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“Majority, Minority, and Minority Protection Between the Two World Wars” 

 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, at the dawn of modern nationalism, the twenty-four 

major ethnic groups of East Central and Southeastern Europe were subject to three multi-

ethnic empires and the Kingdom of Prussia. Thanks to the weakness of the Ottoman Empire 

and the support of great powers (above all Russia), six national states emerged in 

Southeastern Europe during the long nineteenth century: Serbia, Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, 

Albania, and Montenegro, which had retained some of its independence already during the 

Ottoman period. What took more than a century in the Balkans took place in East Central 

Europe in a matter of months at the end of the First World War. Seven new national states 

were created from the western provinces of the Russian Empire and the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire, not counting East Prussia: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czechoslovakia, 

Austria, and Hungary. The borders of the Balkans also changed: Romania increased its 

territory considerably, Greece only slightly, and the merger of Serbia, Montenegro, and the 

southern Slavic territories of the Monarchy created a new state, the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 

and Slovenes. 
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There were significant differences between these twelve states in terms of size and population. 

Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia, the “pillars” of the German and anti-

Bolshevik defensive belt, became countries of considerable size (between 140 and 388 

thousand square kilometers) and population (between 13 and 27 million), according to the 

security policy of the victorious powers, especially France. The second group of new states, 

Greece, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Austria, were still medium-sized in the region but small in the 

world. Their area varied between 86 and 130 thousand square kilometers and their population 

between 5 and 8 million. The third group of states, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and Albania, with 

an area of around fifty thousand square kilometers and a population of between one and two 

million, were also considered small or even dwarf states in the region. (See table 1.) 

 

 
 

 

Minorities in the Area 

 

Because of strategic and economic considerations, the new state configuration of East 

Central and Southeastern Europe did not correspond to the national-ethnic principle as much 

as ethnographic-demographic characteristics would have allowed. Two of the twelve states—

the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, and Czechoslovakia—were similar to the pre-

war region as a whole or the pre-war empires (though on a smaller scale). Of the dozens of 

national groups in the southern Slav states, Serbs accounted for 42–43%, Croats for 23%, 

Slovenes for 8%, Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims) for 6% and Macedonians for 5%. But in 

addition to the Southern Slavs, there were half a million Germans, Hungarians, and 

Albanians living in the Kingdom as well, along with Romanians, Italians, and other Slavs. In 

Czechoslovakia, the Czechs made up only 51% of the population, the Slovaks only 15%, and 

the remaining 34% were minorities. The largest of these (3.3 million) were Germans, who 

numbered almost half as many as Czechs and significantly more than Slovaks. In addition, 
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Czechoslovakia also had a very significant Hungarian minority of nearly 1 million and a 

Ukrainian (Ruthenian) minority of over half a million. 

 

The other two “pillar states,” Poland and Romania, showed a much more unified picture from 

a linguistic-ethnic point of view. They were certainly nation-states, but with 31% and 28% 

minority populations, respectively, they were far from homogeneous. Four other new or newly 

born states had smaller but still significant national minority populations of between 10% and 

26%: Latvia (26%), Lithuania (20%), Bulgaria (16%) and Estonia (12%). Only Austria (5%), 

Greece (7%), Albania (8%), and Hungary (10%) were considered homogeneous nation-states, 

each with a national minority population not rising above 10%. But even all of this is not without 

reservations. If we include the Roma, who were still partly nomadic and therefore not 

accurately counted, and the half a million Jews, who define themselves as a religious group, 

the proportion of non-Hungarians in Hungary can be put at well over 15%. In Albania, for which 

we do not even have relatively reliable statistics, some authors assume a 22–24% minority, 

mainly Greek. (See Table 2.) 

 

 
 

On the positive side of the transformation, nine of the twenty-four ethnic groups in the region 

had their own nation-states from 1920 onwards, while three southern Slavic peoples (of whom 

only the Serbs had been independent until then), as well as the Czechs and the Slovaks, 

created multi-ethnic states. Of the remaining six national or ethnic communities, the 

Ukrainians, Belarusians, and Macedonians failed in their attempts to establish a state, and the 

Bosniaks and Roma had not even set such an objective for themselves.  

 

Nor did Jewish nationalists want to form a state within the region. In addition to the failure of 

attempts to establish a state, the balance sheet was also negative in that most of the new 

states excluded minorities from their borders to a much greater extent than was inevitable or 

justified. Of the 109 million inhabitants of the region, a total of 25–26 million belonged to 

minorities (i.e., a quarter of the total population). (See Table 3.) 
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The largest national minority in the region was German. They lived in nine countries, excluding 

Russia and northern Italy, and numbered 6.5 million. (Including Germans from Russia, 

Scandinavia, and Western Europe, the number of Germans living in other countries is generally 

estimated at 8–9 million.) They formed three broad categories based on their history, situation, 

and consciousness. One type included those who lived directly along the borders of the 

German Reich, in Czechoslovakia and Poland; another included Germans from Hungary, 

Romania, Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria; and the third type included Germans from the Baltic 

States. The Germans of Pomerania, Poznan, Silesia, and Bohemia and Moravia, who together 

numbered nearly 4.5 million, were characterized by the fact that a significant proportion of them 

were indigenous or at least very old inhabitants, forming relatively coherent blocks and 

belonging to the dominant nation until the end of the First World War. Accordingly, until the 

end of the war, the Germans enjoyed many economic, social, and cultural privileges that the 

Poles and Czechs living in the same area did not enjoy, or enjoyed to a much lesser extent. 

After Versailles, however, the situation was reversed. The Germans were transformed from a 

dominant nation into second-class citizens, which was very difficult to accept, and for many of 

them downright impossible. Their frustration was therefore very high, and their loyalty to the 

Polish and Czechoslovak states was minimal. 

