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Abstract  

Despite remaining de-facto independent for the past three decades, we only have a limited 

understanding of the circumstances that led to the creation of the Transnistrian Moldavian 

Republic (T.M.R.). There are several established facts: the Transnistrian separatist movement 

was initially  led by industrial elites, such as factory directors from the regionôs largest 

enterprises, and de-facto independence was only secured following direct military 

intervention from Russia. Beyond this, however, our understanding of the origins of the 

T.M.R. is somewhat limited. Questions such as how the separatists took control of the entire 

region, not just the de-facto capital, or how local ethnic Moldovans responded to the 

secession movement remain unaddressed. 

This thesis makes a considerable contribution to the historiography of Transnistria, as well as 

the field of de-facto states research, by re-examining the origins of the T.M.R. Unlike 

previous studies, which tend to take the international relations approach and focus on the role 

of external actors, such as Russia, or socio-economic developments in the de-facto capital, 

this thesis examines the local dynamics of the conflict. Drawing on an extensive range of 

archival research conducted in both Transnistria and Moldova, this thesis demonstrates how 

the separatists effectively used the reforms of perestroika to seize power across the entire 

region. Additionally, it highlights that while support for secession was high, it was by no 

means unanimous and that many rural ethnic Moldovans actively opposed secession. Overall, 

this thesis sheds new light on the origins of the Transnistrian War, showing how support for 

the separatists was not always unconditional and how even ordinary people actively 

supported the secession project. 
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Introduction  

On 2 September 1990, elites gathered in the eastern Moldovan city of Tiraspol for the Second 

Extraordinary Congress of Peopleôs Deputies of all levels from the Transnistrian region. 

Almost 600 deputies from village, district, and city soviets from the seven regions of 

Transnistria packed into the Tiraspol City Theatre discuss the socio-political situation in the 

Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic (M.S.S.R.).1 Tensions between republican authorities in 

ChiἨinŁu and local elites in Transnistria had been rising since the summer of 1989, when 

Moldovaôs legislature, the Supreme Soviet, made Moldovan the sole official language of the 

republic. This decision was condemned by Russian speakers from across the M.S.S.R. 

However, the laws were most vigorously opposed by the Russian-speaking inhabitants of 

Transnistria, particularly those who lived in the industrialised cities of Tiraspol, Bender, and 

R´bniἪa. In mid-August 1989, copies of these draft laws were leaked by a member of the 

Supreme Soviet to the local press in Tiraspol. In response, industrial elites, such as factory 

directors and middle-managers, from across Transnistria met and formed a group called the 

Union of Joint Labour (Russian acronym: O.S.T.K.), which coordinated an industrial strike 

against the language laws, which lasted from August to September 1989.2 

In the months that followed, relations between elites in ChiἨinŁu and Transnistria continued 

to deteriorate. In February 1990, members of the O.S.T.K. were elected to local soviets across 

Transnistria, while members of the Moldovan Popular Front (M.P.F.), a nationalist 

organisation advocating Moldovaôs unification with Romania, were elected to the Supreme 

Soviet.3 As deputies in the Supreme Soviet steered Moldova away from the Soviet Union, 

 
1 Within the Soviet Union, soviets were organs of republican/local government, the equivalent of parliaments or 

councils. These bodies were charged with ensuring that directives from the centre (i.e., Moscow or the 

republican capital) were implemented at the local level. To this end, these bodies could pass local legislation. 

However, until perestroika, these republican and local soviets were devoid of any real power. 
2 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 21 Aʚʛ. 1989 (Dniester Truth, 21 Aug. 1989.). 
3 Plaiul Orheian, 30 Mart. 1990 (The Orheian Place, 30 Mar. 1990). 
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deputies in local soviets steered Transnistria away from Moldova.4 Throughout 1990, local 

soviets across the region organised referendums on Transnistrian autonomy. These soviets 

also passed several laws vetoing decisions made by the Supreme Soviet in ChiἨinŁu.5 In the 

context of these rising tensions, political elites from across Transnistria gathered in Tiraspol 

to proclaim the creation of the Transnistrian Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic 

(T.M.S.S.R.) on 2 September 1990.6 

The declaration was immediately annulled by the Supreme Soviet, and further strained 

relations between ChiἨinŁu and Tiraspol. In the months following the declaration, the 

Transnistrian separatists attempted to assert their control over the territories they claimed and 

violently removed anyone who refused to recognise their legitimacy.7 For the government in 

ChiἨinŁu, the unilateral creation of the T.M.S.S.R. was more than just a threat to Moldovaôs 

sovereignty. The industrial cities of Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniἪa collectively accounted for 

almost forty percent of the M.S.S.R.ôs industrial output.8 Additionally, the dam at DubŁsari 

and the Kuchurgan power station generated much of the republicôs energy. With such high 

stakes, and neither side willing to compromise, war seemed inevitable. 

In the summer of 1991, relations reached a new low as Moldovan forces kidnapped several 

leaders from the Transnistrian separatist movement, including Igor Smirnov, the Chairman of 

the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet.9 In response, Transnistria cut off electricity to Moldova 

and blocked the railway tracks leading to neighbouring Ukraine, crippling the Moldovan 

 
4 Charles King, The Moldovans: Romania, Russia, and the politics of culture (Stanford, 2000), p. 186. 
5 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 11 Mʘ.̫ 1990 (Dniester Truth, 11 May 1990). 
6 ʈʳʙʥʠʮʢʠʡ ʄʝʪʘʣʣʫʨʛ, 4 Cʝʥ. 1990 ʛ. (Rybnitsky Metallurg, 4 Sept. 1990). 
7 ɼʨʫʞʙʘ, 6 ʅʦ.̫ 1990 ʛ. (Friendship, 6 Nov. 1990). 
8 John OôLoughlin, Vladimir Kolossov and Andrei Tchepalyga, óNational construction, territorial separatism, 

and post-Soviet geopolitics in the Transdniester Moldovan Republicô in Post-Soviet Geography and Economics, 

xxxix (2013), pp 332-58 at p. 341; Igor CaἨu, óMoldova under the Soviet communist regime: history and 

memoryô in Vladimir Tismaneanu and B. C. Iacob (eds), Remembrance, history, and justice: coming to terms 

with traumatic pasts in democratic societies (London, 2015), pp 347-72 at p. 350; Rebecca Haynes, Moldova 

(London, 2020), pp 143, 165. 
9 ʅʦʚʦʝ ʚʨʝʤʷ, 29 Aʚʛ. 1991 ʛ. (New Time, 29 Aug. 1991); ɿʘʨʷ ʇʨʠʜʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʴʷ, 14 Cʝʥ. 1991 ʛ. (Dawn of 

Transnistria, 14 Sept. 1991). 
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economy.10 On 27 August 1991, Moldova declared independence from the Soviet Union. A 

few days later, on 2 September 1991, elites in Transnistria proclaimed the creation of the 

Transnistrian Moldavian Republic (T.M.R.).11 Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 

Moscowôs support for the Transnistrian separatists intensified. The Russian Air Force flew 

hundreds of Cossacks into the region, while the Russian Fourteenth Army, still stationed in 

Transnistria, began to arm separatists.12 This support emboldened the Transnistrians, who 

began to launch more brazen attacks against the few remaining pro-Moldovan figures in the 

region. 

The Transnistrian War officially began on 2 March 1992, when separatist forces stormed a 

police station in DubŁsari city and took over thirty officers hostage.13 For many Moldovans, 

the fact that their country was at war did not sink in until two weeks later, when separatist 

forces launched an attack on several villages in the DubŁsari District that remained loyal to 

ChiἨinŁu. The shocking sight of hapless refugees fleeing across the Dniester River was the 

first time many realised that Moldova was actually at war.14 Most of the fighting during the 

Transnistrian War was concentrated in the DubŁsari District, as poorly armed government 

forces fought to control a region whose population remained loyal to ChiἨinŁu. In contrast, 

pro-separatist forces fought to ensure their fledgling republic was not split in half (see map 

.1). However, the warôs decisive battle occurred in Bender, a city located on the right bank of 

the Dniester River, whose population supported the Transnistrian separatists. Moldovan 

forces initially captured the city in mid-June. The victory was short-lived, as Russian forces 

 
10 ɼʥʝʩʪʨ, 17 Cʝʥ. 1991 ʛ. (Dniester, 17 Sept. 1991). 
11 ʅʦʚʦʝ ʚʨʝʤʷ, 5 Cʝʥ. 1991 ʛ. (New Time, 5 Sept. 1991). 
12 ʅʝʟʘʚʠʩʠʤʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 4 Mʘp. 1992 ʛ. (Independent Moldova, 4 Mar. 1992). 
13 Moldova suveranŁ, 5 Mart. 1992 (Sovereign Moldova, 5 Mar. 1992). 
14 Opinia, 18 Mart. 1992 (Opinion, 18 Mar. 1992); ʅʝʟʘʚʠʩʠʤʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 19 Mʘʨ. 1992 ʛ.; (Independent 

Moldova, 19 Mar. 1992). 
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stationed in Tiraspol launched a counterattack and ejected the Moldovan forces from the city. 

The city was razed, but Bender fell under Transnistriaôs control. 15 

Fearing Russia would make further incursions into Moldovan territory, Mircea Snegur, the 

President of Moldova, rushed to negotiate a ceasefire. An initial ceasefire was signed 

between Snegur and his Russian counterpart, Boris Yeltsin, in early July in Helsinki. 

However, Russian forces ignored this ceasefire and continued to shell villages in the DubŁsari 

District that remained loyal to ChiἨinŁu. On 21 July 1992, the pair signed an agreement 

known as the Yeltsin-Snegur Agreement, which ended the fighting but provided no 

mechanisms for Transnistriaôs reintegration into Moldova and legitimised Russiaôs military 

presence in the region by creating a tripartite peacekeeping force made up of Russian, 

Transnistrian, and Moldovan troops.16 Years prior, Snegur and Yeltsin had united their efforts 

to undermine the power of Mikhail Gorbachev, the final General Secretary of the Communist 

Party of the Soviet Union (C.P.S.U.).17 Now, however, Yeltsin imposed a humiliating 

ceasefire upon his former ally that effectively consolidated Transnistriaôs de-facto 

independence. 

