
Eötvös Loránd University 

Faculty of Humanities 

 

 

 

Veronika Kaszás 

 

TRANSYLVANIAN REFUGEES IN HUNGARY  

BETWEEN 1988-89 

The road from denying the existence of refugees to joining the 1951 

Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees  

 

Theses of PhD doctoral dissertation 
 

 

Doctoral School of History 

Head of Doctoral School: Gábor Székely DSc, university professor 

Doctoral Program of Modern and Contemporary World History  

Head of Doctoral Program: András Balogh DSc, university professor 

 

 

Consultant: István Majoros DSc, university professor 

 

Budapest, 2013  



2 
 

1.  The topic and the aims of the dissertation  

As first from the members of the Warsaw Pact, Hungary joined the 1951 Geneva Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol (hereinafter referred to as Geneva 

Convention) in a unique international situation on 14th March, 1989. This step allowed the 

country to take refugees in alignment with international criteria, in an internationally accepted 

way.  

The dissertation aims to prove the assumption that by joining the Geneva Convention, 

Hungary chose to solve a diplomatically highly sensitive bilateral problem intensely followed 

by both the international and the Hungarian public. The issue of Transylvanian refugees1 

affected Hungary’s relationship both with the Western European and the socialist countries: 

by joining the Geneva Convention, the state opted for resolving this conflict on a multilateral 

level, undertaking long-term international obligations. 

This decision, which was heavily debated at the beginning by the Hungarian political elite, 

was chosen in order to resolve the problem of the increasing number of refugees arriving from 

Transylvania, Romania to Hungary in 1987-89. According to official data, by the beginning 

of 1989, the number of Transylvanian refugees was approximately 13.000, while the total 

number including the non-registered ones was estimated to reach 20.000. This intensive wave 

of refugees was mainly due to the drastic policy of Romania aiming at the aggressive 

assimilation of minorities – including actions such as the ‘ reorganization plan’ of Romanian 

settlements declared in April 1989, aiming at decreasing the number of Romanian villages 

from 13.000 to 5-6000. From one day to another, Hungary had to face an unprecedented 

complex problem including diplomatic, social, legal and welfare issues. Due to the increasing 

number of refugees and the reactions of the society to the new phenomena, the Hungarian 

party leadership was no longer in the position to deny the existence of the problem. The state 

was desperately trying to find a solution causing the least tension, which at the same time is 

able to meet the conflicting expectations arising from three different directions.  

                                                           
1 In the doctoral dissertation, I use the term ‘Transylvanian refugees’ generally applied by the public and the 
literature of the examined period in a more general sense, including refugees not solely from Transylvania, but 
from all of Romania, including the non-Hungarian nationalities as well. In case it is necessary I precise the 
nationality of the refugees. Similarly, I use the term ‘refugee’ in a broader sense than as it is defined in the 
Geneva Convention, including all the Romanian citizens leaving their home country for various reasons in 
various ways.  
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Above all, it was the explicit and non-explicit ideological obligations set by the socialist block 

that limited the margin of manoeuvre of the Hungarian internal and external policy. The 

Soviet Union tried to demonstrate the unity of the countries of the Warsaw Pact: the 

relationship of these countries was defined by the ‘international brotherhood’, and national 

minorities were viewed and treated as ‘cornerstones of the friendship among nations’. Under 

such circumstances, it was impossible to discuss refugee issues between Romania and 

Hungary: according to the official ideology, fleeing from a socialist country to another 

‘friendly socialist country’ was unimaginable.  

Secondly, motivated by economic reasons, however, from the end of the 1960’s, Hungary did 

not want to fulfil solely the requirements of Moscow, but also, to a certain extent wanted to 

respect certain expectations of Western Europe. In times of decreasing economic 

performance, the state was only able to maintain its stability and the standard of living by 

relying on the increasing amount of Western debt. From the end of the 1980’s, Western 

pressure resulted in broadening the perspective of the East-West dialogue: apart from the 

already on-going discussions in the field of trade and military issues, the question of human 

rights became the next important topic. Following the fiasco of the bilateral negotiations, 

Hungary decided to raise the issue of the Transylvanian Hungarian minority and the 

Romanian citizens staying in Hungary - officially not called refugees – at international fora 

with reference to the protection of human rights.  