 

By contrast, the Germans in Hungary, Romania, Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria—nearly two million 

in all—were descendants of Saxon and Swabian settlers who arrived in stages between the 

13th and 19th centuries. They did not generally form large, closed settlements, but lived more 

or less intermingled with the local population. The change of empire—since only their rulers 
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changed, but not their own social and political situation—was of much less importance to them, 

and their relationship with the new state power was therefore less problematic. For the Baltic 

Germans, who numbered no more than a quarter of a million in total, the new situation also 

brought losses of position and prestige. The agrarian reforms introduced in the early 1920s, 

for example, almost completely eliminated the previously influential Baltic German landowning 

class. Yet they were not the primary targets of the national elites, but rather the Russians and, 

in Lithuania, the Poles. The Germans here were thus able to retain some of their power and 

influence, and generally cooperated with the ruling nations until the 1930s. To this extent, the 

Baltic Germans represented a kind of transition between Germans living along the borders of 

the German Reich, who had become second-class citizens, and Germans living in diaspora, 

far from the German borders, under unchanged conditions. 

 

 
 

According to official statistics, of the 5.2 million Ukrainian minority, 0.5–0.6 million lived in 

Romania, nearly 0.6 million in Czechoslovakia, and more than 4 million in Poland (some put 

the number at 5 million, others at 6 million, due to the unreliability of Polish statistics). Nearly 

two-thirds of the Ukrainians in Poland were from Eastern Galicia, Greek Catholic, and, before 

1918, subjects of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. They were nationally more advanced and 

politically more active, although even among them the proportion of people living from 

agriculture was very high. The “borderland” Ukrainians, estimated at 1.5–2 million, belonged 

to the Greek Orthodox Church and lived in the Russian Empire until 1920. The Ukrainians in 

Romania lived partly in northern Bukovina and partly in Bessarabia, mainly in the northern 
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part of the region. Both large groups were almost exclusively peasants, many of whom were 

still illiterate. The Bukovinians, accustomed (as were the eastern Galicians) to the civilized 

atmosphere of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and culturally linked to the Galicians, 

experienced the change as a decline in economic, political, and cultural terms. But they had 

no ‘Piedmont’ from which to expect liberation. The Bessarabian people, who had come to 

Romania from the Russian Empire and belonged to the Greek Orthodox Church, suffered 

primarily from the new economic environment. Their vineyards and orchards, which had 

always found secure markets in Russia, were hardly in demand in Romania. The Ukrainians 

in Czechoslovakia—in Transcarpathia and Eastern Slovakia—were socially and culturally 

related to the Ukrainians in Galicia and Bukovina, and politically they were among the more 

advanced Ukrainian groups. Therefore, their leaders took the peace treaty's promise of 

autonomy, as well as the statements of Masaryk and Beneš, seriously and looked forward to 

its fulfillment.  

 

The number of unassimilated Jews, who considered themselves essentially a nationality, 

was around 4.5 million. Of these, 3 million lived in Poland, nearly 1 million in Romania and 

the rest in Czechoslovakia and Lithuania. If the more or less assimilated Israelites are 

included, the number of Jews can be increased by a further 2–3 million. The situation of the 

Jews was generally better than in Tsarist Russia. Compared to the Austro-Hungarian 

Monarchy, however, their living conditions deteriorated. Although, unlike other ethnic groups, 

the Jews were nowhere a threat to the territorial integrity of individual nation-states, their 

relations with the Christian majority were everywhere fraught with serious tensions, and 

these tensions generally affected them adversely. 

 

The next large national minority was the Hungarian. According to the statistics of the 

successor states of the Monarchy, their number was close to 3 million, and according to 

Hungarian estimates, it exceeded that number by a few hundred thousand. Around half of 

the Hungarians lived directly along the new borders in Czechoslovakia, Romania, and 

Yugoslavia, while the other half were scattered in historic Transylvania, which was annexed 

to Romania, and in the so-called Székely Land, the easternmost corner of old Hungary, in a 

coherent block of 600,000. As a formerly dominant people, the Hungarian minority, like the 

Germans in Poland and Czechoslovakia, experienced the border changes imposed in Paris 

as a complete disaster and an unacceptable injustice. The Hungarian peasantry received a 

disproportionately small share of the expropriated Hungarian medium and large estates 

under the democratic land reforms of the 1920s, and this further exacerbated the 

Hungarians’ despair. 

 

The Belarusian and Polish minorities numbered between one and two million. Even more 

backward than the Ukrainians, the Belarusian nation, with a majority of more than 5 million 

people, lived in one of the sixteen federal republics of Soviet Russia, the Belorussian Soviet 

Republic, which was established in Minsk. Among the Baltic states, only a few thousand 

Belarusians went to Lithuania and a few tens of thousands to Latvia. However, the Polish-

Soviet border, which stretched well east of the Curzon line, meant that there were around 1 

million to 1.5 million Belarusians living in the north-eastern half of Poland (some of them 

forming compact blocks along the border, others mixing with Poles and Ukrainians). The two 

large groups of the Polish minority, also numbering around one million, were in Germany 

(900,000) and the Soviet Union (330,000). They formed a coherent border block only in 

Upper Silesia, around Opole and on the southern edge of East Prussia. The annexation of 
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these zones to Germany was, however, legitimized by referendums. Elsewhere, they formed 

diasporas wedged between the Russian, Ukrainian, and Belarusian populations and the 

German population.  

 

Of the half a million to one million minorities, six were recorded in the statistics: the Turks, 

the Russians, the Macedonians, the Romanians, the Albanians, and the Bulgarians. More 

than half of the nearly one million Turkish minority lived in Bulgaria, largely in the north-

eastern part of the country, in the province of Shumen, and in the south-eastern border area 

with Turkey, west of Drinapoly. About half of the 200,000 Turks in Romania were in Dobruja, 

the other half—the Gagauz—were north of there, in the southern part of Bessarabia. After 

the expulsions, a similar number of Turks lived in Greece, mainly in Thrace. 