Under the protection and patronage of Moscow, the T.M.R. has remained de-facto 

independent of Moldova for over three decades. While Transnistria is not recognised by any 

UN member state, including Russia, it has many of the attributes of a recognised state.18 

Transnistria has its own parliament, president, and government, maintains a standing army 

and police force, and provides services such as healthcare and education. The separatists even 

 
15 Prier, 3 Apr. 1992 (Prier, 3 Apr. 1992). 
16 Claus, Neukrich, óNational minorities in the Republic of Moldova- some lessons learned, some not?ô in South-

East Europe Review, iii (1999), pp 45-63 p. 51; ʅʝʟʘʚʠʩʠʤʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 27 ʀʁ ʣ. ʠ 1 Aʚʛ. 1992 ʛ. (Independent 

Moldova, 27 July, and 1 Aug. 1992). 
17 ɿʥʘʤʷ ʇʦʙʝʜʳ, 6 ɼʝʢ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory Banner, 6 Dec. 1990) 
18 Daria Isachenko, óTransdniestria and Northern Cyprusô in Gëzim Visoka, John Doyle and Edward Newman 

(eds), Routledge handbook of state recognition (New York, 2020), pp 446-57 at p. 452; Dov Lynch, Engaging 

Eurasiaôs separatist states (Washington, 2004), p. 21 
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produce their own currency, the Transnistrian Rouble, and issue their own passports and 

licence plates. While at the time the Transnistrian War was considered rather insignificant in 

comparison to the far bloodier wars that erupted in the Balkans, in retrospect it may have 

been one of the most important events that occurred following the collapse of the Soviet 

Union.  

The Transnistrian War marked the first, but certainly not the last time, that the army of the 

Russian Federation engaged in military action beyond its internationally recognised borders. 

Moreover, Transnistria became the first de-facto state to be overtly supported by Moscow. 

While factions of the Russian armed forces engaged in the other separatist conflicts that 

emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union, none of these movements received such 

significant Russian support.19 Not only did the Russian military actively participate in the 

fighting, but prominent political figures, such as Alexander Rutskoy, the then Vice President 

of the Russian Federation, publicly supported the Transnistrian separatists.20 This, in turn, 

makes Transnistria the first de-facto state used by Moscow to limit another stateôs 

sovereignty and maintain influence over its foreign policy.21 In the decades since the collapse 

of the Soviet Union, supporting, and in some cases creating, de-facto states has become a 

cornerstone of Russiaôs policy towards states in the so-called ónear abroadô that do not want 

to tow Moscowôs line. In 2008, Russia invaded Georgia on the pretext of defending the 

internationally unrecognised Abkhazia and South Ossetia.22 More recently, in February 2022, 

Russia invaded Ukraine on the pretext of defending the so-called Donetsk and Luhansk 

Peopleôs Republics. In many respects, it could be argued that the events in Moldova in 1992 

 
19 Lynch, Eurasia, p. 29. 
20 ʅʝʟʘʚʠʩʠʤʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 8 Aʧʨ. 1992 ʛ. (Independent Moldova, 8 Apr. 1992). 
21 Russia initially imposed a blockade on Abkhazia. For more see Vladimir Kolossov and John O'Loughlin, 

óAfter the wars in the South Caucasus state of Georgia: economic insecurities and migration in the "de facto" 

states of Abkhazia and South Ossetiaô in Eurasian Geography and Economics, lii (2011), pp 631-54 at p. 636. 
22 Gerard Toal, Near Abroad (New York, 2017), p. 160. 
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helped shape Russiaôs foreign policy approach vis-à-vis other post-Soviet states that sought 

greater integration with the west. 

Even though the creation of the T.M.R. had profound ramifications that can still be felt to this 

day, we have a limited understanding of the internal processes that led to the creation of this 

de-facto state. In fact, the separatist movement that emerged in Transnistria in the late 1980s 

is yet to be subjected to a rigorous historical analysis. Several scholars, including Charles 

King, Pål Kolstø, and Stuart J Kaufman, have written accounts of the Transnistrian War (see 

below). However, their analysis has generally been limited to the role played by external 

actors, most notably Russia. This fixation on the role played by external actors is a common 

trait in the histography of the post-Soviet de-facto states. Those scholars that pay more 

attention to local developments, such as Igor Munteanu and Alla Skvortsova, mainly 

concentrate on relations between elites in ChiἨinŁu and Tiraspol (see below).  

The current body of literature does not examine how local elites outside the de-facto capital 

responded to the separatist project. Moreover, it generally does not explain whether the local 

population widely supported the separatist project. Did regional elites and the wider 

population merely follow the dictates of Tiraspol, as the literature often implies, or did they 

have their own political autonomy and interests? If so, what drove them to support the 

separatist project? Moreover, did support for Moldovaôs territorial integrity manifest iteself in 

Transnistria? Without answering these questions, it is impossible to say that we fully 

understand the processes that led to the creation of the T.M.R. or any other de-facto state. 

As support for de-facto states becomes an increasingly important part of Russiaôs foreign 

policy, we must familiarise ourselves with the internal processes that lead to their creation.23 

This thesis makes a significant contribution to the historiography of Transnistria, as well as 

 
23 Martin Riegl and Bohumil Doboġ, óGeopolitics of secession: post-Soviet de facto states and Russian 

geopolitical strategyô in Central European Journal of International and Security Studies, xii (2018), pp 59-89. 



 

7 

 

the broader body of literature on de-facto states, by providing the most detailed account of the 

origins of the Transnistrian War to date. It explores the emergence of the Transnistrian 

separatist movement and questions how the separatists were able to project their power across 

the entire region. In the first half of the thesis, I focus on the socio-political tensions that 

emerged between Moldova and Transnistria between 1989 and 1990. I identify two key 

moments that allowed pro-separatist figures to seize power in Transnistria: the strikes of 1989 

and the elections of February 1990. I demonstrate how the inactivity of local political elites 

during the passing of the language laws facilitated the O.S.T.K.ôs rapid rise in popularity, and 

subsequent election. 

Unlike previous studies, I explore how regular Transnistrians perceived the separatist 

movement. I argue that the underlying Russian nationalist tendencies of many of the 

inhabitants of Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniἪa made them willing to support the separatists. I 

also explore the various anti-separatist movements that emerged in Transnistria, something 

that is absent from the historiography. While opposition groups emerged everywhere, I 

provide a set of categorical variables required for widespread socio-political opposition to 

separatist movements to occur. The final portion of this thesis explores how the Transnistrian 

conflict developed from a political dispute into a full-scale war and demonstrates that 

violence first emerged in regions where anti-secession sentiment was high. 

This thesis challenges our traditional view of the origins of the Transnistrian War and the 

processes that lead to the creation of a de-facto state. While most works focus solely on 

developments in the de-facto capital, I highlight how many key developments occurred 

elsewhere and show that regional elites played an active role in undermining the central 

governmentôs authority in the region. I demonstrate that the most important events often 

occurred in the multi-ethnic rural regions, where pro-separatist factions clashed with anti-

separatist activists in an effort to gain control of these areas. Focusing on local sources also 
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provides a unique perspective on how separatists mobilise the local population against the 

central government. I demonstrate that separatists primarily rely on the local media and 

rallies to undermine the trust in the central authorities and encourage social radicalisation. 

Finally, I demonstrate that the outbreak of separatist violence is neither sporadic nor random, 

and show that in the case of Transnistria clashes between separatist and Moldovan forces 

occurred when the former either attempted to organise parallel elections or remove pro-

Moldovan forces from the territory they claimed. 

Terminology and place names 

Before proceeding further with our discussion on the T.M.R., we must first clarify some 

terminological issues. Perhaps the most frustrating part of studying Transnistria and Moldova 

is that names denoting places, people, and language are all hotly disputed. Approaching this 

issue is complicated, and no matter what name an author chooses, it is bound to be disputed 

by someone. Take, for example, the name Transnistria. Today Transnistria refers to the 

territory of the T.M.R., which comprises the six districts on the left bank of the Dniester 

River (Camenca, R´bniŞa, DubŁsari, Grigoriopol, Tiraspol, and Slobozia), and the right bank 

city of Bender (see map .1). During the Second World War, however, the name Transnistria 

was used by the Romanian occupiers to refer to the entirety of southwestern Ukraine, 

stretching from Tiraspol to Odesa.24 For that reason, the T.M.R. prefers to use the Russian 

variant, Pridnestrovie, instead of Transnistria. Many scholars have attempted to find a 

compromise by referring to the T.M.R. as Transdniestria or Trans-Dniester. Nevertheless, I 

have settled on the term óTransnistriaô as it is the most commonly used term in English. 

 
24 Vladimir Solonari, A satellite empire: Romanian rule in southwestern Ukraine, 1941ï1944 (New York, 

2019). 
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Map .1: A map showing the de-facto borders of the Transnistrian Moldovan Republic and its seven largest cities/towns. The 

T.M.R.ôs western border runs along the Dniester River, which separates it from the rest of Moldova. However, it is worth 

noting that the T.M.R. controls the city of Bender, and several nearby villages, which lie on the right bank of the Dniester. 

Additionally, Moldova controls some portions of the DubŁsari Districts, which are on the left bank. The T.M.R.ôs eastern 

border is denoted in grey and separates it from Ukraineôs Odesa region. 

The terms Transnistria and Transnistrian (or Pridnestrovie and Pridnestrovian) appeared 

relatively recently. Before 1989, it is impossible to find a reference to Transnistria that 

corresponds to the present-day territory of the T.M.R. This is because Transnistria has no 

history of self-rule. Moreover, while it was part of the M.S.S.R., this territory had no unique 

regional identity or self-government. In addition to this, Transnistria has no unique 

indigenous ethnic groups. In fact, it is an ethnically heterogeneous region home to almost 
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equal numbers of ethnic Moldovans, Russians, and Ukrainians. Most people, irrespective of 

ethnicity, are heavily Russified. The ethnic diversity of the region makes the T.M.R. a unique 

case amongst the de-facto states that emerged as a result of the break-up of the Soviet 

Union.25 It was not until the autumn of 1989 that discussions of a Transnistrian regional 

identity and political unit emerged. In addition to this, it was not until September 1990 that a 

Transnistrian political unit came into existence. Therefore, when referring to the present-day 

region of the T.M.R. collectively before September 1990, I will use the term the óleft-bank 

and Benderô. When referring to the cities of Tiraspol, R´bniŞa, and Bender collectively, I will 

use the term the óindustrial citiesô. 

