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British reflections on the French Revolution. From the early 

Nineteenth Century to the present 

 

Harry T. DICKINSON
 

 

Keywords: French Revolution, Britain, Jacobins, Napoleon, 

cultural responses 

Abstract. In the field of  historical writing, the French Revolution has continued 

to stimulate opinion and controversy among informed Britons. For example, Thomas Carlyle 

began his work, The French Revolution: A History, about the same time as another scholar, 

Archibald Alison, and completed it in three volumes in 1837. His criticisms were developed 

more fully in his book, The Social Interpretation of  the French Revolution (1964). He later 

castigated in print James Mackintosh, Samuel Coleridge, Robert Southey and William 

Wordsworth for abandoning their earlier enthusiasm for the French Revolution. Historical 

accounts of  the French Revolution were produced by writers both inside and outside the 

academy. Some expressed admiration for the principles of  the early French Revolution and 

condemned the opposition to it of  all the monarchs of  Europe. In spite of  its violence, follies 

and crimes, many believed that the French Revolution of  1789 had proved to be a great 

blessing to mankind. Conversely, French historian François Furet rejected what he regarded as 

a Marxist interpretation of  the French Revolution. The Chartist James Bronterre O’Brien 

was greatly dissatisfied with the Great Reform Act of  1832 and he was soon disillusioned 

with the French Revolution of  1848 and the Second Republic. In the Quarterly Review, the 

French Revolution was still held to be the most dangerous threat to monarchy, aristocracy, 

social order and the Christian religion. Britain’s greatest caricaturists created this image 

during the 1790s and popular films and TV shows reinforced it.  It has even been argued 

that the area of  French revolutionary studies has become splintered and atomised to the 

confusion of  new students seeking to enter the field. 

 

The French Revolution of 1789 proved to be so dramatic, traumatic 

and significant that it was later regarded as a watershed marking the change 
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10   Harry T. DICKINSON 

from the ancien regime to the modern world.1 It has undoubtedly had a 

profound impact on all subsequent French history. In Britain, it inspired a 

prolonged and intense ideological debate between those hoping to see Britain 

emulate the example of France and those who greatly feared that the 

Revolution would destroy Britain’s cherished political and social order. It 

influenced the policies and actions of the British government and Westminster 

Parliament and motivated radicals and loyalists across the British Isles. It 

brought Britain into a war unprecedented in scale and posed a major threat to 

the country’s overseas trade, colonial possessions and very survival as an 

independent state. Not surprisingly, therefore, the French Revolution remained 

a subject of debate and dispute within British society long after it ceased to 

pose a direct threat. To appreciate how the French Revolution continued to 

have an influence on Britain and lingered long in the historic memory of the 

British people, we need to look at how British historians have studied and 

interpreted it, how it has been represented in a wide range of cultural media, 

and how it affected the attitudes and constitutional principles of British 

politicians and political commentators. 

 

I 

British Historians and the French Revolution 

Many of the most famous and most gifted French historians, from the 

early nineteenth century to the present, have attempted to explain, interpret 

and understand the significance of the French Revolution of 1789. From 

Thiers to Furet, through the likes of Michelet, Taine, Mathiez and Lefebvre, 

they have published a huge number of studies and yet widely different 

interpretations of the Revolution.2 All the best, most influential and most 

controversial works on the Revolution produced by French scholars have been 

translated into English and have had a profound impact on British historians. 

They have not, however, always been accepted uncritically. Throughout much 

of the nineteenth century British historians were suspicious of the political 

motives and intellectual bias of many of the leading French historians writing 

on the Revolution, but few of them discovered new sources on the scale of 

                                                           
1 F.L. Ford, ‘The Revolutionary-Napoleonic Era: How much of a Watershed?’, American Historical 
Review, 69 (1963), 18-29. 
2 See, for example, G.P. Gooch, History and Historians in the Nineteenth Century (2nd edition, London, 
1952), pp. xvii-xx, 151-196, 214-240; J. McManners, ‘The Historiography of the French Revolution’, 
in The New Cambridge Modern History, Volume VIII: The American and French Revolutions 1763-1793 
(Cambridge, 1965), pp. 618-652; and N. Hampson, ‘The French Revolution and its Historians’, in 
The Permanent Revolution: The French Revolution and its Legacy, ed. G. Best (London, 1988), pp. 211-234. 
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Aulard or offered grand new interpretations in the manner of Mathiez. While 

they might claim to stand more aloof from the Revolution, British historians 

were in fact greatly influenced by the impact, which they believed the 

Revolution had had on Britain. In the nineteenth century most of them 

believed that the abuses and corruption of the ancien regime had justified 

demands for reform, but they were invariably critical of the way the Revolution 

had degenerated into violence and terror. They tended to ignore the influence 

of economic and social forces on the course of the Revolution. They were 

often convinced of the follies and crimes of the Girondins and the Jacobins, 

but they tended to neglect the impact that foreign military intervention had on 

the conduct of these revolutionaries. While acknowledging that the 

consequences of the Revolution had been profound, they were reluctant to 

accept its more constructive achievements.3 

Historical accounts of the French Revolution were produced by writers 

both inside and outside the academy. William Smyth, Regius Professor of 

History at the University of Cambridge from 1807 to 1847, was the first 

academic scholar in Britain to attempt a disinterested study of the French 

Revolution. He read widely, though uncritically, among the sources, both 

reliable and unreliable, that were beginning to be published in France. He 

blamed the outbreak of the Revolution on the abuses of the ancien regime and 

the failure to reform the royal finances. While sympathetic to the early French 

efforts to establish a limited, constitutional monarchy along British lines, he 

criticised even these early revolutionaries for being too ready to rely on 

visionary theories and to place too much trust in human reason. While critical 

of the counter-revolutionary intentions of Louis XVI and the Austrians, he 

placed great stress on the follies and crimes of the Girondins and the Jacobins. 

He rejected the claims of Thiers and Mignet that the descent into the Terror 

was virtually inevitable and he did not accept Guizot’s view that great 

principles were at work in the Revolution.4 

In 1825, the conservative poet and novelist, Walter Scott, began work 

on a biography of Napoleon. By the time it was completed, as The Life of 

Napoleon Buonaparte: Emperor of the French, in 1827, it stretched to nine volumes 

and over one million words. Before beginning his study of Napoleon’s career, 

Scott produced an opening volume on the earlier stages of the French 

                                                           
3 H. Ben-Israel, English Historians on the French Revolution (Cambridge, 1968). 
4 Ibid., pp. 71-97; H. Ben-Israel, ‘William Smyth, Historian of the French Revolution’, Journal of the 
History of Ideas, 21 (1960), 571-585; and K.T.B. Butler, ‘A “petty” Professor of Modern History: 
William Smyth (1765-1849)’, Cambridge Historical Journal, 9 (1948), 217-238. 
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Revolution. In it he revealed his debt to Edmund Burke’s hostile views on the 

Revolution. He proclaimed the benefits of an hierarchical society, his interest 

in defending private property, and his conviction that the Christian religion 

was of great social value. He acknowledged that the Revolution was primarily 

caused by the weaknesses and rigidity of the ancien regime, but he did not 

accept that the course taken by the Revolution was inevitable or that the 

leading revolutionaries had strong popular support. A more able monarch, 

with better advisers, could have avoided the descent into violence and terror. 

Agreeing strongly with Burke, Scott attacked rash appeals to abstract natural 

rights and lamented the doomed attempts to create an egalitarian society. He 

condemned the unwitting role played by Voltaire and other French 

philosophes in stoking the political ambitions of both the restless bourgeoisie 

and the lawless mob. He made martyrs out of Louis XVI and Marie 

Antoinette, and he denounced the Girondins as weak and the Jacobins as 

satanic.5 

The conservative bias of Scott’s volume on the French Revolution did 

not go unchallenged. John Stuart Mill severely criticised it in a very substantial 

and painstaking review,6 while the essayist and literary critic, William Hazlitt, 

rushed to respond to Scott’s work by producing his own study of The Life of 

Napoleon in four volumes, between 1828 and 1830. As a young man, Hazlitt 

had been attracted to the radical political views of William Godwin. He later 

castigated in print James Mackintosh, Samuel Coleridge, Robert Southey and 

William Wordsworth for abandoning their earlier enthusiasm for the French 

Revolution. Hazlitt was never a convinced democratic republican, but he hated 

the political power exercised by divine right monarchies and the landed 

aristocracy throughout Europe. He attacked Edmund Burke’s views of the 

French Revolution as pernicious, condemned the decision of the British 

government to wage a counter-revolutionary war against France, and was 

appalled when the Bourbon monarchy was restored in France in 1814-

15.Hazlitt particularly admired the role that Rousseau had played in influencing 

the French revolutionaries. He blamed the abuses of the ancien regime for 

causing the Revolution and he believed that timely concessions could have 

                                                           
5 R.C. Gordon, ‘Scott among the Partisans: A significant bias in his “Life of Napoleon 
Buonaparte”’, in Scott Bicentenary Essays, ed. A. Bell (Edinburgh, 1973), pp. 115-133; M.A. Weinstein, 
‘Sir Walter Scott’s French Revolution: the British Conservative View’, Scottish Literary Journal, 7 
(1980), 31-40; and B.R. Friedman, Fabricating History: English Writers on the French Revolution 
(Princeton, NJ, 1988), pp. 67-108. 
6 Westminster Review, 9 (1828), 251-303. It was published as a separate pamphlet in the same year as A 
Critical examination of the Preliminary View of the French Revolution, prefixed to Scott’s ‘Life of Bonaparte’. 
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avoided the subsequent violence. The Revolution’s descent into violence and 

terror was partly due to flaws in the French character (the French people were 

in his view too devoted to abstract ideas and wild speculation), but it was also 

due to the unjust interference in the internal affairs of France by foreign 

counter-revolutionary forces. Hazlitt did not admire Robespierre, but he did 

regard Napoleon as the saviour of the Revolution and credited him with giving 

unity and stability to the French state. Britain, by contrast, he regarded as 

vindictive and hypocritical, and primarily responsible for the rise and fall of 

Napoleon.7 

The 1830s saw the publication of two very influential histories, which 

were to reach a great many readers and to have a profound effect on the 

popular image of the French Revolution in Britain. Archibald Alison, a 

conservative Scottish lawyer, began writing on the French Revolution as early 

as 1829 and produced his multi-volume History of Europe from the Commencement 

of the French Revolution in 1789 to the Restoration of the Bourbons in 1815 between 

1833 and 1842. Ten editions of this work, including an abridged version for 

use in schools, had appeared by 1860.8 In the mid and later nineteenth century 

his was the best-selling history of the French Revolution in both Britain and 

the USA. Although striving for impartiality, Alison was in fact a professed 

conservative and he consciously endeavoured to warn his readers of the 

dangers of too much democracy. While he accepted that the French people 

had many reasons to dislike the ancien regime, he criticised the propertied elite 

for not standing up to popular violence. He believed that the absence of a large 

and influential middle class in France had made it impossible to prevent the 

growth of royal absolutism during the ancien regime and to defeat popular 

violence from1789 onwards. Irreligious men, craving power and deluded by 

wild democratic theories, had led the descent into violence that inevitably 

resulted in a military dictatorship.9 

                                                           
7 B.R. Friedman, Fabricating History, pp. 67-108; S. Deane, The French Revolution and Enlightenment in 
England, 1789-1832 (Cambridge, MA, 1988), pp. 130-157; M.A. Garnett, ‘Hazlitt against Burke: 
Radical versus Conservative?’, Durham University Journal, 81 (1989), 229-239; C. Salvesen, ‘Hazlitt and 
the French Revolution’, in Tropes of Revolution: writers’ reactions to real and imagined revolutions 1789-1989, 
ed. C.C. Barfoot and T. D’haen (Amsterdam, 1991), pp. 55-71; and P. Harling, ‘William Hazlitt and 
Radical Journalism’, Romanticism, 3 (1997), 53-65. 
8 An on-line version of the complete text was produced by Cambridge University in 2011. 
9 H. Ben-Israel, English Historians on the French Revolution, pp. 99-102, 151-153; M. Michie, An 
Enlightened Tory in Victorian Scotland: The Career of Sir Archibald Alison (East Linton, 1997), pp. 130-
158; M. Milne, ‘Archibald Alison: Conservative Controversialist’, Albion, 27 (1995), 419-443; and 
C.A. Simmons, ‘Disease and dismemberment: Two conservative metaphors for the French 
Revolution’, Prose Studies: History, Theory, Criticism, 15 (1992), 208-224. 
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Thomas Carlyle began his work, The French Revolution: A History, about 

the same time as Alison and completed it in three volumes in 1837. It was a 

greater critical success and it remained for many years the most famous British 

study of the Revolution. Even if no longer widely read, it succeeded in fixing in 

the British mind a particular view of the French Revolution. Carlyle wrote only 

about the aspects of the Revolution that evoked in him the strongest reactions. 

His history is episodic and lacks proportion because he deliberately set out to 

write a very vivid and human history of the Revolution. He was dissatisfied 

with those historians who offered grand theories rather than specific 

information. He relied heavily on his imagination, adopted a dramatic narrative 

form, wrote regularly in the first person, offered innumerable anecdotes, and 

produced brilliant if unreliable character vignettes. There is little in his history 

on economic and constitutional developments, administrative and legal 

reforms, the events in provincial France, or the reactions to the Revolution 

across Europe. Carlyle was preoccupied with the effect his prose would have 

on his readers and so he strove to enable his readers to see, hear and feel what 

was happening in revolutionary Paris. His writing was most powerful when 

describing the dramatic scenes of death and terror when the guillotine was 

being over-used. 

Carlyle stressed the grievous social, economic and political injustices of 

the ancien regime, which, un-redressed, inevitably led to the Revolution. He 

also criticised the French philosophes for encouraging change and all the 

revolutionary groups who tried to implement radical reforms. He did not, 

however, believe that the Revolution was a conspiracy hatched by intellectuals 

and he pitied rather than blamed the revolutionary leaders. The early reforms 

offered no remedy for the sickness affecting the French monarchy and, after 

the death of Mirabeau, there was no one to suggest effective policies to 

improve the situation. Attempts at universal suffrage and unlimited liberty 

continued rather than ended the political sickness affecting France. The 

Parisian sans-culottes strove to achieve a lofty ideal, but were ill equipped to 

achieve success. Carlyle refused to condemn the Terror because he believed it 

was the work of the many not the few. The Terror was a violent punishment 

of France for past abuses and was the means to destroy sick, corrupt and 

decaying institutions. It was terrible and destructive, but it was natural, even 

necessary, and might yet prove productive of good. Carlyle therefore 

suspended judgement on the ultimate significance of the Revolution. After the 
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death of Robespierre he lost interest in the Revolution and his study ends in 

1795.10 

Carlyle and other writers in the early to mid-nineteenth century had 

used some primary sources for their accounts, but the first British historian to 

recognise the difficulty of establishing the facts about the Revolution and to 

use primary sources well in the manner of a genuine researcher was John 

Wilson Croker. He was a fierce critic of the flood of spurious and unreliable 

memoires, which were published after the Bourbon restoration of 1815, and he 

was outraged at the shallowness of the research underpinning Alison’s history 

of the Revolution. Partly because he recognised that the available sources were 

inadequate for a complete understanding of the Revolution, Croker never 

produced a complete narrative or coherent history of it. Instead, he composed 

very extensive reviews of published accounts claiming to provide first-hand 

evidence and he compiled individual essays on particular episodes. About thirty 

of these reviews and essays appeared in the conservative Quarterly Review 

between the early 1820s and the early 1850s. The best eight were subsequently 

reissued as Essays on the Early Period of the French Revolution, in 1857. Croker was a 

great admirer of Edmund Burke and a staunch conservative, who revered the 

monarchy and the aristocracy, disliked abstract political theories, feared 

revolution spreading to Britain, and hated Napoleon. He tried hard, however, 

to prevent these prejudices affecting his judgement too much when writing as 

an historian on the early years of the Revolution. Always horrified by the 

violence of the Revolution, he did moderate his tone in his later, revised essays. 

He did come to recognise that the Revolution had been caused by the great 

social, legal and moral grievances of the French people under the ancien 

regime and he did appreciate the need for some reforms in 1789. Although he 

believed that Louis XVI had made grave mistakes in 1789, he nevertheless 

believed that an irresistible democratic tide had defeated all the efforts of the 

ablest political leaders from Lafayette to Danton. While utterly deploring the 

Terror, he accepted that Robespierre possessed ability and integrity, was 

                                                           
10 H. Ben-Israel, English Historians on the French Revolution, pp. 127-150; H. Ben-Israel, ‘Carlyle and the 
French Revolution’, Historical Journal, 1 (1958), 115-135; B.F. Friedman, Fabricating History, pp. 109-
144; L.T. Frye, ‘“Great Burke”, Thomas Carlyle and the French Revolution’, in The French Revolution 
Debate in English Literature and Culture, ed. L.P. Crafton (Westport, Conn., 1997), pp. 83-106; A. 
Cobban, ‘Carlyle’s French Revolution’, History, 48 (1963), 306-316; C.F. Harrold, ‘Carlyle’s General 
Method in the French Revolution’, Publications of the Modern Language Association, 43 (1928), 1150-
1169; H.M. Leicester, ‘The Dialectic of Romantic Historiography: Prospect and Retrospect in “The 
French Revolution”’, Victorian Studies, 15 (1971), 5-17; and C. Heyrendt-Sherman, ‘Re-presenting 
the French Revolution: the impact of Carlyle’s work on British society and its self-representation’, 
Revue française de civilization Britannique, 15 (2000), 29-41. 
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incorruptible, and was not responsible for all the crimes of the Terror. He 

recognised how Robespierre made the Jacobin Club the source of his power 

and how he exploited popular opinion in Paris. Yet he ignored Rousseau’s 

influence on Robespierre and he showed no real psychological understanding 

of Robespierre’s motives. Within the wider context, Croker largely ignored the 

constructive legal, administrative and constitutional reforms achieved by the 

Revolution and he barely mentioned the impact on the Revolution of foreign 

military interventions into the internal affairs of France.11 

By the later nineteenth century, leading French historians were 

producing more impressive research on the Revolution. Their scholarly 

achievements were first introduced to the British public by H. Morse Stephens. 

In his two volumes on A History of the French Revolution (1886, 1892), Stephens 

essentially summarised this recent research by French scholars within a 

narrative account of the internal developments in revolutionary France, but he 

made no effort to offer his own overall interpretation of the Revolution. 

French research also began to inform the scholarly activity of other British 

writers and academics. From 1895 to 1899 Lord Acton lectured at the 

University of Cambridge on the French Revolution; his efforts were later 

published as Lectures on the French Revolution in 1910. While Acton did not 

engage in primary research himself, he did make use of much of the new 

research recently produced by French scholars. He offered a narrative of 

events, combining detailed evidence with bold generalisations. He was at his 

best in examining political actions and motives, and in assessing the leading 

personalities of the Revolution. He acknowledged that the Revolution was 

produced by many causes, including economic factors, but he placed particular 

stress on the ideas and influence of the French philosophes and on the 

example of the earlier American Revolution. He acknowledged the importance 

of the French Revolution, but not because it was caused by particular material 

grievances (which French historians were stressing at this time), but because it 

rejected established authority and fought for liberty on principle. In his 

opinion, however, the Revolution failed because it ignored the importance of 

religion. While he was able to approve of some achievements of the 

Revolution, he was typical of most British historians of his time in condemning 

                                                           
11 H. Ben-Israel, English Historians on the French Revolution, pp. 151-153, 165-170, 175-202; and W. 
Thomas, The Quarrels of Macaulay and Croker: Politics and History in the Age of Reform (Oxford, 2000), pp. 
162-209. 
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the crimes and folly of the leading revolutionaries and deploring the Terror in 

particular.12 

From the late nineteenth century and through the twentieth century, 

research and writing on the Revolution in France became increasingly 

professionalised, institutionalised and specialised. The best histories of the 

Revolution were now researched and written by scholars working in French 

universities and grandes écoles, rather than by French politicians seeking to 

influence current affairs. The work of historians such as Albert Mathiez, 

Georges Lefebvre, and Albert Soboul paid much greater attention to the 

mental world of rural peasants and urban sans-culottes, to the activities of 

Robespierre and other Jacobins, and to the impact of the Revolution on the 

French provinces. An emphasis on the economic and social factors affecting 

the causes and course of the Revolution established a new and persuasive 

overall interpretation of the Revolution. Clearly influenced by a Marxist 

approach, leading French historians came to regard the Revolution as, in 

essence, a bourgeois revolution. What became almost an orthodox or classic 

interpretation of the French Revolution emphasised the importance of class 

conflict, the role of the bourgeoisie in sweeping away many of the principal 

features of the ancien regime, and the growth of a capitalist economy. In this 

analysis of the Revolution the plebeian sans-culottes played a major role in 

assisting the bourgeoisie to overturn the monarchy and to destroy the feudal 

privileges of the aristocracy, but they did not develop sufficiently as a coherent 

working class to reap many political, social and economic rewards for 

themselves. 

This overall interpretation of the French Revolution dominated how 

British as well as French historians approached the study of the Revolution for 

several decades. It greatly influenced the research and publications of leading 

British historians studying the Revolution, such as Richard Cobb, George 

Rudé, Olwen Hufton, R.B. Rose, and Gwynne Lewis.13 It first came under 

attack in Britain when Professor Albert Cobban gave his inaugural lecture at 

                                                           
12 H. Ben-Israel, English Historians on the French Revolution, pp. 236-241, 245-273. 
13 See, for example, Richard Cobb, Les armées révolutionnaires (2 vols., Paris, 1961-63); Cobb, Terreur et 
Subsistances, 1793-1795 (Paris, 1965); Cobb, The Police and the People: French Popular Protest, 1789-1820 
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the University of London in 1954, entitled ‘The Myth of the French 

Revolution’.14 His criticisms were developed more fully in his book, The Social 

Interpretation of the French Revolution (1964). Cobban raised several major 

objections to the prevailing left-wing interpretation of the Revolution. He 

maintained that feudalism had disappeared in France long before the 

Revolution and yet, after 1789, France still remained essentially a rural 

economy. The sans-culottes in the towns were not a single class, but rather a 

loose coalition of disparate social groups. The French bourgeoisie were 

bureaucrats rather than industrial capitalists and the Revolution did not 

advance and may even have retarded the growth of a capitalist economy. The 

war certainly severely damaged French commerce. Finally, in Cobban’s view, 

the French Revolution was primarily a political rather than a social or 

economic revolution. It was a struggle for power and its most significant 

achievement was the overthrow of the old monarchical system and the creation 

of different forms of government. 

 Cobban’s views initially came in for considerable criticism and for 

some years they made little headway against those historians who rushed to 

defend and justify the orthodox (left-wing) view of the French Revolution.15 A 

few British historians began to adopt and expand Cobban’s criticisms, but it 

was the French historian, François Furet, who did most to advance what 

became known as the revisionist interpretation of the French Revolution.16 

Furet rejected what he regarded as a Marxist interpretation of the French 

Revolution. He denied that 1789 marked a major watershed, which saw the 

destruction of the old world and the beginning of the modern society of 

bourgeois capitalism. He opposed the claims of those historians who believed 

that the Revolution was primarily about the underlying social and economic 

conditions of the French people, that class conflict played a major role in the 

development of the Revolution, and that the Revolution did much to develop a 

capitalist economy in France that was promoted and controlled by the 

bourgeoisie. Furet did acknowledge that the French Revolution was a great 
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event, but he believed that it had gone astray when the revolutionary emphasis 

on equality undermined the efforts to promote liberty. The Revolution 

established a new kind of absolute authority empowering the state at the 

expense of the rights of the individual citizen. The legislature claimed to be the 

embodiment of popular sovereignty and the sole interpreter and judge of its 

own will. This led inevitably to the kind of abuse of authority seen in 

totalitarian regimes in the twentieth century. 

 Furet’s intervention in the debate on the French Revolution had a 

much greater impact on historians in France, and in Britain, the USA and 

elsewhere, than had Cobban’s work. By the time the Revolution’s bicentenary 

was being celebrated in 1989 it was being widely claimed that Furet and his 

revisionist allies had won the historiographical debate and that the left-wing 

interpretation of the French Revolution was in full retreat.17 Three colloquia 

held at Chicago in 1986, Oxford in 1987 and Paris in 1988, led to the 

appearance of four very large volumes of collected essays, published between 

1987 and 1994, entitled The French Revolution and the Creation of Modern Political 

Culture, that were dominated by revisionist historians.18 In the Anglophone 

world the revisionist case was most forcibly advanced when Simon Schama, a 

British historian based in the USA, produced, in time for the bicentenary, 

Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution (New York, 1989). Schama 

maintained that the ancien regime in France had been full of vitality and 

moderate men might have reformed its weaknesses. The Revolution destroyed 

much of value, but failed to achieve much good because the preference for 

equality above liberty encouraged the sans-culottes to ever more violence. The 

Revolution was born in violence from its origins in 1789 and violence marked 

its whole course until it ended in a military dictatorship. In Schama’s view the 

Revolution was an unmitigated disaster. Its central importance was not the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, but the belief that the 

untrammelled reason and the unrestrained will of man was more important 

than the rule of law and the search for justice for all. It led in France to the 

kind of abuse of power seen in totalitarian regimes in the twentieth century. 
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 Schama’s book was well received by the popular press and it sold large 

numbers of copies, but it came in for considerable criticism from better-

informed academic reviewers.19 While the French Revolution remains a major 

subject of historical enquiry, which still attracts some of the finest and most 

engaged historians in Britain (as it does in France and the USA), much recent 

research has been content to be narrowly focused and highly specialised. There 

has been a reluctance to advance a new overall interpretation of the 

Revolution. It has even been argued that the area of French revolutionary 

studies has become splintered and atomised to the confusion of new students 

seeking to enter the field.20 Some major British historians, such as Colin Jones, 

Gwynne Lewis and Olwen Hufton continued to publish on the kind of 

subjects that previously interested Georges Lefebvre and Albert Soboul, while 

not being tied to a strict Marxist interpretation of the Revolution. They have 

pointed out that these French historians were, in fact, willing to produce 

evidence that ran counter to a left-wing interpretation of the Revolution and 

also acknowledged that not all the bourgeoisie were capitalists. They have also 

tended to shift interest from Paris to the provinces and from social conflict to 

cultural transformations, such as the development of new social conventions, 

the growth of the press and the strengthening of public opinion. Other leading 

British historians writing on the French Revolution, such as William Doyle, 

Keith Michael Baker and Colin Lucas, who are usually counted as being in the 

revisionist camp, have not entirely accepted François Furet’s overall 

interpretation of the Revolution. Doyle in particular, is more eclectic, empirical 

and balanced, and less theoretical.21 
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 In the field of historical writing, therefore, the French Revolution has 

continued to stimulate opinion and controversy among informed Britons. The 

contemporary concerns and preoccupations of British authors, both academic 

historians and others, have influenced how they have understood and 

interpreted the Revolution. A similar pattern can be observed in the cultural 

responses to, and political legacy of, the French Revolution in Britain, 

discussed below. 

 

II 

Cultural Responses to the French Revolution 

The French Revolution had inspired contemporary responses from 

many creative artists in Britain – poets, novelists, dramatists and caricaturists. It 

continued to do so across the nineteenth century and beyond. Most of these 

works appeared in the first half of the nineteenth century, particularly during 

and shortly after the Napoleonic wars, but some were produced long after. 

Some of these creative works were sympathetic to French revolutionary 

principles and defensive of French actions, but most were hostile. The latter in 

particular have left an indelible impression of how a powerful but restricted 

image of the French Revolution has been produced in Britain over more than 

two centuries. 

