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RELIGIOUS INTERACTIONS OF THE 
ROMANIAN POLITICAL PARTIES. 
CASE STUDY: THE CHRISTIAN-

DEMOCRATIC CONNECTION 

Over the past 20 years, along with official endeavors 
directed towards the accession of Romania into the 
European structures, political parties tried to integrate 
themselves into wider European families. Approaching 
the European People’s Party (the most prominent 
group in the European Parliament) - dominated by 
Christian democrats whose existence was largely 
influenced by the Catholic social teaching - seemed to 
be one of the most difficult tasks. For their first 
European elections held in 2007 several Romanian 
political parties - apart from the National Christian 
Democrat Peasant Party (a member of the European 
Christian Democratic Union since 1987) - changed their 
orientation and claimed themselves as Christian 
Democratic. This article intends to explore the extent to 
which Romanian political parties who assert themselves 
as Christian-democratic can be considered to belong to 
this political family or whether their claim has a rather 
administrative motivation. 

 
The Christian democracy has been at the heart of the European edifice 

since its beginnings. It has mainly contributed to its design and successful 
development meant to unify the Old Continent. Neither the Liberals, nor 
the Socialists could claim to have offered such an inspiring impetus to the 
process of European unification as it happened in the innermost circles of 
the post-war Christian democracy where the project took shape and was 
put into motion thanks to a number of resolutely European politicians. The 
support of Christian Democrats has remained crucial to the destiny of 
European construction up to the present day. As representatives of a 
political programme that came into being at the moment when the 
interests of the Catholic Church, after it reconsidered its social mission, 
and those of the political organisations aiming to promote the traditional 
spiritual values and the social well-being began to overlap, the Christian 
Democrats themselves have benefited from a widespread support for this 
project in key European countries. Following the last enlargement of the 
European Union to Romania and Bulgaria, eyebrows were raised with 
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regard to the viability of a Christian democratic insertion on the Orthodox 
soil since the majority of population in both countries belongs to this 
denomination. The issue becomes even more substantial to be dealt with if 
we take into consideration the fact that the Judeo-Christian roots of 
Europe also include a strong Orthodox component1. However, we consider 
that the intrinsic difficulties of the interactions between Christian 
democracy and politics in an Orthodox context have already been revealed 
by the complex agenda of the constant dialogue between the European 
People’s Party (as a wider forum of representation for the European 
Christian Democrats) and the Orthodox Church started in 1996. On the 
other hand, we should mention the reticence of Romanian political parties 
in securing connections with Christian democratic players on the 
European political stage prior to the accession of Romania into the 
European Union. 

We share the opinion that, especially with regard to the later remark, 
a rather general analysis of the opportunity to sow the seeds of Christian 
democracy on Romanian soil will necessarily have to deal with the issue of 
doctrinaire affiliation of Romanian political parties. According to an 
already well-established pattern, parties tend to disregard political 
doctrines which they consider to be of no interest for the wide public and 
not relevant for an effective contract with their electorate. They are 
regarded only as vehicles to achieve a European affiliation2. Over and over 
again they are inclined to replace their political programme, as confirmed 
by the democratic vote of the electorate, with an ever vacillating list of 
interests of limited concern3. Several reasons such as the local mentality 
and the speed of changes occurring in the post-communist Romania were 
put forward to explain that was little room left for ideological subtleties4.  

In this respect, the article will try first to assess the evolution and the 
main tenets of today’s Christian democracy in order to create an analytical 
framework for the research of the connection between Christian 
democracy, religion and Romanian political parties. Subsequently we plan 
to apply this framework to the study of the Christian democratic 
credentials of three Romanian parties which were already admitted into 
this political family: the National Christian Democrat Peasant Party 
(PNŢCD), the Democratic Union of the Hungarians in Romania (UDMR) and 
the Democratic-Liberal Party (PD-L) while leaving aside some other smaller 
parties with similar orientation. All through our analysis we will also raise 
questions regarding the core reasons for a Christian democratic option of 
the Romanian political parties in order to better evaluate the truthfulness 
of their commitment to this doctrine. We would like to make clear from 
the very beginning that the relation between religion and politics should 
not be confounded with that between the State and the Church. Whenever 
we refer to the relation between the State and the Church we relate this to 
the phenomenon of secularization. 
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The evolution of Christian democratic parties 

The idea of Christian democracy traces its existence back to the time 
of the French Revolution5. It developed during the 19th century in response 
to the propensity of the Catholic Church to neglect the social problems of 
the day. It was the merit of Pope Leo XIII to have undertaken the first steps 
in addressing these problems6. His work helped fostering new political 
organisations of Christian inspiration7 that paved the way to the later 
Christian democratic parties. By the end of the century an organized 
Catholic response emerged in the form of confessional political parties in 
many Western European countries with significant Catholic population. 
Although distinctive from the conservative parties especially in terms of 
priority given to the social welfare over economic issues, they maintained 
a good deal of common ground with these8. In the Protestant countries, 
there were usually the Conservatives the ones that preached the virtues of 
authority, tradition and submission to the established order9 as opposed to 
the liberal tendencies of the Protestant churches. 