There are also several disputes regarding Moldova. The very existence of the Moldovan 

ethnicity and language is hotly disputed. For much of the Soviet era, Moscow insisted that 

Moldovans and Romanians were two distinct people who spoke two separate languages. In 

the late Soviet and post-Soviet era, this narrative was challenged, mainly by Moldovaôs 

intelligentsia. Those who dispute the notion of a Moldovan language and identity claim that 

Moldovans are Romanians, and that the Moldovan language is a Soviet-era construct.26 

Nevertheless, many Moldovans still refer to themselves and their language as Moldovan. 

Moreover, pan-Romanianism, the notion that Romanians and Moldovans are one people who 

should be united in a single country, has not gained much support in Moldova (or 

Romania).27 In addition to this, all the legislation passed by the Moldovan Supreme Soviet 

during the perestroika-era referred to the Moldovan people and the Moldovan language. 

 
25 Abkhazia and South Ossetia were declared by the Abkhaz and Ossetians in response to the rise of Georgian 

nationalism, while Nagorno-Karabakh (or the Republic of Artsakh) was declared by local Armenians that 

wished to secede from Azerbaijan and join Armenia. Today almost one hundred percent of Artsakhôs population 

are ethnic Armenians. According to official figures Ossetians account for ninety percent of South Ossetiaôs 

population, while in Abkhazia the Abkhaz makeup fifty  percent of the local population. However, Abkhazia 

enforces policies that favour the titular nation. 
26 Alla Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô in P¬l Kolstß (ed.), National Integration and 

Violent Conflict in Post-Soviet Societies (Oxford, 2002), pp 159-96 at p. 168. 
27 Jeff Chinn and S.D. Roper, óEthnic mobilisation and reactive nationalism: The case of Moldovaô in 

Nationalities Papers, xxiii (1995), pp 291-325 at p. 291. 
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Therefore, I will use the term Moldovan when referring to the titular nation of the M.S.S.R. 

and the language they spoke. 

When referring to the territory of Moldova, excluding the T.M.R., many scholars have opted 

to use the term Bessarabia. Although useful for differentiation, it is somewhat historically 

inaccurate and misleading. The term Bessarabia first appeared in 1812 in the Treaty of 

Bucharest. The treaty mandated that the defeated Ottoman Empire ceded the territory of 

óBessarabiaô to the victorious Russian Empire. However, the territory of Bessarabia in 1812 

was far larger than the present-day Republic of Moldova. Not only did the Bessarabia include 

territory of present-day Moldova (excluding Transnistria), but it also included portions of 

north-and-southwestern Ukraine. Moreover, during the period of our study, the term 

óBessarabiaô was typically used only by members of the M.P.F to delegitimise Moldova and 

portray it as a Romanian province. Therefore, when referring to the territory of Moldova 

without the T.M.R., I will either use the term óMoldova properô or the óright bank (of the 

Dniester River)ô, depending on the context. 

Historiographical literature review 

The T.M.R. has attracted a great deal of academic attention from scholars working in various 

fields. For example, political scientists have long been interested in how the de-facto 

authorities legitimise themselves to their citizens in the face of international isolation. Others, 

such as economists and international relations theorists, are interested in relations between 

Transnistria and Russia.28 However, for all this academic interest, there is a relatively small 

and limited body of historiographical work that focuses on the Transnistrian War or the 

origins of the de-facto state. This is perplexing, as many scholars have focused their attention 

 
28 Ion Marandici and Alexandru Lesanu, óThe political economy of the post-Soviet de facto states: a paired 

comparison of Transnistria and the Donetsk Peopleôs Republicô in Problems of Post Communism, lxviii (2020), 

pp 339-51. 
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on the dynamics of contemporary de-facto statehood without adequately understanding the 

internal processes that led to the T.M.R.ôs emergence.  

It is worth noting that much of the historiographical works on Moldova, focus on 

developments on the right bank. For example, D. L. Dyerôs 1996 edited volume, Studies in 

Moldovan, features a variety of excellent contributions by eminent scholars such as Charles 

King, William Crowther, Dennis Deletant, and Michael Bruchis. Each chapter deals with 

various issues, including the rise of nationalism in Moldova in the late 1980s, the creation of 

the Moldovan language, and language politics in the perestroika era. However, the volume 

makes little reference to Transnistria. This is particularly noticeable in Crowtherôs and Kingôs 

chapters, which deal with the M.S.S.R. during the perestroika era. While the former makes a 

fleeting reference to tensions that emerged between ChiἨinŁu and Tiraspol, the latter focuses 

its attention solely on developments on the right bank.29  

This pattern continues to be replicated to this day. For example, Rebecca Haynesôs 

monograph Moldova: a history, published in 2020, makes little reference to Transnistria. 

Moreover, when she does deal with the conflict, Haynes makes several misleading claims 

(see below). The partial exception to this rule is Charles King, who devotes two chapters to 

Transnistria in his seminal work, The Moldovans: Romania, Russia, and the politics of 

culture. These chapters look at the formation of a Moldavian Autonomous Soviet Socialist 

Republic (M.A.S.S.R.) on the left bank during the interwar era and the Transnistrian War. 

However, the chapter that deals with the Transnistrian War provides more of an overview 

than an in-depth analysis. This pattern of focusing on the right bank is also present in the 

 
29 Charles King, óThe politics of languageô in D. L. Dyer (ed.), Studies in Moldovan (New York, 1996), pp 111-

30; William Crowther, óNationalism and political transformation in Moldovaô in D. L. Dyer (ed.), Studies in 

Moldovan (New York, 1996), pp 31-50 at p. 38. 
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works of many other scholars. For example, Jeff Chinn, one of the first academics to write 

about the perestroika era in Moldova, also made little reference to Transnistria in his work.30 

Of course, this is not to say that there have been no historical studies of the Transnistrian 

War, just that most of the extensive works, i.e., monographs, have focused more on 

developments in Moldova proper. The literature on the Transnistrian War can broadly be 

divided into two categories: those who claim it was an ethnic conflict, and those that argue it 

was not, with the latter typically arguing it was an óelite-led conflictô. The following section 

will provide a brief overview of both strands, discussing their main their arguments, before 

highlighting some shortcomings in both. 

S. J. Kaufman is the most famous scholar to claim that the Transnistrian War was an ethnic 

conflict. He first outlined this theory in his 1996 article óSpiraling to ethnic war: elites, 

masses, and Moscow in Moldovaôs civil warô. In his piece, Kaufman outlines the conditions 

he believed were required for ethnic war, and then demonstrates that they were all present in 

the Moldovan-Transnistrian conflict. He contends that there are three main requirements for 

ethnic war to occur. These are hostile masses, belligerent leaders, and inter-ethnic security 

dilemmas. He argues that belligerent leaders stoke mass hostility, hostile masses support 

belligerent leaders, and both together threaten other groups, thereby creating a security 

dilemma. He also argues that these three factors only emerge if the necessary preconditions, 

including defined grievances, negative ethnic stereotypes, ethnic fears, and disputes over 

emotional symbols, are present.31 

Kaufman argues that the Moldovans, particularly those from the right bank, had several 

grievances against the Soviet authorities. The declining economic situation gave Moldovans a 

 
30 Jeff Chinn and S.D. Roper, óEthnic Mobilisationô, pp 291-325; Jeff Chinn and Robert Kaiser, Russians as the 

new minority, ethnicity, and nationalism in the Soviet successor states (Boulder, 1996). 
31 S. J. Kaufman, óSpiraling to ethnic war: elites, masses, and Moscow in Moldovaôs civil warô in International 

Security, xxi (1996), pp 108-38 at p. 109. 
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ósymbolic grievanceô (óthe Russians get all the good jobsô), a political grievance (ówe do not 

have the power to run our own livesô), and an economic grievance (ómy job prospects and my 

childrenôs prospects are not good). He notes that many of these grievances were legitimate. It 

was undeniable that Russian speakers were given preferential treatment in the M.S.S.R. 

Although the situation changed somewhat from 1970 onward, the economic downturn of the 

1980s slowed their upward trajectory. He also argues that Moldovans had legitimate ethnic 

fears as well. The 1989 census confirmed that virtually none of the republicôs ethnic 

minorities spoke Moldovan. This caused many Moldovans to fear that their ethnic group was 

facing extinction. Kaufman claims that even the Cyrillic alphabet, which was enforced by the 

Soviet authorities, served as a symbol of Russian dominance.32 

Interestingly, Kaufman also examines the dispute from the Transnistrian perspective. He 

argues that the vague nature of the 1989 language laws allowed local Russian-speaking elites 

to argue that Moldovans planned to use the language laws to improve their position at the 

expense of Russian speakers. The separatists also argued that in their effort to avoid 

extinction, the Moldovans were attempting to Romanianise the entire population. Moreover, 

the history of subjugation was not unique to the Moldovans, as the population of Transnistria 

lived under Romanian domination during the Second World War. Finally, Kaufman 

acknowledges that the Transnistrians did not comprise a single ethnic group. However, he 

claims that they are a coalition of ethnic interests, united in opposition to certain Moldovan 

interests.33 

Kaufmanôs interpretation of the Transnistrian War as an ethnic conflict was heavily criticised 

by scholars such as Pål Kolstø and Andrei Malgin (see below). In the face of this criticism, 

Kaufman remained firm. In 1998, Kaufman and S. R. Bowers wrote an article entitled 

 
32 Kaufman, óSpiraling to ethnic warô, pp 110, 121. 
33 Kaufman, óSpiraling to ethnic warô, pp 114, 119-120. 
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óTransnational dimensions of the Transnistrian conflictô. In this article, Kaufman, and 

Bowers, doubled-down on the claim that the Transnistrian War was an ethnic conflict. The 

pair refuted Kolstß and Malginôs claims that the Transnistrian conflict was purely political in 

nature. They noted that most of those leading the Transnistrian separatist movement were 

ethnic Russians and that it was mainly Moldovan nationalists that strove to suppress them. 