 

The 750,000-strong Russian minority was spread across eight countries. Their three largest 

groups, between 150,000 and 200,000, lived in Latvia, Poland, and Romania (Bessarabia). 

However, they did not form compact blocks in these states or in the other states along the 

Soviet border, Estonia, Lithuania, East Prussia, and Bulgaria. Romanians in Russia, 

Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia also lived in scattered but generally 

border areas. The 600,000 Macedonians and almost half a million Albanians, on the other 

hand, formed a coherent block south and north-west of Skopje, with the Albanians, 

moreover, directly bordering on Albania. There was also a fairly concentrated Bulgarian 

minority of 400,000 Romanians in southern Dobruja and southern Bessarabia, and a 

Bulgarian minority of 95,000 in Greece in Thrace. 

 

The Roma community of a few hundred thousand people took its first steps towards cultural 

revival between the two world wars. In the same years, they also laid the foundations for their 

political nationalism, which drew its inspiration from Zionism. Their most active groups were 

in Romania and Poland. In Romania, they published newspapers, and the European Roma 

Congress in Bucharest in 1933 adopted the green and blue national flag of the Roma. The 

same congress called for the establishment of Romani-language libraries and educational 

institutions (as well as separate hospitals). In the 1920s, the Roma in Poland elected their 

own royal dynasty, whose authority was recognised by the Polish authorities. It was among 

the Roma in Poland that the idea of creating their own Roma state in India, South Africa, or 

Abyssinia first arose. It was the Polish “Gypsy kings” who first began to demand that the 

Roma should be represented in various international organizations, above all in the League 

of Nations.  

 

Of the national minorities numbering less than half a million and numbering close to a dozen, 

the Slovene and Croatian minorities in Italy (Istria, the Baltic, and Dalmatia) were significant, 

with a combined total of around 500,000 to 600,000, and the Lithuanian and Estonian 

minorities in Poland and Russia, with 100,000 each. 

 

In view of the high proportion of nationalities and the resulting—predictably serious—

interstate and intrastate conflicts, the victorious powers placed great emphasis on the 

protection of minorities, which was accepted and internationally guaranteed by the countries 

of the region. This, like linguistically and ethnically fair borders, was also pushed for by the 

United States of America and Woodrow Wilson. “...[N]othing is more dangerous to the peace 

of the world,” the US President declared, “than the treatment which may be meted out to 

minorities under certain circumstances.” 
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However, the majority of the states concerned, Yugoslavia, Romania, and especially Poland, 

were vehemently opposed to the implementation of Wilson’s ideas. As the Polish Prime 

Minister Paderewski put it, a sovereign state cannot be denied the right to pursue the ideal of 

the nation-state, and to adopt measures for the acculturation and assimilation of nationalities. 

Italy also argued that the protection of minorities was a humiliating violation of sovereignty, 

while France opposed it for strategic reasons, in view of the freedom of action of its cordon 

sanitaire states. Of the Central and Southeastern European states, only Czech statesmen, 

including Eduard Beneš, endorsed the idea of minority rights protection, going so far as to 

say that “the Czechoslovak Republic was to be transformed into a kind of Switzerland.” 

 

The final position of the Paris Peace Conference, which emerged from the debates, 

distinguished between two broad categories of minority rights: general freedoms, which had 

to be granted to citizens belonging to linguistic, religious, etc., minorities without any 

discrimination (negative equality); and special rights, which were granted to a part of citizens 

as members of minorities (positive equality). The latter essentially concerned the free use of 

languages and the provision (and sometimes support, positive discrimination) of 

opportunities for education in the mother tongue and cultural activities of a national 

character. The ultimate aim was to ensure that minorities had as many opportunities as the 

majority to preserve and develop their national consciousness and culture. To this end, they 

stipulated that minorities should have a proportionate share of public property and taxes. An 

important result was that each person belonging to a minority could decide for him or herself 

whether to remain a citizen of the new state or to retain his or her old citizenship when 

leaving his or her place of residence. The system devised by the Paris Peace Conference did 

not make it clear whether these rights were granted to minority groups as a collective entity 

or to members of minorities as individuals. The Western powers, building on the individualist 

traditions of their own state development and liberalism, avoided as far as possible specific 

and unambiguous references to group rights and generally understood minority protection as 

the general and specific rights of citizens belonging to minorities.  

 

In some cases, however, the group rights of the minority as a collective had also been 

codified. This was the case with the treaty with Czechoslovakia, which promised the 

Ukrainian (Ruthenian) minority broad territorial, political, and cultural autonomy with its own 

legislative body; and the treaty with Romania, which provided for “local self-government” for 

“the Szekler and Saxon communities of Transylvania under the control of the Romanian state 

in religious and educational matters.” The Peace Conference also sought to grant territorial 

separation to Ukrainians in eastern Galicia (similar to the autonomy of the Rusyns in 

Czechoslovakia). Wilson’s original idea was that provisions for the protection of minorities 

should form an integral part of the Statute of the new international organization, the League 

of Nations. Instead, the victorious powers eventually decided to enshrine minority rights in 

the form of multilateral commitments. In the case of losing states—Austria, Hungary, 

Bulgaria, and Turkey—the peace treaties concluded with them contained these provisions. In 

the case of Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Romania, and Greece, they were laid down 

in separate conventions. Finally, Albania, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia made similar 

commitments in separate declarations at the time of their admission to the League of 

Nations.  
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The League of Nations became the fundamental body and the main guarantor of the new 

minority protection system. This was partly the result of Article 11 of the Statute, which gave 

all member states (and later, by means of an amendment, all minority organizations) the 

possibility to draw the attention of the organization to factors disturbing peace or good 

relations between states; and partly the result of the above-mentioned peace treaties, 

minority protection conventions, and declarations, which stated that observance of minority 

rights “will be guaranteed by the League of Nations.” In this way, the main guarantor of the 

commitments undertaken became an international organization and not a great power or a 

group of great powers, as was the case in the past. This was a significant change in the 

internationalization of the problem. 