 The French Revolution inspired poetic responses from some of 

Britain’s greatest poets as well as many lesser versifiers during the 1790s. An 

unprecedented number of poems continued to be published in Britain in the 

early nineteenth century in response to the threat posed by Napoleonic 

France.22 Napoleon’s aggressive policies persuaded some leading British poets, 

who had been supportive of French revolutionary principles in the 1790s, to 

express their disillusionment with the turn of events in France. William Blake 

never entirely lost his sympathy for French principles, but he ceased to support 

them openly in the early 1800s. His caution was no doubt influenced in part by 

his alarm at being charged with sedition in 1803, even though he was 

acquitted.23 The radicalism he continued to display in such works as Milton 

(1804-08) and Jerusalem (1804-20) owed more to his belief that change would 
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come from a person’s inward, spiritual transformation rather than from the 

kind of political changes advocated by the French in the early 1790s.24  

The three young British poets most excited by the French Revolution 

in the early 1790s, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Robert Southey and William 

Wordsworth, had all become seriously disillusioned with events in France by 

the early nineteenth century and became increasingly conservative in their 

political principles and writings. By 1798, in France an Ode and in Fears in 

Solitude, Coleridge condemned the French invasion of Switzerland and claimed 

that Britain was justified in waging war against French aggression. In perhaps 

his most famous poem, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, written the same year, 

Coleridge implied that man should not challenge the providential order of 

nature and could not improve his condition by his own efforts, but needed 

God’s grace to achieve salvation.25 In his periodical, The Friend (1809-10) 

Coleridge attacked the ideas of Voltaire and Rousseau, and the revolutionary 

principles they inspired. While Coleridge continued to acknowledge that all 

men were endowed with reason and should be accorded the same moral status, 

he now came to the conclusion that they should not possess the same political 

rights because they had not benefited from the same experiences, talents or 

education. Moreover, he now accepted that governments were created to 

protect property and, since property was held unequally, then so should 

political power. To produce a better society, Coleridge increasingly turned to 

the Christian religion and traditional moral values. In his two Lay Sermons 

(1816-17) he urged men in the upper and the middling classes in Britain to use 

their influence to improve the moral standards of the nation and he attacked 

rash demagogues who were promoting radical ideas. In his most famous 

pamphlet, On the Constitution of the Church and State (1829) Coleridge insisted that 

the bible was the best political guide for those seeking a better society and he 

advised the clergy and educated laymen to work together to strengthen 

Britain’s existing constitution and safeguard its social hierarchy. Like Edmund 

Burke, he had now become a fierce opponent of atheism, political radicalism, 

and all major innovations. He wished to defend the authority of the landed 

elite and he stressed the duties rather than the rights of man.26 
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 Robert Southey trod a similar path from admiration for French 

revolutionary principles to a conservative defence of Britain’s constitution and 

social structure. He never abandoned his belief that the French Revolution had 

been an unavoidable and necessary response to the abuses and corruption of 

the ancien regime, but he came to regard the Jacobin Terror as a monstrous 

abuse of power and Napoleon’s military ambitions as intolerable. His faith in 

the French Revolution was first shaken by the coup d’état of Brumaire 1799, 

but it was not until the threat of a French invasion in 1803-05 that he became a 

firm advocate of the war against France. The Spanish uprising of 1808 

convinced him that Britain must fight a total war against France. His attitude to 

the war encouraged him to produce some of his most popular works. His two-

volume Life of Nelson (1812-13) extravagantly praised Britain’s greatest naval 

hero in this war and it was so successful that it has remained in print ever 

since.27 Southey followed up this historical biography with a three-volume 

History of the Peninsular War (1823-32) and the first volume of a series on Lives of 

the British Admirals (1833). Although he was made Poet Laureate, Southey 

became more famous as a writer of prose. He became one of the most famous 

and influential authors of essays and reviews in the leading conservative 

periodical, the Quarterly Review. He continued to show concern for the harsh 

conditions facing the labouring poor, advocating the creation of public works 

to provide employment opportunities, increased expenditure on the country’s 

system of poor relief, and a national system of education, but he became a 

fierce opponent of radical political reforms. He campaigned against 

parliamentary reform and demanded a stringent censorship of the radical 

press.28  

 William Wordsworth, the finest and most prolific of these three poet 

friends, followed a similar political trajectory from radical sympathy for French 

principles to a conservative reaction against revolutionary ideas. He traced his 

political development in The Prelude, one of his longest and most impressive 
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poems.29 In this autobiography in verse Wordsworth accepted that the abuses 

and corruption of the ancien regime had justified French reformers in seeking 

to improve France’s political system and social structure. Their efforts at 

moderate reform, however, had been frustrated by foreign military intervention 

in the affairs of France. This attempted counter-revolution led to the Jacobin 

reaction and the Terror. While deploring these, Wordsworth tried to 

understand the motives behind them and did not immediately give up hope of 

a return to moderate political reform. It was the rise of Napoleon, his 

destruction of Venetian and Spanish independence, and his attempted invasion 

of Britain, that led Wordsworth to support the war against France. In his 

pamphlet, The Convention of Cintra (1809) he criticised this agreement as being 

too generous to France and he celebrated the defeat of Napoleon in his poem, 

The Excursion (1812-14). In his later years he admitted that Burke had been 

right to condemn the French Revolution and he came a staunch defender of 

the British constitution, the Church of England, and government by the landed 

elite. In his uncompleted poem, The Recluse, he stressed the importance of 

tradition, religion and nature as the best means of promoting moral 

regeneration.30 Like Coleridge and Southey, he lamented the damaging social 

and economic effects of urbanisation and industrialisation, and sought to 

ameliorate them by advocating, in The Excursion, Book IX, for example, a 

national system of education. He was, however, opposed to parliamentary 

reform.31 

While Coleridge, Southey and Wordsworth were in the process of 

abandoning their sympathy for French revolutionary principles, two younger 

poets, Percy Bysshe Shelley and George Gordon, Lord Byron, were attempting 

to keep alive British admiration for the radical principles of the early French 

Revolution. Shelley was a political radical from his early years, being expelled 

from Eton and Oxford for expressing atheistic views and attacking the 
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Christian religion. Captivated by the political views of William Godwin, he 

eloped, although married, with Godwin’s daughter Mary and lived a very 

irregular personal life thereafter. In his first major poem, Queen Mab (1813), 

Shelley attacked monarchy, aristocracy and religion, protested against the 

exploitation of the poor, and envisioned the creation of a new golden age. In 

1817, he published under a pseudonym, A Proposal for Putting Reform to the Vote, 

a pamphlet in which he recommended holding a referendum of the British 

people on the question of parliamentary reform. In his poem, The Revolt of Islam 

(1818), he admitted his disillusionment with the way the French Revolution 

had degenerated into violence, but he still expressed the hope that political 

progress might be achieved by more gradual and more peaceful means. In 

another political pamphlet, A Philosophical View of Reform (1819), which he 

decided not to publish,32 Shelley commented more favourably on the French 

Revolution and expressed the desire to see a democratic republic established in 

Britain relatively soon and, in the more distant future, an egalitarian state 

erected. The collapse of the French Revolution into violence and terror 

appears to have convinced him that rushing into radical reform could be 

dangerous, but he still clearly had hopes of a much better future for mankind. 

In his lyrical drama, Prometheus Unbound (1820), he produced a grand vision of 

progressive historical forces leading eventually to a golden age of liberty.33 In 

The Mask of Anarchy, written in response to the forcible dispersal of a mass 

radical meeting at Manchester, in 1819, Shelley urged the men of England to 

rise from their slumber, break their chains and strive for political liberty.34 He 

sent it for publication, but it remained unpublished until 1832, ten years after 

his death. 

 The French Revolution exerted no such direct influence on Lord 

Byron and yet he can be regarded as the heir of the British literary Jacobins of 

the early 1790s in his belief in the power of reason, his hatred of monarchical 

government, his devotion to individual liberty, and his sympathy for the 

politically oppressed. Regarded by his enemies as a supporter of anarchy and 

upheaval, he never actually favoured a revolution in Britain, disliked political 

agitators such as William Cobbett and Henry Hunt, and favoured only a 

moderate measure of parliamentary reform. Throughout his short life, 

however, he liked to pose as the apostle of revolt and a rebel against all 
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constituted authority. While not believing in democracy or equality, he did 

oppose all forms of tyranny and all attempts by rulers to restrict the lives of 

their subjects. In Canto III of his first major work, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage 

(1812), he expressed sympathy for the ideas of Voltaire and Rousseau. In canto 

IV, he used the imagery of the French Revolution to construct a vision of a 

better future. He expressed admiration for the principles of the early French 

Revolution and he condemned the opposition to it of all the monarchs of 

Europe. He even attacked Britain for waging war against Napoleon, lamented 

the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy in 1814-15, and the strengthening of 

ancien regimes throughout Europe. In his poem, Don Juan (1819-24), he 

castigated Coleridge, Southey and Wordsworth for their political apostasy and 

attacked the British aristocracy for their hypocrisy, cruelty and indolence. He 

went into exile in 1816, hoping that he might return in triumph after a 

successful revolution, but his hopes were dashed. Disillusioned, he produced 

two verse plays in 1821, Marino Faliero and The Two Foscari, which depicted the 

failure of revolutionary republicans and other attempts at major political 

innovations.35 

 The French Revolution had inspired a considerable number of British 

authors to produce novels in the 1790s that were either supportive or critical 

of French revolutionary principles.36 By the early nineteenth century there were 

no explicitly Jacobin or anti-Jacobin novels published in Britain and yet the 

French revolution can still be shown to have had an indirect influence on some 

of the leading novelists of the age. William Godwin’s Fleetwood: Or, the New Man 

of Feeling (1805) can be seen as a criticism of Rousseau’s ideas on education and 

it does depict the passing of a great age of civil liberty, but it is set in mid-

seventeenth-century England. In his last novel, Mandeville (1817), Godwin deals 

with the psychological impact on the individual of violent revolutionary 

excesses and severe civil unrest, but again the story is set in mid-seventeenth-

century England. In both novels, Godwin is no longer optimistic about 

political changes.37 Frances Burney’s last novel, The Wanderer: Or, Female 

                                                           
35 D.V. Erdman, ‘Byron and Revolt in England’, Science and Society, 11 (1947), 234-248; D.V. 
Erdman, ‘Lord Byron and the Genteel Reformers’, Publications of the Modern Language Association, 56 
(1941), 1065-1094; and J.D. Gonsalves, ‘Byron’s Venetian Masque of the French Revolution’, in 
Byron and the Politics of Freedom and Terror, ed. M.J.A. Green and P. Pai-Lapinski (Basingstoke, 2011), 
pp. 47-63. 
36 G. Kelly, The English Jacobin Novel, 1780-1805 (Oxford, 1976); and M.O. Grenby, The anti-Jacobin 
Novel: British conservatism and the French Revolution (Cambridge, 2001). 
37 P. Clemit, The Godwinian Novel: The Rational Fictions of Godwin, Brockden Brown, Mary Shelley (Oxford, 
1993), pp. 95-102. 



British reflections on the French Revolution. From the early Nineteenth Century to the present   27 

Difficulties (1814), deals very largely with the difficulties women faced in early 

nineteenth-century British society, but the heroine had fled from revolutionary 

France, where she had been forced into a marriage with a French official in 

order to save her guardian from the guillotine. In Britain she faces competition 

for the affections of Albert Harleigh from a rival, who has been educated in 

France, where she has absorbed dangerous moral principles and has adopted 

lax standards of behaviour. Her belief in unbridled liberty leads her into 

irrational actions and morally reprehensible conduct in defiance of the social 

conventions accepted in Britain. Becoming a slave to her desires and lost to 

shame, she fails to convert Harleigh to her extreme views.38 

 The last novels of Godwin and Burney were much criticised and failed 

to attract the number of readers who had welcomed their earlier novels. By 

contrast, the two most admired and widely read novelists of the early 

nineteenth century, Jane Austen and Walter Scott, were much more successful 

in promoting conservative attitudes and patriotic values, while appearing to 

ignore the French Revolution. Although many literary critics have praised her 

prose, Jane Austen has been criticised for focusing very narrowly on the daily 

lives, courtship rituals and marriage arrangements of the English gentry living 

in small rural communities. Critics have accused her of studiously ignoring the 

wider political context in which her heroines lived in the 1790s and early 1800s. 

A few admirers, however, have pointed out that these critics have failed to 

recognise how the French Revolution and the French Wars do impact on her 

stories. Her principal characters are shown in a good light whenever they seek 

to exercise a benevolent paternalism over, and to preserve social stability and 

cohesion in, their local communities. Moreover, soldiers, sailors and militia 

officers appear in several of her novels. In Mansfield Park (1814), the conduct 

and actions of officers in the Royal Navy are praised by those characters in the 

novel, whom readers are expected to admire. In Emma (1815), an explicit 

contrast is drawn between the two rivals for Emma’s affections. George 

Knightly possesses the conventional English virtues of integrity, candour and a 

strong sense of duty, whereas Frank Churchill, who has absorbed French 

manners and appearances, is devious, self-indulgent and lacking in substance. 

Emma’s growing maturity and improved judgement of character are 
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demonstrated by her eventual recognition of Churchill’s weaknesses and 

Knightly’s strengths.39 

 Walter Scott was the best-selling poet and novelist of the early 

nineteenth century and, in both literary forms, he revealed his fierce opposition 

to French military aggression and his firm commitment to conservative values. 

His best-selling poems, The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805), Marmion (1808) and 

The Lady of the Lake (1810), while depicting martial heroism in the wars 

between England and Scotland in the sixteenth century, praised the martial 

spirit of this earlier period in order to rally the British people behind the war 

against Napoleonic France. He highlighted the glory rather than the horror of 

war in order to inspire the British people into fighting an unremitting war with 

France.40 When Scott turned to writing novels he was just as successful with 

the reading public, while adopting a similar approach to using the past to 

influence contemporary opinion in Britain. Almost all his novels, from Waverley 

(1814) to The Bride of Lammermoor (1819) were set in times of rebellion or civil 

conflict, but in late seventeenth or early eighteenth-century Scotland. Only The 

Antiquary (1816) was set during the recent Napoleonic Wars, when invasion 

threatened. In all these novels, however, Scott’s heroes display the kind of 

chivalry, which Edmund Burke so admired. They all learn the wisdom of 

renouncing fanaticism and turning away from dangerous leaders in order to 

seek peace and to promote good relations between the different social classes. 

Scott shows social and ideological differences to be folly in times of peace and 

dangerous delusions in times of civil upheaval.41 

 Much more directly linked to the principles and impact of the French 

revolution was Mary Shelley’s novel, Frankenstein (1819). The daughter of 

William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft, and the mistress and then wife of 

Percy Shelley, Mary had very strong personal links with optimistic believers in 

the value of human reason and committed advocates of political liberty. In 

Frankenstein, however, she clearly reacted against these influences and wrote a 

very pessimistic novel. On one level, Frankenstein is a study in how an 

ambitious, rational idealist could produce unintended consequences that were 

                                                           
39 W. Roberts, Jane Austen and the French Revolution (London, 1979), pp. 31-48, 99-108; W. Hellstrom, 
‘Francophobia in Emma’, Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, 5 (1965), 607-617; G. Russell, ‘The 
Army, the Navy, and the Napoleonic Wars’, in A Companion to Jane Austen, ed. C.L. Johnson and C. 
Tuite (Oxford, 2009), pp. 261-271; and M. Butler, Jane Austen and the War of Ideas (Oxford, 1975). 
40 S. Bainbridge, British Poetry and the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars: Visions of Conflict (Oxford, 
2003), pp. 120-147 and 159-170. 
41 M. Butler, Romantics, Rebels and Reactionaries: English Literature and its Background, 1760-1830 (Oxford, 
1981), pp. 110-111. 



British reflections on the French Revolution. From the early Nineteenth Century to the present   29 

terrifyingly violent. In the novel, Dr Frankenstein is depicted as an ambitious, 

rational man, striving to achieve an impossible goal by ill-conceived and 

irresponsible means. He seeks to create a new, superior species of man from 

body parts stolen from charnel houses and paupers’ graves. The link with the 

dangerously utopian ambitions of the early French revolutionaries is made 

quite explicit. Frankenstein was born in Geneva, the birthplace of Rousseau, 

and he conducts his dangerous experiment in Ingolstadt, where the Illuminati, 

held responsible for plotting to spread violent revolution across Europe, were 

believed to have begun their evil conspiracy.42 Dr Frankenstein is seeking to 

create a new, superior race of men by rational experimentation, but his efforts, 

like those of the Jacobin revolutionaries, end in disaster, as his new creature 

turns into a murderous, vengeful monster, who wreaks terrible harm on his 

creator and on the doctor’s loved ones. There is, however, another political 

layer to the novel that is not quite so obvious. Soon after he is created, the 

creature claims the rights of man and the citizen. He demands that Dr 

Frankenstein, his creator, makes a female partner for him. When this claim is 

denied, and he is also denied the society of an admired family of French 

émigrés, the creature grows to feel isolated, unloved and alienated. In his 

distress, like an alienated revolutionary, the creature resorts to violence and 

terror. The end result is the mutual destruction of both the doctor and his 

creature.43 

 The flaws in the principles underpinning the French Revolution 

undoubtedly influenced Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. The cruel, unjust, and 

violent actions attributed to the French revolutionaries are also central to 

Charles Dickens’s novel, A Tale of Two Cities (1859). Much influenced by 

Thomas Carlyle’s history of the French Revolution, this novel has probably 

done most to shape popular British attitudes towards events in France during 

the Terror. In the novel, Dickens portrays the savage instincts and murderous 

actions of the Parisian sans-culottes. He does not do so in an effort to compare 

the violent, volatile French with the civilised, peaceful British, because he 

implies that a revolutionary situation was simmering just below the surface of 

society in London. A careful reading of the novel can reveal that Dickens 
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feared that a corrupt, unjust and uncaring government, whether in Paris or 

London, could provoke a violent revolution from the oppressed masses, but it 

is likely that most readers would note more easily the violence in Paris as the 

guillotine goes to work and as revolutionary tribunals unjustly condemn the 

innocent to death. A careful reading can also show that, while Dickens does 

not mention a single constructive reform that the French Revolution had 

achieved, he does appear to have wished to convey the suggestion that some 

good might come from the Revolution. Hence, when his flawed hero, Sydney 

Carton, is just about to sacrifice his wasted life on the guillotine, in order to 

save the virtuous Charles Darnay, he has a vision of evil gradually disappearing 

and the people’s struggle to be free eventually ending in triumph. Like Carlyle, 

Dickens appears to have believed, or at least hoped, that the French 

Revolution might in some inexplicable way turn out to be a regenerative force 

that was in the process of benefiting mankind. For many readers, however, 

Carton’s last act is more like a deathbed religious conversion leading to eternal 

salvation.44 

 A Tale of Two Cities, despite being a work of creative fiction, is credited 

with doing more to shape British impressions of the French Revolution than 

any other book. Paradoxically, this may, in part, have been due to the fact that 

many readers have failed to appreciate the more subtle points that Dickens was 

attempting to make. It probably owes more, however, to the fact that the novel 

was adapted by other media, which heightened its more melodramatic features, 

ignored the potential for revolution in London, and stressed the almost Christ-

like sacrifice made by Sydney Carton. The novel was adapted as a play for the 

London stage as early as 1860. It was later transformed into an even more 

melodramatic play, The Only Way, by John Martin Harvey, who performed the 

role of Sydney Carton for forty years (1899-1939) across Britain and Canada. 

In 1917 the Twentieth Century Fox film studio produced a silent film of A 

Tale of Two Cities. In a 1925 film version John Martin Harvey played the part of 

Sydney Carton. In 1935 a leading British film star, Ronald Colman, played the 

role of Carton in a film produced by MGM studio. Some sympathy for the 

French Revolution was created in this production, but mob violence was still 

shown as inevitably getting out of control and the final climax concentrates on 

the bravery and nobility of Carton’s personal sacrifice rather than on the 

suggestion that the Revolution might yet lead to some good. In 1958, Dirk 
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Bogarde, another leading British film star, played the role of Carton in a film 

produced by the Rank Organisation. This time there was even more emphasis 

on the violence in revolutionary France and no attempt was made to 

understand the political significance of the events taking place in France. Even 

more radical alterations were made to the original story when A Tale of Two 

Cities was made into a mini-series for Granada TV and then sold as a DVD. In 

all of these versions, the final personal sacrifice of Sydney Carton was retained, 

but his final words and vision have been converted into a moral rather than a 

political statement.45 

Throughout much of the twentieth century an even more melodramatic 

and partisan version of the French Revolution was offered to the British public 

through the novels of Baroness Emmuska Orczy and their adaptation for films 

and TV. Baroness Orczy wrote, in The Scarlet Pimpernel, of the brave efforts of 

her fictional hero, Sir Percy Blakeney, a British secret agent, to rescue 

aristocratic French men and women from the guillotine during the French 

Terror. Blakeney and his friends repeatedly outwit the evil but bungling French 

revolutionary bureaucrat, Chauvelin, and bring those they have rescued back to 

Britain, where real liberty and true justice survive compared to the injustice and 

violence of the French Terror. No attempt is made to understand the causes, 

course or achievements of the French Revolution. Instead, France is simply 

shown to be a country dominated by violence and injustice, with the threat of 

execution hanging over many innocent individuals. The Scarlet Pimpernel 

originated as a play, which opened on the London stage in 1905, eventually 

playing for more than two thousand performances and becoming one of the 

most popular theatrical shows in Britain. Baroness Orczy quickly converted her 

play into a novel, which proved so popular that eleven sequels were published 

between 1908 and 1940 and these were translated into sixteen languages. 

Several silent and talking films based on the novels were produced from 1917 

onwards. The most famous adaptation appeared in 1934, with the leading 

British film star, Leslie Howard, playing the role of Sir Percy Blakeney. A 

fictional biography of Blakeney, Life and Exploits of the Scarlet Pimpernel: A Gay 

Adventurer, was published in New York in 1935. It was written by ‘John 

Blakeney’, a pseudonym for John Orczy Barstow, the son of Baroness Orczy, 

who provided a Foreword to it. Television adaptations of the Scarlet Pimpernel 
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appeared in Britain in 1950, 1955-56, 1960, 1982 and 1999-2000 and a musical 

version was staged on Broadway in 1997.46 

 The repeated and highly popular adaptations of A Tale of Two Cities and 

The Scarlet Pimpernel into films and TV series aimed at mass viewers have, 

without doubt, given a great many Britons, who have seen them and have 

never read a serious work of historical scholarship on the subject, a highly 

distorted view of the French Revolution. To most Britons, the French 

Revolution is associated above all else with mob violence, the injustice of the 

revolutionary tribunals, and the guillotining of large numbers of innocent 

victims. Britain’s greatest caricaturists created this image during the 1790s and 

these popular films and TV shows reinforced it. It was therefore not surprising 

that, when the British Museum mounted an exhibition to mark the bicentenary 

of the French Revolution in 1989, it was entitled The Shadow of the Guillotine.47 

The exhibition included a great many caricatures, paintings, ceramics and wax 

models produced in the 1790s highlighting the violence of France during the 

Terror and the agony experienced by so many innocent victims, whether 

aristocratic, bourgeois or plebeian. Illustrative material depicting Britain’s 

heroic resistance to Napoleon’s foreign wars and internal authoritarian regime 

dominates a more recent exhibition, mounted at the British Museum to mark 

the bicentenary of the battle of Waterloo in 2015, and entitled Bonaparte and 

the British.48 British caricaturists, poets, novelists, and essayists of the early 

nineteenth century would have agreed with much that was presented in it for 

public display. Thus, the more constructive and positive achievements of the 

French Revolution have been and increasingly are ignored in British popular 

culture, even while British historians make great efforts to do the Revolution 

full justice. 

 

III 

The Political Legacy of the French Revolution 

The French Revolution of 1789 triggered a political earthquake in 

France that caused deep fissures, which help to explain why France has 

experienced three monarchies, two empires and five republics from then to the 

present. Today the tricolour still flies over all public buildings in France, the 
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revolutionary ideals of ‘Liberty, Equality and Fraternity’ are carved in stone in 

towns across the entire country, and Bastille Day (14 July) is still one of the 

most important public holidays enjoyed by French citizens. The seismic shocks 

created by the French Revolution were felt across all Europe, not least in 

Britain as the chapters above have shown. The impact of these shocks was also 

profound and long lasting, particularly on British politics. By the early 

nineteenth century the French Revolution, and the ideological response to it 

led by Edmund Burke, had helped to create a new Tory party, which has gone 

on to be the most successful political organisation in British history. Initially, 

the French Revolution did much to destroy the credit of the Whig party, but 

efforts were subsequently made to refine the Whig interpretation of the 

Revolution in such a manner that it could emerge as the more liberal of the 

two parties and go on to dominate Parliament for much of the middle decades 

of the nineteenth century. The descent of the French Revolution into anarchy, 

terror and war, combined with government repression did much to silence the 

radical campaign which had been advocating parliamentary reform through the 

last third of the eighteenth century. When radicalism revived in Britain, and 

became a major political force, it had learned the wisdom of pursuing political 

change by constitutional reform rather than by threatening revolutionary 

violence. Together, these developments helped to create a situation in which 

gradual evolutionary development marked the political history of Britain in 

sharp contrast to the quite frequent sharp changes of political direction in 

France. This encouraged British politicians and political commentators to have 

great confidence in the country’s constitutional principles and practices.  

 By the late 1790s the French Revolution and the revolutionary war had 

persuaded most of the propertied elite in Britain and a great many ordinary 

Britons to abandon support for political changes and to rally behind the 

existing constitution and social order. Government repression undoubtedly 

aided this development. It was also strengthened by the long war with 

Napoleonic France in the early nineteenth century, when Britain faced the 

prospect of invasion and defeat. This long, bitter and expensive conflict 

persuaded the political alliance built up in Parliament by William Pitt, and led 

later by his disciples, that it was worth paying almost any price to defeat 

Napoleon’s ambitions. This alliance adopted a conservative stance at home, in 

defence of the existing constitution and social order. Labelled a new Tory party 

by its critics, it soon accepted the title. These Tories continued to castigate 

those who opposed the war against France as unpatriotic and near treasonous. 

In Parliament, they steadfastly resisted any pressure for reform and were ready 
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to adopt, when necessary, repressive measures to persecute radical 

propagandists and popular agitators who threatened political stability at home.  

Tory ideologues and propagandists also waged a prolonged ideological 

campaign to counter French principles and to silence calls for reforms within 

Britain. Edmund Burke’s critique of French revolutionary principles, which 

had seemed excessive in 1790, was very widely accepted by Tory propagandists 

in the early nineteenth century. Loyalist periodicals, such as the Anti-Jacobin 

Review, continued to produce ultra-conservative propaganda until 1821. In 

1809, when liberal opinions once again seemed to present a serious challenge, 

several loyalists established the Quarterly Review, which rapidly became the most 

influential conservative defender of church and state. Its major contributors, 

including Robert Southey, Walter Scott and John Wilson Croker, regularly 

attacked French revolutionary principles, staunchly supported the war with 

France, and condemned demands for political reforms within Britain. In the 

Quarterly Review, the French Revolution was still held to be the most dangerous 

threat to monarchy, aristocracy, social order and the Christian religion. Long 

after the fall of Napoleon, its contributors were still expressing deep-seated 

fears that the French example might encourage the poor in Britain to emulate 

the French in supporting a violent revolution against the propertied elite. 

British radicals were frequently equated with French Jacobins and it was firmly 

believed that popular radical agitators were engaged in a conspiracy to bring 

revolution to Britain.49  

This conservative ideology, combined with the prestige which victory 

over Napoleon brought to their party, helped successive Tory ministers to 

weather a serious radical challenge in the 1810s and to retain power until 1830. 

When the party began to split in the late 1820s on the question of conceding 

equal political rights to Protestant Dissenters and Roman Catholics, the ultra-

Tories remained alarmed at the threat of revolution in Britain. These fears were 

increased when the Bourbon monarchy in France was overthrown by the 1830 

Revolution. When, in 1831, a Whig administration brought in a bill for a 
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moderate reform of Britain’s electoral system, John Wilson Croker, now an 

MP, spoke and wrote of his fears that Parliament was in danger of repeating 

the mistakes, which the aristocratic elite in France had made in the late 1780s. 

In Croker’s view the French Revolution of 1789 owed much to the weakness 

of the French aristocratic elite when faced with a political challenge from the 

middling and lower orders of France. He did his best to warn the British elite 

not to make the same mistake.50 His fears were genuinely held, but proved to 

be exaggerated because the reform bill was a moderate measure and reformers 

outside Parliament, while encouraged by the French Revolution of 1830, had 

no wish to emulate what had happened in France in the early 1790s.  

The French Revolution and the revolutionary war came close to 

destroying the Opposition Whigs during the 1790s as a large segment of the 

party rejected the liberal political views advanced by Charles James Fox and his 

closest associates and accepted William Pitt’s suggestion that they join his 

supporters in doing everything possible to combat French principles. The 

Whigs loyal to Fox were not to command a majority in the House of 

Commons until 1830,51 very largely because of their attitude towards the 

French. As early as 1802, however, there were signs of a modest liberal revival 

among the propertied, educated classes, when Francis Jeffrey and others 

established the Edinburgh Review. From its inception, this lively periodical 

challenged the claim so frequently made by British conservatives that Voltaire, 

Rousseau and other French philosophes had encouraged a conspiracy against 

the ancien regime that led to the French Revolution of 1789. Instead, the 

contributors to the Edinburgh Review claimed that it was the abuses and 

corruption of the despotic ancien regime and the failure of Louis XVI and the 

French aristocracy to offer timely and meaningful concessions that provoked 

widespread popular disturbances and ultimately a violent revolution. If the 

Tory government in Britain did not address the legitimate grievances of the 

middling and lower orders at home, it was in danger of provoking a similar 

violent revolution. While the Edinburgh Review was always critical of the French 

Terror, its contributors frequently attacked British conservatives for supporting 

oppressive legislation and opposing all demands for moderate reforms at 

home. They maintained that the French bourgeoisie had supported the 
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Revolution because they had largely been excluded from political power and 

influence under the ancien regime. French society, even under Napoleon, was 

more meritocratic than society in Britain and the armies of Napoleon could be 

seen as a reforming force because of their destruction of some of the most 

oppressive feudal and absolutist regimes in Europe.52 

The Edinburgh Review was a literary and commercial success before it 

began to wield influence over the Whig party in Parliament from about 1809. 

Together the Whigs in Parliament and the contributors to the Edinburgh Review 

combined to attack the government’s conduct of the war against France and to 

accuse Tory ministers of presiding over corrupt practices at home. The war 

effort was seen to be enriching government ministers, war contractors and 

financial speculators, while Tory ministers were urging the British people to 

spill their blood and waste their money on an unnecessary and unsuccessful 

conflict. Some contributors to the Edinburgh Review were beginning to raise the 

question of a moderate reform of the electoral system before the Whig party in 

Parliament plucked up sufficient political courage to revive their interest in 

proposals for parliamentary reform, a strategy that had caused them so much 

political damage in the 1790s. The case for a moderate measure of 

parliamentary reform was promoted by a handful of radical MPs in the House 

of Commons and by a more liberal periodical, the Examiner, edited weekly by 

Leigh Hunt from 1808 to 1821. Appealing to educated middle-class readers, 

Leigh Hunt rejected natural rights arguments for reform and accused the 

French Jacobins of being anarchists, who had destroyed all attempts to achieve 

political stability and social order in France during the French Revolution. 