They also argued that the primary issues at stake were the classic issues of ethnic conflict; 

language, ethnic symbols, and identity.34 

Kaufman and Bower criticised those such as Kolstø and Malgin, who typically argued that 

the Transnistrian War was not an ethnic conflict because Russians and Moldovans fought on 

both sides of the conflict. The pair argued that just because different ethnic groups fought on 

both sides does not make the ethnic label inappropriate, as ethnic conflicts have the power to 

ómake and remake identitiesô. Moreover, they claimed that just because the Transnistrians or 

Moldovans did not óplummet to the depths of savagery as seen in the Balkans or Caucasusô 

does not mean it was not an ethnic war.35 Both Kaufman and Bowers argued that both sides 

appealed to their ethnic kin in neighbouring Romania and Russia, as often happens in ethnic 

conflict.36 Finally, Kaufman reiterated many of these arguments in his 2001 book, Modern 

hatreds: the symbolic politics of ethnic war, where he dedicates one chapter to the 

Transnistrian War.37  

Aside from Kaufman and Bowers, most scholars refrain from labelling the Transnistrian War 

as an óethnic conflictô. Instead, some prefer to claim that the Transnistrian War had óethnic 

dimensionsô. For example, in his 1991 article, óThe politics of ethno-national mobilisation 

 
34 S.J. Kaufman and S. R. Bowers, óTransnational dimensions of the Transnistrian conflictô in Nationalities 

Papers, xxvi (1998), pp 129-46 at p. 129. 
35 Kaufman & Bowers, óTransnational dimensionsô, p. 129. 
36 Kaufman & Bowers, óTransnational dimensionsô, p. 129. 
37 S. J. Kaufman, Modern hatreds: the symbolic politics of ethnic war (New York, 2001). 
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and reactive national mobilization: nationalism and reform in Soviet Moldaviaô, William 

Crowther claims the elections of February 1990 resulted in óminority nationalistsô seizing 

control of Tiraspol, Bender, R´bniŞa, and DubŁsari city.38 Both Jeff Chinn and S. D. Roper 

also agree with Crowther that the ócounter mobilisationô in Transnistria was a case of 

óreactive nationalismô by Russian-speaking minorities who feared losing their positions in a 

nationalising Moldovan state.39 

In her fascinating contribution to Kolstßôs 2002 edited volume, Alla Skvortsova also admits 

that the Transnistrian War had a óclear ethnic flavourô.40 Skvortsova elaborates further, 

claiming that the óethnic, linguistic, and ideological diversity of the population of Moldova 

was an important factor contributing to the violent conflict in the countryô.41 However, 

Skvortsova also acknowledges that the conflict was also the result of decisions made by 

political elites on both sides of the Dniester.42 It is worth noting that Skvortsovaôs chapter, 

entitled óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, is perhaps the most detailed account of 

the origins of the Transnistrian War to date. Skvortsova contextualises the conflict extremely 

well, providing some discussion on the strikes and the autonomy referendums of 1989-

1990.43 Moreover, Skvortsova even accounts for the local dynamics, noting that some 

villages in the region órefused to pay heed to the Transnistrian authoritiesô.44  

Most scholars disagree with Kaufmanôs assessment that the Transnistrian War was an ethnic 

conflict, and instead prefer to label it as an óelite-ledô conflict. One of the pioneers of this 

 
38 William Crowther, óThe politics of ethno-national mobilization: nationalism and reform in Soviet Moldaviaô 

in The Russian Review, i (1991), pp 183-202 at pp 198, 200. 
39 Chinn & Roper, óEthnic mobilisationô, p. 291. 
40 Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, p. 159. 
41 Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, p. 192. 
42 Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, pp 192-93. 
43 Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, pp 183, 185. 
44 Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, p. 179. 
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argument is Pål Kolstø, who in 1993, alongside Andrei Edemsky and Natalya Kalashnikova, 

wrote one of the first academic articles on the Transnistrian War. Their article, entitled óThe 

Dniester Conflict: between irredentism and separatismô, provides an extensive historical 

overview of the lands of modern-day Transnistria. Even in 1993, just one year after the 

Transnistrian War, Kolstø was adamant that the Transnistrian War was not an ethnic 

conflict.45 

Alongside Andrei Malgin, Kolstø returned to the Transnistrian War in his 1998 article óThe 

Transnistrian republic: a case of politicized regionalismô. Written as a response to Kaufmanôs 

óSpiraling into ethnic warô, Kolstø and Malgin argue that the Transnistrian War was not an 

ethnic conflict, claiming óthis interpretation misrepresents the actual mixed ethnic and 

linguistic composition of the fighting forces, and the generally harmonious ethnic relations 

within Moldovaôs heterogeneous societyô.46 In their contribution, the pair provide an 

excellent overview of the prelude to the Transnistrian War, acknowledging that the idea for 

autonomy or independence emerged as a result of the strikes, that autonomy referendums 

took place between 1989-1990, and that Transnistria unilaterally declared the creation of a 

Free Economic Zone in June 1990, topics which are typically absent from the work of other 

scholars.47 After this study, Kolstø expanded his research to other areas. However, he briefly 

returned to the topic in his 2013 article óFrom secessionist conflict toward a functioning state: 

processes of state- and nation-building in Transnistriaô. However, in this article, Kolstß and 

 
45 Pål Kolstø, Andrei Edemsky and Natalya Kalashnikova, óThe Dniester Conflict: between irredentism and 

separatismô in Europe-Asia Studies, xlv (1993), pp 973-1000 at p. 981. 
46 Pål Kolstø and Andrei Malgin, óThe Transnistrian republic: a case of politicized regionalismô in Nationalities 

Papers, xxvi (1998), pp 103-27 at p. 122. 
47 Kolstø & Malgin, óThe Transnistrian Republicô, pp 107-9. 
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his co-author, Helge Blakkisrud, primarily focus on more recent developments in 

Transnistria.48 

Kolstßôs position is supported by several other prominent scholars. For example, in their 

1998 article óNational construction, territorial separatism, and post-Soviet geopolitics in the 

Transdniester Moldovan Republicô, John OôLoughlin, Vladimir Kolssov and Andrei 

Tchepalyga claim that the flaw in Kaufmanôs argument is that it assumes a óunivariate and 

clear distribution of loyalties according to cultural and national identitiesô.49  

In his contribution to Kolstßôs edited volume published in 2002, Igor Munteanu also claims 

the Transnistrian War was not an ethnic conflict. Unlike Skvortsova, Munteanu claims that 

the term óethnic conflictô does not apply to the Transnistrian War because there is evidence of 

its ómultidimensionality, including issues of territoriality, security, ownership, and national 

identitiesô.50 Like Kolstø, Munteanu also takes the elite-led approach, arguing that ótensions 

were exacerbated by the conflict between elites over the status of the M.S.S.R. and the ethnic 

identity of the titular groupô.51 However, while Munteanu refutes the ethnic conflict label, he 

spends a significant amount of time highlighting ethnic inequalities in the M.S.S.R. For 

example, he regularly points to the fact that Moldovans were disadvantaged in their republic, 

arguing that Russian and Ukrainian immigrants received preferential treatment.52 In addition 

to this, Munteanu focuses some attention on the plight of Transnistrian Moldovans, claiming 

that the pro-Moldovan authorities in DubŁsari, Slobozia, Grigoriopol, and Bender were 

 
48 Helge Blakkisrud and Pål Kolstø, óFrom secessionist conflict toward a functioning state: processes of state- 

and nation-building in Transnistriaô in Post-Soviet Affairs, xxvii (2011), pp 178-210 at pp 178-9. 
49 OôLoughlin, Kolossov & Tchepalyga, óNational constructionô, pp 338-40. 
50 Igor Munteanu, óSocial multipolarity and political violenceô in Pål Kolstø (ed.), National integration and 

violent conflict in post-Soviet societies (Oxford, 2002), pp 197-231 at p. 199. 
51 Munteanu, óSocial multipolarity and political violenceô, p. 198. 
52 Munteanu, óSocial multipolarity and political violenceô, pp 205-6. 
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forcibly evicted in 1990.53 It is worth noting, however, I have found no evidence of any 

forcible evictions in 1990, even after consulting the newspaper articles he references. 

Charles King, one of the most prominent scholars to write about Moldova, also took a similar 

stance. In his first article on Transnistria, published in 1994, King glossed over the prelude to 

the Transnistrian War and instead focused on the war itself, the ceasefire, and its 

enforcement.54  However, King gave the Transnistrian War more significant consideration in 

his seminal work The Moldovans. King dedicates one chapter to the Transnistrian War in his 

book, which provides a historiographical overview of Moldova. He claims that the conflict 

was often portrayed as an óethnic warô between pro-Romanian forces in ChiἨinŁu and ethnic 

Russians in Transnistria in both Russia and the West. However, he contends that óthings on 

the ground were never that straightforwardô.55 Instead, he argues that the most pressing issue 

in the Transnistrian conflict was how óquintessentially Sovietô the region was. He emphasises 

that there were close links between Transnistria and Moscow, with many enterprises on the 

left bank being directly controlled from the Soviet capital.56 

Scholars have moved away from debating whether the Transnistrian War was an ethnic 

conflict and begun to focus on other topics. While most recent scholarly works on 

Transnistria have focused on contemporary issues, such as state-building in the face of non-

recognition, some interesting historiographical pieces have been written in recent years. In his 

2009-piece, J. A. Mason focused his attention on the February 1990 elections and their 

impact on Moldovan politics.57 More recently, articles comparing Transnistria and the 

Donbas have also become popular, with Alexandr Voronovici coining the term 

 
53 Munteanu, óSocial multipolarity and political violenceô, p. 217. 
54 Charles King, óEurasia letter: Moldova with a Russian faceô in Foreign Policy, xcvii (1994), pp 106-20 at p. 

110. 
55 King, The Moldovans, p. 179. 
56 King, The Moldovans, pp 183-4. 
57 J. A. Mason, óInternationalist mobilization during the collapse of the Soviet Union: The Moldovan elections 

of 1990ô in Nationalities Papers, xxxvii (2009), pp 159-76. 
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óinternationalist separatismô to describe their respective secession movements.58 However, 

some still return to the ethnic conflict debate. Most recently, in her 2020 

monograph Moldova: a history, Rebecca Haynes argued that ethnic Moldovans in 

Transnistria were ócompletely loyal to the Soviet Union and fully integrated into Russian 

cultureô.59 

The Tiraspol-centric approach of many authors has helped propagate many misconceptions 

about the Transnistrian War. Focusing extensively on Tiraspol is likely why King concluded 

that Transnistria was óquintessentially Sovietô, Kolstø believes that interethnic relations were 

harmonious, or Haynes claims that local Moldovans were fully integrated into Russian 

culture. Many of these claims hold up when applied to Tiraspol, a heavily Russified city 

where the majority of inhabitants supported secession irrespective of ethnicity. However, it 

would be wrong to extrapolate these conclusions and apply them to all of Transnistria. 