As the third component, we have to underline the importance of the pressure arising from 

various civic movements: at the end of the 80’s, the party leadership was no longer in the 

position to ignore them. These expectations, however, were somewhat in conflict with each 

other. Apart from the solidarity based on national identity and human helpfulness, a certain 

part of the Hungarian population was worried about its own standard of living that could be 

‘threatened’ by the ‘foreigners’. The party also had to take into account that the activity of 

these ‘alternative organizations’ and churches related to the refugees lead to the growing 

exposure and popularity of these groups. The state wanted to counterbalance the increasing 

influence of these organizations. Nevertheless, due to its limited capacities to handle the 

situation, it could not completely refuse their support.  

My purpose is to show the complex inner and external politicy, social processes and 

initiatives that helped to solve the problem of Transylvanian refugees on the one hand 

internally, and through bilateral and multilateral diplomatic relationships on the other. I 
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examine to what extent the key players – the Hungarian state, the Hungarian Red Cross, the 

churches and social organizations – were free in their own actions, and how they were able to 

make use of their opportunities. 

By studying the state behaviour, I present the process leading to the commitment of the Party 

leadership to officially deal with the situation of the refugees, and how it tried to solve the 

difficulties of the Romanian citizens arriving to Hungary without possessing the necessary 

institutional and legal background, and even by conflicting with its own international 

obligations. I examine the types of difficulties of (i) the Romanian citizens who wished to 

settle in Hungary; (ii) Romanian citizens entering the country with legal documents, but 

unwilling to return; and (iii) those crossing the borders illegally. Apart from studying their 

difficulties, I examine how the Hungarian state handled these three groups differently. In 

addition, I present the state procedure in cases where refugees intended to continue to travel to 

Western Europe, using Hungary ‘only’ as a transit country.  

It is of high importance to present the role of the non-state players, even if at that time, they 

were not completely independent of the state: the activity related to the refugees of the 

Hungarian Red Cross, the Western European emigration, the Hungarian churches and social 

organizations. Apart from presenting their classic humanitarian and refugee mission activities, 

I also highlight their informative and lobby activities, playing a key role in calling 

international attention to the situation of Hungarian minorities in Romania and to the flow of 

Transylvanian refugees.  

It is important to present the international opinion of the Transylvanian refugee issue and the 

Romanian human right situation. I study separately the governmental, social and press 

reactions of the socialist block and those of the Western European countries, underlining 

which countries were interested in standing up for this internationally highly sensitive issue, 

while other states were driven by the idea of non-interference and avoiding conflicts. Going 

beyond the aspect of a conflict between two socialist countries related to a problem of 

minorities, this review gives a broader picture on the diplomatic relationships at the ending 

years of the cold war period.  

In addition, I examine separately in what fora could the Hungarian diplomacy raise its voice 

in issues related to human rights, how successful were these channels of representation and 

what were the benefits. In these multilateral institutions, both the Western countries and the 

countries of the Warsaw Pact were participating, which represented an extra challenge for the 
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Hungarian diplomacy. It had to stand up for its interest using classic socialist rhetoric in order 

to avoid open conflict with its ‘friendly neighbour’ and at the same time stating the problem 

clearly enough so that Western public could also understand the importance of the issue of the 

Transylvanian Hungarians and the citizens fleeing from Romania.  

Last but not least, I provide an overview of the procedure that led Hungary to consider the 

idea of joining the 1951 Geneva Convention as a possible means to settle the issue of 

Transylvanian refugees. I start from the assumption that this step of the decision-makers were 

not motivated by the spirit of the Convention: on the contrary, the obligations listed in it were 

viewed with high reservations as they were to be applied not only to the Transylvanian 

refugees. A convention established by the UN still seemed to offer the least diplomatically 

conflicting solution to the problem of the Romanian refugees.  

Even though I think it is important to highlight that the Hungarian leaders of foreign policy 

only decided to discuss the Hungarian-Romanian conflict at international fora after having 

finally concluded that bilateral efforts did not offer no hope for a solution, the dissertation 

does not aim at analysing the Hungarian-Romanian bilateral relationship. I study the case of 

Transylvanian refugees from the point of view of the Hungarian state and non-state players 

and of the diplomatic lobby, therefore I do not go into detail regarding the Romanian minority 

policy.  