 

The guarantee procedure of the League of Nations in minority matters followed the following 

practice: the Minority Committee of the secretariat of the organization examined the petitions 

received and, if it found the grievance justified, tried to reach a compromise acceptable to all 

parties concerned. In the majority of cases this was successful. If this failed, the Committee 

would refer the complaint to the Council of the organization, which would again attempt to 

resolve the matter by compromise. If this failed, the procedure continued with the Permanent 

Court of International Justice in The Hague, the highest international appellate body. No 

appeal was possible against the decision of the Hague Tribunal. However, these decisions 

were not sanctioned by anything other than the force of public opinion, so there was no one 

to enforce them. This was the main shortcoming of the League of Nations’ minority protection 

system and perhaps the most important reason for its ultimate failure. The other major 

problem with the system was that it covered only Central and Southeastern Europe, Turkey, 

Iraq, and Finland, and not the United States of America, Western Europe, and Germany. 

 

Despite the recommendations of the Peace Conference, treaty obligations and promises 

made, the states of the region generally did not seek to strengthen or preserve the national 

characteristics of their minorities, but to assimilate them, following and sometimes even 

going beyond pre-war imperial traditions. And there was no question of granting co-national 

status to majority and minority ethnic groups within a state, following the Swiss model. 

Instead, almost all states, even the most ethnically heterogeneous, adopted a strict 

centralism, and regionalism based on historical and/or cultural differences was not 

supported. Within this general situation, there were, of course, significant differences 

between the policies of the individual states in terms of guaranteeing general civil rights and 

democratic principles. This also affected the situation of minorities. However, the assumption 

that political democracy also meant guaranteeing minority rights was not borne out. 

 

 

 

The Situation of Minorities—In Practice 

 

 

Czechoslovakia 

 

Of all the states, Czechoslovakia had the most democratic, but its basic structure was also 

centralist rather than federal. The old provinces or administrative units were thus replaced 

not by different levels of autonomy according to linguistic boundaries, but by twenty-six 

administrative districts with minimal powers of self-government, essentially controlled from 
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Prague. According to the Pittsburgh Agreement of May 1918, signed by the future president 

of the state, Masaryk, Slovaks were to have their own parliament and government for internal 

affairs within the new state. Claiming that the Slovaks did not have the qualified intellectuals 

to perform such a task, the Prague leadership, with remarkable cynicism, broke this promise. 

Instead of granting autonomy, Prague treated the Slovak districts as colonies in many 

respects, and did not bother about their economic development. 

 

 
 

The differences in cultural and living standards between Czechs and Slovaks—despite the 

huge development of the Slovaks’ primary and secondary school network in their mother 

tongue and the establishment of a university in Bratislava—thus increased rather than 

decreased compared to the pre-war period. The denial of the independent Slovak nation was 

also expressed in the fact that the new state was called Czechoslovakia, if not Czecho-

Slovakia, despite the request of the Slovaks, and its citizens were not Czechs and Slovaks, 

but Czechoslovaks. This attitude was expressed in a 1929 decision of the Supreme Court in 

Prague as follows: “The state is a Czechoslovak one, therefore so is the official language.” The 

concept of a unified Czechoslovak nation and the colonialist behavior of the Czechs who were 

‘parachuted’ into the Slovak districts was an insult to the entire Slovak nation. In the western 

Lutheran districts, where Czechoslovakism had some tradition, resistance was not significant. 

In the Catholic areas of central and eastern Slovakia, however, an influential autonomist and 

even partly separatist and Magyarist tendency developed. It was led mostly by Catholic priests 

and teachers. The Czech reaction to this was very typical: when one of the Slovak leaders, 

Professor Vojtech Tuka, wrote an article in 1928 about the exile state of affairs (implying that 

the Slovak areas had been given the right to separate because of the failure to fulfill the 

Pittsburgh Agreement’s promise of autonomy, which was to be granted within 10 years at the 

latest), the authorities arrested him and sentenced him to 15 years in prison on charges of 

treason. 
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The situation of the Ruthenians, although much smaller in number and not even classifiable 

as a “Czechoslovak nation,” was similar to that of the Slovaks. In the Philadelphia Agreement 

of October 1918, which was also signed by Masaryk on the Czech side, they were promised 

the same self-administration as the Slovaks. The autonomy of Ruzynsk was also included in 

the treaty on the protection of minorities signed with Czechoslovakia, and Beneš had also 

promised it in a separate declaration. The promises were fulfilled to the extent that the region—

unlike the other ethnic districts—did indeed have a separate governor (delegated from Prague, 

of course), but provincial elections were never held and the provincial parliament never met. 

“The situation of the Czechs in Ruthenia,” one British contemporary observed, “reminds the 

traveler in many ways very much of that of the British in India.” The relative underdevelopment 

of the Ruthenian national movement and the continuing uncertainties of their identity and vision 

of the future meant that this ‘colonial’ situation did not lead to the same discontent among 

Ruthenians as among Slovaks. 