Despite the fact that the reconciliation of the Catholic Church with 
modernity was continued by a number of encyclicals issued by the 
successors of Leo XIII10, in the aftermath of the Second World War the 
influence of the Church in the creation of Christian democratic parties 
seems to have been less direct11. The post-war success of the Christian 
democrats stemmed largely from the collapse of the traditional right-wing 
parties, which had fallen out of favour after the fall of authoritarian 
regimes of Italy, France, and Germany. Christian democracy emerged then 
as a neutral and unifying voice of the centre-right. Its legitimacy was 
reinforced by an outright condemnation of the extreme doctrines on both 
left and right of the political spectrum, as well as by the incorporation into 
its ranks of moderate elements of Protestant confession. However, it was 
undeniably in predominantly Catholic Western European countries that 
the Christian Democrats are most firmly anchored. But it cannot be denied 
that, as these parties have evolved, they have considerably modified their 
original exclusive orientation as religious projects beholden to the Catholic 
Church and tended to become more secular, independent and political 
popular12. As such their doctrine was gradually adopted not only by 
Protestants, but also by Orthodox Christians. 

The basic features of today’s Christian democracy 

Christian democratic parties throughout Europe openly promote the 
virtues of Christian faith13. They emphasize the role of the spiritual, the 
primacy of ethical norms in politics, the supremacy of common good, the 
dignity of the person, the property, and the subsidiarity14. Generally 
speaking, Christian democratic parties tend to defend Christian values but 
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avoid presenting them in an uncompromising manner. They are usually 
accused of lacking character and not having a definite profile15. At the 
same time they do not fit into the customary categories of political 
thinking as they tend to borrow important elements from other political 
ideologies16. Under these circumstances the Christian Democrats usually 
try to gain the votes from “moderate” uncommitted elements. Although it 
is not at all prohibited to attract votes in this way, it is yet dangerous for 
parties claiming to represent the values embedded in the Church 
philosophy17. In this context, it is also worth to mention that, due to their 
“interclassism”18, these parties adjusted their message in order to be able 
to address the people without making any references to class allegiance. 
However, these parties do not fit into the category of catch-all parties19 as 
they strive to persuade especially the moderate layers of the electorate 
from the perspective of Christian moral principles. 

One of the main features of Christian democratic ideology remains the 
blunt refutation of the extreme doctrines put forward by both left and 
right as they represent types of materialism that is opposed to the 
teachings of the Church. The point of view adopted by the Christian 
Democrats reflected the influence of the Church upon their hierarchy of 
values: the ascendancy of the spiritual over the material and the necessity 
to make economics contribute to the general welfare20. Consequently, 
Christian Democrats were most involved in building up a solid approach – 
mainly in the economic area – which was equidistant from both laissez-faire 
capitalism and communism; as a result, they put into practice liberal 
economic policies with significant elements of social protection. 

The second characteristic of the Christian democratic movement is 
the importance it attaches to the values of morality. The Christian 
Democrats tended to embrace Christian ethics and to assert the Christian 
heritage of their country, rather than adopting a more liberal and secular 
stance. They believed that it was the government’s duty to encourage and 
enforce traditional ideals: morality and family values, opposition towards 
secularism and privatization of religious belief, a pro-life position in the 
abortion and euthanasia controversies, resistance vis-à-vis the stem cell 
research, prohibition of drugs and pornography. Church ruling in these 
areas had been automatically inserted in the Christian democratic 
programme for many years. Progressively the Christian Democrats came 
round to the idea that personal religious convictions should be regarded as 
a private matter and be kept apart from the party’s programme. The 
change was a product of necessity as it was motivated by constraints that 
originated in the changing nature of the electorate and resulted in 
bringing the Christian democratic parties closer to the conservative ones. 

The third characteristic is that the Christian democratic movement 
emphasizes the inalienable rights of individual and society in relation to 
civil authorities. Being firmly anchored in the Catholic tradition, the 
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Christian Democrats built a philosophy centered around the organic view 
of man and society rooted in pluralism (maintaining the fact that man 
needs to be regarded as a member of various social groups – family, 
profession, community that require the protection of the State), 
personalism (enforcing the idea that while respecting individualism and 
the political rights that uphold human dignity, it is also necessary to limit 
these rights in certain circumstances when the common good so requires) 
and solidarism (referring to the socially interactive citizen who assumed 
responsibility not only for his own welfare, but also for the other members 
of community)21. Under these circumstances, Christian Democrats favour 
the dispersion of power both territorially and functionally between 
different levels of authority. It is under their undeniable influence that 
subsidiarity was brought as a fundamental principle into the legal 
framework of the European Union22. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the post-Second World War 
Christian democratic parties have been resolutely European and it is 
particularly in this domain that they have been the most tenacious which 
came to be another important feature of these parties. 