As highlighted in the title, the dissertation focuses on the years 1988-1989. Even though the 

flow of Romanian refugees to Hungary already started in 1987, it was only at the beginning of 

1988 that the Hungarian Party leaders acknowledged the need to act on state level. I examine 

steps aiming at the protection of the Transylvanian refugees taken by the state and non-state 

players in detail until March 1989, when Hungary joined the Geneva Convention. I mention, 

however, some of the consequences of the accession, especially by reviewing the Eastern 

German refugee situation in 1989.  

Due to the complexity of the topic, the dissertation cannot be considered a classic diplomacy 

history thesis. Certain legal, inner political and social historical aspects of the processes I 

examined could not be left out of the research. Thank to this complex and holistic approach, 

this dissertation aims at providing an authentic overview of the political and social situation of 

the period of the end of the communism in Hungary, of the relationship between churches and 

various social organizations and those of the opposition, as well as of the international 

situation of the last years of the cold war.  
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2. Reviewing the relevant literature  

The story of the East German refugees is generally linked to the Hungarian refugee policy 

during the years of the change of the regime, which was viewed as the direct antecedent of the 

opening of the borders, the fall of the Berlin wall and of the reuniting of Germany. Even after 

ten, twenty or twenty-five years, the world commemorates the success story of the Hungarian 

diplomacy with great enthusiasm. Most of the key players of the story have already written – 

not immune from some human bias – their memories2, while historians tried to put together 

the pieces of the puzzle in an objective, precise and authentic manner to understand how the 

decision to open the border for East German refugees was really taken. Among them, I would 

like to highlight the work of András Oplatka: the value of his work can not only measured by 

the richness of the used source material – documents of the Central Committee of the 

Hungarian Socialist Labour Party (MSZMP), of the National Boarder Guard Command, files 

of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs related to Austria, East and West Germany – but by the 

interviews made with the Hungarian and German decision makers and witnesses3.  György 

Gyarmati and Ágnes Jobst deals with the topic of the East German refugees4 based on the 

Hungarian State Security archives, and last but not least, Imre Tóth elaborates on the story of 

the Hungarian border opening and the refugees coming from East Germany based on the files 

of the Archive of the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Das Politische Archiv des 

Auswärtigen Amts)5. 

In these studies, the issue of Romanian refugees as being the evoking antecedent of Hungary 

joining the 1951 Geneva Convention, is merely touched upon. On the basis of the currently 

accessible archives, no historical overview has been published about the domestic and 

international handling of the issue of Transylvanian refugees who arrived to Hungary at the 

end of the 1980’s and of the antecedents of the accession the Convention. This doctoral 

dissertation is aimed at filling this gap.  
                                                           
2 See the memories of the former Hungarian ambassador in Berlin, the Hungarian minister of foreign affairs and 
those of the chancellor of West Germany: Horváth István – Németh István (1999): … És a falak leomlanak. 
Magyarország és a német egység. 1945-1990. Magvető Kiadó, Budapest; Horn Gyula (1991): Cölöpök, Kossuth 
Kiadó; Kohl, Helmut: Ich wollte Deutschlands Einheit, Propyläen, Berlin, 1996 
3 Oplatka András (2008): Egy döntés története, Helikon Kiadó, Budapest 
4 Gyarmati György (2010): A vasfüggöny és az állambiztonsági szervek alkonya Magyarországon 1989-ben, In: 
Idem. (ed.): A páneurópai piknik és a határáttörés húsz év távlatából, Sopron Megyei Város Önkormányzata és 
L’Harmattan Kiadó, Budapest, 2010, 95-116.; Jobst Ágnes (2010): Az állambiztonság és a keletnémet 
menekültügy. Dokumentumok a genfi menekültügyi egyezményhez való magyar csatlakozásról, Betekintő 
2010/3., http://www.betekinto.hu/2010_3_jobst, Viewed: 11th March, 2013. 
5 Tóth Imre (2010): A keletnémet menekültkérdés hatása a Berlin-Bonn-Budapest „háromszög” 
kapcsolatrendszerére, In: Gyarmati György (ed.): Idem 67-93. 

http://www.betekinto.hu/2010_3_jobst
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Although not explicitly representing a historical approach, studies and books about the 

Transylvanian refugees arriving to Hungary were published at the end of the 1980’s, 

beginning of the 1990’s. These works were dealing with the setting up of the Hungarian 

institutional system for refugee issues. From a historian’s point of view, these are very 

important documents of that period using a terminology of that age, describing the 

phenomena and the problems and dilemma provoke by it.  