Blatantly chauvinistic, he extolled British virtues and compared them to the 

immorality of the French. He claimed to be defending the historic rights of 

free Britons and to be seeking to restore the British constitution to its true 

principles. He preferred to attack the corrupt practices of the governing elite 

rather than advocate any specific measure of parliamentary reform.53 

Throughout the 1810s the Whig party in Parliament routinely attacked 

the handful of radical MPs campaigning for a moderate measure of electoral 

reform. The Whigs were even more critical of popular radicals outside 

Parliament whom they accused of fomenting mob violence. The fear 

engendered by the Tory accusations that the Whigs were too sympathetic to 

French principles hindered the Whigs from contemplating parliamentary 
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reform at this stage. By the late 1820s, however, a number of younger, reform-

minded Whigs in Parliament were coming to the conclusion that Britain had 

experienced such great social and economic changes, connected with 

urbanisation and industrialisation, since the late eighteenth century that it was 

no longer wise to resist enfranchising more of the propertied middle classes in 

the larger towns. By 1827, Thomas Babington Macaulay, for example, was 

claiming that the refusal of ultra-Tories to concede moderate parliamentary 

reform risked uniting the disgruntled middle classes with the impoverished 

urban poor into a potentially revolutionary alliance as had occurred in France 

in the early 1790s. Wishing for order without despotism and liberty without 

anarchy, Macaulay believed that revolution could be averted only by timely 

concessions to middle-class men of wealth and talent. The Whigs supported 

the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts to satisfy Protestant Dissenting 

opinion in 1828 and supported Roman Catholic Emancipation in 1829 to 

extend equal political rights to this religious body. When the French 

Revolution of 1830 quickly removed the Bourbon monarchy from power, 

middle-class opinion in Britain began to swing behind the Whig party’s recent 

conversion to the cause of moderate parliamentary reform.54 Victories in 

successive general elections in 1830 and 1831 enabled the Whigs to pass an 

important, if moderate, parliamentary Reform Act in 1832. In the prolonged 

debates on this measure Whigs such as Macaulay urged Parliament to reform 

itself in order to preserve the essential features of the British constitution while 

avoiding radical change.55 In his historical study, Napoleon and the Restoration of 

the Bourbons (1830-31), Macaulay described the French Revolution of 1789 as a 

necessary evil, which was justified by its elimination of greater evils. In spite of 

its violence, follies and crimes, the French Revolution of 1789 had proved to 

be a great blessing to mankind. Napoleon had consolidated some of the 

achievements of the Revolution, but it was only after the Bourbons had been 

restored that it became clear that the feudal abuses and unjust aristocratic 

privileges of the ancien regime had been permanently abolished by the 

Revolution and middle-class men of wealth and talent had achieved the 

legitimate political influence which they had been denied before 1789. The 

French Revolution, therefore, had been a great step forward and the more 
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recent Revolution of 1830 had confirmed the fact that the power of public 

opinion was irresistible. Macaulay’s advice was heeded and, although the 

Reform Act of 1832 disappointed radical opinion in Britain, it showed that the 

British political system could reform itself when public opinion was effectively 

marshalled and well expressed. It was a lesson learned by the governing elite of 

all political parties in Britain. 

 By the end of the 1790s government repression and a powerful loyalist 

reaction against French principles and French power had silenced most of the 

radicals who had been enthusiastic supporters of the Revolution in the early 

1790s. Hostility to the authoritarian regime of Napoleon and patriotic 

resentment at the threat of a French invasion made it very difficult to achieve a 

radical revival in the early nineteenth century. Some of the leading radical 

ideologues and propagandists of the 1790s had died, emigrated or given up the 

cause of reform. Others found it difficult to voice their opinions. Daniel Isaac 

Eaton was imprisoned from 1803 to 1805 and again from 1812 to 1813 

because of his seditious publications.56 Thomas Spence emerged from prison in 

1802, wrote a few radical tracts, which reached only a tiny coterie of admirers 

in London and died impoverished in 1814.57 William Godwin made a brief, but 

extremely unsuccessful return to political pamphleteering with his Letters to 

Verax in 1815. This pamphlet expressed admiration for the abilities of 

Napoleon and wished to see him restored to power now that the French 

people had clearly rejected the restored Bourbon monarchy and had rallied in 

support of Napoleon after his escape from Elba. Godwin urged Britain not to 

oppose Napoleon’s return to power, believing that he could now be trusted to 

act as a constitutional monarch under a liberal form of government. Godwin’s 

first letter was published in the Whig Morning Chronicle on 25 May 1815. He 

composed a second letter, hoping the two might be published as a separate 

pamphlet. Advertised for sale on 1 July, Godwin’s optimism was dashed when 

news arrived in London of Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo on 18 June.58 

 Popular radicalism began to revive in the early 1810s and flourished 

until 1821 and was active again from 1830 to 1832 and for much of the period 

from 1836 to 1848. It did so because of the widespread economic distress 

caused by the war with Napoleonic France, the deep post-war depression after 

1815, and the recurring economic crises caused by rapid urbanisation and 

industrialisation. Some modern historians have claimed that Britain came close 
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to revolution during these crises.59 There was certainly some widespread, large-

scale and serious outbreaks of disorder, but the worst of these, such as the 

Luddite industrial disputes of 1811 to 1813 and the violent protests of large 

numbers of impoverished agricultural labourers in 1830, had primarily 

economic causes and sought mainly economic remedies to alleviate severe 

distress.60 Only a handful of incidents occurred that that can be classified as 

attempts at political insurrection or armed revolt, and these were all small-scale, 

badly led, ill-coordinated, and poorly armed.61 Successive governments 

employed spies, informers and agents provocateurs, passed repressive 

legislation, and, as a last resort, employed armed force to defeat such ill-judged 

attempts at applying physical force to achieve political ends. 

 The popular radical movement that flourished at times between 1812 

and 1850 was very largely moderate, peaceful and constitutional in its methods 

and ultimate objectives. Most radical leaders had learned the political lesson 

taught them by the example of the French Revolution’s descent into violence, 

terror and military despotism. They explicitly denied that they wanted to 

provoke a revolution on the French model. They did not attack monarchy, 

aristocracy or the social hierarchy. They made no serious attempt to erect a 

democratic republic or to create an egalitarian society. They campaigned almost 

exclusively for the kind of parliamentary reforms that would democratise the 

House of Commons and they did so very largely by the peaceful constitutional 

means of mass petitions to parliament, public marches and meetings to hear 

speeches and to demonstrate the extent of their support, and the setting up of 

clubs and societies designed to educate the people about their political rights. 

They rested their demands largely on historic precedents drawn from the 

British past rather than on any claim to universal natural rights. They claimed 

that Britain had once possessed an ancient constitution in which all adult males 

had been able to vote for the people’s representatives sitting in the House of 

Commons. For inspiration they looked back to the radicals of seventeenth-
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century England or to the more recent American Patriots rather than to the 

French Revolution.62  

 There were, however, some indications that the French Revolution 

had made some impression on the British radicals of the first half of the 

nineteenth century. Tricolour flags, red caps of liberty and French 

revolutionary songs appeared at several political meetings between 1815 and 

1819. The government responded by seeking through the Six Acts of 1819 to 

ban the use of such revolutionary emblems in future.63 A few extreme radical 

propagandists, such as John Wade and Richard Carlile reminded their readers 

of the benefits which the revolutionaries had brought to France in the early 

1790s.64 Most Chartists were committed to support for the People’s Charter, 

advocating an extensive reform of the electoral system principally by means of 

mass petitioning campaigns mounted between 1839 and 1848. James Bronterre 

O’Brien was the most influential Chartist propagandist, who believed that the 

British radical cause had much that it could learn from the French Revolution. 

He spoke French and visited France several times in order to collect material 

on the French Revolution. In 1836, he published an annotated translation of 

Philippe Buonarroti’s History of Babeuf’s Conspiracy. Two years later he published 

what he intended to be the first volume of a biography of Robespierre, the Life 

and Character of Maximilian Robespierre. He never completed this task, but he 

regularly presided over events celebrating Robespierre’s birthday. And he later 

published a short pamphlet, Elegy on the Death of Robespierre (1857) and a more 

substantial Dissertation and Elegy on the Life and Death of the Immortal Maximilian 

Robespierre (1859). O’Brien never wrote on Robespierre’s role during the Terror, 

but he did blame the Terror on the military intervention of Austria and Prussia 
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in France’s internal affairs and he lamented Britain’s entry into the war. He 

always insisted that Robespierre remained true to his democratic and egalitarian 

principles. He greatly admired the French constitution of 1793 and regarded 

the constitution of 1795 as a betrayal of France’s revolutionary principles. He 

was greatly dissatisfied with the Great Reform Act of 1832 and he was soon 

disillusioned with the French Revolution of 1848 and the Second Republic. 

While praising the French revolutionaries of 1789 for being willing to use force 

to achieve their political aims, he was careful to avoid recommending such 

violent activities to British radicals.65 

 George Julian Harney, a younger Chartist, was more attracted to the 

violent, insurrectionary aspects of the French Revolution and he occasionally 

implied that British radicals might need to follow the French example. He 

praised the French insurrections of 20 June and 10 August 1792. He identified 

himself with Marat and, writing as ‘The Friend of the People’ in the London 

Democrat, he advised his readers that in the approaching revolution in England, 

they should avoid the errors but imitate the heroic deeds of the French 

republicans of the early 1790s. At the Chartist Convention of 1837 he wore the 

bonnet rouge as the emblem of victory over tyranny and urged other members 

to follow his example. His advice caused considerable resentment. He was 

greatly excited when the French Revolution of 1848 broke out and he 

expressed the hope that the French constitution of 1793 might be restored. He 

continued to admire the ideas and merits of Robespierre and Saint Just and, as 

late as 1850, he launched the Red Republican periodical. Although he liked to 

think of himself as a revolutionary, Harney possessed sufficient self-knowledge 

to admit privately that he lacked the courage and the energy to lead a 

revolution himself. His private judgement was more in tune with the attitude 

of the great majority of Chartists than was his public rhetoric.66 

 While France and several other European countries experienced 

revolution in 1848 the political challenge posed by the Chartist campaign of 

that year was relatively easily rebuffed. Widespread distress and mass support 

for parliamentary reform were not sufficient to cause a revolution in Britain as 
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many conservatives had feared might well be the case since the first French 

Revolution of 1789. Ever since, historians have speculated why a Britain 

experiencing widespread popular distress and severe social tensions managed 

to avoid revolution over these decades. The explanation, which for a long time 

attracted most support from historians, was that religion saved Britain from 

revolution. Whereas it was maintained that the French philosophes had 

undermined the traditional authorities in church and state with their religious 

scepticism and anti-clericalism, it was religion that did so much to sustain the 

authority of monarchy, aristocracy and social hierarchy in Britain. The clerical 

leaders of the established Church of England and the Church of Scotland 

constantly preached the need to obey the existing powers in the state and 

taught the poor to be deferential to their social superiors.67 The ordinary 

evangelical clergy in both churches were more interested in teaching their 

congregations how to merit eternal salvation rather than in encouraging them 

to campaign for political changes in this world. If individuals wished to act in a 

public capacity they should support such moral crusades as the abolition of the 

slave trade and the practice of slavery or join such organisations as the Society 

for the Suppression of Vice or the missionary work of the British and Foreign 

Bible Society.68 

The religious group given the greatest credit for saving Britain from 

revolution was Methodism. Elie Halévy, the eminent French historian, first 

made this claim.69 He pointed to the political conservatism constantly preached 

by John Wesley, the movement’s founder, in the later eighteenth century, and 

then by the clerical oligarchy of leading ministers who governed the movement 

though Annual Conferences after Wesley’s death in 1791. There can be no 

doubt that the clerical leaders of Methodism in the earlier nineteenth century, 

dominated by the formidable Jabez Bunting,70 repeatedly urged their 
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congregations to be loyal to the king and his government through the decisions 

taken at the movement’s Annual Conferences. This has been enough to 

convince some historians to accept Halévy’s claims for the political influence 

of Methodism,71 but others have challenged it. Eric Hobsbawm has pointed 

out that there were simply not enough Methodists in the earlier nineteenth 

century to have saved Britain from revolution and, besides, there is clear 

evidence that radicalism was strong in some parts of the country where 

Methodism was also strong.72 Other historians have claimed that, whereas the 

clerical leadership of Methodism was undoubtedly politically conservative, this 

was not necessarily the case with lay preachers and other influential lay 

members who dominated the movement at the local level.73 Alan Gilbert has 

accepted this claim, but has gone beyond it. He believes that Methodism did 

indeed act as a safety valve, as Halévy implied, because the independence of 

local chapels and the active role played by lay preachers enabled local 

Methodists to voice criticism of the existing order in church and state, while 

the religious emphasis on good behaviour advised by the Annual Conferences 

and preached by the itinerant ministers of the movement inhibited the kind of 

conduct which might have promoted a violent revolution.74 

 Any attempt to understand why Britain avoided the kind of revolution 

that France experienced in 1789 needs, however, to go beyond the religious 

evidence employed by Halévy and others. While it is certainly the case that the 

middling and lower orders in Britain in the late eighteenth and first half of the 

nineteenth century did not live in an entirely fair, just, egalitarian or democratic 

society, they did enjoy much better circumstances than the French experienced 

under the ancien regime. The monarch did not possess absolute power and the 
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aristocracy did not enjoy a range of feudal privileges nor exemption from some 

taxes. The House of Commons was elected by several hundred thousand 

middle-class adult males and was not immune to public opinion.75 Parliament 

represented the powerful interests in the state, passed many laws to promote 

the economic interests of the middling orders, and proved capable of 

reforming the electoral system. A growing proportion of the population lived 

in towns where there were opportunities for industrial and commercial 

activities, more amenities, better chances of regular employment, and higher 

wages. Towns gave many Britons access to a flourishing, expanding and 

uncensored press and also enabled middle-class men in particular to form 

voluntary societies, which could promote their economic and social interests 

and enable them to petition Parliament and lobby MPs for the redress of 

grievances.76 A growing number of working-class Britons could protect their 

interests by joining trade unions to put pressure on their employers and paying 

into Friendly Societies to insure themselves against the consequences of 

unemployment, injury, sickness, and old age.77 Parliament passed many acts to 

improve the working conditions of the industrial poor.78 Moreover, despite 

periods of economic recession, the British economy expanded steadily across 

this period and the standard of living of the poor slowly rose rather than fell.79 

The overwhelming majority of those advocating radical change or organising 

popular protests did not seek to promote a violent revolution in Britain.80 

Finally, the governing elite in Britain never lost their nerve as Louis XVI and 

the French aristocracy had done. They proved very determined to avoid 

making major concessions and yet were flexible enough to give way before 
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very strong pressure from below. The period has justly been labelled ‘The Age 

of Improvement’.81 

 From the mid-nineteenth century onwards Britain enjoyed greater 

political stability than almost any other country in the world. British politicians 

and political commentators increasingly emphasised how stable Britain had 

been and still was in comparison with France. They contrasted the French 

appeal to abstract natural rights since 1789, that the French had found 

enormously difficulty to achieve in practice, with Britain’s appeal to its ancient 

constitution and the historic rights of Britons that had been secured in reality. 

It was widely claimed that Britain had established the rule of law, protected 

property, and secured a wide range of civil liberties by peaceful, pragmatic and 

evolutionary means since its own more moderate revolution in 1688-89. The 

French had made great claims for their Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

the Citizen of 1789, but the French Revolution of 1789 had not been able to 

implement these rights at that time and had struggled ever since to establish a 

stable political regime which actually defended all these rights. It was firmly 

believed in Britain that more civil and political rights had been achieved there 

by peaceful stages since 1689 and, moreover, Britain was steadily progressing 

in a similar evolutionary manner towards an ever more democratic political 

system.82 This encouraged politicians and political commentators to believe 

that the British had discovered the secret of how to promote democracy and 

safeguard personal liberty, while preserving stability. They took enormous 

pride in this. They sometimes expressed the hope that their constitutional 

principles and political practices might be copied by other nations, but they 

often doubted if the people of other lands possessed the required national 

characteristics or personal qualities. They looked askance, in particular, at the 

way France struggled to establish a stable political system.83 There was much 

stress on Burke’s expressed beliefs that a reliance on experience, tradition and 

practical wisdom was preferable to an attachment to abstract rational theories 

of government, that justice and the rule of law were more important benefits 

than the right to exercise political power, and that citizens had duties as well as 

rights. When they considered the Russian and the Chinese Revolutions of the 

twentieth century, they believed that the follies and crimes of the French 
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Terror of the 1790s were being repeated on a larger scale. It was not entirely 

surprising therefore that when Roger Scruton, the British philosopher and 

conservative political commentator, was asked to write an essay marking the 

bicentenary of the French Revolution in 1989, he chose to praise Edmund 

Burke’s critique of this revolution and to make direct comparisons between the 

mistakes made after 1789 with the even more alarming totalitarian experiments 

of the twentieth century.84 

 

***** 

 

Today, it is clear that the French Revolution still attracts considerable 

interest from informed Britons, who recognise it as a dramatic and fascinating 

series of events of major importance in world history. It continues to be the 

case, however, that it is seen very differently by those in Britain who approach 

it from different perspectives and for different reasons. Academic historians 

and advanced students are particularly aware of its complexity, recognise that it 

must be studied from a variety of angles and methodologies, know that it can 

be interpreted in very different ways, and appreciate that it had a profound 

impact not only on those who lived through it and faced its challenges, but on 

subsequent French, European and even world history. It has also assisted 

informed Britons to understand important issues that affect all mankind, such 

as the nature of revolutions and counter-revolutions, the strength of the 

commitment to human rights, the competing interests of the individual and the 

state, the growth of nationalism, the conflict between religion and secularism, 

and the comparative influence on human actions of political ideas and material 

interests.85 In popular culture, however, the image of the French Revolution so 

far as it impacts on the British public is very much more restricted. The 

average Briton, asked to offer a view on the French Revolution, is likely to 

focus overwhelmingly on the violence and anarchy in Paris, referring to mobs 

on the streets, the Terror and the excessive use of the guillotine.86 There would 
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be little recognition of the positive and constructive features of the French 

Revolution or awareness of the impact on the development of the Revolution 

of internal and external counter-revolutionary forces. Many British politicians 

and political commentators probably share this restricted vision of the French 

Revolution, but they are likely to be less fascinated by the drama, excitement 

and horror of the Terror and more convinced that Britain has wisely learned 

political lessons from it. Their view of the Revolution is likely to persuade 

them that Britain has been well advised to avoid using violence to overthrow 

established institutions and attempting to replace them with new ones based on 

abstract rational principles. They may well believe that Britain has sensibly 

adopted a pragmatic, gradual and evolutionary approach to political and 

constitutional changes that has secured civil liberty and democratic processes 

by much more peaceful means. They may hold this view, despite Britain’s real 

political difficulties with how to reform its voting system, how to revise its 

second legislative chamber, and how to combine a deep attachment to the 

sovereignty of the Westminster Parliament with the claims of devolved 

legislatures in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and with the authority 

wielded by the institutions of the European Union. 
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Abstract. Did France, which had found the British guarantee on the Rhine after 

Locarno, still needed to risk a conflict with the Soviet and Italian powers for the sake of  

integrating Romania and Yugoslavia into a Central European security system which had 

proved ineffective during the Ruhr crisis? But could she ignore it entirely, at the risk of  

leaving the area to conflicts that would have unbalanced European security and have its 

strategic potential diverted to the benefit of  Italy? In compensation, Western stabilization on 

the Rhine also relieved Central Europe by partially breaking up the German-Russian couple 

and reducing geopolitical competition to the only second-ranking power that was Italy. 

 

Après l’échec de la mobilisation des petits alliés au moment de la crise 

de la Ruhr, Briand se dirigea vers une sécurité collective qui utilisât pleinement 

le potentiel britannique à Locarno. Les alliances de revers pas encore 

formalisées avec les pays balkaniques comme la Yougoslavie et la Roumanie 

passèrent au second plan, d’autant que les alliances principales déjà signées 

avec les pays d’Europe centrale, la Pologne et la Tchécoslovaquie, n’avaient pas 

fonctionné, malgré les pressions de Poincaré.  

La conclusion du traité franco-roumain en juin 1926 ne se réalisa qu'à la 

faveur d'une crise de cabinet en France et sous la pression de la concurrence 

politique de l'Italie dans l'Europe danubio-balkanique, qui aboutit au traité 

italo-roumain de septembre 1926 ; Briand avait réussi à poser un certain 

nombre de conditions soumettant le traité aux nouveaux engagements 

« locarniens » et à une déclaration de non-agression envers l’Union soviétique. 

Le traité avec la Yougoslavie suivit en 1927, mais là aussi, seulement après 
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l’échec d’une formule médiatisée à trois, qui comprît l’adversaire italien 

potentiel.  

La France, qui avait retrouvé sur le Rhin la garantie britannique, avait-

elle encore besoin de risquer le conflit avec les puissances soviétique et 

italienne pour intégrer la Roumanie et la Yougoslavie dans un système de 

sécurité centre-européen qui s’était révélé inefficace dans la Ruhr ? Mais 

pouvait-elle l'ignorer totalement, au risque de livrer la zone à des conflits qui 

auraient déséquilibré la sécurité européenne ou de voir détourner son potentiel 

stratégique au bénéfice de l’Italie ? En compensation, la stabilisation 

occidentale soulageait aussi l'Europe centrale en faisant partiellement éclater le 

couple germano-russe et en réduisant la concurrence géopolitique à la seule 

puissance de deuxième rang qu’était l’Italie. 

 

I - Difficiles réalisations des traités franco-roumain et franco-

yougoslave après Locarno : l’Italie en faire-valoir de la diplomatie 

française (1925-1927) 

Après Locarno, Briand tenta d'éluder les traités bilatéraux avec Bucarest 

et Belgrade en introduisant un tiers dans le couple pour le médiatiser et 

partager les responsabilités : c’étaient la Pologne pour la Roumanie et l’Italie 

elle-même, donc le rival adriatique, pour la Yougoslavie. 

Mais Bucarest instrumenta le traité germano-soviétique d'avril 1926 

contre Locarno pour arracher, à l'occasion de la crise gouvernementale de juin 

1926, la signature du traité. Un autre levier fut les négociations menées 

parallèlement avec l'Italie : elles aboutirent en septembre à un traité encore 

moins contraignant que celui de juin.  

A partir de novembre 1926, Mussolini engagea une lutte pour 

l'influence politique et économique dans l'espace danubio-balkanique – et 

surtout en Roumanie, qui devait lui servir de cheval de Troie au sein de la 

Petite Entente – dont la France ne releva le défi qu'avec modération et 

circonspection : Briand ne désirait pas éveiller les susceptibilités britanniques et 

allemandes au sujet d'un improbable abandon de la politique de Locarno. 

Après Locarno, la menace de conflit important à l'est s'éloigna, 

remplacée par des conflits localisés. En effet, Mussolini n'avait pas accepté une 

proposition de Briand et de Chamberlain du 8 juin 1925 qui lui laissaient 

entendre que l'Italie possédait "une autorité spéciale dans les affaires 
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balkaniques"87. Les Occidentaux proposaient ainsi un « condominium accepté » 

à Mussolini dans le bassin danubien en échange de son appui au pacte rhénan 

et en espérant qu'il se chargerait désormais du statu quo dans cette région, où la 

France éprouverait des difficultés à se maintenir une fois obtenue la garantie 

britannique sur le Rhin. Mais Mussolini eut peur d'un piège des Occidentaux, 

qui auraient pu se retirer derrière le Rhin et le laisser seul face à Berlin, alliée à 

Moscou: il fit semblant de ne jamais avoir reçu la missive; par ailleurs, il 

préférait arracher de haute lutte ses droits dans la région, plutôt que d'obtenir 

des concessions qu'il devait payer88.  

Plus concrètement, à l’issue de Locarno, le Duce avait refusé un traité 

de garantie des frontières avec la France, ce qui eût représenté une assurance 

contre l'Anschluss; il espérait que l'entente franco-allemande sur le Rhin ne se 

vérifierait pas en Europe centrale89. En effet, c'est aussi à cette date que 

Christian Baechler place le relatif désintérêt de Stresemann pour l'Anschluss; 

néanmoins, il ne pouvait permettre la mainmise d'une autre Puissance sur 

l'Autriche, surtout du concurrent industriel tchécoslovaque ou de l’Italie90. 

La France était sceptique quant au projet de Locarno oriental. Le 

modèle locarnien ne pouvait pas être appliqué, puisque les vaincus de cette 

zone n'avaient pas reconnu leurs frontières et que ni Paris, ni Londres, ne 

souhaitaient jouer le rôle de garant. Benès et Nincic décidèrent qu'intégrer la 

Hongrie à un Locarno oriental risquait de lui offrir une autre tribune à ses 

discours révisionnistes91. Benès refusait de voir l'Italie patronner le pacte avec 

la Hongrie : ce patronage devait revenir à la Petite Entente, quitte à l'étayer par 

la « garantie morale » des trois Puissances occidentales92. Duca fut sceptique 

quant à la volonté de Mussolini de jouer les garants du statu quo; pour des 

raisons inverses, Budapest exprima sa réticence à discuter ce projet, que 

Mussolini accueillit d’ailleurs froidement93.  
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La diplomatie roumaine mit deux mois après le Pacte rhénan pour prendre 

la mesure de la révolution stratégique de la France et de sa réticence à signer des 

traités bilatéraux de revers. Les négociations connurent une nouvelle pause.  

Le ministre de Roumanie à Paris, Constantin Diamandi, tenta alors de 

relancer l'intérêt français grâce à la concurrence italienne, mais le Quai d'Orsay 

déjoua facilement le subterfuge roumain, même si des contacts avaient été 

effectivement pris depuis l'installation du nouveau ministre italien, le marquis 

Carlo Durazzo, en décembre 192594. L'Italie n'avait pas encore décidé de 

compromettre ses relations avec Moscou au point de ratifier la Convention 

bessarabe. La Roumanie désirait aussi l'éloigner de la défense des intérêts 

révisionnistes de la Hongrie. Ainsi, c'était Lahovary qui avait proposé à 

Contarini, le 28 janvier, un traité et une convention militaire, mais le secrétaire 

général de la Consulta avait réduit les projets à des accords politiques et surtout 

économiques95. Les diplomates roumains bluffaient donc auprès de leurs 

collègues français. 

Mais le 22 mars, Mussolini fit savoir à Lahovary qu'une alliance italo-

roumaine devait exclure une alliance franco-roumaine et signifiait aussi un 

détachement entre la Roumanie et le reste de la Petite Entente96. Effrayée, 

Bucarest dut revenir à ses alliances traditionnelles. Duca accepta de signer le 

traité polono-roumain le 26 mars 192697 : ce n'était pas le moment de lâcher la 

Pologne, propulsée puissance régionale après le recul de la France et plus 

intéressante pour la Roumanie que l'Italie, car elle laissait ouverte la porte au 

traité avec la France. 

Le coup d'Etat de Pilsudski de mai 1926 et l'arrivée au pouvoir, le 30 

mars, de l'italophile général Averescu changèrent la donne ; toutefois, le 

ministre des Affaires étrangères, Ion Mitilineu, qui avait été imposé par le roi et 

les Brătianu, tranchait par sa francophilie98. Il rejeta un ultimatum de Mussolini 

                                                           
94 Ioan Chiper, "Italy and the ratification of the October 28, 1920 treaty concerning Bassarabia", 
(Revue roumaine d'études internationales, n°118, mars-avril 1992), 87. 
95 Chiper, op. cit., 88. 
96 Chiper, op. cit., 90. 
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op. cit., 43. 
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lui enjoignant, le 2 avril, de cesser les négociations avec la France au bénéfice 

de celles avec l'Italie. 

Plusieurs événements, d'ordre purement bilatéral ou de politique 

intérieure, contribuèrent à décider Briand à signer le traité. Le 24 avril 1926 fut 

signé à Berlin le traité germano-russe d'amitié et de neutralité. La principale 

raison relève du contexte politique intérieur. Joseph Caillaux, accusé pendant la 

guerre d'intelligence avec l'ennemi, était de retour aux Finances après la crise de 

mars et menait des tractations secrètes avec Berlin pour en obtenir une aide 

financière contre des compensations révisionnistes. Le retard apporté au traité 

avec la Roumanie pouvait apparaître comme un gage donné à Berlin, et 

Diamandi avait sans doute encouragé ces bruits auprès des parlementaires. 

Briand, fragilisé, ne pouvait donner l'impression de négliger la politique 

d'assurance envers l'Allemagne en boudant la Roumanie.  

"Briand s'est laissé convaincre à la fin, afin de prévenir de futures 

attaques contre sa politique et, comme il ne prévoyait pas de se maintenir au 

Quai d'Orsay, il signa le traité entre deux portes."99 

Certains historiens affirment que le traité fut signé en réalité le 15 juin, 

mais qu'il fut antidaté du 10100 pour ne pas paraître une compensation au retour 

de Caillaux. Les articles importants contenaient les engagements pour la 

sécurité mutuelle. Les expressions étaient à la fois générales et faibles, non 

contraignantes. La convention militaire prévoyait "des échanges de vues" entre 

Etats-majors en cas d'une coopération dans le cadre défini par le Pacte de la 

Société des Nations101. Ce que l'on a le plus reproché à cette convention, au-

delà de son caractère vague, ce fut la subordination de la coopération militaire à 

l'apparition des circonstances la nécessitant, ce qui la rendait trop tardive, 

manquant de capacité de prévision. 

La collaboration franco-roumaine enregistrait ainsi les conséquences 

des choix stratégiques effectués à Locarno. Toutefois les deux gouvernements 

décidèrent de ne les rendre publics que par accord mutuel: Paris attendait 

                                                           
99 Raoul Bossi, Amintiri din viața diplomatică (Souvenirs de la vie diplomatique), volume l, (Bucarest, 
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100 Eugene Boia, Romania's Diplomatic Relations With Yugoslavia in the Interwar Period: 1919-1941, 
(Boulder, Colorado, East European Monographs, 1993), 501-127, se référant à CAMPUS, Eliza, Din 
politica externă a României (1913-1947) (Pages de politique extérieure roumaine, 1913-1947), Bucarest, 
1980, 267. 
101 Publié par Viorica Moisuc, "Izolarea politică a României pe plan intemational" (l’isolement 
politique de la Roumanie sur le plan international), dans Probleme de politică externă a României, 1918-
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Sandu, La Grande Roumanie alliée de la France, une péripétie diplomatique des Années Folles ? (1919-1933), 
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l'entrée de l'Allemagne à la Société des Nations, tandis que la Roumanie désirait 

ne pas irriter Rome, afin d’en obtenir également le traité. 

A la conférence de la Petite Entente de Bled, en Yougoslavie, la 

Roumanie obtint l'approbation de ses négociations avec l'Italie, opération 

délicate qui pouvait l'entraîner loin de ses alliances : le désintérêt relatif de la 

France pour la zone après Locarno obligea certains Etats à payer ce prix pour 

leur sécurité. Pourtant, Bucarest avait dû accepter de ne pas bénéficier de la 

ratification italienne de la Convention bessarabe pour signer le traité102. 

Mussolini n'était pas prêt à troquer sa bonne entente avec Moscou contre la 

politique d'influence dans les Balkans. 

Pour presser Rome, Averescu essayait de garder la balance égale entre 

l'Italie et la France pour les commandes d'armement103. Il attendait de la France 

qu'elle livrât à la publicité le traité: la France aurait ainsi fait ressortir la 

médiocrité des propositions italiennes à la Roumanie, qui aurait pu surenchérir 

auprès de Mussolini; le 5 juillet, la Consulta remit à Lahovary le projet italien, 

simple pacte d'amitié ne comprenant pas la ratification bessarabe; Mussolini en 

rendit responsable la signature du traité avec Paris104.  