The supranational dimension of the European Christian democracy – 
the European People’s Party (EPP) 

At the European level the Christian Democrats have teamed up ever 
since the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community in 195123. On 
their basis, the European Christian-Democratic Union (ECDU) bringing 
under the same roof all Christian democratic parties of Europe was formed 
in 1965. In view of the forthcoming first European elections from 1979, the 
Christian democratic parties from the European Community joined forces 
and laid the foundation for a new grouping to represent their interests in 
the future European Parliament – the European People’s Party24. The group 
had been the subject of several transformations until 1999 when the 
European People’s Party (Christian Democratic) was set up by bringing 
together the Christian Democrats and the Conservatives from all states of 
the European Union25. If at the beginning the organisation was gravitating 
around Christian Democrats and arduous supporters of European 
integration, nowadays we can witness a tendency rather towards softening 
the ideology than towards reinforcing Christian Democratic values. The 
party abolished its traditional programmatic principles without replacing 
them by a new, unambiguous doctrine and now tends to identify itself as 
‘centrist’ and ‘reformist’, although still Christian democratic26, which 
indicates an ostensibly more reduced influence of Christian democracy and 
the rise of a pragmatist, and anti-Socialist stance27. This evolution was 
triggered by the need to accommodate more parties as a result of the 
continuous waves of enlargement of the EU. Based on its electoral 
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performances, EPP is now regarded as the main centre-right party at the 
European level28. 

Foreseeable difficulties of implementing a Christian democratic 
programme 

The analysis undertaken on the origins, evolution and current state of 
Christian democracy had in view the evaluation of the extent to which this 
doctrine anchored in the Catholic social teaching might be translated to an 
Orthodox country such as Romania. From the outset we reckon with a 
number of difficulties that could make such an implant problematic. A part 
of them stems from the intricate historical relations between Church and 
politics. Others find difficult to reconcile the Christian democratic 
principles with the realities of the Orthodox area. 

Regarding the relations between the Church and politics, we consider 
that we will first have to take into consideration that Christianity is 
perceived in Romania as inextricably linked to nationality and that 
Romanianship was regarded in our modernity as having a spiritual 
substance29. To a certain extent, Orthodoxy, nationalism as well as 
traditionalism extract their vigour from this spiritual substance. Therefore, 
it is considered that the Church served primarily the interests of the nation 
and not the interests of the society and of its every people30. A second 
observation which derives from there is that the Romanian Orthodox 
Church, unlike the Catholic Church or even its Russian sister, was unable to 
build up a social doctrine stating the rules that would stir the behaviour of 
its devotees in every aspect of life. Under these circumstances, we can 
witness a rupture “between the spiritual identity and the day-to-day life”31 
of most Romanians. This brings us to a third observation, namely that the 
Orthodox Church has generally been politically passive, “functioning in 
symbiosis with sympathetic governments”32, reinforcing the metaphor of a 
Byzantine “symphonia”33 used to suggest the double-headed formula of 
leadership in an Orthodox country where the State is in charge with the 
secular affairs and the Church with the spiritual ones. Burdened by its 
communist past, the Orthodox Church preferred to withdraw itself into an 
ivory tower in an attempt to maintain its own neutrality in relation with 
both public affairs and political parties34. Fourth, we will have to make 
reference to the Romanian Orthodox Church as part of an Orthodoxy 
which despite its profound unity in terms of faith, ceremony or canonical 
discipline35 finds it difficult to act in unity on the European stage in 
relation with other significant actors such as the Catholic Church, the 
European People’s Party or even the European Union. 

Having in view the above mentioned considerations that render 
difficult any attempt to find and cast the fine distinctions of Christian 
democratic doctrine in the political programme of the most relevant 
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Romanian parties belonging to this political family, we will attempt to 
evaluate their loyalty to this doctrine based on their commitment to 
introduce its principles (as revealed in Section 2) in their political 
programmes and political actions. Special attention will be paid to their 
ability to manage the religious relations since we share the opinion that 
Christian democratic parties have a special duty to open up a dialogue with 
the spiritual leadership in order to persuade the Church – as an 
independent dialogue partner – to cooperate with the civil society for the 
social well-being and with politicians for a healthier political environment. 
However, we do not intend to perform this task exhaustively since we are 
aware of the fact that the Christian Democrats themselves tend to embrace 
the complex issues of their political programme with more flexibility. 