For the sake of simplicity, I would categorize these works into three groups. Firstly, there are 

sociological analyses documenting the social characteristics of the Transylvanian refugees, 

and their way of arriving, and describing the reactions of the Hungarian society. These are 

researches carried out by the TÁRKI Social Research Institute and the Institution of Social 

Sciences of the Central Committee of the MSZMP and by the Hungarian Research Institution 

of Public Opinion.6 

The next group of studies – including Judit Tóth, György Kolláth, Boldizsár Nagy and János 

Görög as authors7 – is dominated by the legal approach summarizing the social, regulative, 

diplomatic and legal complications and the possible domestic or international legal solutions 

related to the problems of refugees staying in Hungary, arranging their administration or their 

necessary papers to travel further.  

Last but not least, one can find various memorials, subjective notes, reports stemming from 

journalists and witnesses such as Vilmos Ágoston, Tamás Forró, Henrik Havas, Tibor Franka 

and Péter Kende.8  

                                                           
6 See: Sik Endre (1989): Jelentés az erdélyi menekültekről, 1989. július, Gyorsjelentések 3., TÁRKI, Budapest; 
Idem (1990): Erdélyi menekültek Magyarországon, In: Andorka Rudolf-Kolosi Tamás-Vukovich György (ed.): 
Társadalmi riport 1990, TÁRKI, Budapest, 516-533.; Bokor Ágnes - Gombás Gábor - Karajánnisz Manolisz 
(1989): A közvélemény 1988-ban. A Magyar Közvéleménykutató Intézet 1988-as vizsgálatai. In: Kurtán Sándor - 
Sándor Péter - Vass László (ed.): Magyarország politikai évkönyve 1988, R-Forma Kiadói Kft., Alföldi 
Nyomda, Debrecen, 597-696. 
7 See: Tóth Judit – Kolláth György (1989): A menekült-kérdés néhány főbb szociális, szervezett, jogi és tartalmi 
problémája, In: Timoránszky Péter (ed.): A nemzeti kisebbségek és a menekültek jogai, Vol. I. MTA 
Államtudományi Kutatások Programirodája, Budapest, 177-232.; Nagy Boldizsár (1989): Menekülők – 
menekültek, In: Külpolitika 1989/4. 114-142.; Görög János (1989): A menekültek helyzetéről szóló 1951. évi 
genfi konvencióhoz és annak 1967. évi kiegészítő jegyzőkönyvéhez való csatlakozás kérdése, In: Timoránszky 
Péter (ed.): Ibid 40–47.  
8 See: Vilmos Ágoston (1989): Sing the National Anthemn, don’t swear!. Szépirodalmi Könyvkiadó, Budapest; 
Tamás Forró – Henrik Havas (1988): After Arad – Who knows which way? Háttér Lap-és Könyvkiadó, Budapest; 
Tibor Franka (1988): I have just come from Transylvania. Láng Kiadó, Budapest; Péter Kende (1988): They 
came from Transylvania. Ifjúsági Lap és Könyvkiadó, Budapest 
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Historical books were dedicated primarily to the issue of refugees, to the changes in the 

Hungarian-Romanian bilateral relationship, and to the Romanian minority policy rather than 

to the issue of the refugees.9 Based on the documents of the Political History and Syndicat 

Archives, of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and of the central bodies of the MSZMP, György 

Földes reviews extensively the development of the Hungarian-Romanian bilateral relationship 

from 1956 until 1989.10 In order to present the minority policy of Ceauşescu, Csaba Zoltán 

Novák collected Romanian documents.11  Certain studies of Gábor Vincze focus exclusively 

on the bilateral relationships of the period examined also by me, with reference to both party 

documents and documents of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.12 It is worth mentioning the 

new study of Stefano Bottoni analysing the Hungarian-Romanian relationship before the 

change of the regime from a new point of view: through the documents of the State Security 