L'Italie prépara le terrain de son influence future dans la région par un 

projet d'union personnelle de la Hongrie et de la Roumanie promu par le 

comte Banffy, ancien magnat transylvain105. Les souverains roumains, pour 

plaire à Rome, firent bon accueil à Banffy; Clinchant, ministre de France à 

Budapest, se montra hostile au projet, en évoquant le risque de rupture de la 

Petite Entente et de révisionnisme. Mussolini demanda aussi à la Roumanie de 

s'entendre avec la Bulgarie, pour participer au système que l'Italie projetait en 

Europe centrale106. 

Au début d'août, Paris apprit qu'Averescu devait se rendre à Rome et 

signer le traité107. Voulant précipiter la pression sur l'Italie, Mitilineu proclama 

de façon unilatérale la signature du traité avec la France le 13 août; les échos 

des journaux furent très favorables et établirent une comparaison dépréciative 

à l'encontre de l'Italie108. 

                                                           
102 Dép. n°162 de Billy du 23 juin 1926, Z Tchécoslovaquie 69, f.185-188. 
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108 Dép. n°203 de Saint-Martin du 13 août 1926, Z Roumanie 66, f.2S-40. 
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La signature à Rome du traité italo-roumain le 16 septembre 1926 

renforça les positions roumaines et fit monter le ton à Moscou. Pourtant, ce 

traité109 signé pour cinq ans pouvait encore moins porter ombrage à ses 

intérêts, puisque par échange de lettres annexé au traité, Mussolini et Averescu 

se mirent d'accord pour reconnaître que la ratification de la Convention 

bessarabe "n'aura[it] lieu que lorsque cela pourra[it] être fait sans préjudice des 

intérêts d'ordre général de l'Italie." Les engagements de Rome étaient moins 

étendus que ceux contractés par la France : ils se situaient sur le plan "politique 

et diplomatique", alors que la France avait envisagé une "action" dans le cadre 

de la Société des Nations, ce qui pouvait recouvrir des aspects militaires. 

Toutefois, le traité comportait un échange de lettres secret sur des 

consultations réciproques entre états-majors en cas d'agression non-

provoquée110. 

La signature fut acquise dans une atmosphère de grande cordialité111. 

Mais le traité fut mal accueilli en Roumanie112. Toutefois, Mussolini aurait 

promis de ratifier si la médiation qu'il se proposait d'exercer entre Moscou et 

Bucarest pour un pacte de non-agression reconnaissant le statu quo territorial 

échouait113. Moscou ne laissa pas de porte ouverte à la France ou à l'Italie pour 

s'entremettre.  

En fait, les difficultés croissantes de l'URSS en Asie face à la Grande-

Bretagne, que Mussolini suivait, lui interdisaient de poursuivre une politique 

menaçante en Europe centre-orientale. L'Allemagne désirait, de son côté, tirer 

tous les bénéfices politiques et économiques de Locarno: elle se fit également 

discrète face à la confrontation franco-italienne. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
109 Voir texte dans Z Roumanie 66, f.64-67. 
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II - Exploiter les traités: Roumanie et Yougoslavie dans une lutte 

franco-italienne davantage économique pour le bassin danubien 

(octobre 1926-décembre 1928) 

La querelle anglo-soviétique porta les préoccupations russes vers 

d'autres horizons que celui de Bessarabie, et l'entrée de l'Allemagne à la Société 

des Nations amorça un processus maîtrisé de révision de certaines clauses 

militaires du traité de Versailles à l'ouest. Ce répit donna l'occasion à Mussolini 

de faire de l'espace danubio-balkanique l'objet d'une compétition avec la 

France qui n'avait jamais cessé depuis 1919, mais qui prit des proportions 

sérieuses du fait, essentiellement, de l'exclusivisme italien et du retrait allemand 

et russe momentané de la scène danubienne. Mais la sécurité de la France 

n’était pas véritablement en cause dans cette querelle qui ne l'opposait qu'à une 

puissance de second rang, dans une zone qui ne représentait plus un pilier 

fondamental de sa défense. Ce fut finalement le retour sur la scène est-

européenne de l'Allemagne lors du conflit qui l'opposa à la Pologne sur les 

minorités allemandes en décembre 1928 à Lugano, mit fin à la discrétion 

française et obligea Briand à imaginer d'autres solutions diplomatiques pour 

pérenniser la détente européenne. 

D’octobre 1926 à avril 1927 – date de la signature du traité italo-

hongrois –, les relations italo-roumaines connurent une brève lune de miel. 

Mussolini voulut s'assurer de la fidélité d'un Etat membre de la Petite Entente, 

avant d'abattre ses cartes et d'intégrer les Etats mécontents dans un système en 

Europe centre-orientale. Il porta ses efforts sur la Roumanie, qui attendait la 

ratification italienne de la Convention bessarabe. Mais même dans l'éventualité 

de la ratification, encore eût-il fallu réconcilier les anciens vaincus (Hongrie, 

Bulgarie) et certains vainqueurs (Roumanie et Pologne). Alors seulement l'Italie 

eût accédé au rang de grande puissance européenne, s'emparant d'un espace 

que la France n'avait pas vraiment pu maîtriser après 1918. L'attitude de la 

diplomatie française oscilla entre l'attentisme et l'irritation: l'Italie avait-elle les 

moyens matériels pour assurer le développement de tout cet espace, alors que 

la France entendait aussi engranger les bénéfices matériels de son 

investissement politique ? 

Entre octobre 1926 et février 1927, Averescu tenta de cajoler Mussolini 

pour lui faire ratifier la Convention bessarabe. La course fut donc relancée 

entre la France et l'Italie pour le marché économique et l'influence politique en 

Roumanie après la signature des deux traités. La pierre de touche de l'intérêt de 

l'Italie pour la Roumanie restait en effet la ratification de la Convention 
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bessarabe. Elle eut alors acquis l'influence nécessaire pour ses manœuvres 

régionales.  

Mussolini s'entremit en vue d'apaiser le différend russo-roumain: les 

Russes refusèrent, ce qui posa le problème de l'accomplissement des promesses 

faites à Averescu. Celui-ci, sentant le moment favorable, accentua ses propres 

promesses de commandes italiennes, ce qui irrita Paris: Briand ratifia avec 

Diamandi, le 8 novembre, le traité franco-roumain et la visite d'Averescu se 

précisa.  

L'Italie poussa son avantage grâce à une mission du duc de Spolète et 

du maréchal Badoglio, le chef d'état-major italien114. Badoglio se rendit en 

Bessarabie et prononça un discours sur la fraternité d'armes italo-roumaine115 

pour presser Moscou; mais Rome ménageait aussi la Hongrie et la Bulgarie. 

Outre le retard à ratifier la Convention bessarabe, le refroidissement italo-

roumain était aussi liée à la résurgence publique de la mission Banffy. Le Quai 

d'Orsay retarda la publication du traité franco-roumain au 18 janvier116 en 

raison de la signature, le 27 novembre, du "pacte d'amitié et de sécurité" entre 

l'Italie et l'Albanie; l'Italie étendit ainsi son influence au sud-ouest des Balkans, 

prenant à revers la Yougoslavie au moment où la Roumanie ne semblait plus 

un allié fiable. Painlevé confirma l'intérêt de presser Bucarest et de la maintenir 

du côté de la France: le Quai d'Orsay refusa alors une fois encore la publication 

du traité. Force était de constater le blocage auquel aboutit la double alliance de 

Bucarest avec les deux Puissances. 

En janvier 1927 le Quai d'Orsay commença à s'inquiéter de la politique 

d'influence de l'Italie en Roumanie, qui risquait de porter à la Petite Entente un 

coup dur117. Mussolini avait posé ses conditions le 16 janvier: en échange de la 

ratification, la Roumanie devait entrer dans la Quadruplice italienne, aux côtés 

de la Hongrie et de la Bulgarie, et offrir des compensations économiques à 

l'Italie118. Ceci n'empêcha pas la Roumanie de publier unilatéralement le traité 

franco-roumain, pour desserrer l'étreinte italienne119. Le Quai d'Orsay l'aida 

finalement en promulguant le traité le 20 janvier 1927120. Averescu put donc 
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éluder l'entrée dans la Quadruplice, en exigeant le respect par la Hongrie du 

statu quo et en refusant de quitter la Petite Entente. 

Le Quai d'Orsay renforça l'action visant à contrer l'Italie en Roumanie, 

maillon faible de la Petite Entente. En janvier 1927 fut nommé à la tête de la 

légation de Bucarest, en remplacement de Billy, Georges Clinchant, jusque là 

ministre à Budapest, bien placé pour déjouer les manœuvres italiennes.  

La raison qui permit à la France de retrouver de l'influence à Bucarest 

fut le réveil des revendications de la Hongrie, qui obtint grâce à l’Italie la 

suppression de la Commission militaire interalliée de contrôle à partir du 31 

mars. Le soutien italien à cette exigence hongroise se situait dans le cadre de 

négociations pour un traité italo-hongrois, qui menaçait également de rendre 

plus difficile à Averescu le maintien d'une ligne italophile. Toutefois, Mussolini 

avait encore une carte à jouer: la ratification de la Convention bessarabe, qui 

occupa la période allant de février à avril 1927. 

Cette ratification eût signifié la volonté de Mussolini de s'engager 

amplement dans les affaires centre-européennes et de sacrifier ses bonnes 

relations avec Moscou. Les tendances soviétophobes et italophiles de Londres 

jouaient en ce sens. Mussolini annonça la décision de ratifier la Convention 

bessarabe à Durazzo le 28 février, puis officiellement le 7 mars à Lahovary, 

après avoir averti Kamenev121. 

Paradoxalement, en voulant supplanter la France en Europe centrale, 

l'Italie n'aurait réussi qu'à se laisser subrepticement attirer dans son jeu de 

consolidation des frontières et à se brouiller avec la révisionniste Russie; certes, 

cela pouvait avoir des effets indésirables, Rome pouvant même envisager, 

localement, une politique révisionniste. Mais puisque Londres s'était érigée en 

principal garant de la sécurité française sur le Rhin, le rapprochement anglo-

italien ne pouvait qu'aboutir à une consolidation implicite des engagements de 

Locarno, même au prix d'une concurrence limitée en Europe centre-orientale. 

Cela revenait indirectement à la politique envisagée par la lettre de Briand et de 

Chamberlain à Mussolini du 8 juin 1925.  

Mussolini espérait que son choix pût porter ses fruits en Europe 

centrale. Il fallait calmer les inquiétudes hongroises. Or Budapest fit mine de se 

rapprocher de Belgrade en lui proposant un pacte de non-agression122, qui 
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ressemblait à un début d'intégration danubienne en dehors de l'Italie. Belgrade 

faisait sentir à Bucarest que la diplomatie yougoslave n'était pas si isolée et 

pouvait aussi négocier avec les adversaires, comme la Roumanie l'avait fait avec 

l'Italie. Budapest abattit ses cartes et fit savoir à Belgrade que la réserve relative 

aux engagements qui la liaient à la Petite Entente devait être supprimée de leur 

pacte : le jeu devenant dangereux, Belgrade refusa123, car la manœuvre visait le 

détachement de la Petite Entente et un arbitrage territorial. 

La brusque aggravation des relations italo-yougoslaves obligea d'ailleurs 

Belgrade à poser la question de l'appui qu'elle pouvait recevoir de la Petite 

Entente, qui se trouvait paralysée par les ouvertures hongroises et italiennes. 

Benès invita implicitement Paris à reprendre des responsabilités régionales 

contre l'influence dissolvante de l'Italie124.  

La France calma d'abord les esprits: après Varsovie (qui rassura sur un 

rapprochement déstabilisant avec Rome125), le Quai d'Orsay agit directement à 

Bucarest. Clinchant transmit à Mitilineu les déclarations pacifiques de Litvinov 

afin de vider de son intérêt la garantie antisoviétique de l'Italie126. Paris pouvait 

profiter de la période délicate qu'aborderait l'alliance italo-roumaine avec la 

poursuite de la manœuvre de Rome en faveur de la Hongrie. 

La crise ouverte par le traité italo-hongrois d’avril 1927 contribua 

largement à la victoire – sans combat – de la France au sein de la Petite 

Entente. Rome ne reprit une politique active qu'à partir de juin, puis surtout de 

novembre 1927, après la mort de Ion Brătianu et la prééminence du ministre 

des Affaires étrangères, Nicolae Titulescu. Au début de 1928, Mussolini rétablit 

ainsi une sorte de condominium conflictuel avec la France à Bucarest, tandis 

que Titulescu s'employa à se réconcilier avec l'Allemagne, appliquant ainsi sa 

politique de diversification des appuis occidentaux de la Roumanie.  

Paris laissa habilement Mussolini s'enliser dans ses projets centre-

européens, sans intervenir ouvertement, afin de ne pas porter de lourde 

responsabilité dans son échec éventuel et de laisser Bucarest revenir de sa 

propre initiative dans l'orbite de la France immédiatement après le traité italo-

hongrois. Ainsi, face à l'accueil cordial de Bethlen à Rome, lors de la signature 

du traité du 5 avril, la presse roumaine exprima son inquiétude127. Rome 

envisageait "un traité d'arbitrage général" dans la zone, mais cela risquait 
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d'aboutir à un resserrement de la Petite Entente. La contre-offensive de la 

Petite Entente se préparait sans intervention française voyante.  

Ainsi, la Petite Entente fut réactivée dans sa tentative de garder le 

contact avec la Hongrie grâce aux discussions hungaro-yougoslaves. Cela 

ressemblait à une sorte de Locarno oriental, mais peu praticable, en raison des 

contentieux territoriaux, de l'appui que Budapest trouvait désormais 

officiellement à Rome et du réveil de la question des optants hongrois – ces 

magyars souvent richissimes de Transylvanie qui avaient opté pour la Hongrie 

et n’avaient pas été indemnisés lors de la réforme agraire pour «absentéisme» 

sur leurs propriétés: Bethlen, Banffy et autres Teleki en faisaient partie et 

avaient été purement et simplement spoliés au vu du droit international.   

L'Etat le plus menacé était la Yougoslavie. Marincovic était bien décidé 

à interrompre les discussions avec Budapest si les Tchécoslovaques et surtout 

les Roumains le soutiendraient contre une éventuelle agression italienne128. Le 

12 mai débuta la conférence de Jachimov: elle donna l'impression d'une 

solidarité absolue129. L'hypothèque hongroise fut levée par les Yougoslaves, 

l'hypothèque italienne fut levée par les Roumains (qui respecteraient leurs 

engagements contre la Hongrie en cas d’agression italienne). Et les trois 

ministres assurèrent avec une belle harmonie Charles-Roux "qu'il résultait de 

leur conférence que l'amitié avec la France était la pierre angulaire de la 

politique de leurs trois pays130.  

Les Roumains avaient compris l'échec de leur tentative de ménager les 

deux parties, française et italienne: après Prague, Mitilineu se rendit à Paris: au 

sujet du conflit italo-yougoslave, Briand estima que la ferme modération de la 

Petite Entente ferait reculer Mussolini dans la dignité; il se dit favorable à une 

surveillance renforcée du révisionnisme hongrois. Averescu fut donc contraint 

par le roi et par les Bratianu à démissionner le 4 juin 1927; la parenthèse 

italienne semblait momentanément close.  

Le second semestre de 1927 fut une période de flottement. Si la France 

était satisfaite du basculement roumain hors de l'orbite italienne, elle n'avait pas 

pour autant beaucoup à proposer en matière de projets communs. Rapidement, 

la Roumanie reprit une attitude hésitante à l'égard de l'Italie et subit 

l'environnement instable d'une Pologne affaiblie par le désir de la France de 

revoir les termes de leur traité, par l'attraction italo-hongroise et par sa 

tentation de négocier avec Moscou. 

                                                           
128 Tél. n°201-202 de Dard du 11 mai 1927, ibid., f.18-19. 
129 Tél. n°128 de Charles-Roux du 16 mai 1927, ibid., f.31-33. 
130 Tél. n°136 du même au même du 17 mai 1927, ibid., f.38. 
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Le retour dans les rangs français fut tout de suite confirmé, 

accompagné d'accusations d'engagements secrets d'Averescu envers Rome131. 

Ces rumeurs – fondées – d'un accord militaire secret justifiaient aussi la mise à 

l'écart d'Averescu: les contrats signés in extremis avec Rome furent rapportés et 

à Rome, on comprit que le traité commercial italo-roumain était compromis132. 

Pour contrer cette évolution négative, on échangea les ratifications du traité 

italo-roumain le 18 juillet133. 

Après Jachimov, les Roumains s'employèrent à reconquérir leurs positions 

à Rome. Brătianu rappela à Durazzo qu'il avait été l'initiateur des conversations 

pour un traité d'amitié, mais que la Roumanie s'inquiétait des prévenances 

italiennes envers la Hongrie. Evidemment, l’Italie pouvait s’inquiéter aussi des 

prévenances de la Roumanie envers la France… Ainsi, lorsque Briand annonça la 

signature, le 11 novembre 1927, du traité franco-yougoslave, Diamandi rappela 

que son pays désirait "un rapprochement entre Rome et Paris"; Briand reporta sur 

Mussolini la responsabilité de l'échec du traité tripartite franco-italo-yougoslave et 

les avanies subies par la France; parmi elles, il glissa la politique de bascule entre la 

Hongrie et la Roumanie, afin de faire sentir au ministre de Roumanie où se 

trouvaient les intérêts de son pays134. 

Dans le vide créé par le relatif désintérêt de la France en Europe 

centrale, c'était bien l'attitude de la Roumanie envers l'Italie révisionniste qui 

fournissait le plus d'inquiétude à Paris135. Le récent traité franco-yougoslave 

déplaisait à la Roumanie parce qu'il encourageait, selon Titulescu, 

l'expansionnisme de Belgrade en Albanie, et heurtait l'Italie, comme le traité 

franco-roumain avait irrité Belgrade et Prague parce qu'il provoquait Moscou.  

L'absence de réaction significative de la France après Jachimov conduisit 

Titulescu à reprendre la tactique de mise en concurrence entre Paris et Rome. La 

marge de manœuvre s'était toutefois réduite depuis deux ans : l'Italie s'était trop 

engagée à Budapest, notamment sur les optants, et reçut l'appui de l'Allemagne sur 

ce thème. La tentative de Titulescu de ménager les deux alliés occidentaux de la 

Roumanie s'avérait délicate; il essaya donc d'ouvrir le cercle des appuis à 

                                                           
131 Tél. n°88 de Clinchant du 7 juin 1927, Z Roumanie 37, f.133. 
132 Lettre n°278 de Besnard du 28 juin 1927, Z Roumanie 66, f.184. 
133 Lettre n°308 de Besnard du 19 juillet 1927, Z Roumanie 66, f.190. 
134 Tél. n°8908 de Diamandi du 10 novembre 1927, AMAER, fond France 64, f.165-166. Pour la 
fermeté de Briand face à la politique italienne dans les Balkans au moment de la signature du traité 
avec la Yougoslavie – qui devait également empêcher celle dernière de rechercher la protection 
allemande au prix d'une approbation de l'Anschluss –, voir aussi Burgwyn, op. cit., 129-130. 
135 Dép. n°74 de Lacroix, délégué français à la Commission européenne internationale du Danube, 
reçue le 14 novembre 1927, Z Roumanie 37, f.154-155 : ses conclusions après une conversation 
avec Titulescu furent pessimistes. 
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l'Allemagne, mais Stresemann tenait trop aux retombées occidentales de Locarno 

et au lien soviétique pour servir efficacement d'option alternative.  

Lors du mouvement diplomatique, la France remarqua le remplacement à 

Rome du francophile Lahovary par le non moins francophile, mais aussi italophile, 

Ghica136. Titulescu ne cacha d'ailleurs pas qu'il se rendait à San Remo moins pour 

arranger les affaires italo-roumaines, que pour offrir sa médiation entre l'Italie et le 

couple franco-yougoslave. Outre sa vanité, puisqu'il prétendait régler des tensions 

entre deux Puissances qui ne le lui avaient jamais demandé de le faire, nous 

trouvons ici un subterfuge pour se rapprocher de l'Italie. En réalité, Titulescu 

savait qu'une politique d'équilibre était difficile, en raison de la faveur que Budapest 

rencontrait à Rome; mais il désirait relancer l'intérêt de Paris en feignant de 

maintenir la balance égale avec l'Italie.  

Du côté des Yougoslaves, Mussolini les avait mis en demeure de choisir 

entre l'amitié et la guerre137 – donc entre la tutelle et la menace, surtout après la 

signature du traité franco-yougoslave. Même si la brutalité du langage ne 

correspondait pas à la réalité des intentions, Marinkovic demanda à son 

ministre de rester à Rome durant le séjour de Titulescu. La prolongation du 

traité italo-yougoslave et la reprise de négociations franco-italiennes en vue 

d'un traité d'amitié facilitaient la médiation roumaine et aplanissaient la 

brutalité du langage du Duce.  

Le compte-rendu que Titulescu fit à Beaumarchais de ses discussions 

avec Mussolini dépassait la question yougoslave138 : Mussolini ne cacha pas son 

désir d'hégémonie en Adriatique, mais à l'égard de la Yougoslavie, il donna la 

réponse attendue: "une politique de paix". En échange, Titulescu voulait 

enterrer l’affaire des cinq wagons de mitrailleuses en provenance d'Italie, 

destinées frauduleusement à la Hongrie et saisies au col de Saint-Gothard par 

les douaniers autrichiens au début du mois. 

Ce fut donc dans une atmosphère de suspicion que Titulescu eut ses 

conversations avec Poincaré, Briand et Berthelot à Paris. La manœuvre de 

Titulescu réussit au moins partiellement, puisqu'il avait fait comprendre à Paris 

et à Belgrade que la Roumanie ne sacrifierait pas son appui italien pour 

                                                           
136 Dép. n°5 du 7 janvier 1928, Z Roumanie 9, f.174-175: "M.Ghica est trop connu du Département 
pour que j'aie besoin de rappeler l'affection qu’il porte à notre pays. Mais si cette affection est 
certaine, il est également incontestable que ses sentiments envers l’Italie, où il compte de nombreux 
amis, sont empreints d'une vive sympathie. Nous pouvons être assurés qu’il poursuivra entre l’Italie 
et la Roumanie une politique de rapprochement à laquelle il s'efforcera d'associer notre pays." 
137 Tél. n°56-57 de Charles-Roux du 25 janvier 1928, ibid., f.215-216. 
138 Tél. n°46-48 de Beaumarchais du 27 janvier 1928, Z Roumanie 66, f.217-219. Sur la question des 
mitrailleuses, voir aussi Iordache  Nicolae, La Petite Entente et l'Europe, Genève, IUHEI, 1977, 58-59. 
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soutenir à fond les querelles françaises et yougoslaves, surtout si Paris 

ménageait Moscou139.  

La Roumanie poursuivit alors la diversification de ses appuis 

occidentaux. Titulescu eut une entrevue cordiale avec Stresemann au Cap 

Martin et l'arrivée de Nicolae Petrescu-Comnen, un fidèle de Titulescu, à la tête 

de la légation de Berlin, donna le signal du réchauffement140. Stresemann reçut 

le signe d'irritation contre Benès qu'il attendait, car il tenait à éviter la 

formation d'une unité économique danubienne dont l'Allemagne fût exclue. En 

fait, l'irritation roumaine provenait en partie de l'évolution de l'affaire des 

optants : la Société des Nations avait arbitré en faveur des Hongrois, et Briand 

avait évolué sur la question à la suite de pressions multiples.  

La manœuvre pro-italienne de Titulescu du début de l'année n'avait 

donc pas porté les fruits espérés: la Roumanie réorienta donc sa politique dans 

un sens plus traditionnel, auquel la conviait l'initiative de paix dans la stabilité 

des frontières de Briand. 

Briand négociait son pacte de mise hors la loi de la guerre avec le 

Secrétaire d’Etat américain, qui avait pour limites le droit de défendre les 

frontières existantes et le droit d'intervention de la Société des Nations – 

manœuvre en bonne partie dirigée contre Mussolini, mais aussi contre le retour 

des pays révisionnistes sur le thème des minorités, comme la Hongrie en 

septembre et l'Allemagne en décembre devant la SDN. La Roumanie, et 

surtout la Pologne, furent nommément visées: elles purent craindre le réveil de 

l'Allemagne à l’est après l'assurance que Locarno lui procurait à l'ouest.  

Le printemps de 1928 fut donc marqué par l'intensification du danger 

révisionniste. L'interview accordée par Mussolini au Daily Mail, dans lequel il 

défendait la révision des frontières hongroises, provoqua un tollé en 

Roumanie141. Duca conclut devant le ministre de Yougoslavie au 

"renforcement des liens qui uniss[ai]ent les Etats de la Petite Entente."142 Ce 

qui aggravait le risque d'isolement, ce fut le rapprochement entre Pologne et 

Italie devant le danger allemand.  

Mais cette belle unanimité des trois alliés se fissura une fois de plus 

avec la politique d'équilibre de Titulescu qui, même dans sa déclaration à la 

                                                           
139 Note de Bonnet du 3 février 1928, Z Roumanie 66, f.249-250; voir Sandu, op. cit., doc. n°89.  
140 Lettre du journaliste losif Schiopul à Petrescu-Comnen du 2 mars 1928, publiée par Dobrinescu 
V.F. Dobrinescu Nicolae Titulescu si Marea Britanie (Nicolae Titulescu et la Grande-Bretagne), 
(lasi, Ed. Moldova, 1991), 108-109. 
141 Tél. n°66-68 de Japy du 31 mars 1928, Z Roumanie 66, f.260-261. 
142 Tél. n°69 du même au même du 31 mars 1928, ibid., f.262. 
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presse, appela à une réconciliation italo-yougoslave143. Il prenait des gages pour 

la conférence de la Petite Entente de Bucarest, qui se déroula du 20 au 22 juin. 

La Yougoslavie était le principal bénéficiaire du durcissement de la Petite 

Entente envers la Hongrie, puisque l'Italie était la Grande Puissance 

indirectement visée144. La réaction de Titulescu ne se fit pas attendre : le 

communiqué de la conférence publié à Bucarest accordait à l'Italie une place à 

part parmi les Puissances amies de la Petite Entente, ce qui le distinguait de 

celui publié à l'étranger145.  

En somme, la conférence de Bucarest, tout en confirmant le 

rapprochement franco-roumain, ne mit pas fin au jeu de la Roumanie avec 

l'Italie en raison des dissensions entre les membres de la Petite Entente: la 

diplomatie roumaine ne pouvait accepter un rapprochement avec Moscou et 

une querelle avec Berlin ou avec Rome. La France perdait à Bucarest le terrain 

acquis après Jachimov. 

Ce qui ressortit des discussions ayant accompagné le pacte Briand-

Kellogg restait le moindre besoin que la France avait de l'Europe centrale pour 

assurer sa sécurité, d'autant qu'elle avait réussi à y intéresser, même de très loin, 

les Etats-Unis. Les conséquences de cette évolution ininterrompue depuis 

Locarno contraignaient Bucarest et Belgrade à consolider leurs alliances 

traditionnelles contre les petites puissances hongroise et bulgare tout en ne 

provoquant pas les grandes puissances hostiles, Union Soviétique et Italie et en 

ne négligeant pas leur renforcement militaire. Beaucoup dépendait désormais 

de la capacité de la France à maîtriser pacifiquement le révisionnisme allemand 

à l'est. En effet, le pacte Briand-Kellogg sembla avoir freiné l'activité 

révisionniste de la puissance de deuxième rang qu'était l'Italie, qui troublait 

depuis trois ans les relations franco-balkaniques.  
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The influence of the British victory in World War I and its growing status in 
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1930 and Southampton in 1939, being formed. Other Romanian consular representations 

were created in the British colonies - Trinidad, Gibraltar, Southern Rhodesia, Montreal, 

Limassol, Sydney, Bombay, Cape Town, Dublin, Jerusalem.  

The Romanian consular policy in Britain has shown a dual dynamic, as this article 
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1. Introduction 

L’influence du vainqueur britannique en Europe centrale et orientale 

s’est reflétée dans une inflation du réseau consulaire immédiatement après la 

conclusion du conflit mondial. Avant la Grande Guerre, fonctionnaient en 

Angleterre cinq consulats honoraires de Roumanie  – à Manchester, Londres, 

Cardiff, Liverpool, La Valette. En 1919 a été fondé le consulat de Glasgow et 

en 1921 ceux de Birmingham, Sheffield, Newcastle on Tyne, Cork, Hull. Les 

temps de crise n’ont enregistré que deux créations, Bradford en 1930 et 

Southampton en 1939. D’autres représentations consulaires roumaines ont été 

créées dans les colonies britanniques – Trinidad, Gibraltar, Rhodésie du sud, 

Montréal, Limassol, Sydney, Bombay, Cape Town, Dublin, Jérusalem.  

La domination commerciale de la puissance britannique et sa réticence 

à s’impliquer dans la sécurité de la moitié orientale du continent146 confortèrent 

le profil déjà économique des consuls. Ces derniers trouvèrent, dans la 

personne de Nicolae Titulescu, un interlocuteur de haut niveau sur les plans 

diplomatique et économique – ce dernier avait été ministre des Finances en 

1921 – à la tête de la légation de Londres, secondé par un chargé d’affaires qui 

fit une longue carrière sous sa protection, Constantin M. Laptew. 
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Neuron, Focșani, 1996); Dobrinescu Valeriu Florin, Nicolescu Lenuța, Nicolescu Gheorghe, Relații 
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2004); Cîrstea Marusia, Ataşaţi militari români în Marea Britanie (1919-1939), (Craiova, Editura 

Universitaria, 2009) ; Pașcalău Gheorghe, România şi Marea Britanie. Relaţii politico-diplomatice. 1933-

1939, (Bucureşti, Editura Albatros, 2001); Pașcalău Gheorghe, Relaţii politice româno-engleze (1929-
1933), (Bucureşti, Editura Didactică şi Pedagogică, 1995) ; Pătroiu Ion, Dobrinescu Valeriu Florin, 
România şi Anglia în anii ’30 , (Craiova, Editura Scrisul Românesc, 1997); Pearton Maurice, Oil and the 
Romanian State, (Oxford, 1971) ; Quinlan Paul D., Ciocnire deasupra României. Politica anglo-americană 

față de România, 1938-1947, (Iași, Centrul de Studii Românești, Fundația Culturală Română, 1995). 