The resurgence of Christian democratic ideas in Romania  
 
The National Christian Democrat Peasant Party (PNŢCD) 

PNŢCD represents a party with deep historical roots in modern 
Romanian history36 and is still regarded, despite its electoral misfortunes 
in the 2000s, as an important forerunner of Christian democracy in 
Romania. The party was set up in the aftermath of the Romanian 
Unification of 1918 (on 10 October 1926) as a result of the merger between 
the National Romanian Party, one of the most important political 
groupings of the Romanians in Transylvania, led by Iuliu Maniu, and the 
Peasants’ Party, a party from the Old Romanian Kingdom, under the 
leadership of Ion Mihalache. The result was the National Peasants’ Party 
(PNŢ) led, with very small interruptions, until its dissolution (on 29 July 
1947) by Iuliu Maniu, a prominent Romanian politician of the interwar 
period. Although neither Iuliu Maniu37, nor the other leaders of PNŢ did 
make explicit references to Christian democracy and its related principles 
already established in other parts of Europe, the speeches, press articles, 
political programmes and other party documents showed that it had 
strong affinities to this particular doctrine38. Nevertheless, due to the 
insufficient doctrinaire clarifications within PNŢ and taking into 
consideration the traditionally strong links between the Church and the 
State in Romania as well as the absence of a social doctrine of the Orthodox 
Church39, Western researchers studying the political history of Eastern 
Europe did not include Romania among the countries with a Christian 
democratic tradition40. A clear-cut PNŢ option in favour of Christian 
democracy appeared only in the years that followed the Second World 
War, especially if we analyze the PNŢ's principles formulated by Iuliu 
Maniu in 194641 – the Christian morale, the illuminated patriotism, a 
functioning democracy and the social justice –, the overtures made by PNŢ 
members in exile towards Nouvelles Equipes Internationalles and Geneva 
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Circle42 or the series of conferences organized by the younger generation 
of party leaders under the influence of philosophers Jacques Maritain and 
Emmanuel Mounier43 at the Romanian Athenaeum44. 

By the end of the 1940s the ground was already prepared for an open 
statement of allegiance to Christian democracy, but this had to be 
postponed for several decades due to the instauration of the communist 
regime that interrupted the normal course of Romanian political life. Only 
on 2 February 1987 did PNŢ – still outside the law – join the European 
Christian Democratic Union. This was the context in which the particles 
“cd” standing for Christian democratic were added to the party name. The 
decision was not at all opportunistic. It reflected not only the party 
preferences which gained strength towards the end of the 1940s, but also 
the personal commitment of Corneliu Coposu45, the new party leader, to 
link up with the party traditions and to deepen the objectives of his 
political foregoers. The rest of the party members validated his decisions 
formally on 8 January 1990, on the occasion of the first party meeting after 
December 1989, when the party was set up again under its new official 
name – PNŢCD. 

The statute of the party, as well as the political programme adopted at 
its first congress in 1991 and revised several times (in 1996, 2005, and 2007) 
stated a doctrine that was explicitly Christian democratic. It reaffirmed 
that the party would stand up for the moral reconstruction of society 
(along the axis formed by school, church and family), for the setting up of a 
social market economy, the separation of powers within the State, 
decentralisation and local autonomy, for the full restitution of the 
properties confiscated by the communists and the integration of Romania 
into the European structures46. In relation with the Church, the party 
would endeavour (along a well-established pattern in Western 
democracies) to guarantee the Church’s financial independence and to get 
it involved in society, but not in the public sector or in politics47. However, 
during the first years after 1989, the PNŢCD was perceived rather as the 
main opposing force to the remnant communist structures and mentalities 
and less as a promoter of Christian democracy, whose principles remained 
unclear to a large part of its members. The party was perceived as one 
truthful to its own objectives (as opposed to the catch-all parties)48 whose 
uncompromising anti-communist stance reflected the need for a new 
moral order in the Romanian society49. In fact, there are voices who 
question the real political identity of PNŢCD since the party recommends 
itself as a peasant party but the farmers barely represent 15% of its 
members50, as a national party whereas its office years showed that it 
represented only the interests of a narrow part of the electorate and as a 
Christian democratic party while within its ranks the doctrine was merely 
understood as a “devout religiosity turned towards a ‘mythical’ past of 
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interwar Romania”51 which is in complete disregard for the Western 
European understanding of it52. 

After the modest results the party obtained in the 1990 elections, 
PNŢCD managed – thanks to the Democratic Convention of Romania (CDR) 
(an electoral alliance controlled by PNŢCD) – to become the most 
important party of the opposition in the 1992 elections, and the main 
ruling party in 1996. The programme of the governing coalition53 aimed to 
insure Romania’s transition towards the state of law and the market 
economy, and represented a compromise between the often-divergent 
solutions suggested by the allied parties of Christian-democratic, liberal 
and social-democratic inspiration. Its office years were marked by 
inflation, economic difficulties, numerous conflicts between the coalition 
parties, as well as by an obvious inability to manage reform in a coherent 
manner. Surprisingly, PNŢCD incurred almost exclusively the lack of 
success of the government54. But the difficulties generated by the 
impossibility to steer the government in the right direction were balanced 
by intense efforts for doctrine clarification since the years of institutional 
straying coincided with a prosperous publishing activity55 – one of the 
most consistent of its kind in the 1990s in Romania – confirming beyond 
any doubt and suspicion of political opportunism, the alignment of PNŢCD 
to the European trend of Christian democracy. The official admission of 
PNŢCD to the European Christian Democratic Union (ECDU) and to the 
Christian Democratic International validated the party leaning towards 
Christian democracy. In addition, the party was granted the observer 
status in December 1996 and that of an associate member (March 1998) of 
the European People’s Party. 