Service.13 Some writings of Béla Révész are solely focusing on the Transylvanian refugee 

issue by analysing state security, foreign affairs and party documents.14  

As to the literature of migration history, Károly Kapronczay, Judit Tóth and Pál Péter Tóth 

analyse the migration processes related to Hungary in the 20th century in several articles. 15 

                                                           
9 Among the latters, I would like to highlight the analysis put together in reaction of the emigrations from 
Transylvania: Ara-Kovács Attila – Dávid György – Joó Rudolf – Kőszegi László – Nagy József – Tóth Károly 
Antal – Vásárhelyi Judit (1988): Jelentés a romániai magyar kisebbség helyzetéről, In: Medvetánc, ELTE, 
Budapest, 57-126. Ildikó Lipcsey also reviews the history of the Transsylvanian Hungarian minority, partly 
based on documents of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and archives: Lipcsey Ildikó (2008): Utak és tévutak az 
erdélyi magyarság huszadik századi történetében, Codex Print Kiadó, Budapest.  
10 Földes György (2007): Magyarország, Románia és a nemzeti kérdés 1956-1989, Napvilág Kiadó, Budapest 
11 Novák Csaba Zoltán (2010): Aranykorszak? A Ceausescu-rendszer magyarságpolitikája 1965-74, Pro-Print 
Könyvkiadó, Csíkszereda 
12 Vincze Gábor (2006): Lãncrãnjantól Lãncrãnjanig. Fejezet a magyar–román kapcsolatok nyolcvanas évekbeli 
történetéből, In: Magyar Kisebbség, 2006/3-4., 262-361. Also see: Idem (2009): Lefelé a lejtőn. Magyar-román 
kapcsolatok 1989 első felében, a magyar diplomáciai iratok tükrében, In: Székelyföld (2009) vol. 7., 75–120.; 
Idem (2009): Tovább a lejtőn – a gödör aljáig. Magyar–román kapcsolatok 1989 második 
felében, a magyar diplomáciai iratok tükrében. In: Székelyföld (2009) vol. 12. 69–103. 
13 Bottoni Stefano (2013): Reluctant spies. The Hungarian State Security Service and Romania, 1975-1989, In: 
Történelmi Szemle (History Review) 2013/1., 79-117 
14 Révész Béla (2009): A magyar–román viszony problématörténetéből az 1980-as években. In: Acta 
Universitatis Szegediensis. Sectio politico-juridica, 72. (2009) 463–522.; Idem (2008): „Out of Romania!” 
Reasons and Methods as Reflected in State Security Documents 1987–1989, In: Regio, Volume 11/2008, 8-66. 
15 See: Lásd: Kapronczay Károly (1993): Menekültek Magyarországon…, Valóság 1993/2. 39-51.; Tóth Judit 
(1994): Menedékjog – kérdőjelekkel, Közgazdasági és Jogi Könyvkiadó, Budapest; Tóth Pál Péter (2001): 
Népességmozgások Magyarországon a XIX. és XX. században, In: Lukács Éva – Király Miklós (ed.): Migráció 
és Európai Unió, Szociális és Családügyi Minisztérium, Budapest, 19-42. 
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The emigration waves from Romania towards Hungary is researched  from a sociologist’s 

point of view by István Horváth, and after the regime change, by Irén Gödri. 16 

3. Research methods 

In addition to studying the literature, I applied the following methods: (i) historical source 

analysis; (ii) analysing documents; (iii) interview.  

Out of the accessible archives, I have processed the relevant documents of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, Foreign Affairs Department of the Central Committee of the MSZMP, as 

well as its Agitation and Propaganda Department, MSZMP Budapest Committee, the State 

Church Office and of the Hungarian Red Cross. As to other resources, I based my work on the 

minutes of the Parliament, on the documentation of the Foreign Affairs Yearbooks, the news 

archives of the Hungarian News Agency (MTI) and of the Free Europe Radio. From the press, 

I reviewed and used the articles of 1988-89 of Népszabadság and Magyar Nemzet (daily 

newspapers), volumes of Beszélő (“The Speaker”) and some articles from Élet és Irodalom 

(“Life and Literature”) and HVG (Heti Világgazdaság, “Weekly World Economics”). 

Throughout my dissertation, I used the selected source collection of the Open Society 

Archives put together by Béla Révész from the Historical Archives of the State Security 

Service and of the domestic documents of the Hungarian National Archives. The archives of 

the UNHCR archives and the literature and other sources accessible at its Budapest office 

library were also very helpful.  