Le reseau consulaire de roumanie en Grande-Bretagne entre les deux guerres mondiales (1919-1939)   77 

 
 

 
 

De gauche à droite : Constantin M. Laptew (chargé d’affaires), Ion Antonescu (attaché 

militaire) et Nicolae Titulescu (ministre plénipotentiaire), à Londres, 1923-1926. 

Source : https://cutiacuvechituri.wordpress.com/2012/10/03/inedit-nicolae-titulescu-si-ion-

antonescu-1923-1926-londra/ 

 

La Grande-Bretagne a toujours été disposée à laisser la main libre pour 

agir aux autres grandes puissances dans la Roumanie et dans les Etats 

danubiens plus généralement pour la garantie de la paix : dans les années vingt 

à l’Italie mussolinienne, et dans les années trente à l’Allemande hitlérienne. 

Vasile Grigorcea, le ministre plénipotentiaire à Londres, appréciait dans un 

télégramme adressé en juillet 1938 au ministre des Affaires étrangères 

roumain : 

 

« L’Allemagne reprend les paiements vis-à-vis de l’Angleterre et se 

montre disposée à une détente; pendant ce temps, la pénétration économique 

anglaise dans les Etats danubiennes est remise à plus tard. » 147 

                                                           
147 Télégramme de V. Grigorcea au ministre des Affaires étrangères de Roumanie du 8 juillet 1938, 

AMAER, fonds 71 Grande-Bretagne, volume 40, f. 94, voir également Cîrstea Marusia, Relații 

https://cutiacuvechituri.wordpress.com/2012/10/03/inedit-nicolae-titulescu-si-ion-antonescu-1923-1926-londra/
https://cutiacuvechituri.wordpress.com/2012/10/03/inedit-nicolae-titulescu-si-ion-antonescu-1923-1926-londra/
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Puisque la Grande-Bretagne se plaçait en retrait pour la sécurité 

régionale de la Roumanie, on peut suggérer que la dimension économique, y 

compris dans ses aspects consulaires, jouait le premier rôle.  

 

2. L’impact de la victoire: la dynamique de la création des 

consulats  

La fonction de ministre plénipotentiaire de Roumanie à Londres dans 

la période de référence a été détenue par M. Boerescu, Nicolae Titulescu, 

Vasile Grigorcea et Viorel Tilea. Une nouvelle étape dans les rapports anglo-

roumains a été entamée avec l’accréditation de l’anglophile Nicolae Titulescu 

comme ministre plénipotentiaire dans la capitale anglaise, en 1922.  

On remarque aussi la figure de Constantin M. Laptew, chargé d’affaires 

à Londres, qui s’impliquait dans toutes les propositions et les nominations de 

consuls honoraires en Grande-Bretagne, dont le nom apparaît dans l’acte de la 

SDN, « Recueil des Traités et des Engagements internationaux enregistres par 

le Secrétariat de la Société des Nations ». Aucun chargé d’affaires d’une 

légation roumaine dans les capitales de la France, de l’Italie ou d’Allemagne n’a 

eu une telle influence. On suppose que Laptew avait du crédit parce que le 

ministre plénipotentiaire à Londres était Nicolae Titulescu qui lui laissait 

conduire les affaires consulaires, Titulescu étant occupé avec la diplomatie 

majeure.  

En septembre 1934, C. M. Laptew voyait Nicolae Titulescu comme une 

pièce centrale dans les relations bilatérales roumaines-anglaises, comme on 

perçoit d’un rapport adressé à Titulescu - même : 

 

« Les rapports politiques entre la Roumanie et la Grande-Bretagne se 

maintiennent excellents. Le rôle de première main que la Roumanie, dont son 

ministre des Affaires étrangères est le président du conseil permanent de la 

Petite Entente, joue dans le Conseil Européen, fait que ces rapports deviennent 

de plus en plus importants. La visite de Sa Majesté la reine Marie à Balmoral, où 

SM est l’invitée des souverains d’Angleterre, a donné l’occasion dans la presse à 

de appréciations chaleureuses à l’adresse de la Roumanie. »148 

 

                                                                                                                                                    
economice româno-britanice (1919-1939). Studii și documente (Relations économiques romaine-anglais 

1919-1939. Etudes et documents), (Editura Cetatea de Scaun, Târgoviște, 2013), 291. 
148 AMAER, fonds 71 La Grande-Bretagne, volume 3, f. 206, également cité dans Cîrstea Marusia, 
op. cit., 217. 
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Le consul honoraire devait posséder une réputation respectable dans les 

cercles sociaux et commerciaux de la ville. L’importance de la réputation dans 

la nomination d’un fonctionnaire consulaire honoraire se perçoit dans le cas de 

Herbert S. Syrett, avocat et vice-consul honoraire auprès du consulat général de 

Londres, qui avait été secrétaire privé de Lloyd George au ministère des 

Munitions en 1916.149  

Le chargé d’affaires Constantin Laptew écrivait au ministre des Affaires 

étrangères Nicolae Titulescu, sur la justesse des recrutements consulaires : 

 

« Le gouvernement anglais ne regarde pas avec plaisir les nominations 

des consuls ou vice-consuls qui sont faites avec le but seulement de donner à 

certains personnes une situation qui peut être exclusivement dans leur propre 

utilité. »150 

 

Les fonctions consulaires dépassaient en réalité le simple aspect 

administratif et commercial, et prenaient une dimension plus globale qui en 

faisait les agents d’un rapprochement pluri-morphe entre les deux pays. 

Avant la Grande Guerre, fonctionnaient en Grande-Bretagne cinq 

consulats honoraires de Roumanie, à Manchester, Londres, Cardiff, Liverpool 

et La Valette.   

Manchester a été une des premières villes industrialisées du monde, au 

XIXème siècle étant surnommée Cottonopolis – la ville de coton, centre 

international des manufactures textiles. La présence consulaire roumaine à 

Manchester était importante, la famille Goldschmidt représentant une dynastie 

consulaire locale. R. P. Goldschmidt avait été consul honoraire de Roumanie à 

Manchester dans la période 1889-1931, succédant à son père, Philippe 

Goldschmidt. En 1930 il a donné sa démission, invoquant des intérêts 

personnels :  

 

« J’ai été consul pendant 40 ans et mon père a occupé ce poste pendant 

plusieurs années avant cela, ce qui fait que je regrette beaucoup à prendre ce pas. 

[sic !]»151 

 
                                                           
149 Lettre de C. M. Laptew à Al. Vaida-Voevod, ministre ad interim des Affaires étrangères du 1er 
août 1930, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, volume 378, non folioté. 
150 Lettre de C. M. Laptew à Nicolae Titulescu, ministre des Affaires étrangères du 30 novembre 
1932, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 378, non folioté.  
151 Lettre de R. P. Goldschmidt au chargé d’affaire de Roumanie du 2 avril 1930, AMAER, Le 
problème 75 Consuls honoraires de  Roumanie en divers pays, Grande-Bretagne, volume 3, f. 29. 
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A la même occasion, son frère, Hermann J. Goldschmidt a renoncé à 

son poste de chancelier du consulat de Manchester. Peut-être leurs démissions 

ont survenu sur le fonds de l’antisémitisme ascendant, finissant la dynastie, car 

la personne recommandée par le consul R. P. Goldschmidt pour prendre sa 

place n’a pas été un membre de la famille. Après des mois d’hésitations (avril 

1930 – juillet 1931) entre Dicran Stephen, d’origine arménienne, de la 

compagnie Messrs D. Stephen Iplicjian,  Edward Alfred Komrower – associé 

principal de la compagnie Alfred Kay & Company et Frank Kempsey – associé 

de la même compagnie Alfred Kay & Company, Cotton Manufacturers, qui 

exportait des objets manufacturés (textiles) en Roumanie, avec une solide 

réputation, le poste consulaire est revenu à ce dernier, dont les références ont 

été confirmées par le Foreign Office.  

Constantin M. Laptew justifiait le choix de Kempsey, dans une lettre 

adressée au ministre des Affaires étrangères, Dimitrie I. Ghika : « Monsieur 

Kempsey a l’avantage de posséder une situation sociale et une situation 

commerciale supérieures à celles de Monsieur Dicran Stephen. »152 

La nomination a été sans doute un compromis, surtout dans une ville 

importante comme Manchester : la situation devenait embarrassante, le consul 

Goldschmidt avait donné sa démission depuis avril 1930 et seulement en 

automne 1931 le nouveau consul est entré dans ses droits. 

Frank Kempsey a occupé la fonction de consul honoraire de Roumanie 

jusqu’à sa démission, en 1937, survenue comme résultat de la suppression de 

son bureau de Manchester.153 Malgré le début difficile de sa carrière consulaire, 

six ans plus tard, l’activité du consul Frank Kempsey était très appréciée par la 

Légation roumaine, comme on apprend de la lettre de Vasile Grigorcea, 

ministre plénipotentiaire à Londres : « La façon dont vous avez dirigé les 

travaux au consulat restera un modèle que je proposerai à tous vos collègues à 

suivre comme exemple. »154 Le ministre Grigorcea a décrit l’activité du consul 

dans des termes élogieux au ministre des Affaires étrangères roumain, Victor 

Antonescu :  

 

« Monsieur Frank Kempsey, consul honoraire à Manchester, est le premier 

des 16 consuls qui se trouvent sous mon contrôle qui a accompli sa fonction avec la 

                                                           
152 Lettre de Laptew à D. I. Ghika du 28 mai 1931, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 380, non 
folioté. 
153 Lettre de Kempsey à Vasile Grigorcea, ministre plénipotentiaire à Londres du 11 mai 1937, 
AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 380, non folioté. 
154 Lettre de Vasile Grigorcea à Victor Antonescu du 24 mai 1937, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, 
vol. 380, non folioté. 
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plus grande exactitude, depuis sa nomination jusqu’à présent, et je peux dire seulement 

que nous devons le remercier aussi chaleureusement que possible pour la façon de 

diriger son consulat de Manchester. »155 

 

Son replaçant fut Orric Joures Knudsen, d’origine danoise, directeur 

d’une maison de navigation locale. Sa candidature a été appuyée par des 

personnes influentes, comme le lord maire de Manchester, J. Toole et le 

secrétaire de la Chambre de Commerce de la ville, au nom du président 

Edward Rhodes. Son père avait été consul de Danemark à Manchester pendant 

trente ans et lui-même avait occupé la fonction de vice-consul (1926-1932), 

détenant la distinction « The Ridder Cross of Dannebrog »156, un ordre pour 

honorer et récompenser les citoyens fidèles du Danemark. O. J. Knudsen était 

le secrétaire honoraire et le trésorier de l’Association consulaire de la  ville.  

 

 
 

Orric Joures Knudsen, consul honoraire de Roumanie à Manchester (1937-1940). 

Source: Photograph of Orric in Tameside Local Studies and Archives Centre. Reference: 

MR4/23/91/273, http://www.themenbehindthemedals.org.uk 

 

Comme la majorité des consuls honoraires de Roumanie en Grande-

Bretagne, Orric Joures Knudsen a donné sa démission en 1940, quand les deux 

pays se sont retrouvés dans des camps différents.  

La documentation dédiée aux affaires consulaires de Londres enregistre 

une lacune apparemment étrange entre 1921 et 1933. Nous pouvons sans 

doute l’attribuer à deux types de raisons contradictoires, mais convergentes 

                                                           
155 Lettre de Vasile Grigorcea à Victor Antonescu du 25 mai 1937, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, 
vol. 380, non folioté. 
156 Curriculum vitae d’O. J. Knudsen, AMAER, Le problème 75 Consuls honoraires de  Roumanie 
en divers pays, Grande-Bretagne, volume 3, f. 52.  

http://www.themenbehindthemedals.org.uk/
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dans leurs effets. La proximité de la légation à Londres et son personnel 

économique devait sans doute empiéter sur certaines actions du consul, qui 

étaient traitées directement par le personnel diplomatique. Néanmoins, 

certaines affaires importantes éventuellement traitées par le consulat furent 

sans doute classées dans des dossiers qui échappent au fonds consulaire et sont 

donc plus difficiles à détecter. 

A l’enterrement de John George Evans, consul honoraire de Roumanie 

à Liverpool (1921-1924), a participé M. Beza, consul de Roumanie à Londres. 

Le consul Evans était aussi le directeur du Département Méditerranéen de 

Johnston Line (Furness, Withy & Co Limited). 

D’un extrait d’un journal on apprend des détails des funérailles, auquel 

ont participé des personnalités du corps consulaire de Liverpool : J. Parkinson, 

représentant Johan Vogt (consul de Norvège), G. J. Varburgh (consul de Pays-

Bas), A. B. Maundrinos (consul de Grèce), Renato de Carolis (vice-consul 

d’Italie), J. P. Taylor (consul de Saint Domingue), T. J. Purgold (consul 

d’Haïti), Livingstone Holmes (vice-consul de Finlande et Estonie), Albert 

Phillips (consul général de Chile), F. Rveton (consul de Tchécoslovaquie), R. 

Nieva Malaver (consul d’Argentine), Lucien Belfort (vice-consul de France), R. 

R. Patterson (vice-consul américain en fonction), E. Axerio (consul général 

d’Italie), N. G. Vlissiuis (secrétaire du consulat de Grèce).157 On peut observer 

la représentation consulaire des autres pays à Liverpool, avec une bonne 

présence des pays méditerranéens, Grèce et Italie, des pays du nord de 

l’Europe, les pays baltes, mais aussi les pays de l’Amérique de sud. 

A la cérémonie ont pris part aussi des représentants de plus de vingt 

compagnies – dont certaines maritimes – comme, par exemple, Cunard 

Steamship Company, Frederik Leyland & Company, Canadian Pacific Railway, 

Houlder Bros, General Electric Company Ltd. L’importance du personnage est 

mise en évidence par la présence du maire de Liverpool, Arnold Rushton. 

Une question s’imposait : qui remplacerait Evans ? Un candidat est 

apparu immédiatement, dans la personne de Laurence Edgar Rutherford, 

avocat, qui avait habité en Roumanie de 1919 à 1923, étant directeur du bureau 

de Bucarest de  Romanian Consolidated Oilfields Ltd.. Dans la lettre de 

demande il montrait son atout : « Je suis au courant des  affaires de transaction 

entre ce pays (la Roumanie) et la Grande-Bretagne. De plus, je parle, je lis et 

j’écris la langue roumaine. »158 

                                                           
157 Extrait de journal du 16 février 1924, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 379, non folioté. 
158 Lettre de L. E. Rutherford à N. Titulescu, ministre plénipotentiaire à Londres du 18 février 1924, 
AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 379, non folioté. 
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Il y a eu une concurrence, le poste de Liverpool étant visé aussi par 

William Everall, recommandé par le président de « Furness, Withy & Co 

Limited », la compagnie où avait travaillé le défunt consul, John George 

Evans : « M. Everall a été pour de nombreuses années associé proche de M. J. 

G. Evans, et il est familiarisé avec les affaires de Johnston Line entre ce pays et 

les ports roumains. »159 

Mais la partie a été gagnée par Laurence Edgar Rutherford, l’Union 

Générale des Industriels de Roumanie décrivant ses atouts :  

 

« … pas seulement un parfait et dévoué fonctionnaire, mais aussi un 

ami affectueux de notre pays, dont il parle parfaitement la langue. Il est au 

courant de la vie économique du pays, il est un homme cultivé, appartenant à 

une des plus vieilles familles de Liverpool. Il est le neveu de M. W. Rutherford, 

membre du Parlement britannique, aussi un bon ami de notre pays, pour lequel 

il a montré dans toutes les occasions la plus grande confiance, insistant et 

contribuant à l’investissement des capitaux anglais dans l’industrie roumaine du 

pétrole. »160  

 

Les créations consulaires de l’immédiat après-guerre, 1919-1921, 

incluaient Glasgow, Birmingham, Sheffield, Newcastle-on-Tyne et Hull. 

Au début de l’année 1921, Mihail Boerescu, ministre plénipotentiaire et 

chargé d’affaires à Londres recevait des instructions de la part du ministère des 

Affaires étrangères, pour créer des représentations consulaires dans toutes les 

villes commerciales, l’intérêt commercial primant : 

 

« Il serait désirable que nous ayons le plus de consuls honoraires 

possibles dans les centres commerciaux importants et dans ce sens, je vous prie 

de bien vouloir trouver des informations et de me recommander dans ces 

sortes de postes des personnalités plus distinguées. »161 

 

George S. Orr, écrivain et avocat, a été nommé consul dans le 

nouvellement créé consulat honoraire de Glasgow, en 1919. Bien que Glasgow 

                                                           
159 Lettre de président de « Furness, Withy & Co Limited » à Nicolae Titulescu, ministre 
plénipotentiaire à Londres du 20 mars 1924, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 379, non folioté. 
160 Lettre de C. R. Mircea, ingénieur de l’Union Générale des Industriels de Roumanie à I. G. Duca, 
ministre des Affaires étrangères du 12 mars 1924, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 379, non 
folioté. 
161 Lettre du ministère des Affaires étrangères, direction du Personnel et du Protocole à Mihail 
Boerescu du 27 janvier 1921, AMAER, Londres, 1889-1949, vol. 378, non folioté. 
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fut un important port, l’activité du consul n’a pas été significative. Quatre ans 

plus tard, il fit faillite et son poste était vacant.162  

De nombreux candidats se sont présentés pour le poste de consul, 

parmi lesquels W. Connell Buchanan, mais les fonctions ont été assumées par 

Sir Thomas Paxton, l’ancien Lord Provost de Glasgow, la principale figure non 

politique de la ville, et aussi Lord-Lieutenant de Glasgow, et donc le 

représentant officiel de la Reine dans la ville.163  

 

 
 

Sir Thomas Paxton, consul honoraire de Roumanie à Glasgow (1923-1928) 

Source : www.artuk.org 

 

Le consul honoraire de Roumanie à Sheffield, Hobson John Wragg, 

était aussi le représentant consulaire de la Grèce dans la ville (vice-consul), dans 

l’année de la création du consulat, 1921. Il était chef chimiste et métallurgiste à 

Messrs. Samuel Osborn & Co. Ltd, fabricant d’acier. 

Dans une lettre expédiée au consul Hobson John Wragg, le chargé 

d’affaires a repoussé la rumeur d’une unification dynastique entre la Roumanie 

                                                           
162 Lettre de N. Titulescu, ministre plénipotentiaire à I. G. Duca, ministre des Affaires étrangères  du 
1er novembre 1923, AMAER, Le problème 75 Consuls honoraires de  Roumanie en divers pays, 
Grande-Bretagne, volume 4, f. 156. 
163 https://www.glasgow.gov.uk/index.aspx?articleid=16554, consulté le 9 octobre 2017. 

http://www.artuk.org/
https://www.glasgow.gov.uk/index.aspx?articleid=16554
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et la Hongrie : « En ce qui concerne l’information que la Roumanie et la 

Hongrie sont susceptibles de se joindre sous un roi, je veux vous dire que c’est 

assez faux. »164 Les rumeurs d’union dynastique faisaient suite aux tentatives de 

restauration habsbourgeoise au printemps 1921, qui prenaient elles-mêmes le 

relais du projet de Confédération du Danube de 1920. Cette confédération, 

« vieux serpent de mer depuis 1848, correspondait à une union des États 

danubiens en vue de ne pas morceler leur espace économique, au risque de le 

livrer à la pénétration économique allemande de la Mitteleuropa. Le risque était 

de devoir payer par des concessions territoriales et politiques le ralliement de 

Budapest et de Vienne à cette Confédération, discrètement désirée par Londres 

et par Rome. »165  

Dans la même année, Hobson John Wragg a proposé aux autorités 

roumaines de créer un consulat de deuxième catégorie à Leeds, avec sa 

personne comme titulaire.166 Mais sa demande n’a pas été acceptée, la 

Roumanie n’ayant pas un consulat à Leeds entre les deux guerres mondiales, 

bien qu’elle fût un important centre industriel et la population de la ville arrivât 

à 500.000 habitants. 

En septembre 1921 le consul Hobson John Wragg a proposé – et sa 

proposition a été acceptée167 – d’enregistrer sans taxe les noms des sujets 

roumains résidant à Sheffield, comme leurs revenus ne garantissaient pas 

certainement le prélèvement de la taxe. 

La variété des préoccupations de l’année 1921 témoigne de la diversité 

des préoccupations consulaires, à la fois de grande diplomatie avec l’échec de la 

Confédération danubienne, de commerce et d’affaires spécifiquement 

consulaires.  

En décembre 1927 Wragg a donné sa démission, en raison de son état 

de santé précaire. Il a proposé Jameson comme successeur, directeur de la 

compagnie Hardy Patent Pick Co. de Sheffield. A cette occasion, Constantin 

M. Laptew a suggéré au ministre des Affaires étrangères Nicolae Titulescu de 

                                                           
164 Lettre de chargé d’affaires de Roumanie à Hobson John Wragg du 14 juillet 1921, AMAER, 
Londres 1889-1949, vol. 380, non folioté. 
165 Sandu Traian, Histoire de la Roumanie, (Paris, Perrin, 2008), 193-194; en détail, voir Jacques Bariety, 
“L'"accord révisionniste" franco-hongrois de 1920. Histoire d'un mythe”, dans Les Conséquences des 
traités de paix de 1919-1920 en Europe centrale et sud-orientale, Actes du Colloque de Strasbourg du 24-26 
mai 1984, publiés par l'Association des Publications près les Universités de Strasbourg, 1987. 
166 Lettre de Mihail Boerescu, ministre plénipotentiaire et chargé d’affaires à Take Ionescu, ministre 
des Affaires étrangères du 5 novembre 1921, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 379, non folioté. 
167 Lettre de M. Boerescu à H. J. Wragg du 7 octobre 1921, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 380, 
non folioté. 
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décorer Wragg pour ses services. Avec la démission du consul Wragg 

l’existence du consulat de Sheffield a pris fin, le chargé d’affaires Laptew 

écrivant au ministre des Affaires étrangères ad interim I. Gh. Duca :  

 

« Etant donné qu’il n’existe aucune utilité d’avoir un consul dans cette ville, je 

ne pense pas que la nomination d’un autre consul serait opportune, au moins pour le 

moment. »168 

 

En 1917, en absence d’une représentation consulaire roumaine à 

Newcastle-on-Tyne, le consulat français de la ville était sollicité de s'occuper, 

en accord avec l'ambassade de France à Londres, par l’intermède du consul 

Louis Charles Marie Fradin de Belabre, du cas de deux sujets roumains, marins 

appartenant au navire roumain à vapeur ˝București˝ qui avaient été coupables 

d’un comportement désordonné.169 Les autorités roumaines ont répondu au 

Foreign Office que le gouvernement roumain n’avait encore aucune intention 

de nommer Louis de Belabre pour faire fonction de représentant consulaire 

roumain permanent dans la ville. Ce fut seulement en 1921 qu'un consulat 

honoraire roumain fut créé à  Newcastle-on-Tyne, sous la direction de Robert 

Jackson Thompson, directeur de la branche de l’Agence Furness Withy & Co à 

Newcastle-on-Tyne, sa candidature étant soutenue par le consul honoraire de 

Roumanie à Liverpool, John George Evans. Dix ans plus tard, à ses funérailles, 

le vice-consul honoraire John Matthew Martin a fait preuve de talent dans les 

relations publiques, rarement une telle campagne de presse dans les journaux 

avait été menée à l'occasion de la perte d’un consul honoraire de Roumanie.  

 

                                                           
168 Lettre de C. M. Laptew à I. G. Duca du 28 mars 1928, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 380, 
non folioté. 
169 Lettre du ministre de Roumanie à Londres au secrétaire d’Etat des Affaires étrangères de la 
Grande-Bretagne du 25 février 1917, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 380, non folioté. 
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Robert Jackson Thompson, consul honoraire de Roumanie à Newcastle-on-Tyne 

(1921-1931) 

 

Une situation assez commune était quand le consul honoraire 

intervenait auprès des autorités roumaines pour faire désigner son fils comme 

vice-consul pour le remplacer durant ses absences de la ville, pour différentes 

causes : problème de santé, déplacement d’affaires, voyages. Un autre membre 

de la famille – fils, frère, cousin – était indiqué pour fonctionner comme consul 

intérimaire. 

Par exemple, le fils du consul honoraire de Roumanie à Hull, James 

Eric Ohlson, a été nommé vice-consul auprès du consul Erik Ohlson. Le 

dernier était décrit par son prédécesseur, Daniel Victor del Burgo, en 1922, 

comme « … Baronet, un homme immensément riche, armateur et grand 



88   Elinor Danusia POPESCU 

exportateur de charbon, ainsi que négociant en gros de bois. Sir Erik, qui jouit 

d’une réputation magnifique [sic !] dans cette ville, a été le Sheriff de Hull, et 

maintes fois Lord Grey, S. M. le Roi d’Angleterre ont bien voulu le 

complimenter pour des services rendus pendant la guerre. (…) Il possède deux 

Rolls Royce et quatre bateaux. »170 On peut remarquer la similarité avec la 

richesse étalée par Hugo von Gahlen, consul honoraire à Düsseldorf, ainsi que 

par Louis Louis-Dreyfus, son homologue à Paris. 

Quand le consul Erik Ohlson partit à l’étranger, il avait nommé son 

frère, Charles Arvid Ohlson, pour s’occuper des affaires consulaires pendant 

son absence.171 

Les créations de la période de crise, 1930-1939, contenaient les 

consulats de Bradford et de Southampton: le consulat de Bradford a été fondé 

pendant la crise économique, pour relancer les échanges après leur rétraction 

suite au krach, tandis que le consulat de Southampton a été établit pendant la 

crise politico-militaire, en prélude à la Deuxième Guerre mondiale. 

 

3. Profils consulaires : des profils commerciaux teintés de 

pétrole 

Les liens entre certains consuls que l’on vient d’analyser et les affaires 

pétrolières reflètent l’importance de la Grande-Bretagne en la matière. La 

légation de Roumanie, représentante aussi d’un acteur important, se fit l’écho à 

plusieurs moments de ces préoccupations, qui trouvèrent une importance 

accrue à l’approche de la guerre, ainsi qu’en témoigne la création du consulat 

de Southampton. 

A partir des années vingt, la Grande-Bretagne a accordé une 

importance exceptionnelle à l’enseignement pétrolier, le gouvernement fondant 

«… des centres scolaires auprès des universités, comme dans le cas de 

Birmingham et d'autres, où les jeunes sont instruits et préparés seulement dans 

la branche de l’industrie pétrolière. D’ailleurs, le principe de la spécialisation est 

très développé en Angleterre (comme aux Etats-Unis), où un jeune sans études 

supérieures, mais qui a effectué de la pratique dans une fabrique, ou une 

                                                           
170 Lettre de D. V. del Burgo à Radu Tr. Djuvara, chargé d’affaires de Roumanie du 11 juillet 1922, 
AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 379, non folioté. 
171 Lettre d’Erik Ohlson à Nicolae Titulescu, ministre plénipotentiaire de Roumanie à Londres du 30 
janvier 1929, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 379, non folioté. 
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branche industrielle, a l’accès plus facile dans l’industrie qu’un ingénieur avec 

des études supérieures, mais avec moins d’études pratiques. »172 

Grigore Mihăescu, l’attaché commercial de Roumanie auprès la légation 

roumaine à Londres, envoyait en mars 1922 au directeur général du ministère 

de l’industrie et du commerce un rapport détaillé sur la vente des produits 

pétroliers, montrant le monopole détenu en Angleterre par certains 

consortiums :  

 

« ˝Standard Oil˝ (qui en Grande-Bretagne apparaît sous le nom ˝Anglo-

américain Oil Company˝), les combinaisons de ˝Royal Dutch-Shell˝ et le 

group ˝Burmah-Anglo-Persian Oil˝ sont trois noms qui tyrannisassent l’humanité et, 

dans notre cas, l’Angleterre. (…) L’Etat anglais est le détenteur de 2/3 du capital sur 

actions de sept millions et demi de livres d’Anglo Persian Oil Company. (…)  

Dans un magazine on a dit jadis que si ˝… le Pétrole et Roi, faisons nous au 

minimum qu’il soit un Monarque constitutionnel.˝ » 173 

 

Une question fragile dans les relations bilatérales Bucarest-Londres, mais 

non seulement, était celle posée par le nationalisme pétrolier roumain. La 

nationalisation du sous-sol minier de Roumanie - incluse dans la constitution de 

1923 et dans la loi des mines de 1924 - a produit des inquiètes dans les cercles 

d’affaires de l’étranger, et des contestations du gouvernement libéral. L’attaché 

commercial de la Roumanie auprès la légation roumaine à Londres, Grigore 

Mihăescu, transmettait ses inquiétudes au directeur général du commerce, à la 

direction des informations commerciales de Bucarest, en mai 1923 : 

 

«Récemment, la légation aussi bien que moi-même, nous avons dû faire 

front aux différentes attaques et nous étions obligés de donner toutes sortes 

d'explications à de nombreuses personnes qui sont venues alarmés demander 

des informations ˝sur la question inquiétante et sur le danger qui menace 

l’industrie pétrolière roumaine˝. J’ai été forcé d’adresser une lettre à l’éditeur de 

la bien-connue revue pétrolière ˝Oil News˝ pour dissiper – autant que possible 

- la rumeur que les sociétés anglaises sont ˝ les plus lourdement imposées par 

les nouvelles lois financières˝. » 174 

                                                           
172 Rapport de l’attaché commercial Grigore Mihăescu du 29 mars 1922, AMAER, Londres 1889-
1949, volume 147, non folioté, voir également Cîrstea Marusia, op. cit., 108. 
173 Rapport de G. Mihăescu du 6 mars 1922, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, volume 147, non folioté, 
voir également Cîrstea Marusia, op. cit., 105-106. 
174 Rapport de Grigore Mihăescu du 5 mai 1923, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, volume 148, non 
folioté, voir également Cîrstea Marusia, op. cit., 112. 
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En septembre 1924, l’attaché commercial Grigore Mihăescu, dans le 

rapport sur la perception de la loi de mines en Grande-Bretagne, transmettait 

que « … une ˝campagne contre le leu˝ directe à Londres n’existe pas, mais la 

façon dont les différents journaux présentent la situation de notre pays et 

quelqu’un bref commentaire qui accompagne celles communications, forme 

une manière habile pour entretenir l’esprit hostile contre la Roumanie. »175 

Les exportations roumaines étaient dominées par les céréales, le bois, le 

pétrole et leurs dérivés. Commençant avec l’année 1925, l’importance du 

pétrole était en ascension, devenant le produit central des exportations, à cause 

du développement de l’automobilisme et de l’aviation.176   

Un rôle important dans la promotion des rapports commerciaux 

bilatéraux a eu la Chambre de Commerce de Grande-Bretagne, ouverte en 1927. 