Impaired by the poor governance and discredited as a moral force, 
confronted with a significant decline in the relevance of the 
anticommunist rhetoric, decimated by numerous dissidences and 
weakened by unsuccessful attempts to relaunch the party, PNŢCD failed to 
attain parliamentary representation (5% threshold) in the electoral ballots 
that followed (2000, 2004, and 2008). The decline of the party seemed to 
coincide with a rejection of the Christian democratic doctrine in Romania. 
However, the rising tide of Christian democracy in Europe helped to 
reverse the interest in these ideals into the country, but could not prevent 
the further plunging of PNŢCD into a deep morass. The party proved to be 
unable to come up with a new message persuasive enough to bring it the 
necessary votes. Especially after 2005 when PD-L undertook a radical 
ideological turn towards Christian democracy, PNŢCD tried to strengthen 
its Christian democratic credentials and set up (under its own tutelage) a 
Christian democratic pole. Together with the Union for the Reconstruction 
of Romania (URR), the Popular Action (AP) and the Christian-Democratic 
Party (PCD), PNŢCD signed the Popular Manifest in January 2005 stating as 
goal of the four political parties the creation of a popular party. Two 
months later PNŢCD absorbed URR and transformed itself in Christian 
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Democratic Popular Party (PPCD). The move (also valid for the PD-L) had 
been accelerated by the fact that Romania was about to enter the European 
Union and ran the risk of not being represented in the largest political 
group of the European Parliament. Nevertheless, the fact that the popular 
movement, although closely related to Christian democracy, does not rely 
on a solid doctrine and the absence of an electorate open to the popular 
message56, on the one hand, and the accession of PD-L into the EPP in spite 
of the PNŢCD’s opposition, on the other hand, persuaded the party that it 
was futile to direct its efforts towards this purpose. On 10 September 2006 
the party decided to abandon its attempts to transform itself in PPCD and 
returned to its old name. Unable to find its own way to the electorate, the 
party directed then its efforts towards concluding an alliance with the 
National Liberal Party (PNL) and the Popular Action (AP) in order to create 
a centre-right pole on the Romanian political stage. The alliance came into 
being in August 2008 but did not manage to prevent another electoral 
disaster for PNŢ-CD in the 2008 general elections. 

In the end, we can assert that in the case of PNŢCD the Christian 
democratic option was grounded in the party’s political preferences 
developed over a larger time span. However, its office years showed the 
PNŢCD’s lack of ability to bring its policy actions in line with its political 
programme. Apart from the anticommunist rhetoric inspired by the great 
importance it attached to moral virtues and to the strong support for 
European integration, very few Christian democratic principles animated 
the party’s political stance. 

The Democratic Union of Hungarians in Romania (UDMR) 

The Democratic Union of Hungarians in Romania (UDMR) was set up 
on 28 January 1990 for the purpose of representing and defending the 
interests of the Hungarian community, the largest ethnic group in 
Romania. From a political point of view, the existence of a “splitting up 
minority” represents a special case as it favours a particular political 
behaviour, different from that of the majority57. Although an important 
political player, UDMR is not registered as a political party, but as a 
union58, since according to the Romanian law the political organisations of 
the Romanian citizens who belong to the ethnic minorities participating in 
elections are legally considered equivalent to the political parties. 
However, in comparison to all other political organisations belonging to 
the ethnic minorities who have had to make use of the Constitutional 
provisions about their representation in order to gain a seat in the 
Chamber of Deputies, UDMR has relied on an extremely interesting 
political structure that enabled it to win over 30 mandates of deputies and 
senators in the Romanian Parliament59. Consequently, UDMR proved to be 
more than a political organisation of the ethnic minorities although it 
made use of the Constitutional provisions with regard to its status and 
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more a political party according to its own dynamics, its electoral scores 
and its parliamentary representation. This is why some authors suggested 
that the Union might be regarded as an ethnic party60. It is true that its 
participation in various governing coalitions made UDMR look much more 
like a political party, but there are still important areas in which it 
differentiates from these, as the Union has not only to represent politically 
the interests of the Hungarian minority, but also to organize this 
community61. 