This dissertation examines the Romanian refugee issue exclusively from the Hungarian 

diplomatic, political and social point of view, and does not concern the documents and 

archives to be found in Bucharest related to the Romanian refugee issue. Processing the 

documents, however, could offer future researchers the possibility to examine the issue of the 

Transylvanian emigration from a new point of view: that of the Romanian decision-makers.17 

Due to the proximity of the studied time period, I could make interviews with various players 

affected by the refugee issue, or taking part in shaping this policy through the various 

organizations such as state bodies, churches or social entities. Thank to these interviews, I 

learnt and understood the related events from different points of view. Oral history is special, 
                                                           
Horváth István (2005): Az erdélyi magyarok Magyarország irányú migrációja, In: Idem (ed.): Erdély és 
Magyarország közötti migrációs folyamatok, Scientia Kiadó, Cluj-Napoca, 9-132.; Gödri Irén (2004): Az erdélyi 
magyarság kivándorlása a rendszerváltás után, In: RODOSZ Évkönyv, Cluj-Napoca, 27–58. 
17 According to Andrea Varga historian, the richest source of documents concerning the Transylvanian refugees 
can be found in the archives of the Securitate (CNSAS). 
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as recalling the past events taking place twenty years ago is not exempt from emotions 

attached to them. Sometimes it means the nostalgic glorification of a played role or it the 

revoking of past offenses, conflict of interest or anger. I do lean on these subjective memories 

in my dissertation, however, my aim was to reveal and describe the past events authentically 

as they are reflected in the documents of that period and other sources. 

4. Main conclusions and results of the dissertation 

As I mentioned above, in the course of 1988-89, while settling the situation of refugees 

arriving from Transylvania, the Hungarian state was faced with three different expectations 

from three different directions: from the member states of the Warsaw Pact, from the Western 

European countries, and last but not least from the Hungarian society. My research has proven 

the assumption that the Hungarian state was trying to adapt its reactions concerning the 

Transylvanian refugees to these expectations. As these represent somewhat conflicting 

interests and ideological values, the strategy of the Hungarian party leaders towards the three 

different target groups could not possibly be unified.  

4.1. New ways for the Hungarian foreign policy 

The Soviet Union and the member states of the Warsaw Pact based themselves on the 

principle of “non-interference in internal affairs”, and tried to keep the distance from the 

Hungarian-Romanian conflict, and avoided to take an official position. The topic was of high 

sensitivity, as almost every country of the region was concerned by the issue of nationalities 

and minorities. As the minority policy of Romania also affected the Romanian Serbian 

population, the only country of the region who expressed most solidarity towards the 

Transylvanian Hungarian minority, was Yugoslavia. The Hungarian minority of 

Czechoslovakia was also responsive to the topic. According to the official Soviet position, the 

Hungarian-Romanian conflict was to be settled by bilateral negotiations. Even though this 

way was hopeless from the very start, the Hungarian diplomacy held on till the total fiasco in 

1988. Taking into account the official Soviet position, there was no point in raising the critics 

of the Romanian minority policy or the situation of the Transylvanian refugees at the socialist 

fora. It was pointless, despite the fact that the members of the Warsaw Pact were also 

members of the Helsinki Final Act, and hence, the question of human rights was also formally 

discussed at the Warsaw Pact fora. Still, despite the serious tensions related to the topic, 

Hungary respected its obligations within this group by using “friendly” terms and 

circumscribing and embellishing the problems instead of communicating them clearly.  
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Western European countries, however, seemed to be more receptive to the issue of human 

rights and refugees. Naturally, it was not solely related to the concept of humanity: the 

Western countries were the primer target countries of the refugees, therefore from this aspect, 

Western Europe was interested in maintaining the stability of the socialist block. The 

independent Western press dealt with the Romanian ‘reorganization plans’ of settlements and 

the Transylvanian refugee issue in great details. Within the group of Western countries, the 

most interested ones were those who were most affected by the Romanian minority policy: 

Western Germany, who wanted to escape the Saxon and Swabian minority from Romania, 

and Austria, one of the favourite target country. In the Western democratic systems, various 

civil movements and organizations were concerned with the case of the Romanian human 

rights’ situation and the issue of the Transylvanian refugees. Hungarian emigrant bodies and 

organizations played a key role in this. They drew the attention of the public and of the 

decision makers to the Romanian events. As a result, political parties and members of the 

national parliaments took up the issue, and they called upon their governments to step up 

against the Romanian actions at bilateral and multilateral fora.  