Cependant, en septembre 1930, d’après l’attaché commercial à Londres, I. M. 

Nonu, il existait un courant défavorable à la Roumanie dans les cercles financiers 

et commerciaux anglais, compliquant l’évolution des rapports bilatéraux. Par la 

note 11766/22.02.1930 le gouvernement roumain avait annoncé que, à partir du 

1er mai, il considère dénoncé l’arrangement de 1923. Laptew informait, le 11 

mars 1930, que le gouvernement anglais l’avait accepté ultérieurement, la 

dénonciation se prolongeant de deux mois, jusqu’au 1er juillet. 

Les échanges commerciaux Roumanie – Grande-Bretagne étaient 

importants. Pour les années de la crise, 1929-1933, la Roumanie exportait des 

céréales (blé, orge, maïs), des matières premières (bois), des graines de colza 

pour les huiles, des produits pétroliers (pétrole lampant, essence, huiles 

minéraux), des vins. On remarque que la Grande-Bretagne importait de l’orge 

de la Roumanie (la Roumanie occupait la seconde place), du bois, des graines 

de colza (50% de l’importation provenaient de Roumanie), du pétrole lampant 

(10% de la consommation anglaise).177  

Les importations roumaines de la Grande-Bretagne incluaient : des 

articles manufacturés de fer et d’acier (tôle de fer, feuilles galvanisées, tôle 

étamée, tubes de fer et acier, cordes, câbles pour téléphone et télégraphe), des 

appareils électriques, des machines, du coton, de la laine, des produits 

                                                           
175 Rapport de G. Mihăescu du 19 septembre 1924, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, volume 149, non 
folioté, voir également Cîrstea Marusia, op. cit., 123. 
176 Saizu Ioan, Modernizarea României contemporane (perioada interbelica ̆) (La modernisation de la 
Roumanie contemporaine (la période de l’entre deux guerres), (Editura Academiei Române, 
Bucureşti, 1991), 215. 
177 AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, volume 152, non folioté, également cité dans Cîrstea Marusia, op. 
cit., 63-64.   
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chimiques et pharmaceutiques. 178 Ainsi, la nécessité de créer un consulat 

honoraire à Bradford en 1930 était justifiée par des raisons commerciales : 

 

« M. Edward Gustav Reuter, l’unique propriétaire de la firme H. Schutt 

& Co, Succ. Ltd de Bradford sollicite un tel poste honoraire. La compagnie ci-

dessus est la plus vieille maison d’exportation de Bradford et s’occupe de 

l’exportation de la laine, laine peignée, restes de laine et fil à tissage et possède 

de nombreux et vieux clients dans divers pays d’Europe et il connaît à la 

perfection le marché local.  »179         

 

Le consul général à Berlin Constantin Karadja suggérait aux autorités 

roumaines, comme une possibilité, de suivre l’exemple anglais180, sur la base du 

traité de commerce de la Roumanie avec l’Allemagne, datant du 26  mars 1935, 

la Roumanie jouissant du traitement de la nation la plus favorisée.  

Le sommet dans l’exportation du pétrole roumain a été touché en 1936, 

quand la Roumanie occupait la troisième place mondiale (11,60% du total) 

dans le commerce avec l'or noir. Par conséquent, les grandes puissances ouest-

européennes ont livré une véritable lutte pour avoir les avantages du marché 

roumain des produits pétroliers. La dispute a été gagnée par l’Allemagne (1 072 

402 tonnes), qui en 1936 devenait le principal importateur, devançant la France 

(866 322 tonnes), la Grande-Bretagne (846 276 tonnes), et l’Italie (653 222 

tonnes).181 

En 1937, le gouvernement roumain a statué une nouvelle loi des mines, 

l’Etat roumain devenant le propriétaire de toutes richesses minérales du sous-

sol182, fait qui a mécontenté les grandes puissances, par son caractère 

nationaliste. 

Des accords de payements entre la Grande-Bretagne et la Roumanie 

ont été conclus annuellement entre 1936 et 1939183, fait qui dénote 

l’insatisfaction des partenaires, l’instabilité économique, mais aussi l’évolution 

rapide du contexte européen et mondial. 

                                                           
178 Ibidem, 64. 
179 Mémoire, AMAER, Le problème 75 Consuls honoraires de  Roumanie en divers pays, Grande-
Bretagne, volume 4, f. 310. 
180 Rapport 9804/ Dos. 37 de 06.07.1938, signé par Karadja, AMAER, Le Problème 33 Questions 
qui concernent les juifs, volume 31, f. 77.  
181 Buzatu  Gh., O istorie a petrolului românesc (Une histoire du pétrole roumain), (ediția a II-a, Casa 

Editorială Demiurg, Iași, 2009), 297. 
182 Monitorul Petrolului Român (Le moniteur du pétrole roumain), nr. 7/1937, p. 471, voir 
également Cîrstea Marusia, op. cit., 72. 
183 AMAER, Le fonds Londres, volume 165, non folioté. 
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En 1938, les principaux partenaires de la Roumanie pour l’exportation 

étaient : l’Allemagne avec 26,50% du total, et puis, à grande distance, la 

Grande-Bretagne avec 11,08%, la Tchécoslovaquie avec 9,56%, l’Autriche avec 

6,67%,  la Hongrie avec 5,14%, la France avec 4,67%.  La situation à l’import 

était approximativement similaire : l’Allemagne avec 36,81%, la 

Tchécoslovaquie avec 13,13%, la Grande-Bretagne avec 8,15%, la France 

7,69%, les Etats Unis 4,85%. 184 Comme on observe, L’Allemagne et la 

Grande-Bretagne étaient les plus importants partenaires commerciaux de la 

Roumanie, à l’aube de la deuxième guerre mondiale, pendant que le rôle de 

France était beaucoup diminué. 

Dans le commerce extérieur roumain, l’Allemagne et la Grande-

Bretagne ont occupé des positions de tête, avant la France et l’Italie. Le pôle 

d’attraction pour l’Allemagne hitlérienne était le commerce avec les produits 

pétroliers de Roumanie. La Roumanie a essayé de s’éloigner de la domination 

allemande, cherchant un autre partenaire commercial puissant, mais ni la 

Grande-Bretagne, ni la France n’ont été disponibles pour lui accorder l’aide 

économique et financière nécessaire, même si elles ont été courtisées par le roi 

Carol II pendant ses visites à Londres et Paris, en novembre 1938.  

 

4. Une tentation sécuritaire à l’approche de la guerre 

En 1937, le ministère des Affaires étrangères roumain, en tête avec 

Victor Antonescu,  a décidé de réorganiser le réseau consulaire, tant les 

consulats de carrière, que les consulats honoraires. Ces changements 

correspondaient à la tendance générale de reprise en main étatique de fonctions 

déléguées jusque-là à la société civile et que nous avons pu constater aussi dans 

l’Allemagne nazie et l’Italie fasciste. 

Ainsi, Vasile Grigorcea, ministre plénipotentiaire à Londres, a reçu une 

circulaire avec huit questions auxquelles il devait répondre le plus rapidement 

possible : la création des consulats de carrière / l’abolition des consulats 

honoraires / le changement de siège des consulats de carrière / la création de 

nouveaux consulats de deuxième catégorie (honoraires) / l’existence des 

consulats honoraires / Etats voisins de la Grande-Bretagne, sans Légation 

roumaine / propositions de replacement des consuls / propositions des 

                                                           
184 Constantinescu N. N., coord.,  Istoria economică a României (L’histoire économique de la 

Roumanie), (ediţia a II-a, volume I, Editura Economica ̆, București, 1998), 473. 
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consuls et vice-consuls.185 Le compte-rendu du ministre à Londres est venu 

trois mois plus tard, sans grandes modifications proposées. 

Au début de la deuxième guerre mondiale, la Roumanie était le sixième 

producteur de pétrole brut du monde, avec 2,2% de la production globale, et le 

deuxième en Europe. 

En novembre 1939, la légation de Roumanie a demandé au ministre 

Grigore Gafencu l’extension de la juridiction du consulat nouvellement créé de 

Southampton au port de Portsmouth, pour des raisons géostratégiques. Cette 

demande s’inscrit dans la direction générale de la diplomatie roumaine, qui 

faisait des efforts, commençant avec l’été 1939, pour obtenir l’appui militaire 

de la Grande-Bretagne.  

L’attaché militaire naval à Londres, Gh. Dumitrescu, transmettait en 

Roumanie que le pacte du 23 août 1939 était remis en question dans les cercles 

politiques anglaises, qui s’interrogeaient si derrière du traité Ribbentrop-

Molotov n’existait pas «… une coopération militaire germano - russe. »186  

Au début de la Deuxième Guerre Mondiale, l’alliance traditionnelle 

entre la Roumanie et la Grande-Bretagne a été remise en question, et la 

majorité des consuls honoraires de Roumanie ont donné leur démission. 

Suivant la rupture des relations diplomatiques entre les deux pays, une 

circulaire a été expédiée en février 1941 par Ion Pușcaru de la Légation 

roumaine de Londres à tous les consulats honoraires roumains en Grande-

Bretagne187, les informant que les intérêts roumains allaient être représentés par 

le consul suédois local, comme la Suède était pays neutre : 

 

 « La remise sera considérée effectuée au moment quand, avec 

l’agrément du consul suédois local, et sur la base des instructions reçues par les 

deux Légations, vous signerez avec le consul suédois un ˝Procès verbal˝ 

                                                           
185 Lettre du Ministère des Affaires étrangères à V. Grigorcea du 25 février 1937, AMAER, Londres 
1889-1949, vol. 380, non folioté. 
186 Duțu Alesandru, Nicolescu Lenut ̧a, Oșca Alexandru, Nicolescu Andrei, Nicolescu 

Gheorghe, Atas ̧at ̧ii militari transmit ... (1938-1944) (Les attachés militaires transmettent… 1938-1944), 

(volume I, Editura Europa Nova, Bucures ̧ti, 2001), 7. 
187 A. J. Kemp, consul à Birmingham; E. Reuter, consul à Bradford; Sir James German, consul à 
Cardiff; W. Connell-Buchanan, consul à Glasgow; sir Eric Ohlson, consul à Hull; E. Rutherford, 
consul à Liverpool; O. J Knudsen, consul à Manchester; W. H. Beckingham, consul à Newcastle; W. 
Duttson, consul à Southampton; S. A. Paymaster, consul à Bombay; Stuart-Shaw, consul à 
Bulawayo; S. M. Wale, consul à Cape Town; Usmiani, consul à Larnaca (Cyprès); H. J. King, consul 
à Gibraltar; Edgar Moore, consul à La Valette; Allan Way, consul à Sydney; G. Lyon, consul à 
Trinidad. 
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énonçant ces faits, et quand les documents, les sceaux, les registres, le drapeau 

ou le bouclier seront remis à ce dernier. (…) 

C’est mon espoir sincère que cette interruption sera seulement pour 

une brève période de temps, et que nous serons capables, dans le futur proche, 

après la victoire anglaise, à vous réintégrer dans l’ancienne fonction et à 

renouveler les mêmes bonnes relations qui nous ont unis jusqu’ici. »188 

  

Il faut remarquer ici la tendance anglophile assez répandue parmi le 

personnel diplomatique roumain, et encore plus compréhensible parmi celui en 

poste à Londres. 

 

5. Conclusion 

La plus part des consuls honoraires de Roumanie sur le territoire 

britannique ont donné leurs démissions en 1941, à l’occasion de l’interruption 

des relations entre les deux pays. Les consulats honoraires roumains de 

Grande-Bretagne ont eu la même destinée que ceux d’Italie189, en février 1948, 

par le Décret de la République Populaire Roumaine communiste numéro 255 

publié dans le Moniteur Officiel no. 43/21.02.1948, étant supprimés les 

consulats honoraires de Roumanie en Grande-Bretagne et dans ses colonies.190  

La mesure s’inscrit dans l’accélération de début de la guerre froide, qui 

avait pris un tour plus ferme avec le refus de l’aide économique américaine 

pour le relèvement de l’Europe (le Plan Marshall) par le Conseils des Ministres 

du 9 juillet 1947191. Avaient suivi l’abdication forcée du roi, sur la menace d’une 

guerre civile, le 30 décembre 1947, et la proclamation, le jour même, de la 

République Populaire Roumaine dans des conditions pour le moins douteuses 

– réalisée en trois quarts d’heure, « … lors d’une séance spéciale d’un 

Parlement en pleines vacances, mais réunissant néanmoins près de 300 députés 

et qui auraient applaudi 19 fois l’acte … »192 Ces suppressions interviennent 

quatre jours avant le coup de Prague qui « lance officiellement » le conflit est-

ouest. 

                                                           
188 Circulaire d’I. Puşcaru du 24 février 1941, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 380, non folioté. 
189 En 1948, le gouvernement de la République Roumaine a décidé l’abolition de tous les consulats 
honoraires sur le territoire italien, par le Décret no. 322/Moniteur Officiel no. 61/1948.  
190 Lettre d’Ecaterina Chivu, le chef de la division de Personnel à Mihail Macovei, ministre de RPR à 
Londres du 10 mars 1948, AMAER, Londres 1889-1949, vol. 380, non folioté. 
191 Calafeteanu Ion (coord.), Istoria politicii externe românești în date (L’histoire de la politique extérieure 

roumaine en dates), (Editura Enciclopedică, București, 2003), 357. 
192 Sandu Traian, Histoire de la Roumanie, (Perrin, Paris, 2008), 284. 
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Le retour des archives consulaires roumaines a été effectué par les 

représentants consulaires locaux suédois, avec l’exception de Glasgow et Hull, 

qui ont retourné eux-mêmes les archives.  

La politique consulaire roumaine en Grande-Bretagne a connu une double 

dynamique. D’une part, elle a épousé globalement les intérêts majoritairement 

commerciaux de cette puissance dans la région danubienne, notamment dans le 

domaine céréalier et pétrolier en ce qui concernait la Roumanie. Mais elle a aussi 

anticipé, dès 1937 et le projet de Victor Antonescu de restructuration, la crise 

politique qui devait secouer l’Europe à partir de l’année suivante et mener au 

conflit mondial. En cela, Bucarest a bien tenté d’utiliser le réseau consulaire 

comme un levier pour entraîner une Grande-Bretagne réticente dans les affaires de 

sécurité de la moitié orientale de l’Europe. 
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CÎRSTEA, Marusia, BUZATU, Gheorghe, Europa în balanța forțelor, 
1919-1939 (L’Europe dans la balance des forces, 1919-1939), volume I, Editura 

Mica Valahie, București, 2007. 

DUROSELLE, Jean-Baptiste, Istoria relațiilor internaționale, 1919-1947, 

volum I (L’histoire des relations internationales, 1919-1947), București, Editura 

Științelor Sociale și Politice, 2006. 

FARMER, Alan, Marea Britanie : politica externă și colonială, 1919-1939 (La 

Grande Gretagne : la politique extérieure et coloniale, 1919-1939), București, 
Editura All, 2000. 

GILBERT, Martin, GOTT, Richard, Conciliatorii (Les conciliateurs), 
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Consulats honoraires (deuxième catégorie) de Roumanie en Grande Bretagne 

 
No. 

Date de 

création 

Date 

d'abolition 

 
Ville 

Consul général honoraire Consul honoraire Vice-consul honoraire 

Nom et prénom Période Nom et prénom Période Nom et prénom Période 

 
1 

  
1948 

 
Manchester 

    R. P. Goldschmidt 

Frank Kempsey 

Orric Joures Knudsen 

1889-1931 

1931-1937 

1937-1940 

  

2 1881  Londres G. N. Gologan 1927-1941   G. N. Gologan 

Herbert S. Syrett 

1915-1927? 

1921-1941? 

3 1893 1948 Cardiff   James German 1921-1948   

4 1905 1948 Liverpool 
  John George Evans 

Laurence Edgar 
Rutherford 

1921-1924 

1924-1940? 

  

 
5 

 
1919 

 
1948 

 
Glasgow 

  George S. Orr 

Thomas Paxton 
William Connell 
Buchanan 

1919-1923 

1923-1928 

1928-1940? 

  

6 1921 1948 Birmingham   Abraham John Frank 
Kemp 

1921-1941   

7 1921 1928 Sheffield   Hobson John Wragg 1921-1927   

8 1921 1948 Newcastle-
on-Tyne 

  Robert Jackson Thompson 

William Horace Beckingham 

1921-1931 

1932-1940? 
John Matthew 
Martin 

1928-1940? 

 
9 

 
1921 

1939 -il 

n'existait 

plus 

 
Cork 

   
Timothy Fitzpatrick 

 
1921-1923 

  

10 1921 1948 Hull 
  Daniel Victor del Burgo 

Erik Ohlson James 

Eric Ohlson 

1921-1923 

1923-1934 

1935-1940 

James Eric Ohlson 1932-1935 

11 1930 1948 Bradford   Edward Gustav Reuter 1930-1940 Hermann Edward 
Reuter 

1939-1940 
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12 1939  Southampton   William N. Duttson 1939-   

13 1881 1948 La Valette   Edgar Moore 1921-1937 William E. Moore 1937- 

14 1921 1948 Trinidad   G. A. Lyon 1921-   

15 1922 1948 Gibraltar   Henry Joseph King 1922-   

16 1926 1948 Bulawayo 

Rhodésie du 

sud 

  
Thomas W. Stuart Shaw 1926- 

  

17   Montreal       

18   Limassol       

19  1948 Sydney   Alan J. Way 1938   

20  1948 Bombay   S. A. Paymaster 1931?-38?   

21   Cape Town   S. M. Wale 1939   

22  1948 Dublin       
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Abstract 

Institutionalised dehumanisation and unparalleled aggressiveness could 

be achieved through systematic approach to a specific culture of violence 

successfully implemented to “Hitlerjugend generation” of youngsters drafted 

into the Waffen-SS. 

The “Hitlerjugend” typology represents a unique of its kind experiment 

which led to a production of political warriors who developed particular 

features, such as combat motivation, soldierly determination and irrational 

courage, on the frontline and far beyond it. 

The article below tackles a series of peculiarities which individualised 

the Hitlerjugend soldier from the rest of his fellow soldiers fighting for the 

cause of the Third Reich. Confronted with special and somewhat different 

environmental pressures – most of which individually approached and analysed 

– the typical Hitlerjugend soldier acted within a different pattern, where self-

sacrifice, moral disengagement and outstanding war craft achievements were 

often the ultimate targets. 

 

Considering the so-called ‘Hitlerjugend spirit’ and the Waffen-SS 

phenomenology, a specific typology of the Hitlerjugend soldier can be drawn. 

Whether the Waffen-SS military in general, or Hitlerjugend soldier in special, 

demonstrated a particular ferocious attitude than the rest of either Wehrmacht 

or Allied Armies remains a congested topic to this day and is beyond my 

research. In any case, a number of accounts seem to rather confirm than refute 
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this supposition. Perception differs immensely depending from which side of 

the barricade comes the observer. The Canadians, as the Allied soldiers who 

had developed a front-line experience with the fighters of the 12th SS Pz. Div. 

“Hitlerjugend” in a greater extent than other armies of the international 

coalition against Nazi Germany, used to refer to “Hitlerjugend” troops as 

being of a ‘reckless courage and determination with a degree of barbarity found 

perhaps in no other formation’193. This allegation was the leitmotiv of all 

reports issued by the Court of Inquiry of the Supreme Headquarters Allied 

Expeditionary Force (SHAEF); one such statement of the above mentioned 

Court stated that: 

 

“12th SS Division gained for itself a most unsavoury reputation, even 

among the rest of the German Armed Forces, which is evident from the fact 

that German prisoners taken, admit that it was called the Murder Division”194 

 

It remains however unclear which branch of the Wehrmacht, or which 

persons within the German Armed Forces, referred to the 12th SS Pz. Div. 

“Hitlerjugend” as to a ‘murder division’, as this infamous nickname is not 

mentioned in any of the German archives that had been consulted in order to 

produce this Thesis. None of the documentary materials that were researched 

and investigated for this Thesis validates the allegation above. Therefore, based 

on the present stage of research that has been paid, I am rather inclined to 

reckon that the nickname ‘murder division’ was in fact a post-war appellation.  

 

As far as the testimonies of the German prisoners of war who were 

interrogated are concerned – in the attempt to reconstruct their soldierly 

posture –, it is hardly probable they had been extracted other than as a result of 

psychological pressure or even torture; many Allied publications had, during 

and after the World War II, produced photographic evidence of German 

prisoners of war with their face swollen and showing many visible signs of 

beatings195. In such circumstances, it is to be assumed that little could have 

been refused to be admitted by the young Hitlerjugend fighters. They were well 

                                                           
193 Charles Perry Stacey, The Victory Campaign. The Operations in North-West Europe 1944-1945. Volume 
III. (The Queen’s Printer and Controller of Stationery, Ottawa, 1960), 129. 
194 Lac, Ottawa, Record Group 24, Volume 10427: Supplementary Report of the Supreme Headquarters Allied 
Expeditionary Force Court of Inquiry re Shooting of Allied Prisoners of War by 12 SS Panzer Division (Hitler-
Jugend) in Normandy, France, 7-21 June 1944, 1-4. 
195 Even “Canadian Military History” Magazine contains such photographic material of visible 
beaten young German soldiers (DD). 
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aware of the fact that, should they decline to deliver whatever statement that 

was expected from them to make, they would expect serious deterioration of 

their captivity conditions, or even worse. History has always demonstrated the 

precariousness of truthful testimonies obtained from prisoners under 

extremely stressful pressure; therefore we chose to treat such self-denunciation 

practice with increased prudence. During the training period in Belgium and 

France, soldiers of the 12th SS Pz. Div. “Hitlerjugend” had constantly received 

detailed information from former prisoners of war, recently detained by the 

English, and subsequent reports were presented to all units, so that personal 

experience of those who managed to escape their captivity was made known. It 

is therefore logical to assume that most of the accounts provided by former 

German prisoners were plentifully enriched, or partially exaggerated with Nazi 

propaganda so that they could inflict the most dramatic psychological impact 

upon troops. Undoubtedly, the Allied armies neglected the regulations 

stipulated in the Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of 

War, 1929 to a greater extend that had been admitted by historiography. At 

least, this had been the case until recent accounts were revealed by outstanding 

British historians196. In this way, using different tricks, such as a hypothetical 

‘Gonfer Accord’, the English jailers allegedly tried firstly to persuade the fallen 

prisoner of war to produce a fully detailed report on weapons, ammunition, 

spreading of his troops, position of armament factories and other military 

information as such. Should the German prisoner of war persist in refusal of 

disclosing the information required, different methods of interrogation would 

follow, such as systematic starvation, interdiction of sleeping, beatings and all 

kind of torture197. During investigation, the torture sessions (allegedly often 

carried out by Polish teams, as stated in the respective reports) were frequently 

interchanged with soft and smart interrogation techniques. As a result of these 

communication sessions, the average Hitlerjugend soldier was conclusively and 

intensively instructed that capitulation could have not possibly be regarded as 

an attractive option. Ironically, there appeared to be little contradiction 

between the information about the Allies’ attitude towards prisoners of war, 

which he had received from Nazi propaganda, and the real facts he had 

                                                           
196 Antony Beevor’s work, D-Day. Die Schlacht um die Normandie published in 2011 stands as one of 
the most remarkable attempts to re-establish some degree of balance between different 
historiographies (DD). 
197 Nara, Washington,  Microcopy T.354 Roll 154 Frames 3797617, 3797618. 
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acquired from testimonies of those fellow comrades who were lucky enough to 

survive and escape their captivity.  

 

Is there any specific typology of the Hitlerjugend soldier different from 

other Waffen-SS soldier? The question seems legitimate given the fact that the 

average Hitlerjugend soldier is not only generally younger than the average 

Waffen-SS soldier, but also presents a number of individual peculiarities. This 

aspect implies a positive answer in the light of research that had been carried 

out for this thesis; as shown below, a number of seven particularities were 

identified and they should be able to sustain enough weight in order to sketch a 

characteristic portrait of the ordinary Hitlerjugend soldier somewhat different 

from the majority within the other Waffen-SS troops. These peculiarities are: 

childhood environment, emotional environment that featured their childhood, 

turning point of the World War II in the light of Stalingrad and Kursk tactical 

developments, aggravation the situation of war in Germany caused by Allied 

bombing on a regular basis, helpless and unavoidable observation of the Allied 

Air Forces flying above military camps with the destination of destroying the 

German cities, the very nature of the Battle of Normandy and the defensive 

and territoriality character of the military operations Hitlerjugend soldiers were 

involved in.  

 

The first factor, or peculiarity, deals with the specific childhood 

environment they grew in and subsequent consequences deriving from it. The 

quality of a proper childhood environment is provided by supportive, 

responsive and stimulated relationship within families. Environmental and 

family matters and cultivated relationship are essential in the natural 

development of any human198. In the absence of sufficient financial resources 

of the families, as well as lacking an appropriate preschool curriculum, children 

will not benefit from promotion of cognitive, social and academic skills199. It 

was exactly what characterised most of the Weimar Republic’s period, the 

political establishment of Germany in the years preceding Hitler’s ascension to 

power: political extremism (both far-left and right wings), disastrous economic 

turmoil caused by hyperinflation and a contusive relationship with the 

                                                           
198 National Research Council, Division of Behavioural and Social Sciences and Education, Board 
on Testing and Assessment, Families Board on Children Youth, Committee on Developmental 
Outcomes and Assessments for Young Children: Early Childhood Assessment: Why, What, and How, 
(National Academies Press, 2008, Editors: Susan B. van Hemel and Catherine E. Snow), 145. 
199 Ibidem, 146. 
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victorious powers of the World War I. The parents of the future Hitlerjugend 

fighter were young people who had also experienced a tough childhood time 

during the World War I, followed by one of the most terrible political and 

economic turmoil in the entire history of Germany. Nevertheless, the children 

that would later become Hitlerjugend soldiers were born in and around 1926, 

time which coincides with the so-called Goldene Zwanziger (‘Happy Twenties’) 

period; due to an international cultural environment that will be discussed 

further in this chapter, Germany started to benefit from cultural acquisitions 

from United States, France and Britain. New social habits developed, and the 

timid economic growth caused by introduction of new currency enabled the 

German society to achieve greater standard of living with subsequent 

consequences in the children’s care and education. Unlike children born later 

on after the outbreak of the World War II, the generation born in and around 

1926 had benefited from a kind of pardoned time-window when proper 

cognitive stages of their childhood could be induced successfully and without 

ideological encroachment from the political regime. It should also be added 

that the short-lived period of socio-political and economic stability of the 

Goldene Zwanziger was based on large American financial help. Throughout this 

time, Germany witnessed an effulgence of artistic endeavour that was almost 

unprecedented in the entire German history, especially within such a short time 

frame200. The cinema became the predominant sector of the artistic scene and 

only a few name associated with German cinema of the Weimar Republic’s 

period will suffice to offer a sample of its excellence: film producers such as 

Billy Wilder, Fritz Lang and Max Reinhard, along with premier actors such as 

Marlene Dietrich, Peter Lorre and Erich von Stroheim. According to Louis 

Eltscher, the source of the right-wing extremism in Germany between 1919 

and 1933 – and ultimately 1945 – consisted of the clash between dogmatised 

tradition and progressive modernity201. The Goldene Zwanziger period of the 

Weimarer Republik came to an abrupt end in October 1929 with the collapse of 

the international financial markets. As things were not complicated enough, 

once again within the same decade, German economy regressed dramatically 

and plunged the entire nation into an almost complete chaos. In 1932 alone, 

unemployment in Germany had raised to 6 million people. The Hitlerjugend 

recruits were born 1926, which indicates they were 14 years old, the ‘golden 

                                                           
200 Louis R. Eltscher, Traitors or Patriots? A Story of the German Anti-Nazi Resistance, (iUniverse LLC, 
Bloomington, 2014), 11. 
201 Ibidem, 12. 
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age’ of childhood, when first vicissitudes of the war were experienced by them 

and their families. Also, they were 7 years old, the age of beginning their formal 

education, when the National-Socialists seized power. Moreover, as it will later 

be discussed in the following sub-chapter, they lacked the unrolling of an 

essential social-emotional development process, a crucial stage in the normal 

growth of any child in his advancing path to adolescence. 

 

The second peculiarity factor refers to their particular emotional 

environment that moulded their childhood, and henceforth their future 

abilities to manage relationships. Despite intensive ideological indoctrination 

attended in the Hitler Youth schools and training camps, most of them were 

fully and instinctively aware of the destiny standing before them; the testimony 

of Melita Manschmann is an arguable proof of the fact they had realised the 

premises of the future they were supposed to face:  

 

“We were all looking towards a hopeless future with helplessness of 

children. In the dark world around us, one single thing seemed certain: nobody 

and nothing could ever succeed in destroying our community and the 

comradeship of the Hitler Youth leaders”202.  

 

The Hitler youths had come early to the realisation (or ‘induced reality’) 

that they lived in a hostile international environment, where practically the 

entire world was fighting against their country and that Germany was 

condemned facing a tragic destiny. There was no hope for a normal life, for a 

normal family with children or for a professional fulfilment. Moreover, when 

leaders of a political organisation, no matter of what kind, are perceived as the 

only ‘stars’ of one’s childhood, this would undoubtedly generate a severe 

inversion of everyone’s values and goals in life. Little expectation of a normally 

lived youthful life could be granted to anyone who had experienced this 

inversion of values, henceforth a premature embittering character would 

naturally develop. 

The actual stage of the war in 1943 characterised by increasing 

deterioration of the Third Reich’s Armed Forces performance defines the third 

factor. It was the time when the entire Ostfront had inexorably started its 

collapse with a disastrous psychological impact upon all Wehrmacht soldiers.  