If the political status of the Union is difficult to be properly 
characterized, its political doctrine is even more problematic. UDMR 
combines a wide variety of platforms with different doctrinaire 
orientations resembling rather a system of parties62. Beside its territorial 
organisations, it includes opinion groups and associate members such as 
the Liberal Circle, the Social-Democratic Platform, the Christian 
Democratic Movement, the Transylvanian Hungarian Initiative, the 
Reformist Block, the Small Farmers' Platform, the Forum of Hungarian 
Women from Romania, and the Forum of the New Democratic Left, as well 
as various social, scientific, professional, and cultural groups63. Given its 
heterogeneous membership, its multiple doctrinaire identities and because 
the entire activity of the party aims mainly to promote the interests of the 
Hungarian minority, UDMR has no doctrine as such. Apart from a general 
characterization of UDMR as a “centre-right” organisation64, we cannot say 
anything about its ideological orientation. The extremely sketchy political 
programmes of UDMR put forward measures regarding the maintenance 
and consolidation of the Hungarian identity, the support for the European 
integration, and the need to achieve institutional and economic reform. 
The elements that could bring UDMR closer to Christian democracy – the 
proclivity for subsidiarity65, certain theses of personal and cultural 
autonomy66, the attention given to Church and school67, a market 
economy with considerable elements of social policy68, a tight correlation 
between social solidarity and individual responsibility69 – are not essential 
for the whole structure of its political programme, and are not sufficient 
either to consider this union as being of a Christian democratic 
orientation. In spite of this uncertain doctrine identity, paralleled by 
numerous internal oppositions70, UDMR became an observer for the EPP as 
of March 1998, and an associate member as of October 1999, although 
without fulfilling in full the necessary criteria for joining71. 

Its democratic, reformist and pro-Western position initially brought 
UDMR closer to the historical parties, without preventing its future 
cooperation with the Social Democratic Party led by Ion Iliescu and Adrian 
Năstase since its loose ideological affiliation did not hamper such a 
possibility. The constant percentage of votes obtained in each election – 
approximately 7%, corresponding to the proportion of the Hungarian 
minority in Romania – turned UDMR into an important player on the 



 

 

Păun, Ciceo, Domuţa Religious Interactions 

Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, 8, 24 (Winter 2009) 115 

Romanian political stage. Its support was decisive in order to insure the 
parliamentary majority for all governments from 1996 to 2008. It is 
assumed that even before the 2004 elections, after its participation in two 
consecutive governments, UDMR managed to fulfil the bulk of its political 
goals (bilingual guiding plates in public areas, use of Hungarian language in 
administration and justice, education in Hungarian language from primary 
school to university)72. However, a number of highly sensitive goals of the 
Hungarian minority such as the autonomy of Transylvania or at least of the 
Szekler regions or a Constitutional change that would remove the 
references to Romania as a “national state” remained unfulfilled and the 
chances for their accomplishment within a Romanian framework are 
extremely low. That is why it is expected that the Union will try to find 
European solutions to its specific problems. Considering the significance 
the Union attaches to the principles of subsidiarity (understood not just in 
the sense of decentralization, but more in the sense of autonomy), 
pluralism (perceived more as a right of the Hungarian minority to 
different, overlapping allegiances), solidarism (regarded more as a duty of 
the majority to manifest a larger sympathy for the needs of the minority), 
the Christian democratic political family appears to be the best fitted for 
the UDMR agenda. Under these circumstances, we tend to assert that 
UDMR's rallying to the majority group in the European Parliament is 
rather opportunistic than based on doctrine affinities. Moreover, it helps 
UDMR to give a sense to its ideological orientation as the Union can be 
perceived as a representative of Christian democracy in Romania and to 
extend its political status coverage by being recognized as a representative 
of the most numerous political groups in the European Parliament, 
according to the results of the latest European elections. 

The Democratic-Liberal Party (PD-L) 

PD-L is a newcomer in the Romanian Christian democratic family. 
Prior to the radical change of its political identity, the party defined itself 
as social-democratic and had dispute over this area on the Romanian 
political stage with the Social-Democratic Party (PSD). The two parties 
share a common past since both stemmed from the National Salvation 
Front (FSN) set up on 6 February 1990 by Ion Iliescu, the first president of 
post-communist Romania. Against a background of tough disputes 
between a “reformist” wing built around the then prime minister Petre 
Roman and a more “conservative” one that remained faithful to Ion Iliescu, 
the later left the party and formed what is now known as PSD, whereas 
those remaining built as of 31 March 1993 the Democratic Party (PD). This 
split triggered an extremely strenuous relation between PSD and PD 
because both of them claimed a reputation as centre-left parties. The office 
years as a junior member of the coalition built by CDR and UDMR (1996-
2000) highlighted PD’s faithfulness to the principles of social democracy. 
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After its accession to the Socialist International (as a full member) and to 
the European Socialist Party (as an associate member), the Democratic 
Party, who sought to be internationally acknowledged as the only 
representative of Romanian social-democracy, opposed obstinately but in 
the end unsuccessfully to the admission of PSD to these forums. Even after 
the change of leadership in 2001 when Petre Roman was replaced by Traian 
Băsescu (then mayor of Bucharest), the party reconfirmed its social-
democratic orientation. Because the party was still at loggerheads with 
PSD (at that time the ruling party), the newly elected PD leader undertook 
a change of course and stirred his party into an alliance with the National 
Liberal Party (PNL). 