 

The legitimacy of the Czechoslovak state was most strongly challenged by the Germans living 

in the northern, western, and south-western border areas. The language law of the new state 

allowed the use of minority languages as official languages in all districts where the proportion 

of a minority reached 20%, and required it where it exceeded 50%. But this law, and the 

possibilities of self-government at municipal and cultural level, were not enough for the 

Germans. In fact, they wanted to belong to Germany or Austria, and when they were denied 

this opportunity, they demanded extensive provincial autonomy. In 1919–20, until the new 

state institutions were consolidated, there were numerous clashes between the Germans and 

Czech authorities, some of which resulted in deaths. From 1926 onwards, German hostility 

eased. The majority of their representatives supported the government in the second half of 

the 1920s, and some of them even took government positions. This gave hope for a future 

German-Czech reconciliation. However, the consequences of the economic crisis and Hitler's 

rise to power in 1933 dashed these hopes and soon destroyed the gains made so far. From 

1934, two-thirds of the votes of the ethnic German population were held by Konrad Henlein, 

who, while openly calling for autonomy, was in fact separatist and wanted to unite with 

Germany. 
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There were also small groups of Hungarians along the southern and eastern borders who 

saw their future within the Czechoslovak state. The vast majority of Hungarians, however, 

always saw the new situation as an interregnum, and continued to regard Hungary as their 

homeland, with Budapest’s policy as the guiding principle. In addition to their proximity to the 

motherland, the disloyalty of the Hungarians was reinforced by several factors: on the one 

hand, the Hungarian peasants did not benefit from the democratic land reform at the 

expense of the Hungarian medium and large estates to the same extent as the Slovaks and 

the Czech settlers; on the other hand, by changing the administrative boundaries, i.e. by 

merging the southern and northern districts, the Czech authorities tried to create districts in 

which the Hungarians did not form an absolute majority. 

 

 

Yugoslavia 

 

The South Slav state suffered from the same serious birth defects as Czechoslovakia. It 

united related yet distinct nations without democratically legitimizing this act. 

 

 
 

They were also similar in that the principle of state organization was not federalism, adapted 

to the national composition, but centralism, in the service of the strongest nation, the Serb, in 

its quest for power. During its twenty-three years of existence, the prime minister of the 

South Slav state had always been a Serb politician, except for a five-month period, and 

Serbs usually held the posts of Ministers of Defense and Foreign Affairs, as well as other key 

positions. Particular care was taken in the management of the army, which in 1938 had 165 

generals, of whom only 2 or 3 were Croats and Slovenes, and the rest were Serbs. 

Disregarding the historical provinces, the country was divided into thirty-three districts, 

governed by archbishops appointed by the king. The fact that 85% of the total population 

was South Slavic, and that the strongest non-South Slavic minority groups, Hungarians and 

Albanians, made up only 4–5% of the total population, and not 22–23% like the Germans in 

Czechoslovakia, improved the chances of Serbian centralism. What made it worse was that, 
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from a cultural-civilizational point of view, Serbs were far from the high level of the Czechs, 

and were at a distinct disadvantage compared to Croats and Slovenes. 

 

 
 

The 1921 Constitution was considered quite democratic by Balkan standards, but it ruled out 

even the possibility of federalism, regionalism, or even decentralization (and was issued, 

typically, on June 28, the Serbian national holiday of St. Vitus, Vidovdan). It was mainly the 

Croats who rebelled against it. The leader of the resistance was Stjepan Radić, leader of the 

Croatian Peasant Party, who sought to federalise the southern Slav state and, within it, to 

achieve autonomy for the Croatian regions. By the second half of the 1920s, the Croatian-

Serbian conflict had reached such proportions that it was almost impossible for the 

parliament to function. To add fuel to the fire, in 1928 a Montenegrin Serb MP shot Radić and 

two Croatian colleagues in parliament. The country was in crisis. The king tried to deal with 

this by dissolving parliament in 1929, banning parliamentary parties and imposing a royal 

dictatorship. He sought to reduce national differences by creating a nationalism 

(Yugoslavism) that would unite all southern Slavs. The historical provinces were therefore 

abolished altogether and replaced by nine new and artificially created regions, mostly named 

after the country's rivers. The official name of the state was no longer the Kingdom of Serbs, 

Croats, and Slovenes, but Yugoslavia, in order to create a unified South Slavic 

consciousness. 

 

Unlike the Croats, who had extensive autonomy within the Kingdom of Hungary and were not 

willing to settle for less in the new southern Slav state, the Slovenes were essentially content 

with their situation. Although they were opposed to excessive centralisation, their 

dissatisfaction was greatly mitigated by the fact that Belgrade gave them everything they had 

asked in vain for in Vienna: a network of schools in their mother tongue, including a 

university, and the use of Slovene at all levels in the areas they inhabited. Their local 

autonomy was thus essentially assured, and as long as the Serbs claimed their support 

against the Croats, it was not threatened. Anton Korošec, the leader of the Slovene People's 
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Party and the only non-Serb prime minister of the southern Slav state, described the situation 

in 1924: “As long as my party is in government, Belgrade will allow us to govern Slovenia 

according to our wishes. Although I myself know that this kind of centralization cannot be 

maintained for long, we will act wisely if, while it exists, we profit by the circumstances and 

make certain gains for ourselves in the bargain.” 

 

Bosnian Muslim leaders oscillated between Serbs and Croats. They initially supported 

Belgrade in the hope of respecting the province’s historical borders and Muslim religious-

educational autonomy. The 1921 Constitution won a majority with their votes. Later, 

however, disappointed in their hopes, they preferred to cooperate with the Croats. 

 

Like the Macedonians, the Hungarians of Vojvodina and the Albanians of Kosovo were 

considered foreign bodies within the South Slavic state, and were severely discriminated 

against economically, politically, and culturally by Belgrade’s policy, unlike the more humane 

and democratic treatment in Czechoslovakia. As far as the Hungarians of Vojvodina are 

concerned, a typical manifestation of discrimination was the restriction of mother-tongue 

education to the lower four grades of primary schools, and the drastic reduction in the 

number of schools teaching minority languages. Of the 645 schools teaching in Hungarian 

before the war, only 132 were still in operation in 1934. The land reform was also carried out 

in a discriminatory manner, with Serbian settlers being brought in to expropriate Hungarian 

medium and large estates. 