Certainly, they could be applied to R´bniŞa, and perhaps even Bender, but not to 

Transnistriaôs rural districts, where, as will be demonstrated in chapter four, many ethnic 

Moldovans opposed secession. Nevertheless, scholars that have drawn the aforementioned 

conclusions make little to no reference to these rural districts, which is likely why they draw 

such conclusions in the first place. 

In 200, S.N. Kalyvas criticised scholars researching post-Cold War civil wars for failing to 

present nuanced interpretations of the circumstances that led to them, or the motives of the 

rebels. Kalyvas argues that many scholars rely solely on sources produced in the capital and 

engage little with the rebels. As a result, scholars often reproduced views widespread 

amongst the capitals elite, and presented the rebels as criminals fighting without cause.60 

 
58 Alexandr Voronovici, óInternationalist separatism and the political use of ñhistorical statehoodò in the 

unrecognized republics of Transnistria and Donbassô in Problems of Post Communism, lxvii (2020), pp 288-

302. 
59 Haynes, Moldova, p. 143. 
60 S.N. Kalyvas, óNew and old civil wars a valid distinction?ô World politics, liv (2004), 99-118, at p.103. 
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While scholars have presented more nuanced interpretations of the Transnistrian War, it is 

certainly true that they have relied heavily on a limited number of sources produced by the 

Moldovan central government and readily available in ChiἨinŁu. This is not to say that 

previous scholarsô work is poorly researched. On the contrary, most of the scholars cited 

above use various materials in their works, including interviews, surveys, etc. However, 

when it comes to primary resources, most scholars tend to rely on the same sources. For 

example, King, Kaufman, and Kolstø all rely extensively on republican sources when 

constructing their arguments. This applies to King in particular. While his chapter on 

Transnistria is well referenced, the only Moldovan sources he utilises are the Moldovan-

language republican newspaper, Sovereign Moldova, and some archival documents from the 

C.P.M. in ChiἨinŁu.61 

Kolstø and Kaufman tend to use a wider variety of sources in their analysis of the 

Transnistrian War than King. However, they still use a limited number of sources. In his 1993 

piece, Kolstø relies primarily on Moldovan Newspapers, the largest Transnistrian 

newspaper, Dniester Truth, and some Moscow-based newspapers. His 1998 article, written 

alongside Malgin, is perhaps Kolstßôs best-referenced work on the topic. In addition to the 

aforementioned sources, the pair also utilised Transnistria, a newspaper produced in 

DubŁsari, and Independent Moldova, Moldovaôs Russian-Tiraspol language newspaper. 

Kaufman also relies extensively on Moldovan newspapers, Dniester Truth, and Russian 

media outlets such as TASS and Izvestia. Skvortsova and Munteanu, who produced some of 

the most detailed accounts of the Transnistrian War to date, tend to rely mostly on Moldovan 

language newspapers and Dniester Truth. 

 
61 King, The Moldovans, pp 261-4. 
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These sources provide helpful information, but they also have their limitations. Moldovaôs 

republican newspapers covered a range of issues and generally only reported on important 

developments in Transnistria, such as the declaration of independence in September 1990 or 

the violent clashes in DubŁsari and Bender in 1992. Other significant developments in 

Transnistria, such as the autonomy referendums or the creation of a Free Economic Zone, 

barely received any attention. Unsurprisingly, these papers rarely reported on local issues, 

such as the struggles that emerged over the new Moldovan tricolour in the summer of 1990 or 

the attempts made by the local authorities in Camenca to resist the separatists. The same is 

true for Dniester Truth. Until September 1990, the newspaper served as the press organ of the 

Tiraspol City Soviet. After the creation of the T.M.S.S.R. in September 1990, Dniester 

Truth was transformed into the new republicôs main newspaper. While it contained more 

information about the developments in Transnistria than Moldovan newspapers, it still lacked 

the level of detail that local newspapers had. 

There is a whole host of primary resources that, until now, have remained untouched. The 

local authorities in each of the T.M.R.ôs seven districts had their own local newspaper. Some 

of the left bankôs larger villages also produced their own newspapers. In addition to this, 

there were dozens of broadsheets, journals, periodicals, and magazines produced by labour 

collectives, enterprises, and clubs active in Transnistria. These additional resources provide 

invaluable insights into developments that occurred in Transnistria between 1989 and 1992. 

The same is true for archival documents, as scholars have exclusively relied on documents 

produced by the C.P.M. in ChiἨinŁu while ignoring those produced in the local soviets in 

Transnistria. Documents produced by the local soviets in Transnistria are readily available in 

the T.M.R.ôs archives and provide valuable information about the separatist movement. 

However, these works have not been utilised by scholars writing about the Transnistrian War. 



 

23 

 

This reliance on a limited number of primarily Moldovan-based sources has resulted in 

inaccurate or misleading information concerning the Transnistrian separatist movement 

appearing in the historiography. These inaccuracies are yet to be rectified and still appear in 

scholarship to this day. There is some confusion about who led the separatist project. In his 

monograph, King asserts that óthe centre of the [separatist] opposition was a network of local 

and state institutions in Transnistria, particularly in the district executive committees and the 

coordinating committees of industrial concernsô.62 Kingôs assertion that the industrial elites 

spearheaded the Transnistrian secession movement is correct. However, his claim that the 

districtsô executive committees supported secession is misleading. Moreover, he makes this 

claim without referencing any documents produced by these executive committees. As will 

be demonstrated in chapter four, newspaper reports and archival documents from the region 

reveal that the executive committees in the Slobozia, Camenca, DubŁsari, and Grigoriopol 

Districts were some of the most vocal opponents of secession. 

There is also considerable confusion about when Transnistria declared independence from 

Moldova. This is particularly true in the case of Kolstø, who, over two decades, revised the 

date on several occasions. In their 1993 article, Kolstø and his co-authors contend that 

Transnistria declared independence on 2 September 1990. The authors even go as far as to 

insist that on that day óTiraspol stopped taking orders from ChiἨinŁu, and became de-facto 

independentô.63 However, in the article he co-wrote with Malgin some years later, Kolstø 

backtracks on this assertion, claiming that the declaration issued on 2 September 1990 was 

one of sovereignty, not independence.64 He doubled down on this assertion in 2013, claiming 

that Transnistriaôs declaration of independence was issued on 26 August 1991.65 Kolstßôs 

 
62 King, The Moldovans, p. 187. 
63 Kolstø, Edemsky & Kalashnikova, óThe Dniester Conflictô, pp 983-4. 
64 Kolstø & Malgin, óThe Transnistrian Republicô, p. 108. 
65 Blakkisrud & Kolstø, óFrom secessionist conflictô, pp 182-3. 
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initial assumption, that Transnistria declared independence from Moldova on 2 September 

1990, was correct. As will be demonstrated in chapter three, the declaration issued on 2 

September 1990 sought to sever all ties with the M.S.S.R.66 Moreover, 26 August carries no 

weight in contemporary Transnistria, with Independence Day being celebrated annually on 2 

September. It should be noted that other scholars, such as King, agree that Transnistria 

declared independence in September 1990. 67 

Transnistrian propaganda has, at times, seeped into contemporary western scholarship. For 

example, the insistence by scholars such as Kolstø that ethnic groups in Transnistria enjoyed 

óharmonious relationsô, and that even local Moldovans supported secession is misleading. 

Moldovans in the industrial cities may have supported secession, but as I demonstrate in 

chapters four, five, and six, many rural Moldovans opposed secession. Moreover, the idea of 

interethnic harmony in Transnistria is rarely thoroughly scrutinised, with scholars typically 

overlooking the fact that local elites have exaggerated it to legitimise their claims to 

independence.  

Pan-Romanian propaganda has also permeated scholarship on the conflict. This is evident 

when scholars insist that that Romanian was made the official state language in 1989. As 

noted above, this is a sensitive subject. While some may argue that they are essentially the 

same language, many Moldovans claim they speak Moldovan, not Romanian. In many cases, 

scholars have claimed that Romanian was made the official language in 1989, even though all 

the legislation passed during that period explicitly refers to the óMoldovan languageô. In most 

cases, I believe that these were just simple mistakes, not intended to signal any irredentist 

 
66 ʈʳʙʥʠʮʢʠʡ ʄʝʪʘʣʣʫʨʛ, 4 Cʝʥ. 1990 ʛ. (Rybnitsa Metallurgist, 4 Sept. 1990). 
67 King, óEurasia letterô, p. 110. 
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claims.68 However, in some cases, scholars have intentionally misled their readers. For 

example, in his 2018 article, Eduard Baidaus claimed the óMoldovans adopted laws which 

made Romanian the only official language of the republicô.69  Unfortunately, the article is 

fil led with several other statements that make it seem as if most Moldovans felt Romanian 

and supported pan-Romanianism, which, as I demonstrate in chapter one, is far from the 

truth. However, even Baidusôs bias pales in comparison to that found in Russian language 

works on the conflict. 

The Russian language books produced in Transnistria offer little in the way of critical 

analysis of the events of 1989 onward. Instead, they follow the dominant narrative emanating 

from Tiraspol, which contends that nationalists took control of ChiἨinŁu, who were 

determined to discriminate against minorities. Transnistrian authors show little hesitation in 

criticising Moldovan Supreme Soviet or the M.P.F. but refrain from criticising the separatists. 

In general, these texts are devoid of critical arguments and instead function as appraisals of 

those who participated in the struggle for independence. For example, in his 

book Transnistria: Past Present, and Future, V.L. Bogdan lists every single member of the 

Grigoriopol strike committee and their occupation, which takes up a considerable amount of 

space.70 These texts are often romantic, with claims such as there ówas not a single 

absenteeism or drunk person {during the strikes}ô frequently being made.71 The most famous 

Transnistrian historian is Anna Volkova, who was one of Smirnovôs closest advisors. It 

should come as no surprise that Volkovaôs work is generally favourable towards the 

 
68 Magdalena Dembinska and Julien Danero Iglesias, óThe making of an empty Moldovan category within a 

multiethnic Transnistrian nationô in East European Politics and Societies and Cultures, xxvii (2012), pp 413-28 

at p. 416. 
69 Eduard Baidus, óPortraying heroes and villains: Moldovan and Transnistrian print media during the 1992 war 

in the Dniester Valleyô in Canadian Slavonic Papers, lx (2018), pp 407-528 at p. 504. 
70 ɺ.ʃ. ɹʦʛʜʘʥ, ʇʨʠʜʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʴʝ, (ʧʨʦʰʣʦʝ, ʥʘʩʤʦʷʱʝʝ, ʙʫʜʫʱʝʝ), ʅʘʯʘʣʦ (ʊʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, 2010) (V.L Bogdan, 

Transnistria (Past, Present, Future) (Tiraspol, 2010), pp 24-9). 
71 Bogdan, Transnistria, p. 25. 
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separatists.72 Volkova also co-authored Smirnovôs biography, entitled To Live on Our Land. 

