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 Our doctoral thesis Interwar Criminality: Theories, Representatives and Legislation. 

A Case Study: Transylvania pertains to the increasingly open and complex domain of 

historical anthropology, being part of the new and original research topics. Although less 

studied in our country, especially from the historical perspective, the issue of criminality 

drew our attention to offer an ample image of the darker past of our country after the Great 

War. In order to achieve our objective, our approach is interdisciplinary, involving different 

perspectives on violence, criminality and disciplining, such as the historical, psychological, 

sociological, biological etc.  

 Even though violence and criminality may seem less familiar topics of research, they 

are intrinsic elements of history studies, given the fact that any historical event from early 

times to nowadays involved the darkest sides of human nature. Historians can rarely discuss 

historical events or periods without referring to aspects of violence and criminality. 

Nevertheless, historiographical works depict violent and criminal events as dirty means of 

political struggle. Moreover, sometimes the violence of criminals or various criminal acts is 

the focus of some historical research, while our attention is focused on the daily criminality 

of the common man. This type of violence was referred to as private violence, including the 

category of violent criminal acts (homicide, assassinations or infanticide, or personal injuries 

of all sorts). 

 To illustrate our objective, we convey the research questions as a guide to our 

demarche. Thus, we tried to analyse the reasons that shaped the criminal and his actions, 

linking history and social anthropology to reveal the answer to questions such as: To what 

degree the environment is a determining factor in acts of extreme violence? What were the 

criminals' intents? This demarche is supported on an axis that comprises three themes of 

historical anthropology – violence, criminality and disciplining (criminality refers to 

homicide as the extreme form of violence). All these elements are part of the historical-

anthropological interest. Our research attempts to answer several fundamental questions: 

What is violence? What is criminality? What are the crimes? Who are those who commit 

crimes? Why do people commit crimes, anti-social acts? How did they commit the crimes 

and under which circumstances? Who are the favourite victims? What is the trigger for 

homicide? How were those facts perceived by public opinion/ society and the press? What 

were the statistical variations of the criminal phenomenon in the interwar period compared to 

the pre-war period? Did the Great War generate a favourable background to crime in 



Romanian society? How did the disciplining process take place? What were the elements 

linked to the disciplining/ punishment of criminals? etc. 

 Consequently, we are interested in the social background of the interwar society of 

Romania regarding violence to have the basis for a comparison with other countries.  

 We tried to tackle all these research questions using a wide variety of bibliographies 

from both recent and interwar periods. We ascertained that the topic has not received special 

attention and there is a reduced amount of books in some areas of research. Moreover, the 

press represented a source of information when analysing the crimes of the era and the way 

they were covered. Subsequently, the archives represent the most important and relevant 

source for our research. 

 Why a history of crime and criminality? Although the crime is a concrete fact of 

history almost original, the phenomenon has been mentioned in various writings across the 

centuries but a complex demarche that would tackle different facets of the topic occurred 

only in the last decades. This happened in the British press where the historians' interest in 

crime manifested mainly beginning with the 1980s. In general, crime researchers state 

unanimously that the phenomenon of criminality is a major social issue that is inextricably 

linked to huge variations of fear and concern of the population regarding criminality. And this 

is despite the fact that a part of society is not affected by criminality or does not even pay 

attention to it in their daily life. The topic of criminality remains an abstract notion they hear 

about, sometimes just watch on the TV or read about in the press, not being affected by it 

directly.  

 Broadly speaking, the historical perspective is focused on phenomena and mass 

events related to collective issues or from a general view, such as the case of rebellions, 

revolutions and wars. Such an approach is rather directed from exterior to interior, from 

macro-social to micro-social; it is interested in the masses and neglects the individual. Our 

methodological approach is directed from interior to exterior, from individual to collective, 

through what is representative. Our conclusions are based on facts, prototypes and individual 

typologies that are representative of the entire collective. Thus, starting from these 

hypotheses, we have identified relevant facets of criminality in the interwar period. Based on 

specialised studies we have managed to reveal a series of crimes, criminals, victims, social 

attitudes, prevention methods, and repression/ disciplining methods according to the laws of 

the state.  



 Manifestation of extreme violence in Romanian society took place at higher levels in 

the first years after the Great War and it decreased, then increased again, according to the 

statistics that we had access to. It can be explained as the phenomenon had multiple causes, 

from economic to social and political factors. In any case, the Great War had significant 

consequences on the societies of different countries, including the Romanian one even though 

some states won the war and had some benefits. That was also the case of Romania, unifying 

its territories. However, at the level of collective sensibility, taking into account the direct and 

indirect war experience, the effects influenced daily life, reversing social values and 

generating primitive, violent behaviour. That included breaking the law and people's freedom, 

attempts against the people's assets and physical integrity and even homicide. This is the 

background for the emergence of gangs or famous bandits that have been preserved in 

Romanian folklore.  