The winning of the 2004 elections by the Justice and Truth alliance 
(DA, standing for Dreptate şi Adevăr) made up of PNL and PD brought into 
the debate the problem of the doctrinal orientation of PD within the wider 
context of discussions about a possible fusion of the two parties. As we 
have shown above, PD has been constantly oriented towards social 
democracy at both discourse and action level: too little of its political 
programme or of its concrete actions justified PD’s jump to another 
ideological orientation. Nevertheless, PD re-invents itself, this time as a 
people’s party, at the extraordinary National Convention of 25 June 2005. 
The documents adopted on this occasion presented PD as a “centre, 
Republican Party with a modern European popular doctrine” whose aims 
were “to establish an efficient and modern market economy with a human 
face; to supply competent public services; to offer a wide, active and well-
oriented social protection system in compliance with an independent, 
accessible and effective justice”. The explanation offered for this change of 
direction tried to emphasize that the popular option was “neither a 
moment of context, nor a change of direction, but only the logical step 
forward” for PD since it meant “reaching an agreement between its 
doctrine and the main characteristics of its political practice and actions, 
from its birth up to the present”. The option for a new popular identity and 
doctrine was presented as a “guarantee” that the party would “be able to 
take on successfully the long-term responsibilities it was given on the basis 
of the 2004 election results, in the perspective of the Romanian accession 
to the EU”. PD presented itself as a “pragmatic, modern, reform-oriented 
party […] connected to the political realities of the European Union”. 
However, in a rather surprising manner, PD kept its electoral logo – the 
rose – a symbol with obvious social-democratic connotations. 

Following this ideological turn, the Democratic Party applied for the 
affiliation to the European People’s Party on 27 June 2005 and was shortly 
granted the status of observing member (September 2005). It was for the 
first time that EPP received a party which had been a member of the 
European Socialist Party. On that occasion, Wilfried Martens, President of 
the EPP, stated that the accession offered to the party “an important 
opportunity to defend Romania’s application to join the European Union”, 
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which was “an enormous chance for any associate party”. In spite of good 
intentions both sides expressed, the political analysts were almost 
unanimous on the opportunistic character of both PD’s ideological swing 
and EPP’s admission of PD. PD’s decision was perceived as a proof of lack of 
ideological depth of Romanian political parties73 and as a tacit recognition 
of the defeat suffered against PSD on the centre-left side of the political 
spectrum. The analysts also remarked the unorthodox pressure exerted by 
EPP to include within its ranks a party with an important parliamentary 
percentage, in order to maintain its political advantage in the European 
Parliament even after Romania’s accession to the European Union74. 

In December 2007, PD incorporated the Liberal-Democratic Party – the 
dissident wing of PNL – and changed its name into the Democrat Liberal 
Party (PD-L)75. The new programme of the party76 reconfirmed its popular 
orientation. According to this document, the party leaned ostensibly more 
towards Christian democracy since among its political aims was stated a 
series of elements required but not sufficient to prove a Christian 
democratic affiliation such as: support for a market economy adjusted in 
the spirit of liberty, responsibility and justice (Art. 1.2.3); for the principles 
of pluralism (Chapter I. Values and Principles of the Democrat-Liberal 
Party and Art. 1.2.4), personalism (“A new party” – the introductory part of 
the document), and solidarity (Art. 1.1.4); for the strengthening of civil 
society (Art. 1.2.7); for an active involvement of Romania into the European 
construction (Art. 2.1). Concerning its religious convictions, PD-L’s stance 
is, however, more reserved and, at the same time, more nuanced, which is 
understandable if we take into consideration the complex relation between 
the Orthodox Church and the Romanian State. PD-L refrains from making 
ample commentaries and states briefly that even "if it supports the 
separation between Church and State, it accepts the role of religion and of 
religious institutions” in maintaining the social order. At the same time 
PD-L “supports the cooperation between State and religious denominations 
in social, educational and cultural fields, on the basis of their joint 
responsibilities towards the public good" (Art. 1.2.4). 

In this context, it is also worth to mention that this slight Christian 
democratic proclivity is not articulated in a way that might spoil the 
Party’s efforts to attract the main political streams of the centre-right 
under its tutelage. The top-priority item of the Party leadership remains 
the creation of a strong centre-democratic pole able to accommodate a 
whole range of parties that fit into this category (Christian Democrats, 
Conservatives, and right-wing Liberals) without melting them into one 
bigger party77. In a way, we can affirm that PD-L is trying to recreate at the 
national level what EPP represents for the European Parliament at the 
supranational level. But this is a little bit puzzling as EPP consists of a 
number of parties which at least proclaim a clear-cut ideological allegiance 
whereas PD-L is not able to deliver such a straightforward message even at 
the national level. The idea behind was simply to unify the centre-right 
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Romanian parties in a way in which neither PNŢCD, nor PNL were able to 
fulfil78. 