Surprisingly, this book is one of the most honest accounts of the Transnistrian War produced 

by a Transnistrian author, with Smirnov even acknowledging that there was some opposition 

to the separatist movement amongst the Transnistriaôs Moldovan population.73 

 

In short, while Transnistria may have attracted much academic interest, the origins of the 

conflict itself have remained understudied. Much of the scholarship that focused on the 

emergence of the T.M.R. was produced between 1993 and 2000. While by no means 

irrelevant, this body of work contains several weaknesses. These pieces are limited in size, 

preventing scholars from adequately engaging with specific issues. Moreover, they tend to 

rely exclusively on Moldovan-based sources. As a result, these works usually focus on 

similar issues, such as the war of 1992, Russian intervention, or developments in Tiraspol. 

From 2000 onwards, scholars shifted their attention away from the conflict itself to more 

contemporary issues, such as conflict resolution and state-building in an unrecognised state. 

However, this complete shift away from the origins of the de-facto state was premature, as 

several questions were left unanswered, such as how elites outside Tiraspol reacted to 

secession. Did local Moldovans support or oppose the creation of the T.M.R.? And so, thirty-

two years after the creation of the T.M.S.S.R., I return to the Transnistrian War to address 

these questions. 

Methodology 

This thesis represents the most thoroughly researched account of the origins of the 

Transnistrian War to date. Like many of the aforementioned scholars, I first worked in 

ChiἨinŁu-based repositories, such as the Moldovan National Library and the Archive of 

 
72 ɸʥʥʘ ɺʦʣʢʦʚʘ, ɾʘʨʢʦʝ ʣʝʪʦ (ʊʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, 2004) (Anna Volkova, Hot summer (Tiraspol, 2004). 
73 Igor Smirnov, To live on our land (Tiraspol, 2004), pp 40-1. 
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Social and Political Organisations of the Republic of Moldova. In these repositories, I 

consulted sources produced by the M.S.S.R.ôs government, such as republican newspapers, 

and records of meetings held by the Central Committee C.P.M., the Supreme Soviet, and its 

Presidium. These sources provided some useful data. The Central Committee published 

important statistical data on the ethnic make-up of Transnistriaôs cities and towns, while the 

republican press provided an overview of some of the most pressing issues of the time, such 

as debates concerning the language laws, discussions on Moldovan sovereignty, and 

extensive coverage of the Transnistrian War once it began.  

However, as alluded to above, these sources alone cannot be used to reconstruct the origins of 

the Transnistrian War. The republican press paid little attention to developments in 

Transnistria before the outbreak of the war in March 1992. Instead, they preferred to focus on 

other issues, such as economic reforms or relations with Moscow, and events such as the 

organisation of autonomy referendums in Transnistria were generally ignored by outlets such 

as Socialist Moldova. Coverage of events in Transnistria prior to March 1992 was typically 

limited to declarations from the republican government calling for calm or annulling a 

decision taken by the separatist authorities.  

Records from meetings of the Central Committee show that prior to the war, the republican 

authorities were generally more concerned with implementing their own reforms and gaining 

greater sovereignty from Moscow, than developments in Transnistria. Furthermore, most 

documents produced in ChiἨinŁu present the conflict solely through the eyes of the central 

government, which over-emphasises the role of Russia and downplays the concerns of 

Transnistriaôs Russian-speaking population or the role of locals in instigating the conflict. 

The true novelty of this thesis lies in the fact that I made extensive use of local archival 

sources produced by provincial authorities that are, in many cases, only available in regional 
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archives. Unlike many previous scholars working on the conflict, I conducted extensive 

research in Transnistria, visiting all seven of the de-facto stateôs regional archives and several 

other repositories, such as museums, newspaper archives, and private collections. In many 

instances, these archives were in remote regions, and I was the first foreign researcher to 

work in them. However, while most of the repositories were difficult to reach, they contained 

invaluable resources, including local newspapers and periodicals, as well as records of 

meetings held by the local authorities. 

I also examined newspapers and archival documents from twenty-six other regions in the 

M.S.S.R. I consulted newspapers and records of meetings held by local governments in 

predominantly Russian-speaking areas from elsewhere in the M.S.S.R to assess how 

individuals outside of Transnistria responded to issues that drove the conflict. I also consulted 

sources produced in Gagauzia, a separatist region in southern Moldova that was reintegrated 

into the country in 1994. I compared the rhetoric used by separatist leaders there with those in 

Transnistria. I reviewed documents from regions on the right bank of the Dniester River, 

which had close relations with Transnistria before the war and were particularly interested in 

developments in the area. As will be demonstrated below, all of these documents provided 

valuable insights into the origins of the conflict. 

My research primarily relies on local newspapers. These newspapers contained a wealth of 

information on important developments, such as local protests, speeches made by local elites, 

or even accounts of minor skirmishes between pro-and-anti-separatist forces. Some scholars 

argue that newspapers may be an unreliable source, particularly in authoritarian regimes, 

where editors and journalists are subjected to censorship.74 However, during our period of 
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study, the Soviet Unionôs media landscape underwent seismic changes. In 1985, Mikhail 

Gorbachev became General Secretary of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev was an ambitious 

leader, who harboured plans to revitalise the Soviet Union. Under the slogans of perestroika 

and glasnost, Gorbachev attempted to reform the Soviet Union by encouraging free speech 

and democratisation.75  

Prior to Gorbachevôs ascension to power, the Communist Party had used the press to create 

an image of a peace society. However, under Gorbachev, the media was transformed into a 

platform of genuine public debate. Journalists gradually began carrying out investigations, 

and publishing more provocative articles criticising the authorities. Simultaneously, media 

engagement increased exponentially. The circulation of newspapers increased from 185 

million in 1984, to 230 million in 1989. The number of people sending letters to newspaper 

editors also increased dramatically.76 In 1991, the Soviet authorities even went as far as to 

abolish press censorship.77 Russia experienced a notable increase in press freedom during 

Gorbachev's tenure, surpassing any previous or subsequent periods, despite the Soviet 

Union's non-democratic nature.78  

The relaxation of constraints had a significant influence beyond Russia, extending to the 

media landscape of the M.S.S.R. Initially, the C.P.M.ôs conservative leadership resisted 

implementing many of Gorbachevôs reforms. Nevertheless, the republic's intellectual elite, 

driven by a strong desire for reform, started challenging the established norms and pushing 

the boundaries of acceptability from 1988 onwards. By the summer of 1988, certain 

 
75 Brian McNair, Glasnost, perestroika, and the Soviet media (London, 2006), pp 43-48. 
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pp 76-96, at p. 79 
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(2013), pp 214-228, at p. 215. 
78 For a more detailed discussion on media reforms in Russia since the 1980s see: Arkady Ostrovsky, The 
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newspapers associated with the republicôs intelligentsia, such as Literature and Art, began 

discussing previously taboo topics, such as unification with Romania. By 1989, these topics 

were being discussed in republican newspapers (see chapter one). As thought-provoking 

debates unfolded on the pages of the M.S.S.R.ôs republican newspapers, people were 

motivated to send letters to the editor of their local newspapers, sharing their views on the 

drastic reforms that were taking place.  

In some cases, these local newspapers dedicated an entire page to publishing letters sent in 

from locals. The letters published in these sections offered an unparalleled opportunity to 

gain insights into peopleôs attitudes and provided some invaluable information. In the 

M.S.S.R.ôs Russian-speaking cities, local newspapers published dozens of letters written by 

locals decrying many of the reforms implemented by the republican government. These 

letters revealed that Russian speakers in cities such as BŁlἪi or Taraclia, shared many of the 

same concerns as their counterparts in Transnistriaôs industrial cities. The similarity of these 

letters undermined arguments made by previous scholars that Transnistrian secession was 

driven by the fact it was the most pro-Soviet region in the M.S.S.R., and encouraged me to 

look at other factors, particularly the role of local elites (see below and chapter two). 

Without exception, however, the liveliest debates unfolded in newspapers published in the 

M.S.S.R.ôs multi-ethnic regions. Attitudes towards certain issues were often divided along 

ethnic lines, with Moldovans supporting governmental reforms, while Russian speakers 

opposed them. Editors of newspapers from multi-ethnic regions typically published letters 

representing both sides of the debate. This was the case even in Transnistriaôs multi-ethnic 

regions. Between 1989 and 1990, newspapers in Slobozia, Grigoriopol, and Camenca, 

published letters written by local Moldovans that demonstrated they supported many of the 

reforms proposed by the republican government, which were opposed by the Transnistrian 

separatists. Many expressed their support for the language laws, the adoption of a new flag, 
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and their opposition to Transnistrian secession, something which has been overlooked by 

previous scholars (see chapter three). 

Censorship may have been abolished in 1991, but it was still an issue in Transnistria. In mid-

1990, it became apparent that the local authorities in Transnistria began to exercise greater 

control over the local press. This was particularly evident in the aforementioned multi-ethnic 

regions. As the separatists established control over these regions, debates ceased, and were 

replaced by articles expressing support for the separatist cause. These changes were 

particularly noticeable in Camenca, where over the course of a few days the local newspaper, 

Dniester, went from publishing anti-separatist material, to endorsing the separatist 

movement. However, even when censorship was evident, these local newspapers still 

provided useful information, such as transcriptions of speeches made by local elites. 

Additionally, from 1990 onward, local newspapers produced in districts adjacent to 

Transnistria began covering developments in the region closely, and by the spring of 1992, so 

did the republican press. These newspapers often published stories, such as the experience of 

Transnistrian Moldovans, that the separatist authorities attempted to supress.  

Even in the absence of direct censorship, scholars have raised concerns surrounding editorial 

selection bias and agenda setting. Limited in space and unable to cover everything, editors are 

forced to make decisions about what stories to publish. These decisions are not always made 

with malicious intent, and editors typically make decisions based on what seems more 

important.79 Examples of editorial selection bias were certainly present in the M.S.S.R.ôs 

press in the prelude to the Transnistrian War. During the late-perestroika-era, editors of 

outlets such as Soviet Moldova preferred to print stories on major issues, such as economic 

reforms, rather than covering developments in Transnistria. 

