
1 
 

 

Babeș-Bolyai University 

Faculty of History and Philosophy 

 „History, Civilization, Culture” Doctoral School 

 

 
 

I M R E H    I S T V Á N 

 
1   9   1    9     –    2   0   0   3 

 
                      – Summary of PhD Thesis –  

 
 

 
    COORDINATIOR      CANDIDATE 

Prof. Dr. Romsics Ignác                 Both Noémi Zsuzsanna 

 

 

SUPERVISORS 

Dr. Gidó Attila,  

Romanian Institute for Research on National Minorities 

 

Prof. Dr. Pál Judit,  

Babeș-Bolyai University 

 

Prof. Dr. Rostás Zoltán, 

University of Bucharest 

 
 

PRESIDENT  

Prof. Dr. Rüsz Fogarasi Enikő, 

Babeș-Bolyai University 

 

 

 
Cluj-Napoca 

2019 

 



2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

1. Foreword 4 

2. Childhood 15 

3. A student at the Unitarian High School of Cluj 26 

4. A student at the Reformed High School of Business of Brașov  34 

5. A student at Ferenc József University 43 

6. Research as a member of the Transylvanian Science Institute 57 

7. The years of transition 82 

7.1. Official at a cooperative 87 

7.2. In academic circles 91 

7.3. Teacher-principle  107 

8. The era of state Socialism  113 

8.1. An employee of the Bolyai- and Babeș-Bolyai Universities 122 

8.2. In his circle of friends and family 149 

8.3. In the eyes of the Securitate 158 

8.4. Marxist researcher of the Székely past  162 

8.5. Organizer of scientific life 187 

8.6. In service to the community 205 

9. Post-revolution  212 

10. Summary  228 

11. Bibliography 232 

12. Photo annex 255 

                                                                                                 

 

                                                                                                                                           

 

   



3 
 

KEYWORDS:  

Imreh István, Cluj workshop of historiography, biography, historiography, Székelys, 

orderly and law-making Székely village, sociology, Transylvanian Hungarians, social- and 

economic history, state Socialism 

 

In my thesis about Imreh István I ventured to provide insight into the typical characters of 

late 20th century Transylvanian Hungarian historiography, as well as to follow the life’s 

work of a historian and sociologist who had been involved in the organizational aspect of 

scientific life as well.  Researching the life of Imreh István, I was most interested in how 

the historian, born in 1919 and having lived through the 20th century, managed to both 

hold on to his public positions and leave behind a surprisingly coherent and reliable body 

of work, while most of his contemporaries were forced onto dead-end tracks or paths of no 

return by political changes. It is a given that individual elements of a multi-faceted answer 

are to be found in the interplay of a sequence of fortunate coincidences but holding on to 

public positions often also required a level of compromise in the face of circumstances.  

The first part of my thesis follows Imreh István’s life between 1919 and 1944 in a 

chronological manner. The periods between 1944-1948 and 1948-1989 respectively are 

grouped into thematic sections. The roughly one-and-a-half-decade post-revolution period 

of the historian’s life is presented in one extended chapter. 

 

I started my work from a theory linked to intellectual history which states that next to 

sources, the nature of historical discourse is also influenced by the character of the 

historian and by the context in which a body of text is created. My relatively extensive 

detailing of the broader (political) and narrower (institutional, social) context in which 

Imreh István’s life’s work developed is explained in part by the lack of reference studies, 

and by my curiosity for, the manner in which he interacted with his circle of friends and 

family, beyond the role he played in intellectual circles. The reason for organizing my 

writing into units based on epochs of political history stems from the nature of 20th century 

authoritarian regimes, which deeply impacted the lives of average Joes and intellectuals, 

the latter perhaps to an even greater extent. 
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Following the presentation of the relevant reference literature, I engaged in detailing the 

years that Imreh István spent in Sâncraiu and Bodoc, by showcasing the broader and 

narrower context of socialization, the scene of his childhood and constant accessory to his 

early experiences. The Székely family, owing to their business ventures could be 

considered part of the lower middle class or country bourgeoise, but it was not possessed 

of large tracts of farmland, so the way of social mobility for their first-born son lay in 

study, for which Imreh István had both the ambition and the support of his community. His 

exceptional performance at the local school in Bodoc and his family’s relative wealth 

made it obvious to the community that after completing his elementary education he would 

go on to study at one of Transylvania’s more prestigious schools. The Imreh’s of 

Háromszék were Unitarians, which, along with the city-like image that Cluj presented 

itself in, determined the choice of the Unitarian High School of Cluj as the place for 

further study.  

 

In the course of the four years spent with the Unitarians, Imreh István connected with 

some of the city’s notable individuals, while also being surrounded by peers such as Mikó 

Imre and Bodor András, who would eventually rise to great importance. It was mostly the 

influence of Tóth István, his teacher of drawing between that led the junior high school 

student between 1930 and 1934 to wish for a career as a painter, becoming interested in 

fine art above any other subject. Imreh István became the youngest ever illustrator of the 

school paper, Hope, redacted by senior high school students. His talent also gained him 

notoriety and even some financial reward at the school’s yearly art expositions that were 

open to the public.  