Unlike fighters of other Waffen-SS units, who had the chance of encountering 

                                                           
202 Melita Maschmann, Fazit: Kein Rechtfertigungsversuch, (Deutsche Verlags-Astalt, 1963). 
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glorious years of victories on both West Front and East Front, the 

Hitlerjugend soldier had only experienced the bitterness of catastrophic defeats 

of the Heer, Luftwaffe and Kriegsmarine. The Hitlerjugend soldier was 

perfectly cognisant of the fact that his duty was to take action in a desperate 

attempt to save Germany from a complete disaster. Gone were those days 

when Wehrmacht was synonym with victory. Fighting for the impossible 

became the slogan behind Totaleskrieg concept, and shaped Hitlerjugend 

soldier’s behaviour to a significant peculiarity. This circumstance alone is 

capable of generating a series of soldierly behaviours which could easily 

become uncontrollable.   

The fourth factor derives from the development of war situation that 

affected practically all German families in one way or another. The average 

Hitlerjugend soldier mourned his family dead: most of them lost at least one 

member of the family in battle, whether the respective died as a fighting soldier 

or as a result of Allied air raids over the German cities. It was the time and 

circumstances where the Armed Forces of the Third Reich registered losses at 

an unprecedented level in the entire European history. Some of them even lost 

their entire families in such bombings. It is therefore an aspect quite unique of 

its kind, which again could only inflict further frustration and vengeful feelings 

to a level that had not been experienced in the years before 1943. 

Apart from mourning his dead relatives, the Hitlerjugend soldier was 

animated by a vengeful witticism that added specific weight to his already built 

in combat motivation. Unlike Waffen-SS warriors fighting on all battlefields 

except Normandy, the Hitlerjugend soldier could only have experienced the 

bitter frustration of witnessing, almost every day and every night, squadrons of 

Anglo-American bombers flying over them on their way to Germany. One can 

reconstruct the terrible feeling resulted from watching helplessly and passively 

how these formations of aircrafts were flying relentlessly to drop their deadly 

payload over their homes. After such terrifying experience, no one could be 

sure whether their relatives were still alive only hours later and a stressful 

discomfort had to be carried out permanently. This situation led to a difficult 

predicament of the troops; the very few desertions recorded in the 12th SS Pz. 

Div. “Hitlerjugend” occurred against the background of such uneasiness 

created by uncertainties with regard to the unsafe fate of the soldier’s family at 

home. Commenting on his subordinates’ frame of mind, SS-Standartenführer 

Joachim Peiper’s testimony was cited by Joseph Cummings:  
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“After the Invasion of Normandy, my units were mostly consisted of 

very young recruits whose single aim was revenge. Majority of them had lost 

their parents, brothers or sister during the Allied bombing over the civilian 

population of our cities. Most of them had witnessed with their own eyes 

hundreds or even thousands of horribly mutilated corpses on streets and rubble 

as an outcome of these raids. They naturally hated the enemy in such manner 

that I could swear I would not be able to control them”203.  

 

The feeling of powerless developed within the young Hitlerjugend 

soldiers who had no alternative other than helplessly observing the Allied 

aircrafts flying in thousands toward their homeland, where they deployed their 

deadly loads, created a specific psychological state of mind known as 

‘frustration-aggression displacement theory’204. Peiper’s assessment is thus 

validated by Leonard Berkowitz, whose hypothesis basically consists of the 

assumption that ‘aggressiveness is always a consequence of frustration’, theory 

which develops two further assessments: (a) ‘the occurrence of aggressive 

behaviour always involves the pre-existence of frustration’ and (b) ‘the 

existence of frustration always degenerates into a form of aggression’205. 

The sixth peculiarity factor is reflected by the very nature of the war-

conduct style that characterised the Battle of Normandy. The Hitlerjugend 

soldier knew that the war he was fighting had no knightly feature; since 

German civilians’ life would not be spared by the enemy forces, it had become 

certain that surrendering was not an option, by any means, for those Germans 

who had been fighting enrolled in the military force. Nobody was that naïve to 

believe that the enemies would treat captured military troops more mercifully 

than the unarmed civilians were treated. Moreover, from the very beginning of 

the Battle of Normandy, the Hitlerjugend soldier was confronted with 

worrying rumours about how German prisoners of war were treated by 

Canadian and British armies: the incident of a commanding officer of the 

Artillery Regiment of the “Panzer Lehr” Division being taken prisoner by 

Canadians on 8th June was regarded as a relevant evidence of the fate every 

German prisoner would have: the officer had been tied to a patrol car as a 
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hunting trophy206 and his fate remained unknown. Recent historical literature 

about the Invasion of Normandy linked with the actual specificity of the war in 

France reveal further aspects about the atrocities inflicted to each other by all 

belligerents. For instance, a soldier belonging to ‘South Saskatchewan’ 

Regiment of Canadian 2nd Infantry Division recalled that: 

 

“By August 1044, the Germans weren’t too eager to surrender. We, 

Canadians, never took any SS prisoners now, and sometimes dealt with 

Wehrmacht formations207 in the same way. One German came in covered all 

over in Red Crosses, to make sure we wouldn’t shoot him. And other Canadian 

stated: ‘when the Jerries208 come in with their hands up, shouting Kamerad, we 

just bowl them with bursts of “Sten” fire.209” 

 

Such conduct of war which must have demoralised any attempt to 

surrender had occurred from end of June, with the occasion of “Operation 

Epsom”. The Germans were, by no means, more preoccupied in observing the 

ethics and the international laws; L. Uppington, the historian of the 1st 

‘Worcester’ Regiment gives an illustrative account in describing the battle of 

Mouen: 

 

“In those days, no quarter was given by either side. I noticed that when 

the enemy met us, whoever had the advantage of surprise our position, it was 

nearly always shoot first, regardless of whether or not a man could be taken 

prisoner. None of this Hande hoch business: see the enemy and let loose with 

“Spandau”, “Bren”, “Sten” or “Schmeisser”; get in first no matter if the other 

fellow was a ‘sitting duck’210 or not. That, of course, is nineteen per cent instinct 

of self-preservation.211” 

 

                                                           
206 Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv, Freiburg: RS 3-12/40 (Der Einsatz der 12. SS-Panzerdivision 
“Hitlerjugend” während der Invasionskämpfe in Frankreich von Jun ibis September 1944. Kurt Meyer, 
Generalmajor d. Waffen-SS a.D.; Hubert Meyer, Oberstlt. d. Waffen-SS a.D. unter Mitwirkung von: 
Hans Siegel, Major d. Waffen-SS a.D.; K. Goericke, Oblt. d. Waffen-SS a.D.; K. Kugler, Oblt. d. 
Waffen-SS a.D.), 24. 
207 The author refers to Heer troops (DD). 
208 “Jerry” – pejorative term used by British and Canadians for German troops (DD). 
209 Alexander Mckee, Caen: Anvil of Victory, (White Lion Publishers Limited, 1976), 215-216. 
210 ‘Sitting duck’ – in military informal slang is someone easy to attack, an obvious or defenceless 
target (DD). 
211 Alexander Mckee: Caen: Anvil of Victory, (White Lion Publishers Limited, 1976), 216. 
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The seventh and last factor describes the defensive character of the 

military operations attended by Hitlerjugend warriors. Despite initial attempts 

of engaging offensive operations, the Hitlerjugend soldiers were now fighting a 

defensive war. Lacking either man power or equipment and ammunition, they 

had been overwhelmed most of the time by enemy superiority, fact which 

restricted their actions to mainly defensive combat proceedings. Moreover, the 

character of their military mission, as defenders of their own country not 

aggressors of others, created the premises of an increasing territoriality feeling, 

an aspect which embellished their commitment with specific anthropologic and 

psychological behavioural patterns. This enables us to consider that the 

Hitlerjugend Division was, in fact, one of the very few Waffen-SS formations 

which, from the very beginning of its establishment, engaged mainly defensive 

measures, as the Third Reich had no longer been conducting conquest 

campaigns. 

The etiquette of ‘fanaticism’ had been stick to Waffen-SS fighters long 

before the first Anglo-Canadian-American troops encountered German 

soldiers in Normandy. Charles Stacey suggests that the infamous reputation of 

the Hitlerjugend soldiers as being savage and ruthless had been spread well in 

advance of a tête-à-tête encounter; the roughness which characterised the 

Canadian attitude towards Hitlerjugend soldiers that were taken prisoners of 

war may serve as a good example of how efficiently war propaganda within the 

Allied troops succeeded to achieve its purpose. Ideally, any relevant and 

impartial study on Hitlerjugend soldier’s typology must, above all, consider the 

specific environment that was illustrative for the respective époque in history, 

and the above depicted seven particularities may be a suitable support to start 

our evaluation from. Apart from Hitler’s infatuation (which can be neither 

neglected nor minimalized), and irrational decisions to keep strategic positions 

to the last German fighter, it was also Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin’s demand 

for an unconditional surrender which may have added a desperate 

determination to fight in the circumstances that such peremptoriness may have 

had already existed. The average German combatant of the later period of the 

World War II may have not been influenced by Nazi propaganda to the same 

extent as he had been in the beginning, or before the outbreak of the war. For 

the ordinary German soldier, the toughness of his enemies seemed able to 

create the feeling that all propaganda he had been subject to was right, and also 

Hitler was right in labelling his foes as cohorts of inhumane fighters who were 

only interested in the entire annihilation of the German race. It is one of the 

conclusions that have been made upon a series of personal accounts of former 
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Hitlerjugend soldiers which are presented further in this chapter. This being 

the situation, the average German soldier seemed tempted to tone whatever 

Nazi propaganda told him with the brutal reality of war, as he could witness 

with his own eyes the series of calamities such as losses in the families and a 

merciless bombing of the Vaterland. Sadly, whatever Hitler and his National-

Socialist propaganda had failed to achieve in convincing the Reich’s citizens, 

was in so many cases unintentionally, unexpectedly and undesirably fulfilled by 

the Allies’ attitude towards the German civilian population, whose awful 

suffering has just been started to be given much closer consideration by 

contemporary historians212. One cannot claim to work out an impartial analyse 

on Hitlerjugend soldier’s psychological construction and his afferent set of 

behaviours in the absence of a detailed radiography of the entire socio-political 

situation in Germany of 1944-1945. 

Within the Western coalition the overall situation was very different 

from the German side. The average Allied soldier was perfectly aware of the 

vast numerical superiority behind him, as well as the huge quantities of war 

equipment available for his tasks. Weapons, ammunition and food were 

practically inexhaustible for the Allied soldier; on the other side, his German 

counterpart had not only realised the disadvantageous situation, but was 

trained in such manner to overcome the shortage of materiel through his 

personal determination, skills and courage. Unlike his German counterpart, the 

Allied soldier had not been asked to despise his life, on the contrary, large use 

of technical equipment was always available to minimise unnecessary losses. 

The ordinary Hitlerjugend soldier, just as his other fellow comrades, was 

trained in that spirit; he was not instructed about how or under which 

circumstances he would better give up and surrender, on the contrary he had 

been educated to fight at his best rather than sheltering himself with the hope 

that surrender would provide him a tolerable prisoner of war status. The cruel 

reality which was standing around had assured Hitlerjugend soldier that 

surrender would be, without fail, the worst case scenario. 

Ironically, the German soldiers who fought superbly on both east and 

west fronts were, by the force of circumstances, the representatives of the 

most criminal political systems ever known in the history of Western Europe. 

                                                           
212 See Joseph Cummins, The Bloodiest History, (Fair Winds Press, 2010); Martin K. SoRGE, The Other 
Price of Hitler’s War – German Military and Civilian Losses Resulted from World War II, (Greenwood Press, 
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Contested Air War, (Amsterdam, 2015); Helmut Schnatz, Die Zerstörung der deutschen Städte und die Opfer 
in: Der Bomberkrieg und seiner Opfer, ed. Bernd Heidenreich and Sönke Neitzel, (Wiesbaden, 2004) etc. 
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Whilst their indisputable military achievements stand as a proof of existing 

personal qualities, it should also, and always, be remembered that the bravery 

of these young warriors had sadly been submitted to the cause of National-

Socialism; their desperate resilience could have only led to further calamities of 

the war and postponing of the desired peace in Europe and the rest of the 

world. Therefore, any objective analysis on their military performance will 

always and inherently be vulnerable to afferent etiquettes attributed by the 

political correctness and other subsequent considerations. It is, perhaps, one of 

the reasons why any research historian who shows the slightest reluctance to 

using the traditional and fashionable pattern of accusing the Waffen-SS fighters 

in corpore risk inevitably the suspicion of revisionism.  

The main question which derives from the assessments above 

investigates whether the typical Hitlerjugend soldier fought in a particular 

radical way different from those belonging to other Waffen-SS units. As shown 

in the previous sub-chapter, there were identified a number of seven particular 

aspects that differentiate the ordinary Waffen-SS soldier from the typical 

Hitlerjugend soldier: as a child, the ordinary Hitlerjugend soldier had witnessed 

some of the most terrific war experiences inflicted to his relatives and 

homeland; following the political indoctrination he had been subjected to, the 

German soldier realised that inimical environment would result in a possible 

chain of tragic events. Like many Germans before him, he had been persuaded 

that the war was morally justified in the light of the injustice of the Versailles 

Treaty; as a soldier, the Hitlerjugend man had never experienced the glory and 

satisfaction derived from any major German victory against his enemies; the 

average Hitlerjugend soldier had recently lost one of his closest relatives, 

whether his parents during air raids or brother in battle; unlike some of his 

fellow Waffen-SS comrades assigned to other parts of Europe, the 

Hitlerjugend soldier lived in a ‘war of annihilation’ environment: he had the 

opportunity to witness every day with his own eyes the frustrating spectacle 

provided by endless enemy armadas flying over Normandy, with the 

destination Germany, in order to spread destruction and death, with no 

possibility to withstand the situation. Soon after the actual battle against Anglo-

Canadian and American enemies commenced, the Hitlerjugend soldier could 

experience some degree of truthfulness behind his previous indoctrination with 

regard to cruel treatment applied to German prisoners of war, situation that 

strongly discouraged any attempt to consider and regard surrender as a 

reasonable alternative to resisting desperately. These peculiarities created the 

premises of achieving a dissimilar soldier within the Waffen-SS contextual 
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frame, a special type of unruly, unconquerable warrior whose mission had been 

defined as ‘fight to death and never surrender’. Approaching these premises as 

they were listed above, the following analysis strives to argue why and to what 

extend the typical Hitlerjugend soldier fought somewhat in a particular 

different radical way from his fellow comrades belonging to other Waffen-SS 

units, being an outcome of an abnormal family and emerging from a dramatic 

hostile environment.  

To examining the environmental framework in which a typical Hitler 

youth was grown, a brief trip into the family background would prove to be of 

great importance. Within the ordinary German family, the concept of race was 

implemented as a moral obligation and as an anthropological asset; some 

researchers argue that social and family policies characteristic to the Third 

Reich were, in fact, only pure instruments of carrying out the National-Socialist 

racial ideology, as racial purity had been pointed out as the ultimate goal of the 

Nazi social order213. During the Third Reich, the German traditional family 

suffered a series of aggressive invasion from the political regime through 

implementation of typical National-Socialist objectives such as racial 

homogeneity, increase of the birth rate214 and a regimentation of the family’s 

private domain. Wilhelm Frick, the ministry of the Interior (Reichsminister des 

Innern) had proclaimed in a broadcast to the nation on 13th May 1934 that: 

 

“The family is the main cell of the ’Volk’ and consequently this is the 

reason why the National-Socialist State places it at the centre of its social 

policy”215. 

 

Subsequently, an elaborated policy was developed and a series of well-

known Nazi propagandists outlined the primordial role of the family within the 

National-Socialist system through confirming the importance of women as 

‘valuable mothers would decide the very existence or non-existence of the 

German nation’216. In order to restrict women’s duty to simply fight their own 

                                                           
213 Claus Mühlfeld and Friedrich Schöneweiss, Nationalsozialistische Familienpolitik: Familiensoziologische 
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216 August Mayer, Deutsche Mutter und deutscher Aufstieg, (München; Berlin; Lehmann, 1938), 38. 
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battle – to give birth to a new generation of Germans – while men do fight on 

the battlefields217, further policies were promoted with a special focus on 

traditional, rural family whose main task, as Horst Becker proclaimed, would 

become the “protective element inside the natural order of the ‘Volk’”218. 

Although a number of traditional Christian principles were kept (pre-marital 

morality and monogamy of the families), a series of new alienating measures 

such as eugeny for preserving racial purity intact were adopted; it was claimed 

this would be among the first necessary steps onto a higher morality that 

exceeded both Christianity and liberalism. Eugenics under National-Socialism 

belonged to Hitler’s Weltanschauung policy and his obsession regarding 

preservation of the Aryan race. More than representing a simple, defining 

principle of the Nazi State, the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Rassenhygiene became a 

government branch of the Ministry of the Interior. To further support the 

racial purity of the German nation, the ‘Law for Protection of German Blood 

and Honour’ had been promulgated as one of the ‘Nuremberg Laws’ on 15th 

September 1935219, which stipulated full prohibition of marriages and all 

subsequent sexual relationships between Jews and Aryan people; on the 

contrary, early marriages were encouraged if they occurred between Aryan 

partners proving they were healthy and capable of procreation. Abortion 

became strictly forbidden in the Third Reich and severe punishments, up to 

five years imprisonment, with even greater consequences in some aggravating 

situations, were inflicted to pregnant women who had deliberately caused 

themselves abortion, as well as to any person who assisted the respective 

person in executing the process of abortion. In terms of being employed, the 

women of the Third Reich were intended to join agricultural, social and other 

domestic work, i.e. areas where they were biologically better suited, in the view 

of the Nazi ideologists.  

A dramatic change of the official regime’s policy in this respect was 

adopted from 1938 onwards, as the necessities dictated by the economy which 

increasingly demanded women to occupy those jobs that were vacated by men 

who had been conscripted to Wehrmacht. Obviously, these needs became 

more indispensable in the second part of the World War II. The same situation 

applied to children who would gradually be targeted as a vital workforce in the 

Nazi Germany, especially after 1941, when strict necessities urged both women 

                                                           
217 Renate Wiggershaus, Frauen unterm Nationalsozialismus, (Peter Hammer Verlag GmbH, 2000), 27. 
218 Horst Becker, Die Familie, (Schäfer Verlag, Leipzig, 1935), 135. 
219 Gesetz zum Schutze des deutschen Blutes und der deutschen Ehre vom 15. September 1935’, 
(Reichsgesetzball 1935, 1), 1146-1147. 



Hitlerjugend division: recruiting from a generation developed in the national-socialist spirit   117 
 

 
 

and children to work hard in order to fulfil social and even warfare duties. This 

was the actual case with most of the generation that supplied the Hitler Youth 

Organisation. The newly-created situation contradicted earlier National-

Socialist theories that had clearly warned that “women and children who 

perform work represent an anti-social injustice for it prejudices marriage and 

the family”220. Such circumstances brought naturally disastrous consequences 

to most of the ordinary families, because the children had no alternative option 

than to apply for care and accommodation in the welfare centres, having their 

mothers either deceased or at work. If not in the welfare centres, children were 

assigned to the responsibility of their grandparents, other distant relatives or 

even neighbours221. In conclusion, the environment existing in most of the 

German families between 1939 – 1945 (hereby referred as to environmental 

period from which future Hitlerjugend soldiers emerged) lacked in all its 

essential levels of normal and good functioning: being absent most of the time, 

parents failed to build an individualised relationship with each of their children; 

because of the parent’s ‘absenteeism’ children could not benefit from 

predictable day-to-day family routines such as morning schedules, mealtimes, 

bedtimes, interaction with friends and relatives, and spending enough time 

together with the entire family; in the same time, the parents failed to 

demonstrate and educate their children in a value system through specific 

actions like personal example, so that children could learn about their future 

morale and social responsibilities, other than through the brutal interference of 

the political propaganda. Apart from necessary availability of his family, the 

Hitler youth was growing in a system where dissemination of National-Socialist 

ideas represented the second essential stage in the creation of his social 

personality. The system operated with a complex and brutal terminology of 

dividing people in different classes whether politically, racially, ethnically and 

socially. Such categorisation would naturally lead to acquiring a personal value 

system based on rigid principles without empathy, understanding, toleration 

and selflessness. The ‘asocial category’ represents an example of ‘politically 

incorrect’ terminology used in National-Socialism to define people who were 

considered undesirable and who could still exercise a considerable influence 

over the rest of society, despite their number being in fact extremely tiny. 

Anyone deviating from political and social framework would automatically be 
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regarded as ‘immorally depraved’; a person who benefit from welfare 

programmes was also categorised as ‘parasite’. The homeless and prostitutes 

were also considered as epidemic dangers and sources of infectious of sexual 

diseases222. These asozials were mainly depicted as losers, needlessness of 

society, inferior class and essentially harmful to the ‘Volk’223. Developing 

strong, irreversible feelings of hatred from very young age towards certain 

human categories played a relevant role in hardening one’s attitude against 

anything that differed from had been taught as ‘normal’ in National-Socialism. 

Like people living in most totalitarian systems, the Germans were brought 

about to believe that exacerbation of social tensions (which had, in fact, been 

caused by the Nazis themselves) could only be minimalized or even resolved 

by a homogenous and authoritarian nation-state224. 

Extracting recruits born from 1926 downwards, the 12th SS Pz. Div. 

“Hitlerjugend” was formed by a corps of soldiers who were between 14 to 17 

years old when Germany started to experience its disastrous defeats in Soviet 

Union, as well as increasingly efficient and deadly bombardments inflicted by 

U.S. Air Forces and Royal Air Force. At the time, boys were mature enough to 

understand and feel consciously the tragedy of their homeland; by the force of 

events, calamities of their Vaterland were, in fact, the very misfortunes of their 

own families and more distant relatives. They played the role of helpless 

witnesses of the day and night air raids that destroyed their cities, playing 

grounds and homes; they were forced to see what no other German child’s 

eyes could ever witness, that is ruins in flames, mutilated bodies on streets or 

even worse, gutted bodies of their own parents, brothers and sisters; the 

emotionality of those young boys had been brought to an aberrant level of 

insensibility combined with a feeling of incalculable hatred. Psychologically, the 

premier reason why Hitlerjugend warriors displayed unusual brutality on both 

stages, the battlefield and behind it, derives from the gradual process of 

desensitisation created by prolonged exposure of the dreadful views of the 

dead and mutilated. This was an absolutely strong peculiarity which will be 

further approached in the last chapter dedicated to the psychological portrait 
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of the average Hitlerjugend soldier. This is perhaps why any attempt to analyse 

the ruthless behaviour of the average Hitlerjugend soldier in the absence of the 

understanding of accompanying war environment he was growing in, would 

lead to an incomplete, and even an ideologised resolution. Children who 

viewed these terrible incidents were old enough in terms of intellectual 

competence to start asking questions and the propaganda of the regime found 

the most drought ground upon which its poisonous drops could be poured 

systematically. At the age of 16-17, this generation was growing surrounded by 

death, terror and National-Socialist propaganda. They had the opportunity to 

gaze upon most terrible war dramas long before they were assigned to step on 

frontlines and battle fields. The terrifying experiences of the early Wehrmacht 

soldiers fighting on the East Front who had witnessed human bodies squashed 

under the trucks of tanks became of daily occurrence for most of these 

youngsters who had to also accomplish their duty as Feldschere-Hitlerjugend teams 

which dealt with first-aid procedures and duties specific to ambulance 

personnel of the Wehrmacht. Their habitude to tackle fiercely, bloody fighting 

on the narrow streets of the villages and towns of Normandy or on the battle 

fields against their better equipped counterparts was an obvious outcome and 

came naturally as a result of their previous hardening process. It is debatable 

perhaps the most unusual and unique situation in the World War II when 

young recruits who were supposed to experience their ‘fire baptism’ had in fact 

routined blood and death on streets, all horrors of war, just like on the 

battlefields, long before being conscripted into the armed forces. It is 

important to underline that age between 10 and 16 is the most crucial stage for 

social-emotional development. This is the period when children, at their 

entrance to adolescence must develop their ability to understand and control 

their own feelings as well as the feelings of others.  

 

This basic social formation can only be attained through acquiring 

social-emotional skills such as confidence, feelings of trust, pride, friendship, 

affection and humour225. According to Darla Ferris Miller, the following set of 

skills should be acquainted in order to ensure an optimal social and emotional 

development: being able to identify and define one’s own feelings; read and 

understand emotional status of others; learn to manage strong emotions and 

their expressions in an adequate manner; adjust one’s own behaviour; develop 
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empathy for others; build and sustain relationship with others. All of these 

skills develop on their own timetable and build upon one another226. As 

children are not born with social-emotional skills, it becomes therefore the 

duty of the parents, teachers and society to teach and foster these abilities. 

Being prejudiced by any trace of a naturally developed social-emotional 

formation, the children of the Third Reich, living in period 1940-1945, lacked 

entirely the sense of who they were in the world and had no instruction about 

how they could establish quality relationships with others. They thus were 

prejudiced by any basic skills about how to resolve a conflict situation, gain 

confidence and reach goals227. In conclusion, children who would later become 

Hitlerjugend soldiers lacked the slightest feelings of trust, confidence, pride, 

friendship, affection and humour: surrounded by a world that was literarily 

succumbing and blazing under their own eyes, trust and confidence were 

replaced by despair and horror; pride had become a distant, illusive target as 

their country was a dramatic field of bitter defeat; affection and friendship 

were replaced by military-type training, violent propaganda which promoted a 

total war and merciless revenge against the invaders and daily routines that had 

nothing childish and affectionate in it. Ever since their compulsory duties as 

supporting ambulance and first-aid procedures were performed, most of these 

youngsters were animated by pure feeling of revenge hardened by a violent 

Nazi propaganda that had its answers available to all their questions. The 

feeling of revenge had increasingly acquired during the time of assignment of 

the Hitlerjugend units in Belgium and Northern France; day and night, Allied 

aircraft formations were flying towards Germany in order to accomplish their 

deadly mission of destroying whatever had been spared in lives and buildings. 

The Hitlerjugend soldiers knew they could do nothing in order to hinder the 

enemy fighter-bombers; instead they were impatiently waiting to avenge their 

frustrations and pain by engaging the enemy troops on land. All these aspects 

enumerated above may add some logical explanation behind their erratic, 

childish and even ridiculous behaviour recorded by Canadian veterans and 

quoted at the beginning of this chapter. During their training before the 

Invasion of Normandy, Hitlerjugend soldiers had permanently received a 

tenacious combat motivation; one of the key issues they had been instructed 

referred to the very peculiar aspect of surrender which was regarded as a totally 

inadmissible option. Beyond expected propaganda’s leitmotiv, as explained and 
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detailed in this thesis, the Allied forces treated German prisoners of war rather 

erratically, no matter whether they belonged to Heer or Waffen-SS units. In a 

Totaleskrieg-type of conflict that was often fought ruthlessly by the Germans, 

their opponents would normally prove little availability to react differently. On 

the other hand, the Allies had been all aware of the fact that Waffen-SS 

soldiers were expected to be reluctant to surrender, as the technical manual of 

the War Department of the U.S. Army stated: 

 

“[...] The divisions of the Waffen-SS may still be expected to fight to 

very end, especially since the individual soldier and especially the individual 

officer have been made to feel personally involved in the endless series of war 

crimes, and strong propaganda has convinced most that their treatment, either 

in captivity, or after defeat, will compare very unfavourably with that accorded 

to other members of the armed forces”228. 

 

Apart from the argument given in the document above (the alleged 

reason why most of Waffen-SS soldiers would reject the idea of surrender), 

which I have just opposed, the text deserves further analysis; the last phrase of 

the paragraph above reveals, by its euphemistic form, a kind of established 

habit, with no legal grounds, with regard to the ‘special treatment’ of the 

German prisoners of war proceeded from the ranks of Waffen-SS. This aspect 

should be taken into account whenever doubts or questions are expressed 

concerning the restraints manifested by most of Hitlerjugend soldiers to 

surrender to their enemies, whose different treatment applied to prisoners 

belonging to Waffen-SS units had indeed been the case in most circumstances. 

It is therefore our conclusion that majority of the military actions 

carried out by Hitlerjugend soldiers is characterised by the specificity of 

defending and territoriality strategies, and should be categorised as such. 

Robert Ardrey, the author of “The Territorial Imperative” steps away from 

usual geopolitical assessment and produces a challenging approach, by 

elaboration an anthropological concept which he had been working at for 

several decades; according to his concept, territoriality does indeed drives 

human aggression. His theory was often appealed to by some political analysts 

in conjunction with the war in the former Yugoslavia. Back in the summer of 

1944, Germany was no longer conduction aggression campaigns in pure 
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geopolitical terms. Its actions were only destined to delay total collapse. Hitler’s 

utopic vision of precluding the dismemberment of Europe through erecting a 

new continental community of nations all led by Germany229 had come to an 

abrupt and painful end. All that Germany had been able to put together was a 

desperate struggle to stop the overflowing enemies from East and West. On 

the Westfront alone, the allied armies of four nations were rushing inexorably 

towards the very heart of the Third Reich. Therefore, Hitlerjugend soldiers 

were all well aware of the fact they were involved in a defensive warfare against 

merciless aggressors that aimed at their life and territory. In anthropological 

terms, humans, like animals, are compelled be a strong feeling of possession 

and driven by instinctive determination to defend a territory which they believe 

belongs to them exclusively. 

 

“If we defend the title to our land and the sovereignty of our country, 

we do it for reasons no less learnt, no less ineradicable than do lower animals. 

[…] What we call patriotism is in fact a calculable force which, released by a 

predictable situation, will animate man in a manner no different from other 

territorial species”230. 

 

If that would be the case, the inference that could be drawn would 

have to provide further exegesis regarding the particular combat motivation 

that existed among the Hitlerjugend warriors. Some of Robert Ardrey’s 

conclusions can also apply to the situation of Germany in the summer of 1944: 

firstly, they deal with Hitler’s call to unity and Totaleskrieg against the aggressors 

in the attempt to stir the population around the territorial imperative; secondly, 

abusing the irresistible instinct to defend the territory to a degree that people 

involved in this mission would completely ignore the danger. The last aspect 

had, in fact, been validated by many Hitlerjugend soldiers who sacrificed their 

lives in a manner that was labelled as’ fanatical’ by their enemies. 

Disregard of life had been constantly the ‘religious’ prerogative of the 

extreme-right wings in Europe during the 30’s231. For instance, when SS-

Brigadeführer Fritz Witt died, Sepp Dietrich, then Commander of I. SS Panzer 
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Korps, reacted in such manner that offered a striking illustration about death 

perception in the Waffen-SS ethos: 

 

“That’s one of the best gone. He was too good a soldier to stay alive 

for long”232. 