 
79 Tijen Demirel-Pegg, óProtest waves, insurgencies, and civil wars: dynamics of conflict escalation and non-
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I overcame the issue of editorial selection bias by consulting such a wide range of 

newspapers. Local newspapers provided extensive coverage of important events in 

Transnistria that did not make it into the republican press. Take for example, the organisation 

of the first referendum on autonomy in R´bniŞa. The cityôs newspaper provided extensive 

coverage on what was the first referendum organised in the entire Soviet Union, chronicling 

the division that emerged between the local authorities and the O.S.T.K (see chapter three). 

However, the referendum received no attention in the republican press, which likely explains 

why this significant event has received such little attention by previous scholars.  

Agenda-setting, on the other hand, is more malicious. The media holds significant influence 

over society and can make decisions over what issues to highlight, and what to ignore. 

Certain issues can be framed in way to overstate their importance. Conversely, the 

significance of other issues may be downplayed.80  Agenda-setting was present in all of the 

M.S.S.R.ôs newspapers. However, its presence is what made these newspapers such valuable 

sources, as it illuminated the message local elites were trying to convey to the masses.  

This point is best illustrated by comparing local newspapers produced in the industrial cities 

of Transnistria, with those produced in other predominantly Russian-speaking cities 

elsewhere in the M.S.S.R. Newspapers in the industrial provided far more negative coverage 

of developments in the republic, such as the passing of the language laws, than newspapers 

published in other Russian-speaking cities. By comparing these newspapers, it was clear 

political elites in Transnistria, who had nominal control over the local press, were trying to 

convince readers that the government in ChiἨinŁu was run by nationalists, and that autonomy, 
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and later secession, was the only way forward. On the contrary, in other Russian-speaking 

cities, the press published more positive articles aimed at placating the masses. 

The advantages of using the press as the main research tool when investigating the origins of 

the Transnistrian War far outweigh the disadvantages. Gorbachevôs reforms stimulated public 

debates and encouraged readers to send letters to the editors of their local newspapers. In 

turn, these letters provided unparalleled insights into the attitudes of people towards the most 

pressing issues that helped drive the conflict. Moreover, while agenda-setting was certainly 

present, it actually strengthened these sources. Previous scholars that have attempted to 

recount the origins of the Transnistrian War relied extensively on the M.S.S.R.ôs republican 

press and have rarely made use of local newspapers. However, these local newspapers 

represent the most valuable source for researching the origins of the Transnistrian War. 

Without consulting local newspapers, it would be impossible to gauge the role local elites 

played in instigating the conflict, chronicle how separatists took control of the region, 

highlight that there was local support for Moldovaôs territorial integrity, or adequately 

explain why the war broke out when it did. Hence, while some information was clearly there 

to argue for one side of the conflict and discredit the other, there is value in consulting such 

sources for historians as it gives us important insight into main actors, struggles, and policies. 

I supplemented my analysis of local newspapers by consulting records of meetings held by 

local governments in Transnistria. These records also provided important insights into the 

origins of the conflict. The debates that unfolded in local soviets were surprisingly candid, 

and there were a surprising number of deputies opposed to secession. For example, records of 

sessions of the Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa city soviets highlight how in 1989, many 

deputies were supportive of the M.S.S.R.ôs territorial integrity and that the initial drive for 

secession was led by industrial elites, such as factory directors, and the Russian-speaking 

inhabitants of these cities (see chapter two). Furthermore, records from these cities also 
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highlighted the importance of the February 1990 elections, which saw many of the more 

moderate deputies replaced by those that supported secession (see chapter three).  

Documents from rural soviets highlighted the deep divide amongst the political elite 

regarding secession. Records showed intense debates occurred in Grigoriopol and Slobozia 

over whether to support the separatists (see chapter four). In other cases, these records 

showed that the separatists enjoyed a high-level of grassroots support in some regions. For 

example, deputies from the Parcani Village Soviet criticised the indecisiveness of their 

counterparts in the Slobozia District Soviet, and even requested that their village be 

administered by the pro-separatist authorities in Tiraspol (see chapter three). 

 

Map .2: This map shows the cities and districts in Moldova proper whose newspapers I consulted. Most newspapers were 

consulted for the period 1989-1992, although in some cases I selected specific years. The map is colour coded as follows: 
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black denotes cities and towns that had significant Russian-speaking population. The cities in green are those that became 

part of the Gagauz Republic. The places marked in red are Moldovan-speaking towns where the M.P.F. was extremely 

popular, at least until the autumn of 1990. Finally, the cities marked in orange were selected because of their proximity to the 

T.M.R. and their economic closeness with its districts. In the case of these districts, I only analysed newspapers from late 

1991 to the summer of 1992, when the T.M.R. attempted to erect a de-facto border and sever economic ties with Moldova.  

As demonstrated above, this thesis is primarily built upon extensive archival research 

conducted in Moldova and the T.M.R. Nevertheless, throughout the course of writing my 

dissertation, I have utilised a wide range of theoretical literature to help inform my 

understanding of the primary source material. This literature came from a variety of fields 

such as nationalism studies, industrial relations, disinformation, securitisation, and 

institutionalism.  

Works produced by industrial relations theorists proved particularly useful for interpreting 

sources related to the strikes of August and September 1989. The general narrative in the 

Moldovan media, which some scholars support, is that workers participated in these strikes 

under immense pressure from factory leaders. Industrial relations theorists argue that the 

media often blames individuals for instigating strikes when in reality, factory leaders are 

unwilling to declare a strike unless most of the workers are óraring to goô, as it is almost 

impossible to force workers to strike against their will.81 This encouraged me to look at 

alternative reasons workers in the industrial cities opted to strike, which yielded fruitful 

results. Industrial relations theorists also emphasise the important role played by striking 

committees in sustaining morale during a prolonged industrial strike.82 As a result, I paid 

closer attention to the activities of the O.S.T.K., and how the group mobilised workers 

through the distribution of propaganda, organisation of rallies, and other methods. 

 
81 Richard Hyman, Strikes (New York, 1999), pp 41-2. 
82 Hyman, Strikes, p. 21. 
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The O.S.T.K. used disinformation to drum up support for their separatist program. Therefore, 

it would be impossible to fully understand the emergence of the Transnistrian separatist 

movement without consulting the literature on disinformation. Articles written by the likes of 

Christopher Paul, Miriam Matthews, Irina Khaldarova, and Mervi Pantti demonstrated that 

the O.S.T.K. employed a textbook approach when it came to distributing its propaganda by 

making use of a variety of sources, and publishing false stories designed to elicit an 

emotional response from readers.83 By establishing their own press, the O.S.T.K. was able to 

engage in what Anjaile Field labels óagenda settingô, which is deciding what is newsworthy. 

This in turn allows particular actors to present their interpretations as correct.84 

During their disinformation campaigns the O.S.T.K. securitised several issues. Scholars of 

securitisation, such as James Sperling and Mark Webber, define securitisation as the process 

by which an actor identifies a threat, and then attributes a special status to this threat. In doing 

so, the actor is able to justify and then execute óurgent and exceptional measures in 

responseô.85 Sperling and Webber argue that something is qualified as a security threat when 

it is posited (by a securitising actor) as a threat to the survival of some referent object which 

is claimed to have a right to survive.ô86 Between 1989 and 1992 (and beyond), the 

Transnistrian separatists consistently engaged in securitisation. For example, the O.S.T.K. 

identified the Moldovan language laws as a threat. They attributed a special status to this 

threat, claiming that it would result in the Romanianisation of Russian speakers. The grave 

 
83 Christopher Paul and Miriam Matthews, óThe Russian ñfirehose of falsehoodò propaganda model, why it 

might work and options to counter itô, pp. 1-17 at p. 4, online at Rand Corporation 

(https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE198.html) (14 Feb. 2020); Irina Khaldarova and Mervi Pantti, óFake 

news: The narrative battle over the Ukrainian Conflictô in Journalism Practice, x (2016), pp 1-18. 
84 Anjaile Field, Doron Kliger, Shuly Wintner, Jennifer Pan, Dan Jurafsky and Yulia Tsvetkov, óFraming and 

agenda-setting in Russian news: a computational analysis of intricate political strategiesô online at A.C.L. 

Anthology (https://aclanthology.org/D18-1393/) (14 July 2020). 
85 James Sperling and Mark Webber, óThe European Union: security governance and collective securitisationô 

in West European Politics, xl (2019) pp 228-60 at p. 236. 
86 Sperling & Webber, óThe European Unionô, p. 238. 
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nature of the threat justified an extreme response (independence). Like industrial relations 

theorists, scholars studying disinformation and securitisation argue that people must generally 

hold preconceived notions before believing propaganda or allowing an issue to be securitised. 

This also encouraged me to take a more óbottom-up approachô towards my research of the 

origins of the Transnistrian War (see chapter two).  

Before the war erupted, the Transnistrian conflict was primarily a battle over symbols. 

Feeling like they were discriminated against during the previous decades, the Moldovans 

used perestroika to reclaim control of ótheir republicô. They did this by passing language 

laws, adopting new state symbols, creating new holidays, erecting new monuments, and 

renaming streets, districts, and cities. The Transnistrians viewed this symbolic 

reappropriation of space by the Moldovans negatively, as many feared they would be 

disadvantaged in a nationalising Moldovan state. They retaliated by disregarding these laws, 

adopting their own symbols, and refusing to rename streets, take down Soviet monuments, or 

participate in óMoldovan celebrationsô. 

A. D. Smithôs Ethno-symbolism and nationalism provided a much-needed overview of the 

important role symbols play in nationalist movements. Smith claims that ethno-symbolists are 

neither modernists nor primordialists, and throughout his work, he criticises modernists for 

focusing too much on the structural conditions that give rise to nations but neglecting to 

mention the content of nationalist ideologies or movements.87 Smith, along with other ethno-

symbolists, argue that only those symbolic elements that have some prior resonance among a 

large section of the population are used by nation builders.88 He argues that every nation has 

a ósymbolic fundô, which includes things like language, memories, traditions, and values, that 

 
87 A. D. Smith, Ethno-symbolism, and nationalism (Oxon, 2009), p. 26. 
88 Smith, Ethno-symbolism, p. 31. 



 

38 

 

it can draw upon.89 The notion of a nation may appear as a high-level, abstract concept to 

many, but by drawing on this symbolic fund, members of a particular group are able to 

differentiate themselves from outsiders. Ethno-symbolists argue that the symbols chosen to 

unite a particular group cannot simply be imposed by elites, as modernists often assume. 