Following the cautious change of its foreign policy strategy in the Autumn of 1988, Hungary 

tried to raise the issue of serious violations of human rights in Romania at competent 

international and regional forms. Its communication, however, was most special: Hungary 

consequently abided from mentioning any concrete detail: never named the country it 

criticised, nor did it provide precise details concerning the refugee issue. The Hungarian 

speeches were also characterized by the special mixture of using the obligatory socialist terms 

and the of the clichés related to human rights issues more welcomed by the Western audience.  

Contrary to domestic fora, in the international forums Hungary wanted to avoid the 

impression of being concerned with minorities from an ethnical point of view, so the rhetoric 

on these levels was to hold against the – not named – Romania the violation of human rights 

instead of violation of the minorities’ rights. When presenting the Hungarian refugee policy to 

the Western European countries, the goal was to show that Hungary does not differentiate 

among the refugees based on their national identity. This served at proving how dedicated the 

Hungarian political leadership was to respect human rights. In order to support this, the 

country even undertook facultative international human rights’ obligations. Even though 

diplomatic phrases were more than careful, Hungary’s criticising its ally at an international 

forum was unprecedented and thus noticed. As a result, Hungary succeeded in ensuring that 

from the Western point of view, the Hungarian-Romanian conflict was not viewed as an 
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internal conflict among socialist countries, but an issue of global importance related to human 

rights. The success of this strategy is also supported by the fact that almost all competent 

international organizations put the issue of the Romanian human rights and of the refugees on 

their agenda.  

4.2. The role of the non-state players  

Thirdly, we have to mention the role of the Hungarian public and of the civic organizations 

played in the events and their expectations declared to the state. The social solidarity 

regarding the situation of the Romanian minorities and that of the Transylvanian refugees was 

a very important factor in the process resulting in Hungary’s changing its external 

communication and the party leadership declaration of a new policy regarding the minorities, 

explicitly undertaking responsibility towards the Hungarian minority living in Romania.  

Domestic rhetoric states the issue of the Transylvanian refugees as a common national interest 

that can only be resolved by way of national cooperation including all the different players of 

society: churches, alternative organizations, etc. Contrary to the official communication 

towards the Western countries, however, state documents clearly prove that when deciding on 

the applications of the refugees applying for settling in Hungary, priority was given to the 

Romanian citizens of Hungarian nationality. The authorities were also centrally instructed not 

to provide better conditions to the newly settled refugees, than to Hungarian citizens. These 

instructions clearly served to prevent the unhappiness of the Hungarian society.  

Alternative organizations being formed during the years of the regime change, however, 

raised their voices against the discrimination on the basis of national identity, and asked for 

humane procedure from the Hungarian authorities. Their protests and demonstrations played a 

key role in the significant decrease of the number of rendering refugees to their country of 

origin during the course of 1988. The open discrimination based on national identity was 

effaced.  

The non-state entities – even though partly dependent on the state – such as the Red Cross, the 

churches, the newly forming civil organizations and opposition, just as the Western 

Hungarian emigration played a key role in organising the aid of the refugees and the 

international lobby activity. They were the ones getting in contact with various Western and 

international organizations – often with the cooperation or at least with the approval of the 

Hungarian state – and they were the ones lobbying openly on the international fora where the 

Hungarian government and political leadership acted only in a rather low-key manner in order 
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to avoid external conflicts. Due to the insufficiency of the state-provided information flow, 

the alternative organizations acted both domestically, and on the international levels as a 

second-level source of information.  

The attitude of MSZMP towards the church and civil initiatives was ambivalent. On the one 

hand, from the social point of view, the party could not do without the help of the bottom-up 

formed organizations in the field of refugee services, on the other hand though, it tried to put 

restraint on their activities and guide them towards the “correct” ideology. The mass 

organizations of the MSZMP – such as the National Front and the Young Communist League 

(KISZ) – wanted to counter-balance the activities of the churches and other opposition groups 

by organizing their own charity actions. These activities, however, were no more than a show: 

the official communication followed their activity with much bigger care than those of the 

churches and alternative organizations.  