 

The Yugoslav authorities were more understanding towards the Germans, whose separatism 

was not to be feared, and after the end of the Yugoslav-Romanian border dispute in 1923, 

the Romanians in the Banat were not treated as harshly as before. 

 

 

Poland 

 

Unlike Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, whose artificial borders and unintegrated linguistic-

ethnic heterogeneity were well known, Poland and Romania were not without internal 

cohesion or the moral capital to legitimize themselves. Their problems did not arise, 

therefore, from anyone questioning the right of the Polish and Romanian peoples to unite in 

their own nation-state, but from the fact that they included a national population, some of it 

bordering on the border, which was not at all necessary; and that the Polish and Romanian 

leaderships responded not by developing and offering various forms of partnership, but by 

resorting to a variety of means of integral nationalism, i.e., national homogenization. 

 

The German minority in Poland, for example, barely reached 4% of the total population. 

However, living in Upper Silesia, around Poznan and in the Corridor area, they were a 

constant target of German revisionism in the Reich, not only under Hitler but also under 

Stresemann. But the Polish leadership still resented the Germans and was now repaying the 

Prussianization policies of the decades before the war with interest. The land of the German 

settlers was taken without further ado and given to Polish settlers. But they also sought to 

discriminate against the Germans in every other respect. The aim was to force them to 

emigrate. Only the Upper Silesians were somewhat better off, because they enjoyed the 

benefits of the autonomy imposed and controlled by the League of Nations. But here, too, the 



15 
 

governors appointed by Warsaw, who were among the fanatical nationalists, discouraged 

peaceful coexistence. 

 

 
 

 

The other major “indigestion” of the Polish 

nation-state was the presence of 

Ukrainians in the eastern border zone. 

Although the Polish parliament had voted 

in 1922 for a law on the autonomy of the 

Ukrainian-inhabited territories, this law 

was never enacted, nor was it made clear 

to which areas it would apply.  

 

After 1926, when Piłsudski imposed a 

dictatorship, the law was simply shelved 

and it was openly proclaimed that the aim 

of the Polish state was to incorporate all 

Slavs into the Polish nation. To this end, 

thousands of Polish officials, Catholic 

priests, and land-hungry peasants arrived 

in the eastern border region, seeking to 

disarm the Ukrainians by any means 

possible. Thus, of the 2,891 Ukrainian-

language schools, by 1938 there were no 

more than 360, and the number of 

bilingual schools had increased by only 

700 (from 2,305 to 3,005).  
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The Ukrainian departments of the University of Lemberg were disbanded and more than 

2,000 of the Prosuita’s nearly 3,000 reading rooms were closed by 1923. Other targets of 

Polonization, as in the nineteenth-century Tsarist policy, were the Orthodox and Greek 

Catholic Churches, both of which identified themselves with the Ukrainian national cause. 

The former was subjected to very severe persecution—hundreds of Orthodox churches were 

destroyed, closed or given to the Roman Catholic Church—while the latter was only 

subjected to milder discrimination. A specific element of anti-Ukrainian Polish policy was the 

reinforcement of the cultural distinctiveness of the Lemko dialect-speaking Ruthenians in 

school and church policy. 

 

Jews, traditionally considered a nationality in Poland, accounted for 8% of the total 

population according to Polish statistics, but were estimated at 10%, making them the 

second largest minority community in the country. Although the various regional groups of 

this minority were socially very similar, they differed significantly in terms of their cultural and 

political traditions. While the Galician Jews ‘inherited’ from the Monarchy the equal rights that 

they had enjoyed since 1867, the majority of Jews in Russia had suffered bitter experiences 

of bloody pogroms and only in the new Polish state did they gain the equality of rights they 

had long sought. The Treaty for the Protection of Minorities also provided for a number of 

other rights, some of which applied to all nationalities, others only to Jews. 

 

But the Polish state has failed to honor many of these commitments, as well as its 

commitments to other nationalities. Instead, under the slogan “Poland for the Poles,” it 

sought (in partnership with the Catholic Church, incidentally) from the mid-1920s to reduce 

the relatively high proportion of Jews in various intellectual careers and to reduce their 

economic influence. The mass assimilation of Jews was also considered to be very 

dangerous. This government policy also contributed to the emergence of a very significant 

political activity among Polish Jews, unlike in other states in the region. One of the major 

trends in the Jewish national movement in Poland—following the tradition of Russian cultural 

Zionism—focused on activities in the diaspora and sought to achieve national-territorial 

autonomy within the Polish state. It was on the initiative of representatives of this camp that 

the so-called Nationality Bloc, made up of representatives of minorities in Poland, was 

formed in 1922 and won more than 20% of the votes in the elections. This grouping wanted 

to transform Poland from a state of national homogenisation into a common state of different 

national groups and demanded national-political autonomy for the larger and territorially 

isolated minorities. The other Zionist tendency, on the other hand, continued to see the 

creation of an independent Jewish state in Palestine as its goal, and called for emigration to 

this end. Given that only a little over 100,000 of the 2–3 million had chosen this option by the 

mid-1930s, it is safe to assume that the majority favored one of the solutions within Poland. 
 