PD-L won the 2008 elections and therefore was designated by the 
President of Romania to form the new government. In order to reach a 
parliamentary majority, PD-L did not turn to its traditional allies, namely 
PNL and UDMR, but to its archrival on the left side of the political stage, 
namely PSD. The obvious social-democratic imprint of the actions of the 
PD-L – PSD government, corroborated with the less and less explicit stance 
in relation to the Christian democratic principles in PD-L leaders’ 
discourse, leave open the subject of party’s real allegiance to Christian 
democracy. Under these circumstances, the real political identity of PD-L 
has been increasingly questioned79. There are authoritative voices as that 
of professor Michael Shafir who shares the opinion that the party is to be 
better regarded as a populist party than a popular one80. However, it is 
sure that we will need time to be able to assess the real political identity of 
PD-L. 

Conclusions. Perspectives of Christian democracy in Romania  

The analysis of the evolution of Christian democracy in Romania 
seems to confirm the expectations of the political analysts who doubted 
the possibility of successfully achieving such a doctrine transplant on the 
Orthodox soil. The Orthodox Church, socially involved in an insufficient 
manner, has not provided so far a solid foundation favourable to build-up a 
Christian democratic doctrine adapted to the Romanian mentality. The 
communist regime left durable imprints on the Orthodox Church. As such 
they tended to overemphasize the Church’s philetism and continuing 
tradition of obedience to the secular power. Under these circumstances, 
the Romanian Orthodox Church remained – even after 1989 – closely 
associated with the office holders with whom it shared the vision of a 
paternalistic state anchored in the traditional values. Its unconditional 
blessing for the governing parties has further harmed the equilibrium of 
the Romanian political stage due to the high level of trust the Church 
enjoys81. A paradigmatic change is however to be expected since the 
Orthodox Church tends increasingly to become less involved in the 
political area and much more present in the social sphere82. Such a 
situation will lead without doubt to changes in the perception of the 
relation between parties and doctrines, including Christian democracy. For 
the time being, however, the three political parties touch upon the issues 
of Church–politics relations in their political programmes, without 
accompanying these with relevant actions. 

To these fundamental issues one has to add the more challenging 
dilemma generated by any attempt to put into practice some of the guiding 
principles of Christian democracy in a country like Romania. For instance, 
as already mentioned, Christian democracy attaches a particular value to 
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the virtues of subsidiarity which presumes regional decentralization83. 
From a Romanian perspective in which the merits of a national, unitary 
state of a Jacobin style still receive a widespread “admiration”, the 
subsidiarity remains an extremely thorny issue to be dealt with by the 
local political parties. Again, the principle of subsidiarity finds its way in all 
the three political programmes and receives a widespread admiration 
especially from UDMR and PD-L, but its implementation still remains far 
behind the declarations. 

Although placed high on the agenda of PNŢCD, Christianity failed to 
contribute to the setting up of a tangible action programme since political 
problems found no way on the agenda of the Church84. However, this is not 
the only problem of the party because its entire post-communist existence 
has been persistently marked by the gap between its aspirations and the 
ability to deliver a clear programme, as well as to attract a specific 
electorate. As a historic party, PNŢCD seems to be now unable to catch up 
with history since after three electoral cycles without parliamentary 
representation it holds uncertain perspectives of recovery.  

UDMR, a political ethno-centrist group, for which Christian 
democracy is just one of the possible ideological options cannot represent 
for the doctrine we are exploring anything more than a marginal trend. Its 
decision to follow a Christian democratic path at the European level was to 
a large extent motivated by the conviction that this platform might better 
serve the interests of the Hungarian minority in Romania. 

In this context, the Democratic-Liberal Party represents an atypical 
case. Its social-democratic antecedents and the short time passed from the 
ideological somersault of 2005 render difficult any analytical attempt to 
ideologically classify the party or to scrutinize the factual implementation 
of the political programme of the European People’s Party. At the discourse 
level, the Democratic-Liberal Party assumes a popular identity which, 
meanwhile, leaves open the perspective that PD-L would contribute to the 
configuration of a new Romanian Christian democracy after a period of 
doctrine clarification. 

The successful models of the European Christian democratic parties 
and the Romanian membership of the European Union have produced 
emulation for Christian democracy, at a time of apparent decline of this 
doctrine in Romania. Since the European People’s Party – which continues 
to represent an important landmark of Christian democracy – encourages 
rapprochement, alliance formation and even agglutination around a 
Christian democratic platform of parties sharing this ideology, PNŢ-CD, 
UDMR and PD-L might be tempted to create a strong Christian democratic 
coalition. Such a development could pave the way to an interesting 
evolution in this direction and lead, perhaps, to a successful Christian 
democracy in the predominantly Orthodox Romanian area. In spite of the 
optimism showed by PD-L85 and the general recognition of the fact that a 
divided Christian democratic movement is both vulnerable and 
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counterproductive86, it is somehow difficult to believe that such a 
development could gain ground in the near future. This can be explained 
on the one hand by the deep disagreements between PNŢ-CD and PD-L 
because the former is much too proud of its own pedigree and shows an 
obvious preference for alliances with parties with unambiguous Christian 
democratic orientation87 or with a historical background similar to its 
own88 and on the other hand by the very specific political agenda of UDMR 
tailored to its own concerns regarding the rights of the Hungarian 
minority.  
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