Behind the scenes, however, the state massively benefited from the political and lobby 

activity of the churches and other concurring alternative organizations. The Ministry of 

Foreign Affaires often secretly organized the meetings and the communication among the 

Western right protection organizations and fact finding groups on the one hand, and the 

Hungarian alternative organizations and churches on the other. This way, the state could avoid 

the possible socialist – primarily Romanian – accusation of manipulation.   

  



14 
 

4.3. Balance of the accession to the 1951 Geneva Convention in the view of internal and 

external expectations 

Last but not least I would like to elaborate on the question: How was the decision to join the 

1951 Geneva Convention as a short-term solution to the problem of the Transylvanian 

refugees aligned with the three different set of expectations presented above. The clearest 

answer can be given by analysing the Western aspects. From the point of view of the Western 

European countries, members to the Convention, Hungary entering into contact with the 

UNHCR was a clear proof for the Hungarian commitment to human rights. Apart from the 

sonorous aspects of human rights, one cannot forget that Hungary’s accession to the Geneva 

Convention meant that Hungary became a new host country in the region, and hence eased the 

social and economic burdens of the popular Western target countries. In order to ensure this 

important goal, the countries concerned were willing to provide financial aid to Hungary, and 

they were even willing to disregard the fact that Hungary was only willing to receive refugees 

from Europe. Despite that the Geneva Convention interdicts any discrimination based on the 

nationality of the refugees, even the High Commission assumed that out of the refugees from 

Romania, primarily those with Hungarian nationality would want to stay and settle and 

integrate in Hungary, whereas those with Romanian nationalities would most probably look 

for a third host country in Western Europe.  

No open position could be expected from the socialist block concerning the accession to the 

1951 Geneva Convention – just like it happened in the case of the Hungarian-Romanian 

conflict. Nevertheless, this step was tacitly approved by Moscow. Even though it was a 

universally accepted UN convention, against which the socialist UN countries could not 

disapprove, the general opinion of the socialist block was somewhat ambivalent: Hungary was 

accepted to give refugee status to those asking for it, but at the same time it was regarded 

inadmissible to provide refugee status to a citizen of another “friendly socialist country”.18  

After the case of the Romanian citizens, this somewhat theoretic dilemma gained more 

importance in the case of the East German refugees.  

As last point, I examine whether the decision of joining the Convention was in line with the 

expectations set by the Hungarian public and the civil organizations. We could see that 

several bodies, churches, alternative movements had already suggested to join the Convention 

                                                           
18 Interview with János Görög, former head of the Department of International Law of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. By: Veronika Kaszás, 11th December, 2011. 
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as a solution at times when this was considered only as one “last resort” by the political 

leadership. To this end, there was a clear consensus between those who regarded the UN 

convention primarily as a national minorities’ issue and those looking at it as a human rights 

issue. There were already some fears among the public concerning the standard of living in 

case of Hungary receiving Romanian refugees, so one could expect that by joining the Geneva 

Convention, these fears would certainly arise again in some groups. For organizations 

standing up for human dignity and equality, however, the Convention also offered a means of 

controlling the state – at least to a certain level – by the guarantees laid down in it which they 

could refer to. Some organizations already used these referrals already in the summer of 1989, 

when the East German refugees arrived.  

In conclusion, it is submitted that the Hungarian diplomacy applied a new approach when 

bringing up the issue of Romanian refugees and the issue of the minority policy and breach of 

human rights that led to this flow of refugees from the level of bilateral discussion to the 

international fora. Finally, the Hungarian political leadership decided to arrange the situation 

of Transylvanian refugees by joining the Geneva Convection – despite of its serious 

reservations. The short-term benefits of the accession – such as the arrangement of the 

situation of the Transylvanian refugees with the least diplomatic conflicts, simplification of 

the legislative burden, financial support of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees – were 

most welcome, the obligation to possibly receiving refugees from elsewhere was not 

unanimously viewed positively among the decision-makers.  

Handling of the Romanian refugee case was not only important from the point of view of 

foreign policy for Hungary: the history of solidarity taking shape around the aid of 

Transylvanian refugees among churches, social organizations and opposition is a very 

important aspect of the Hungarian change of regime.   
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