 
Romania 

 

Romania’s ideal and ultimate goal, like Poland’s, was a homogeneous nation-state that 

excluded any form of regionalism or local autonomy. “The Kingdom of Romania is a unitary 

and indivisible state,” the 1923 Constitution stated. It followed that the new counties, headed 

by leaders from Bucharest, rarely overlapped with the old administrative units. Regionalism 

and the denial of local traditions did not go down well with Romanian leaders in the new 

entities. 
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The largest minority, and the one that most challenged the Romanian state’s rule, was the 

Hungarian. Although they made up only 8–9% of the total population of the Romanian state, 

in Transylvania, where they lived, their share exceeded 25%. Their integration and loyal 

citizenship was made more difficult by the fact that, like the Germans in Czechoslovakia and 

Poland, they became “second-class citizens” overnight. The gap between their legal-political 

status, their socio-cultural level, and self-esteem was thus so wide that it was unthinkable to 

bridge it within a centralized Romanian nation-state. In contrast to the disconnected fragment 

of the formerly dominant Hungarian people, there was not a developed and cultured majority 

Romanian nation in a democratic state (such as the Czechs in Czechoslovakia), but an 

autocratic nation, which had been brought up in the Byzantine Orthodox tradition and 

administered its state in this spirit, and which, in the spirit of the Dacoromanian theory, 

considered all non-Romanians as invaders.  
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This resulted in a number of “extra-discriminations” that were unthinkable in Czechoslovakia. 

These included the scandalous and repeated electoral abuses at the expense of Hungarian 

candidates and, above all, the land reform, which was carried out by deliberately applying 

different standards for the size of land to be expropriated and for compensation in the Regat 

and in Transylvania. As a result, it is not at all surprising that the vast majority of Hungarians 

perceived Transylvania’s belonging to Romania as an interregnum, and only a young 

minority of intellectuals represented and promoted an ideology known as Transylvanianism, 

which advocated the interdependence and regional unity of all ethnic groups in Transylvania, 

regardless of language or ethnic origin. 

 

The Ukrainian and Russian minorities concentrated in Bessarabia and Bukovina made up 

only half of the Hungarian minority, and were not as culturally different from the Romanians 

as the Hungarians. Yet their attitudes towards the Romanian state were as dismissive as 

those of the Hungarians. This, together with linguistic and ethnic differences and historical 

ties in other directions, was partly due to the lack of demand in Romania for the products of 

Bessarabian horticulture, which always found a ready market in Tsarist Russia. This was 

compounded by the behavior of state officials from the Regat, who, following the old Turkish-

Greek pattern, ‘simply plundered the province.’ The result: partly instinctive, partly financed 

from across the border, communist-influenced peasant uprisings throughout the province, 

which the Romanian authorities put down with the same brutality as the Polish military had 

used against the Ukrainian and Belarusian peasants. Quoting the British historian Seton-

Watson: “These circumstances affected the Russians and Ukrainians of Bessarabia equally. 

The horrors of Greater Romania, after a peacefully animalistic and stagnant existence in 

Russia, had only one lesson to teach: the Old Kingdom was responsible for all the troubles. 

And therefore the only wish of both Ukrainians and Russians was to break away from 

Bucharest.” 

 

The three-quarters of a million Germans, most of whom lived in Transylvania (Saxons) and 

the Banat (Swabians), with a minority in Bukovina and Bessarabia, were Romania’s only 

loyal minority. In return, it was able to enrich itself unhindered and to exercise self-

government in the settlements it inhabited. This only began to change in the 1930s, when, 

with the support of Nazi Germany, a section of the German population began to behave as a 

state within the state. Relations between the Jewish population of the same size and the 

Romanian state were less cohesive. Under the regulations for the protection of minorities, 

emancipation was also implemented in Romania from 1919, which created more favouable 

living conditions, especially for the Jews of Bessarabia. The Jews of Bukovina, and 

especially those of Transylvania, who had previously assimilated with the Hungarians, were 

considered enemies of the Romanian national ideal. This meant that the Romanian 

government did not support the latter, but only the Bessarabian Jews, whom it could play off 

against the Ukrainians and Russians there. This area became one of the most important 

centers of Yiddish-language literature and press between the two world wars. The situation 

of the Jews of Sephardic origin in the Great Plain was different from that of Jews in the 

former monarchy and Russia. Despite anti-Semitic sentiment and legislation, they had 

already become wealthy in the previous century, had gained social and political influence, 

and had risen to the urban middle class, adapting to Romanian culture. Their influence 

remained significant despite the traditional anti-Semitism of the Romanian intelligentsia and 

peasantry. The Jewish national movement in Romania as a whole was characterized by the 

need to maintain and develop local Jewish cultural institutions. Their dispersed nature meant 
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that they could not claim territorial autonomy, nor were they attracted by emigration to 

Palestine. Between 1919 and 1939, only 16,000 people left the country, although the 

Romanian government supported the emigration movement. 

 

 

The Homogeneous Nation-States 

 

There were also nationalities in countries not yet mentioned—Bulgaria, Hungary, Albania, 

Greece, and Austria. But in none of them were they as numerous or as problematic as in the 

countries discussed so far. 

 

Hungary’s largest national minority, the German minority, like the diasporas of neighboring 

countries, has been on the path of integration into the majority society. Some of their groups, 

mainly urban citizens and intellectuals, were almost completely integrated, while others, 

mainly rural peasant communities, still maintained their linguistic and cultural distinctiveness. 

The latter, however, demanded no more than an adequate level of instruction in German, 

and the only dispute between them and the government was over the proportion of subjects 

taught in German and Hungarian. 

 

There was a significant Jewish diaspora in Hungary (5%) and Austria (4%). However, unlike 

Jews in Poland and Bessarabia, the vast majority of these Jews did not define themselves 

(or were defined) as a nationality but as a religious group, and were already quite similar 

linguistically and culturally to the majority population of the host country. Zionism hardly ever 

appeared among them, and practically none of them wanted to emigrate or to claim any 

special rights. Their problems—both in Austria and in Hungary—stemmed rather from the 

fact that in the new situation after Versailles there were strong efforts within the majority 

societies to halt or even reverse the assimilation process and to segregate, exclude, and 

scapegoat the Jews. The first conspicuous manifestation of this tendency was the so-called 

numerus clausus law of 1920 in Hungary, which capped the number of Jewish students in 

university and college education in proportion to the proportion of Jews in the overall society. 

