcnly endorse the poiiticai activism championed by PNR from 1905
onward, late nineteenth-century gazettes significantly contributed to
peasant mobilization and their civic education. The authors noticed the
lack of articles that should have linked or presented the political activ-
ism of the rural inhabitants of the Kingdom of Romania. This can be
explained by the fact that the gazettes of the Transylvanian Romanians
were channeled to the situation in the Austro-Hungarian Empire and also
to avoid possible press trials, which would have made it quite difficult to
deal with the topics dedicated to the political activism of the Romanians
in Transylvania.

The analyses of articles dedicated to civic and political education
revealed that Foaia Poporului was the most actively involved “gazetd popo-
rald” in this endeavor. Its consistent attention to and the importance of
the topics discussed placed it at the forefront of fostering civic and polit-
ical consciousness among Romanian peasants in late nineteenth and early
twentieth-century Transylvania. Despite its brief existence, Solia Satelor
also demonstrated a concern for these matters. A special case is repre-
sented by Libertatea, whose mission statement articulates a dedication to
engaging in civic initiatives and providing political education for Roma-
nians residing in the intra-Carpathian province. However, upon study-
ing the list of the articles published between 1902 and 1914, it became
apparent that Libertatea veered from this commitment, instead focusing
on disseminating daily news updates and articles pertaining to contem-
porary po]itical affairs, which it approached in an elitist manner. As for
folk gazettes explicitly expressing a reluctance to engage with political
themes, such as Progresul, Sezatoarea, Cartile Sateanului Roman, Gazeta
Economului, Opinca, and Tara Noastrd, the decision to either release or
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avoid publishing articles supporting civic and political activism varied.
They were included in this present analysis to highlight the extent to
which Transylvanian Romanian folk gazettes during the dualist period
aligned with the initiatives under scrutiny, and show that despite asser-
tions of detachment from political discourse, a few contributions on the
topic were made nonetheless.

The involvement of folk newspapers in civic and political activism is
exemplified by their support for civic actions, which carried inherent
political implications. Notable instances include the protests stagcd in
1907 against the enactment of the education law proposed by Minister
Apponyi, the opposition to the electoral bill of 1908, and the resistance
to the finalized version of the law in 1913. Furthermore, the electoral gath-
erings orchestrated by PNR between 1908 and 1914, and the organization
of popular assemblies in the first half of 1914 in particular, were facili-
tated and endorsed by folk gazettes. Alchough the quantifiable impact of
articles on political education within PNR’s political campaign cannot
be cleiinitively evaluated at present, the authors posit that folk newspa-
pers played a substantive role in fostering awareness among rural readers
regarding the significance of their political and civic engagement.
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