 

Had it not been for the resistance of his father, Imreh István Sr., it is easy to imagine that, 

much akin to many of his friends (Erdős László, Márkos András), Imreh István would 

have become known as an artist. Having been forced to continue his studies at the High 

School for Business of Brașov from 1934 onwards, his life took a different direction. In 

Brașov he was mentored by teachers who were also active in public life. Szécsi Sándor, 

who, played an important social role alongside Kacsó Sándor, made a life-long impression 

on the young man by introducing him to the activities of the populist writers and village 

explorers of Romania, also urging him to pursue his own studies. His deficiencies in the 

Romanian language resulted in Imreh István failing his high school finals in 1938, so he 
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took up a position at a company in Sfântu Gheorghe, first as an unpaid intern, later as a 

full-time employee (“practice years”). 

 

Imreh István was just one of many Transylvanian Hungarians to whom the Second Vienna 

Award provided the chance to continue their studies. After passing his exams he enrolled 

to study at the Faculty of Economics of the Ferenc József University, which had recently 

moved back to Cluj from Szeged. He learned from renowned professionals of the day 

(Kovrig Béla, Kislégi Nagy Dénes, Teleki Géza et alii.). During his university years, 

alongside the university of Cluj, the institutional and personal requirements for research 

were also provided for by the Transylvanian Museum Society and the newly established 

Transylvanian Science Institute. As a student, driven by idealism and a revolutionary 

character streak, he was an active member of the Organization of Hungarian Students of 

Cluj and of the “Mont of March” circle. He was also an enthusiastic participant of many 

activities organized in support of the peasantry and of the Székelys. 

  

Having experienced economic irregularities first-hand and, having followed the activity of 

the Hungarian populist movement during the 1930s, it was not difficult for the young man 

to approach even the most burning issues of the age with empathy and interest. He never 

sought political office either as a student or later. His commitment to the community, his 

need to “serve the people” in other words, was paired with a love for the researcher’s 

lifestyle, so he sought to induce social effects via scientific activity.  

 

In order to achieve this, he needed to be accepted by Academic circles, without which 

acceptance Imreh István would have probably continued down the path which he was 

forced to take by the dire economic context of the post- Second World War period: he 

would have become an economist. That this did not happen had a lot to do with Venczel 

József who occupied prominent public positions until 1947, and whom Imreh had met 

while doing research in Unguraș in the early 1940s. In 1948 Imreh István was invited to 

teach at the Hungarian university in Cluj. He served as a teacher of the Bolyai- and Babeș–

Bolyai Universities until the abolition of Hungarian-language history courses in 1983. In 

parallel, he also worked at the Institute of History in Cluj, occasionally as an external 

collaborator.   
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Imreh István’s first “attempts” at scientific work can be dated to the early 1940s, and 

despite having adopted elements of the characteristic intellectual and public discourse of 

the Horthy-era, his writings show traits that are distinctly related to a Marxist world view. 

In light of this, his post 1948 adjudication by political forces of the era benefited greatly 

from the fact that he had joined the Romanian Communist Party early on (1945) and 

remained a member until the fall of the regime. He profited professionally from being one 

of the few historians that could be considered a professional at the up-and-coming current 

of economic and social history, and he had the knowledge to deliver in this field.  In 

contrast, the “comrades” reproached his prior activity in the Organization of Hungarian 

Students of Cluj, which had been branded nationalistic and chauvinistic after the 

“liberation”. His friendship with Vencel József, who had been dragged through the mire 

after 1947, also won him few favors. In 1951 Imreh István’s father was put on the kulak 

list, which almost cost the historian his university career, and he lost all chance of ever 

receiving the title of professor. A number of press articles written in the early 1950s show 

the desperation of the father of two trying to sustain his family.  

 

The end of the Stalinist era, especially the more relaxed policies brought about by the 

coming to power of Nicolae Ceaușescu in place of Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej, created the 

indispensable circumstances for professional fulfillment. Hungarian-language periodicals 

were established, publishing houses that printed minority-language publications were 

founded, workshops for researching the past of the Transylvanian Hungarian community 

were formed, and political control of the public sphere was throttled back.  

 

Alongside an inordinate amount of labor and talent of course, a great many factors 

contributed to Imreh István’s professional success reaching its zenith in the mid- 1970s 

and early 1980s, as presented in detail in chapters Marxist researcher of the Székely past 

and Organizer of scientific life. His strong sense of Székely-Hungarian identity and his 

faith in the principles of self-determination prevented him from blindly falling in line with 

the modernization attempts initiated by the Socialist government. Among his 

contemporaries his books had several readings which placed ethnic survival, freedom and 

self-determination or community values above state-enforced dispositions. It is due to the 

respect he had for the critical apparatus of historiography that Imreh István’s works, 
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published during the Socialist period, are still of reference value in spite of the necessary 

compromises made because of political circumstances. His research into the history of 

sociology and the products of his coordination efforts are similarly appreciated, these 

representing key stages in the development of Transylvanian Hungarian sociology.  

 

After the fall of Socialism, despite having been diagnosed with a severe condition 

(Parkinson’s) in 1990, Imreh István took part in the re-organization of Transylvanian 

Hungarian scientific life. He was also involved in the re-establishment of the 

Transylvanian Museum Society and the establishment of the Kriza János Ethnographic 

Society. Meanwhile, he also published several articles, studies and volumes, which can be 

explained by manuscripts surfacing from the bottom desk drawer where he had stashed 

them during the last decade of the Ceausescu era.  

 

Biographies are not collections of examples, in preparing my dissertation I was not 

motivated by the factors that influenced the writers of hagiographies. While still upholding 

the truth of the introduction, I believe Imreh István’s work is worthy of the attention of 

posterity both for both its professional value and its human dimension.  
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