 Undoubtedly, these explanations delineate only one of the perspectives on interwar 

criminality. Both theoretically and practically, among the sciences that studied this topic were 

criminology, criminal law, psychology and sociology. Each of these disciplines has searched 

to explain the nature of the criminal involving specific methodology. The interwar period was 

dominated by the theories of the criminal positivist school that was meant to change the old 

view. Thus, in this perspective, crime was not the main focus, but the criminal himself. 

Starting with the aetiology of crime to punishment, the entire circle of criminal-disciplining-

justice was promoted by positivists toward the end of the 19th century. Probably the most 

important representative of positivism was Cesare Lombroso, whose ideas were dominating 

even in the Romanian scientific milieu but since they were controversial ideas, they had a 

powerful opposition. Essentially, Lombroso’s theory of the reborn criminal was combated by 

the Romanian forensic doctor Mina Minovici who tried to dismantle his theories. 

 Furthermore, sociologists were preoccupied with the criminal phenomenon. One of 

the most important schools of sociology in the interwar period was the Chicago school. Not 

only American sociologists, but also others have searched for the criminal causes in exterior 

factors – the environment, family, school, other institutions and social structures or 

phenomena. In their vision, deviant, anti-social and criminal behaviour was only the result of 

imitation, learning, or taking over from other persons or groups. Thus, in this context, 

criminals were shaped after criminal prototypes in a nefarious environment. Criminologists 

like Enrico Ferri highlighted in the first period of the 20th century the fact that social factors, 

such as population density, family, education, public opinion, industrial production, 



alcoholism, economic and political organization etc. play a fundamental role in the evolution 

and development of the human personality and his integration in society.  

 This is the direction of Dimitrie Gusti's sociological school and the Romanian Social 

Institute. Romanian sociologists' studies regarding the social reality and aspects of social life 

revealed a series of facets regarding the link between social background and criminality.  

 Psychology has played an extremely important role in deciphering criminal behaviour 

since the 19th century, continuing to improve its research constantly. While sociologists tried 

to explain criminal aetiology through the exterior factors, psychologists have started from the 

interior, psychological factors of the individual. Their theories have been echoed in the 

interwar scientific milieu of our country, some being adopted and others criticised. In the 

Romanian space of the last part of the interwar period, the Romanian psychology school tried 

to study and issue theories on the topic. We mention Florin Ștefănescu-Goangă and 

Alexandru Roșca from the Institute of Psychology of Cluj among the most important 

representatives.  

 At the same time, the science of eugenics contributed significantly to the study of 

criminality. It tried to explain how the criminal gene may be transmitted from one generation 

to another and how this could be stopped. The interwar period contributed to the wide 

dissemination of these ideas and theories. One of the main publications in Romania was the 

Buletinul eugenic și biopolitic where studies about the relationship between heredity and 

criminality were published.  

 These were not the only directions and theories that attempted to explain the criminal 

phenomenon of those times. We have identified other scientific publications of the state, such 

as police, and the penitentiary system that exposed studies, theories and opinions on the 

matter. 

 Our work has a dedicated section to the study of crimes of passion, as it was 

manifested in the interwar Transylvanian society, compared to the cases in the Old Kingdom. 

Furthermore, we have tried to explain this type of „sensational" crime in the era and the 

tolerant attitude of justice, using the theoretical perspective of great criminologists of the era.  

 Besides the theoretical frame of criminality, our work has identified and exposed 

concrete cases of Romanian criminals, especially from Transylvania during the interwar 

period. This is the case of passionate criminals and fratricides or patricides, as well as 



occasional killers. The main sources for our impressive casuistry are the press, specialised 

journals and archives. Thus, the press constituted a pillar of our research, as we used it to 

identify cases of extreme violence and found out how such situations were brought to the 

public. 

 Another aspect of our thesis is represented by the disciplining theme. We approached 

the issue in places where the criminals were supposed to execute their punishments (prisons 

or other institutions). We used archives to find out more about the criminals convicted for 

homicide and other serious crimes.  

 Therefore, we believe that we managed to answer at least partially the research 

questions and to identify the motives, attitudes and mentalities behind the (not so) famous 

crimes. In addition, we revealed some aspects after the comparative analysis of the Romanian 

and Western societies concerning the criminality issue during a vulnerable period after the 

end of the Great War. While socially speaking, we talk about the increased criminal factor, it 

was also a flourishing cultural and artistic period (also from the political and social 

perspectives). It must be mentioned that in the second part of the interwar period, Romania 

managed to accomplish legal unification, especially of the criminal code after significant 

efforts on behalf of Romanian and foreign specialists. Romania has had collaborations with 

foreign authorities fighting crime. Both for Europe and the whole world, this represented a 

desideratum and a transnational collaboration was needed to improve the legal system, police, 

justice and related organizations. There has been a rich scientific activity in this area of 

criminality, materialised in thorough studies, connecting to the European and extra-European 

systems by borrowing adaptable elements to our social-national specificity. In other activity 

sectors of criminality, Romanian specialists seemed to have been more productive, as the law 

for organizing prisons and prevention institutions of 1929 represents a laudatory example. 

Although the good legislation could not be implemented fully because of logistical flaws, we 

may talk of partial success and progress in this direction.  
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