Despite this, Jews’ security of life and property, their political rights, and their ability to 

practise their religion were not threatened in either country (in Austria until the mid-1930s, in 

Hungary until the late 1930s). However, following the Nazi example in Germany, severe 

discrimination was then introduced in both countries. 

 

 

The League of Nations’s Minority Protection Practice 

 

Due to the homogenisation efforts of the majority nations, by the late 1930s the League of 

Nations had received some five hundred complaints from eighteen minorities. Of these, 131 

concerned German minorities. Of these complaints, an annual average of 30–35 was found 

to be justified in the late 1920s and early 1930s. The vast majority of these were settled at 

the level of the Minority Committee or Council of the organization. One such case was the 

aforementioned 1920 Hungarian numerus clausus law, against which nine complaints were 

received and which the Hungarian government did not relax until 1928. The Permanent Court 

of International Justice, as the highest forum, was called upon on seven occasions. Of these, 

the first two concerned violations of the German minority in Poland. In both cases the Polish 

government was condemned. Subsequently, in 1925, 1928, and 1930, the court dealt with 
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Greek-Turkish and Greek-Bulgarian cases, and again in 1931 with Poland (concerning the 

education of the German minority in Upper Silesia in their mother tongue). The last court 

resolution, in 1935, was issued in defense of minority (mainly Greek) schools in Albania. 

Although the interventions of the League of Nations and the Permanent Court of International 

Justice did not fundamentally change the policy of states that were discriminating against 

their nationalities, they did blunt the edge of the policy. It is therefore safe to assume that, 

had this system not existed, the homogenization drive would have been even more violent.  

 

The League of Nations minority protection mechanism was in operation until the mid-1930s. 

Germany withdrew in 1934, and Poland and the other states (committed to minority 

protection) renounced their obligations and commitments. The system therefore broke up in 

1934–35. The protection of minorities was then increasingly replaced by the use of minorities 

in order to build a new European state order. However, the guiding actors were no longer the 

architects of the Versailles order, but its two most damaged powers, Germany and the Soviet 

Union, and a disaffected Italy.  

 

 

The Failure of Regional Cooperation 

 

The multinational and national states of Central Europe, created or reformed in 1919–20, 

were strategically expected by Western Europe to check both German expansion eastwards, 

Bolshevism and the Russian expansion westwards that might be revived in the future. 

Disintegration was therefore perceived by French, British, and American policy as the first 

step in a process of realignment, to be followed by regional cooperation between the new 

states. In the final phase of the war and in the months following the end of hostilities, a 

variety of ideas emerged on this subject, both among the politicians of the great powers and 

among the national elites of the region.  

 

The most comprehensive plan was devised in 1917 by Tomas G. Masaryk, the leader of the 

Czech emigration during the war and later the first president of the new Czechoslovak state. 

He envisaged that the main pillars of the essentially anti-Pan-German barrier would be a 

“liberated and united Poland, a liberated and united Bohemia and Moravia with Slovakia, and 

a liberated and united Yugoslavia.” The Latin peoples of the region, the Romanians and 

Italians, as well as the Lithuanians, Latvians, and Estonians, and even the Hungarians, could 

have joined in—provided they “confined themselves to governing their own people.” The 

post-war Romanian Foreign Minister Take Ionescu, on the other hand, only proposed 

cooperation between the five Central and Eastern European and Balkan countries (Poland, 

Czechoslovakia, Romania, Yugoslavia, and Greece) who sided with the Allies. This excluded 

the Baltic states, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Albania. 

 

These were just two examples from the Allies' vision, none of which materialized. The 

fundamental reasons for this were national antagonisms, usually fuelled by border disputes, 

which were more important than any other aspect, including security. The only lasting 

regional cooperation that emerged between the states of the region was the political and 

military alliance (Little Entente) between Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia in 1920–

21. Its purpose and function was to keep Hungary and, to some extent, Bulgaria at bay, i.e., 

to enforce the terms of the Trianon and Neuilly Treaties. To this end, the three countries 

undertook that if one of them was attacked by Hungary without provocation, the other two 
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would come to the aid of the attacked ally. Romania and Yugoslavia extended this 

commitment to a possible attack by Bulgaria, for which they obtained the support of Greece 

from 1924. 

 

The Little Entente diplomacy, led by Czechoslovak Foreign Minister Beneš, sought to bring 

Austria into the alliance in order to complete the ring around Hungary. However, this had only 

partial and temporary results. After initial hesitations, from the last third of the 1920s Austria, 

despite the South Tyrolean conflict, moved closer to Italy, like Hungary. By the early 1930s, 

this triple bloc had formed a significant counterweight to the Czech-Romanian-Yugoslav 

alliance. But it was not joined by Poland, the largest state in the region, which felt threatened 

not by Bulgaria or Hungary but above all by Germany and the Soviet Union, and which also 

resented Czechoslovakia because of the border dispute in Teschen. Poland therefore 

established closer cooperation only with Romania among the states of the Little Entente: the 

1921 Treaty of Alliance provided for mutual assistance and military support in the event of an 

unprovoked attack on the eastern borders of one of the contracting parties. 

 

The interstate relations between East Central and Southeastern Europe were thus already 

characterized by a high degree of hostility in the 1920s. Each state in the region had one or 

more enemies, and each had a great power adversary outside the region. The foundations of 

the alliance systems were therefore fragile and only temporarily guaranteed the security of 

each country. 