 

In late June 1944, when his favourite 15th SS Aufklärungs-Kompanie 

suffered almost complete annihilation, SS-Sturmbannführer Kurt Meyer 

mourned his youngsters with the words: ‘they hadn’t learnt how to live, instead 

they knew how to die’233. What the regimental commander omitted to add was 

that, in the school of teaching the art of dying, he was one of the most 

qualified scholars. In the new religion of the SS, high ranked officers played the 

role of the Apostles of death, for they were preaching the young followers 

death for the cause and the art of dying for their god, disregarding the will to 

live and the values of life.  

Further disdains of life were recorded by German and Allied survivors 

alike; SS-Oberscharführer Ernst Behrens reported how 30 British soldiers were 

killed by one single man, the SS-Pioneer Pelzmann, during their attempt to 

conquer the German one-man observation post: 

 

“[…] As I had already been captured, I could see that Pelzmann was 

still fighting. Many dead English soldiers were laying in a semicircle in front of 

his position. […] Then I heard him shout loudly: ‘Well, I am out of 

ammunition! I’ve gotten enough of you – now you can shoot me.’ I was 

completely convinced that Pelzmann would join our group as a prisoner. That 

did not happen, but what followed was horrible. A tall, red-haired Englishman 

walked toward Pelzmann, grabbed him by the jacket collar with his left hand 

and shoots him in the temple with a pistol”234. 

 

Some atrocities may well have happened as a result of confusion, 

miscalculation or simply by pure mistake: for instance, the historian of the 

British 43rd ‘Wessex’ Division accused a German panzer unit of deliberately 

running a tank over a wounded man at Cheux, on 27th June 1944. British 
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military historian Alexander McKee, himself a former combatant of World 

War II in Normandy, warns about the fact that, similarly, a German tank 

commander ran over his own wounded comrades by accident, underlining the 

fact that most infantrymen, as well as historians alike, do not realise how 

restricted is the immediate view out of a tank235. Becoming a prisoner of war 

was, in any case, a horrible experience for most of the survivors who recalled 

the thrill of the incident; SS-Mann Siegfried Karlsen evokes the episode of 

being taken prisoner by Canadian forces: 

 

“I was roughly handled, given a slap or two in the face, searched, given 

a kick in the rear and told to march away with two other lads from our unit. We 

had one man guarding us with Canada title on his shoulder and I could see that 

he seemed as frightened as we were, as there were still shells and bullets flying 

about”236. 

 

The brutality of Canadian troops toward their prisoners of war, 

regardless of their rank or age, on a whole, is recollected as a dreadful event: 

 

“[...] Suddenly a voice yelled behind me: SS bastard, hands up! Two 

Canadians pulled me from my foxhole, tied my hands and then hit me in the 

face with full force. I could hardly move my legs since I was wounded in the 

back, but they drove me in the rear without any regard, hitting me with their 

rifle butts. Then I was tied to a fence post in the immediate area of exploding 

8.8 cm shells. I must have stood there for more than three hours before they 

moved me further to the rear”237. 

 

The collection of such unprecedented frontline events on the Westfront 

underlines the extraordinary ferocity that characterised the battles where 

Hitlerjugend soldiers played their role. Individual self-sacrifice examples 

complete the general view of the Normandy campaign and yet offer a precise 

indication on how deep the principles of National-Socialism education 

enforced the unparalleled combat motivation of these youngsters. SS-

Unterscharführer Emil Dürr gave his life during the battle of St. Manvieu on 

26th June like a Japanese kamikaze; although severely wounded in the chest, the 
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23-year old corporal engaged a British flame-throwing tank with his Panzerfaust 

but failed to stop it. Using another Panzerfaust, Emil Dürr disabled the tank in 

his second attempt, but the enemy vehicle could still unleash its deadly 

weapons. He then placed a magnetic mine onto the British tank, but the 

magnetic charge had somehow dropped off the armour; being left with no 

other alternatives, SS Unterscharführer Dürr picked the magnetic device up 

and held it with his hands against the tank until it exploded, killing himself and 

destroying the tank entirely.238 In honour of Emil Dürr’s (naturally regarded as 

‘fanatical attitude’ by Allies, respectively ‘heroic sacrifice’ by Germans) action, 

he had posthumously been awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross, an 

extremely rare decoration that was awarded to only 82 non-commissioned 

officers of the Waffen-SS in the entire World War II. It is important to note 

that the entire Waffen-SS had only received 465 such decorations, 15 of which 

were awarded to members of the Hitlerjugend Division in only one year of 

combat239. That adds further evidence regarding the unusual and special 

commitment proved by Hitlerjugend warriors, whose division was only 

outshone, in terms of Knight’s Cross decorations, by other Waffen-SS 

formations that had been established long before, either in the pre-war period 

(1933-1939) or during the World War II.  
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Abstract: 

The elections organized in the communist regimes constitute a rather 

unrepresented subject in the political science literature and are generally 

regarded by many researchers to constitute an unimportant event. If in a 

democracy, the vote and an extended electoral participation guarantee the 

peaceful transition from one government to the other and support the political 

changes happening in the state, in the non-democratic regimes, the vote is used 

first and foremost to ensure the stability and sacrosanctity of the political 

regime. These being said, we are interested from a formal point of view in the 

electoral systems used in non-democratic framework in order to ascertain if 

they are likely to give the opportunity for an authentic political participation or 

whether they negate this possibility altogether. 

Similarly in Romania, the studies referring to the elections from the 

communist period are quite scant – a fact which speaks to the marginal 

importance placed in this subject as far as the works of the researchers studying 

this period are concerned. Starting from these observations, in the present 

paper we set out to approach the problematic of the Romanian electoral system 

as well as that of the elections during the communist regime. The comparative 

analysis will be applied in order to highlight on one hand, the characteristics of 

the existent legal (and allegedly democratic) regulations and on the other, to 

identify the real, concrete ways in which the electoral processes transpired in 

this period, especially since they were in effect just a simulation of what we 

generally refer to as “elections” in a democratic system. 

The analysis of the electoral laws’ provisions from 1946, 1952 and 1974 

has revealed a series of characteristics – crucial to the good understanding of 

the elections organized in that period. Beyond their “ritual” nature, these 

elections served a very important role, especially for the communist 

propaganda, whose intensity can be observed more accurately during the 

electoral periods. 
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Introduction 

The vote is not always a sign of choice, even though the word elections is 

used both to designate democratic electoral competitions and a corrupt form 

of the voting action, encountered in the undemocratic countries. In the case of 

the latter, the elections are moreover a way of ritual consecration of power, 

which reminds citizens about their duty of unconditionally accepting the 

decisions of the regime and, sometimes, a means of identifying its opponents 

(such as those who do not come to vote, or who, even if they are not active 

protesters, are not enthusiastic about this whole process).  

The elections organized in the communist regime together with the 

analysis of the evolution of the electoral systems from this period, have been a 

less researched topic in the literature, since they were regarded by researchers 

as unimportant events, whose only purpose was to test the sole party’s capacity 

for political mobilization. These being said, some researchers have identified a 

series of functions outside mobilization, which apply to the elections in the 

communist regimes: on one hand the elections allow somewhat of a popular 

participation inside of the regime which in turn legitimates the policies adopted 

by the regime, while on the other, they present an opportunity to gather 

information about party organizations and the different demands of the local 

communities240. Similarly, Leslie Holmes has argued that even on a smaller 

scale, the elections provided the citizens with the chance to make their political 

preferences known, improving in this way the communication channels 

between the party leadership and society. The elections also maintained their 

educational function since they promoted a particular form of political 

participation (which even though it was limited, it was a substitute for the 

missing political alternatives)241. 

This paper tries to tackle the issue of the Romanian electoral system 

and of the elections during the communist regime, through a comparative 

analysis of, on the one side the existing law (and declared democratic) 

regulations and, on the other side, the real, concrete ways of developing the 
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electoral processes of that specific period, they being just a simulation of what 

we usually call “elections” in a democratic regime. 

 

The Romanian electoral system in 1946 

After the removal of the Antonescu regime, on August 23rd, 1944, by 

King Mihai I, with the help of the opposition comprised of democratic forces, 

the Constitution from 1923 was reinstated and the legislative power was 

exercised by the King, at the proposal of the Council of Ministers. Two years 

later, on July 13th, 1946, the pro-communist government led by Petru Groza 

issued a Decree which stipulated the dissolution of the Senate and that the 

National Representative Assembly was going to have just one chamber, the 

Deputies’ Assembly242. In this way, after having existed for eight decades, the 

bicameral parliament was dissolved because the communists thought that the 

Senate was an obstacle to instituting their political domination. 

On July 13th, 1946 the Law no. 560 regarding the Deputies Assembly elections 

was also voted, enforced by the Decree no. 2219 from the same day, and 

according to which the mandate of the Deputies to the Great National 

Assembly’ was of four years, while eligible for this function were Romanian 

citizens of at least 25 years of age, with the residence in Romania243. The voting 

age for the Romanian citizens was 21 years244, while women had the right to 

vote and to be elected under the same conditions as men245. The persons who 

gained the Romanian citizenship by naturalization did not have the right to 

vote and they were not eligible for the Deputies Assembly for a period of six 

years from the date of their naturalization246.  

According to the legal provisions, the election was organized in 

electoral constituencies and the vote was universal, direct and confidential, on 

the basis of an electoral system of proportional representation on closed lists247. 

The lists had to have a number of candidates equal to that of deputies to be 

elected in the given constituency and had to be submitted no later than 20 days 

before the elections day. The proposal for the lists components had to come 
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from a number of at least 20 voters from that particular constituency and it 

had to be accompanied by an affidavit of acceptance from the proposed 

candidates. Every county was an electoral constituency and the municipality of 

Bucharest and the county of Ilfov were different constituencies. Regarding the 

number of chosen deputies for every constituency, it was calculated according 

to the population of each county, the representation quota being of one deputy 

for every 40.000 inhabitants. If in a constituency the inhabitants left were more 

than 20.000, another mandate was permitted (the smaller parts being 

neglected)248. 

The citizens who had the right to vote were subscribed in the electoral 

registry of their home village or town, and those who resided abroad could 

require the registration in the electoral registry of the Municipality of 

Bucharest249. After the completion of the electoral registries, the law required 

the deliverance of elector certificates, which had all the data needed to identify 

the elector and the electoral constituency in which he had the right to vote, as 

well as his number of registration in the electoral registry. 

It is very interesting how every political party gained its logo. 

According to article 25 of the electoral law from 1946, the Central Electoral 

Committee was commissioned to draw up, ex officio, a table with several 

political logos from which every political party had to choose one250. If two or 

more parties had chosen the same electoral logo, it belonged to the party that 

submitted the first request. After assignment, these logos became definitive 

and permanent property of said political party and could not be removed from 

the electoral logos table. 

Also, a very important element which is mentioned in article 34 of the law 

refers to the fact that the elections could be carried out even if in a certain 

constituency only one list of candidates was presented. In other words, the 

elections could take place even in the absence of the minimal proof of multi-

partidism or option pluralism. Regarding the repartition of deputies’ mandates, this 

was made for every electoral constituency, by the well-known d’Hondt method251. 

According to the Romanian electoral law, the assignement of mandates 

began with the list that gained most of the votes and continued until full 
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repartition of mandates252; consequently, there was no electoral threshold. In 

the case when a single deputy was chosen in an electoral constituency, the 

mandate was attributed to the list that had relative majority, and, in the event 

of parity between two or more lists, the assignment of the mandate was 

performed by drawing lots253. The newly formed Chamber of Deputies had to 

validate the result of the elections and to judge any possible contestation made 

in this respect, but only with two thirds of the votes of the present deputies, 

and the deputies could not take part in the validation of their own election254. 

The number of chosen deputies in every electoral constituency was provided in 

the Annex to the Electoral law, according to the table below255: 

 

County No. 

Deputies 

County No. 

Deputies 

County No. 

Deputies 

Alba 6 Dolj 13 Olt 5 

Arad 12 Dorohoi 5 Prahova 16 

Argeş 67 Făgăraş 3 Putna 6 

Bacău 8 Falciu 3 Râmnicu-

Sărat 

5 

Baia 5 Gorj 6 Roman 4 

Bihor 13 Hunedoara 8 Romanaţi 8 

Botoşani 6 Ialomiţa 9 Satu-Mare 7 

Braşov 5 Iaşi 9 Sălaj 9 

Brăila 7 Bucureşti 30 Severin 7 

Buzău 9 Jud. Ilfov 10 Sibiu 5 

Caraş 5 Maramureş 4 Someş 5 

Câmpulung 3 Mehedinţi 8 Suceava 3 

Ciuc 4 Mureş 7 Târnava - 

Mare 

4 

Cluj 8 Muscel 4 Târnava - 

Mică 

4 

Constanţa 8 Năsăud 4 Tecuci 5 

Covurlui 6 Neamţ 6 Teleorman 10 

Dâmboviţa 9 Odorhei 3 Timiş-

Torontal 

13 
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The elections for the Chamber of Deputies from November 19th, 1946 

had been falsified by the Petru Groza Government in order to allow “the 

communists and their allies to strengthen their position in the political life of 

the country, to outlaw and to dissolve political parties of the Opposition, and 

after abolishing the monarchy and proclaiming the Romanian Popular 

Republic on December 30th, 1947, to gain full power in the state”256.  

According to official data, the results at the November 1946 elections 

were as follows: 

 The Democratic Parties group reportedly obtained 4,773,689 

votes (69.81%) and 347 mandates, among which 68 – The Romanian 

Communist Party, 81 – The Social-Democrat Party, 70 – The Front of the 

Ploughmen, 75 – The National Liberal Party, (Gheorghe Tătărescu), 20 – The 

National Peasants’ Party (Anton Alexandrescu), 26 – The National People’s 

Party, 8 – independents; 

 The National Peasants’ Party – 881,304 votes (12.88%) and 33 

mandates; 

 The Hungarian People’s Union – 568,862 votes (8.32%) and 29 

mandates; 

 The National Liberal Party – 259,068 votes (3.78%) and 3 

mandates; 

 The Democratic Peasants’ Party (dr. N. Lupu) – 161,314 votes 

(2.36%) and 2 mandates257. 

 

What draws the attention is the fact that The Romanian Communist 

Party was part of a coalition that tried to promote the idea of democracy, in 

order to somehow create the impression of having a liberal, democratic 

political party. This was very different in reality, because the main pole of 

totalitarianism was sheltered under the protective umbrella of a political 

coalition that was intended to be not only democratic, but also to incorporate 

some right-wing party ideas. As the main feature of that period, the democracy 

was being faked and formally visible on several levels, while in fact it was 

obvious that this fake political pluralism as well as the elections from that 

period were nothing but the means to consolidate and consecrate the 

domination of the sole party.  
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1948 – Changes of the electoral legislation and new general 

elections 

In the beginning, the main change that followed after the King signed 

the Abdication Act258 on December 30th, 1948 and the Constitution from 1923 

was abolished, was to replace the chief of the state with a collective body, 

named Prezidium, whose president was C.I. Parhon259. By abolishing the 

Constitution, the Deputies’ Assembly should also have been dissolved, because 

it was chosen and carried out its activity according to the Constitution. Still, 

after the holiday, the Deputies’ Assembly restarted its work, voting and 

adopting laws as if the Constitution was still in force. In this respect, it adopted 

the Law no. 9 from January 22nd, 1948 which amends the Law no. 560 from 

July 15th, 1946 regarding the elections for the Deputies’ Assembly260. The new 

law lowered the voting age for the voters from 21 to 20 years (art. 1) and 

stipulated the eligibility of public officers and active military (art.4, alin.1)261. 

On February 24th, 1948 the Law for dissolving the Deputies Assembly, 

regulation of the convocation of the Great National Assembly and passing the legislative force 

to the government262 was voted and the date of elections was set. Therefore, the 

name of the Deputies Assembly is anticipatory changed, by an ordinary law. 

Eleodor Focşeneanu noted that the adoption of the new law resulted in two 

serious violations of basic principles: “the principle of separation of powers (by 

giving the legislative power to the government) and the general principle of 

public law according to which a power given by the people cannot be 

transferred (Delegata potestas non delegatur)263. According to the provisions of the 

new law, the electoral body was convoked for the date of March 28th, 1948 and 

the Great National Assembly that was to be elected had to elaborate the 

Constitution of the Romanian People’s Republic, after which it was intended 

to exercise its ordinary legislative assembly duties264. 
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At the election that took place on March 28, 1948 the following 

political parties participated265: 

 The People’s Democratic Front (made of The Romanian 

Workers’ Party – emerged from the fusion, on February 23rd, 1948,  between 

The Romanian Social-Democratic Party and The Romanian Communist Party 

– The Hungarian People’s Union, The Front of the Ploughmen and The 

National People’s Party) that obtained 6,959,936 votes (93.2%) and 405 

mandates; 

 The National Liberal Party Petre Bejan, dissidence detached 

from the group led by Gheorghe Tătărăscu, which obtained 212,438 votes 

(2.8%) and 7 mandates; 

 The Democratic Peasants’ Party led by dr. Nicolae Lupu, which 

obtained 50,532 votes (0.7%) and 2 mandates. 

 

The majority was, therefore, comprised of 405 deputies and the 

opposition of 9 (nine). These were the last elections, after the communist 

regime was introduced, where the democratic forces also participated. At the 

following elections, the communists together with the organizations controlled 

by them, constituted The People’s Democracy Front (until 1968), The Socialist 

Unity Front (F.D.U.S. between 1980 and 1989), they have organised fake 

elections, in which they have always gained comfortable majorities (actually, 

there were quasi-unanimities, if we think about the fact that they gained more 

than 99% of the votes and mandates)266. 

 

1952 – A new formal electoral exercise, new electoral regulations 

Adopted as a consequence of the amendment of the Constitution from 

1948 by the Constitution of the Romanian People’s Republic from 1952, the 

Electoral Law from 1952 amends some provisions of the old electoral law. 

According to the new law, the minimum age needed to vote was not 21 

anymore, but 18 and the minimum age for an individual to become a deputy 

was lowered from 25 to 23 years267. An innovation provided by the electoral 

law from 1952 is the possibility for the candidates to advertise their election: 

“the working people’s organizations, as well as all the workers, citizens of the 
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Romanian People’s Republic have the right to advertise via press, assemblies 

and other means, the proposed candidates”268. 

The technical election procedure was also different from the one used 

previously. If at the elections held according to the law 560/1946 every voter 

stamped the list of the party he wanted to vote, according to the new law “the 

elector votes in the cabin or voting room, leaving untouched on the voting-

paper the name of his favourite candidate and he erases with a crayon the 

name of the other candidates”269. Practically, the type of the electoral system 

changes from the proportional representation on lists to a single-member 

majority voting system. The candidate who met at least half plus one of the 

validly expressed votes in a certain electoral constituency was declared deputy 

in the Great National Assembly. If there were more candidates in the same 

constituency and none of them had the majority of votes, ballotage was 

declared between the first two candidates and a date for the second round was 

set, which had to take place in two weeks’ time from the day of the first 

elections270. By using the wooden language that was so common for the public 

political discourses during the communist regime, the representatives of the 

Communist Party argued that the new voting system was mainly in the 

advantage of the people, because it allowed “the individualization of the 

deputy’s accountability towards the voters and the electoral constituency he or 

she represented was the permanent organisational framework of the deputy’s 

activity, the support and engagement offered by the deputy to his voters 

towards solving state and public affairs”271. 

Another novelty is the presence in the text of the law no. 9/1952 of an 

article that stipulated the fact that the elections from a constituency are valid 

only if half plus one of the total numbers of voters have voted272. If this 

percentage was not met, the Electoral Commission ordered the repetition of 

the elections in two weeks’ time from the day of the first elections. This 

provision shows, again, the attention that the legislator – obviously, just in a 

formal manner – paid to the democratic principles of representation and 

participation.  
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Therefore, in the same way it faked the attachment to the values of the 

right-wing politics, the Communist Party also faked the importance given to 

the voting citizen. This provision was, actually, another instrument to mobilize 

the electorate, which was used by the Party precisely to reinforce its 

domination on all levels of the society, since irrespective the electoral 

participation, the winner would always be the same. Nevertheless, the political 

regime had to be in control of the citizens, and the modification of the 

electoral law enabled the introduction of a provision regarding the minimum 

level of participation in order to be able to show later how highly supported it 

was (given the fact that the political participation was situated above 99% from 

the total number of electors, a level which, realistically, is almost imposible to 

achieve). The Party, at a declaratory level, was building a utopia, in which, not 

only was the interest of the citizen for political affairs very high, but also his 

support for the Party was quasi-unanimous. 

On September 26th, 1953, the Great National Assembly adopted the 

Decree no. 391 regarding the election of the deputies in the Peoples’ Councils, according to 

which the elections took place in electoral constituencies and in each one of 

them a sole deputy was chosen. According to art. 49 of the Decree, the right to 

submit candidatures for the election of the deputies in the Peoples’ Councils 

was granted “to all the workers organizations: syndicates, cooperatives, the 

organizations of the Romanian Workers Party, the youth organizations and to 

other mass organizations and cultural associations”273. The election procedure 

but also the procedure for validating the results and the organization – when 

necessary – of a second round of elections, were the same as in the case of 

general elections, regulated by the law no. 9/1952. 

Regarding the party members, it must be mentioned that after the 

second Congress of the Communist Party, from December 1955, their number 

had continuously increased. In a report from 1960, Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej 

stated that in June of the same year, the party had 834.600 members, of which 

148.000 were candidate members, 40% more than at the previous Congress in 

1955274. Therefore, the biggest increase was registered in the number of 

candidates, who, in 1955, had only been 56.583; this increase is a sign of 

recruitment made by the party organizations before the Congress. Yet, 

qualitatively, the party had many gaps, if we consider the fact that, regarding 
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the social component, the minimum percentage of workers required by the 

party in the resolutions from 1952 and 1955 was hardly attained, because they 

hardly got to represent 51% of the party’s members275. 

The law no. 28 from December 29, 1966 regarding the election of deputies in the 

Great National Assemblies and in the People’s Councils revokes the previous electoral 

legislation and imposes – as the main novelty element – the expansion of the 

duration of the deputies mandate from four to five years (in accordance with 

art. 45 of the Constitution of the Romanian Socialist Republic from 1965) as 

well as the increase of the number of deputies from the Great National 

Assembly, from 414 to 465, while keeping in place the single-member majority 

electoral system276. 

Referring to the electoral law from 1966, Vasile Budrigă considers that 

this was “the first electoral law in Romania from the socialist period, as well as 

in the history of the Romanian electoral system”277, since it contained the same 

type of provisions for the election of the members of the Grand National 

Assembly and for the members of the Popular Councils. Before this law was 

adopted, the Central Electoral Committee established a series of provisions 

regarding the organization of the electoral process for the Grand National 

Assembly, while the State Council formulated the requirements for the local 

elections. This electoral law proved to be significant since it unified the 

provisions referring to the parliamentary and local elections and it also 

regulated, in an adequate manner, the aspects referring to the administrative 

organization of the electoral process278. 

The electoral law from 1966 was modified two years later, as a result of 

the territorial and administrative reform of the state. According to the new 

provisions of the electoral law adopted in 1968, the Front of the Socialist 

Union was the only political formation that could propose candidates for the 

parliamentary elections. In 1972, the electoral law suffered other changes, the 

most important being the modification of the duration of the mandate, which 

has come to be of 5 years both for the deputies and the members of the 

Popular Councils. According to the same law adopted in 1972, the mandate of 
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the deputies who were elected in 1969 was extended for another two years, 

which meant that the next parliamentary elections were organized in 1975279. 

 

Significant changes in the electoral law from 1974 

The electoral law of the Romanian Socialist Republic no. 67 from December 20th, 

1974 brought a series of major modifications to the previous regulations. 

Starting from the provisions of the Constitution from 1965, in the electoral law 

from 1974 was stipulated the recurrent role of the Front of the Socialist Union 

(F.U.S.), the biggest permanent political body, led by the Romanian 

Communist Party, in the organization and development of the elections and in 

the submission of candidatures. In this respect, the law was very precise: F.U.S. 

organized, under the leadership of the Romanian Communist Party, the 

participation of the citizens to the elections, the electoral campaigns and it also 

proposed candidates for the Great National Assembly and for the People’s 

Councils. Therefore, only F.U.S. had the right to submit candidatures and it 

was the only body that was allowed to advertise the final candidatures in 

gatherings, via press, radio, television or other means of publicity280. 

Several candidatures could have been submitted for every election 

constituency but only one deputy was chosen. The mandate of the deputies to 

the Great National Assembly, to the county People’s Councils and to the 

municipality of Bucharest lasted for five years but, according to the law from 

1974, the deputies to the municipal people’s councils, those from the 

municipality of Bucharest districts’ councils, and from the cities and 

communes were elected every two and a half years281. The law no. 67/1974 

took into account the provisions of the Constitution regarding the reduction of 

the number of deputies from the Great National Assembly to 349, and also 

fewer constituencies. At the same time, the number of electoral constituencies 

for People’s Councils was reduced in order to make their work more efficient. 

Regarding the voting procedure, a modification consisted in the fact 

that, if the elector (who had to erase the name of the candidates he did not 

want to vote and to keep untouched the name of his favourite candidate) did 

not erase any of the names from the ballot paper, his vote was considered 

“for” the candidate elected by the largest number of voters from that particular 
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constituency282. One of the chapters from the electoral law from 1974 had not 

been required before in the Romanian electoral laws, regarding the deputies’ 

elimination in the case where they did not fulfil their duties or if they lost the 

voters trust as a consequence of committing deeds that were “against ethics 

and socialist equity”283; the right to propose such measure belonged to F.U.S. 

as well, which exercised it either for itself or at the request of the members of 

the organizations. 

The issue of the voter turnout represented another opportunity for the 

party to show its social and political domination. At the elections from 1975, 

the Electoral Commission announced that 99.96% of the voters participated to 

the electoral process and this unrealistic percentage reached 99.99% in 1980 

and 1985284. The same Electoral Commission reported in 1975 that the 

candidates of the Front of the Socialist Union gathered 98.80% of the votes, 

while the percentages they gathered in the next elections slightly decreased, to 

98.52% in 1980 and to 97.73% in 1985285. It is clear that such turnout and 

electoral results are practically impossible to achieve in any democratic society, 

during any type of political regime, this exaggeration being just another part of 

the political utopia that the Communist party wanted to present as reality. 

 

Conclusions 

The communist regime which lasted in Romania for more than four 

decades, maintained a unicameral parliament, which was awarded extremely 

high powers and attributions by the Constitutions from 1948, 1952 and 1965, 

which consider it to be the supreme power body of the state. Consequently, 

the Great National Assembly formed the government, voted the budget, could 

establish or disband ministries or adopt decisions regarding peace and war. The 

same body was in charge of electing the Great National Assembly’s presidium, 

as well as Romania’s president, since 1974.  

In reality, the role of the Great National Assembly was only formal, 

because most of the regulations were both elaborated and enforced by the 

Government, as a superior executive body286. Therefore, like any dictatorship, 
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the communist regime’s intention was never to create and to develop in 

Romania an authentic parliamentarism, but to “suppress its democratic spirit, 

reducing it to fiction”287. 

In the official communist doctrine, the principle of separation of 

powers in a state was replaced by the so-called principle of collaboration of 

powers, which implied the subordination, raised to the rank of constitutional 

principle, of all the powers in the state to the leading force, the Communist 

Party288. Moreover, a very efficient means of complete servitude of the 

individual towards the power was the creation of the socialist sector and the 

replacement of the private property with the socialist one (according to art. 6 

of the Constitution from August 1965)289, which made the individual 

dependent to a sole employer, the state, without any other option. This is one 

of the most important arguments against any references to democracy or to the 

existence and functions of democratic institutions or procedures during the 

communist regime. From a formal point of view, between the ‘40s and the 

‘80s, the Romanian political regime was a parliamentary one. Practically, none 

of the characteristics of this type of political regime were implemented, 

because behind the facade of some names of political parties or constitutional 

formulas which were empty of any content, the communist totalitarianism was 

elevated to the rang of sole state religion. 

In this context, the only hope for change rested with the new 

generation that would take charge and aspire for “internal freedom and 

responsibility”: “When a new generation will take over, the regime from 

Romania will necessarily be more independent in relation to the Soviet Union 

while at the same time, this very generation will be the one to aspire towards 

more internal liberty and responsibility. Such a crossover between the 

emancipation from within and from the outside, could lead to the most 

important changes”290.  

The Revolution from December 1989 finally brought the long awaited 

emancipation. Consequently, all the structures of the communist state had 

been abolished and the way was opened towards a democratic and 

parliamentary regime. In this regard, the reinstatement of political pluralism 

was paramount, which represents in effect, an essential condition for the 

development of a normal parliamentary and democratic life. In practice, this 
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was represented by the adoption on December 31st, 1989, of the Decree – Law 

no. 8 regarding the registration and activity of political parties and community organizations 

from Romania, published in the “Official Gazette” no. 9, from the same day. 

This measure marked the first step Romania took forward on the long and 

troublesome road of transition and democratic consolidation.  

The option of the Romanian legislator for an electoral system of 

proportional representation in 1990 can be explained not only by invoking the 

examples of neighbouring states or by referring to a particular socio-political 

structure of Romania, but also by looking at Romania’s previous experiences. 

They say history repeats itself. In this particular case, one can notice that when 

Romania faced moments of total and sudden changes, the country opted for 

proportionalism. It did this both in 1946 as well as in 1990. We could argue 

that proportionalism represented Romania’s solution to regime changes. The 

profound division of political options, coupled with a disproportional 

representation, represents one of the consequences of majoritarianism and was 

counterbalanced by opting for a proportional electoral system. This being said, 

the problem was resolved only in theory, since in practice, in 1946 and in 1990 

alike, the effects of the proportional representation were in effect, deeply 

majoritary. From this point of view, Romania has been up to this day, defined 

by a rather interesting paradox: when it voted by proportional representation, 

the effects of the electoral system were majoritary and when it voted by 

majority electoral system (in 2008 and 2012), some mandates were distributed 

on a proportional basis. It is most likely that when Romania will manage to 

clearly define its option for a particular type of electoral system, that would 

mean that it has finally managed to overcome the paradox which has haunted it 

for many decades.  
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