Instead, they must be carefully selected so they strike a chord with a diverse range of people 

often spread across a large area. Shared values, memories, and traditions have helped ensure 

a sense of continuity with past generations, which encourages widespread acceptance of 

collective symbols such as the flag, anthem, or national holidays.90  

Smithôs work provided a useful overview of the importance of symbols, but to fully 

understand the primary sources, it was necessary to engage with works that dealt with the 

importance of specific symbols. As will become clear, language politics played an important 

role during the Transnistrian War. Therefore, it was essential to review the works of scholars 

that examine the importance of language policy and legislation. The leading scholars in the 

field of language planning are Joshua A. Fishman, Robert L. Cooper, and Robert McColl. 

These scholars focus on the intersection between language planning and nation states, and 

emphasise the importance of language planning, i.e., creating a standardised language and 

regulating its usage in the economic, social, and political spheres, for nation states.91 The 

works of these scholars were crucial in understanding the debates that emerged surrounding 

the Moldovan language from 1988 onward. 

When factions associated with Moldovan and pan-Romanian nationalism were elected to 

power in 1990, they quickly set about de-sovietising and de-Russifying the republic. One of 

 
89 Smith, Ethno-symbolism, p. 48. 
90 Smith, Ethno-symbolism, p. 25. 
91 J. A. Fishman, óEthnicity and supra-ethnicity in corpus planning: the hidden status agenda in corpus 

planningô in Nations and Nationalism, x (2004), pp 79-94 at p. 79; R. L. Cooper, Language planning and social 

change (New York, 1996); Robert McColl Millar, Language nation and power an introduction (New York, 

2005), p. 61. 
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the ways they did this was to adopt a series of new state symbols. Kolstßôs analysis of the 

divisive role national symbols play in fragile multi-ethnic states was particularly useful for 

explaining why Transnistrian Russophones rejected the Moldovan tricolour. Kolstø argues 

that if a symbol is associated with a particular ethnic group, it will be difficult to get 

minorities to support it, especially if it is deemed as having exclusionary qualities.92 Kolstßôs 

work also helped to explain why the Moldovan government would adopt the tricolour, which 

they knew would be deemed exclusionary by many minorities.93 

Works by the likes of Kelebogile Resane and Jaroslav David helped explain the debates 

between Transnistria and Moldova over the dismantlement of Soviet status, the erection of 

monuments to Moldovan figures, and the renaming of streets. For Resane, monuments are 

erected not to fill in public space but to spell out collective identities. Moreover, monuments 

play an important role in society, and each monument is built for a specific purpose.94 While 

monuments are intended to inspire collective identity, they often achieve the opposite among 

members of minority communities. Minorities, especially those that feel disconnected from 

the centre, often view the erection of national monuments in their communities as an 

encroachment on their space. Moreover, rather than promote national unity, such actions 

often open old wounds instead of healing them.95 Nevertheless, for the titular nation 

monuments perform a bridging function, linking the past with the present. While not always 

historically accurate, these symbolic linkages often make some reference to a real past or 

symbolic capital.96 

 
92 Pål Kolstø, óNational symbols as signs of unity and divisionô in Ethnic and Racial Studies, xxix (2006) pp 

.7-696 ppat 701 -676  
93

 Kolstø, óNational symbolsô, p. 679. 
94 Kelebogile Resane, óStatues, symbols and signages: monuments towards socio-political divisions, dominance 

and patriotism?ô in HTS Teologiese Studies/ Theological Studies, lxxiv (2018), pp 1-8 at pp 1-2. 
95 Resane, óStatues, symbols and signagesô, p. 4. 
96 Resane, óStatues, symbols and signagesô, p. 6. 
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David, on the other hand, focuses specifically on commemorative place names. He argues 

that there is an important intersection between the location of a place and its name.97 This, for 

example, is why the central street in every town and city of the M.S.S.R. was called Lenin 

Street and why the post-1990 authorities sought to rename these streets after Stefan the Great, 

a Prince who ruled Moldavia in the 1400s and repelled the Ottomans on several occasions. 

Moreover, David also argues that it is common for new regimes to attempt to usurp the 

physical landscape after seizing power by renaming streets to reflect their achievements.98 

This is why there are several streets in Moldova called 31 August 1989 street, named to 

commemorate the passing of the language laws. Groups that do not necessarily agree with the 

new regime or its policies are often hostile towards attempts to change the names of streets in 

their hometowns, as was evidenced in Transnistria, as well as other predominantly Russian 

speaking regions of Moldova. 

There is a significant body of literature that deals with the importance of national holidays 

and commemorative events. For Ljiljana Ġaric, Karen Gammelgaard, and Kjetil R¬ Hauge, 

national holidays provide a yearly opportunity for people to reflect upon the identity of the 

collective group they feel they belong to. Moreover, according to these authors, in celebrating 

these events, participants collectively engage in the process of re-evaluating and 

understanding ówho we areô.99 David McCrone and Gayle McPherson put it similarly when 

they argue that these annual celebrations are important for reinforcing ówho we areô.100 These 

scholars tend to agree that commemorative holidays can be more powerful than banal 

 
97 Jaroslav David, óCommemorative Place Names- Their Specificity and Problemsô in Names, lix (2011), pp 

199-213 at p. 199. 
98 David, óCommemorative Place Namesô, pp 201-3. 
99 Ljiljana Ġaric, Karen Gammelgaard and Kjetil R¬ Hauge, Transforming national holidays (Lancaster, 2012), 

p. 5. 
100 David McCrone and Gayle McPherson, óIntroductionô in David McCrone and Gayle McPherson (eds), 

National Days (New York, 2009), pp 1-9 at p. 1-2. 
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symbols due to the fact that they are almost óunavoidableô.101 McCrone and McPherson argue 

that national holidays are often used by elites to provide their own interpretation of events, 

which often go unchallenged in the media.102 

Like scholars that research the erection of monuments and commemorative place names, 

those that focus on national holidays also argue that they possess divisive qualities. In the 

case of commemorative events, they can start intense debates between titulars and minorities. 

This is especially true if the event being celebrated is viewed as a victory by titulars, but a 

defeat by minorities.103 These works played an important role in improving my understanding 

of the Transnistrian conflict. In the years leading up to the war, the Transnistrians and the 

Moldovans engaged in an intense struggle over symbolic issues such as street names, the 

erection of monuments, and the celebration of commemorative events. 

Referendums were used by the O.S.T.K. and later the separatist authorities to legitimise their 

cause by demonstrating that they enjoyed popular support. Therefore, to properly engage with 

sources concerning these votes, I had to engage with the literature on referendums. Scholars 

are generally quite sceptical of referendums that are organised unilaterally. According to Matt 

Qvortrup, the leading scholar on this topic, referendums are considered the gold standard of 

legitimacy, but they are rarely neutral.104 The language of the referendum question can 

typically have a big impact on the result.105 In fact, even asking the question itself helps 

define the situation as a óproblemô about which ósomething must be doneô.106  

 
101 Ġaric et al., Transforming national holidays, p. 7. 
102 McCrone & McPherson, óIntroductionô, p. 5. 
103 McCrone & McPherson, óIntroductionô, p. 3. 
104 Matt Qvortrup, óThe history of ethno-national referendums 1791-2011ô in Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, 

xviii (2012), pp 129-50 at p. 132; Matt Qvortrup, óReferendums on independence and secessionô in Gezim 

Visoka, John Doyle and Edward Newman (eds), Routledge handbook of state recognition (New York, 2020), pp 

148-60 at p. 148. 
105 Jean Laponce, óLanguage and sovereignty referendums: the convergence effectô in Nationalism and Ethnic 

Politics, xviii (2012), pp 113-28 at p. 113. 
106 Hyman, Strikes, p. 153. 
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A small number of scholars have investigated the importance of referendums in de-facto 

states. Dahlia Scheindlin argues that de-facto states use referendums to bolster their internal 

legitimacy. She also argues that a referendum may be the first open, coherent statement of 

political intention to change the borders of a sovereign state, which is certainly applicable to 

Transnistria.107 Jordi Munoz, Marc Guinjoan, and Sara D. Mustafa have demonstrated that 

aspiring leaders tend to organise referendums in a systematic order. Instead of organising a 

referendum all over the region on a particular day, elites tend to organise referendums in a 

staggered nature. First, voting is organised in cities or towns that are sure to turn back a vote 

in favour of independence afterward they are organised in more problematic regions.108 As 

will be demonstrated in chapter four, this is exactly what happened in Transnistria. 

This thesis also makes extensive use of works by scholars that investigate óintra-group 

variationô. Proponents of intra-group variation are critical of scholars of nationalism who 

assume that óethnic preferences are intense and non-negotiableô.109 Scholars such as Eliso 

Giulino argue that ethnic group preferences do not pre-exist in some essential, latent form, 

prepared for mobilisation in support of nationalist programs. Instead, peopleôs preferences are 

constructed through multi-layered interactions among politiciansô framings of issues, the 

competitive rhetoric of parties, and votersô pre-existing beliefs. Symbolic issues are subject to 

the negotiation, manipulation, and coalition building of normal politics.110 Moreover, Giulino 

 
107 Dahlia Scheindlin, óPhantom referendums in phantom states: meaningless farce or a bridge to realityô in 

Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, xviii (2012), pp 65-87 at p. 68. 
108 Jordi Munoz and Marc Guinjoan, óAccounting for internal variation in nationalist mobilisation: unofficial 

referendums for independence in Catalonia (2009-11)ô, in Nations and Nationalism, xix (2013), pp 44-67 at p. 

55; S. D. Mustafa, óIraqi Kurdistan independence referendum: political parties, opportunity and timingô in 

British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, x (2020), pp 1-20 at p. 20. 
109 Elise Giuliano, óWho determines the self in the politics of self-determination? Identity and preference 

formation in Tatarstanôs nationalist mobilizationô in Comparative Politics, xxxii (2000), pp 295-316 at p. 297. 
110
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notes that legislation, such as language laws, can have polarising effects both within, and 

across ethnic groups.111 

Dmitry Gorenburgôs institutional approach influenced a significant portion of this thesis. 

Gorenburg argues that the likelihood that an individual or community will support a 

nationalist movement is dependent upon the level of attachment they feel towards other 

members of their ethnic group. He suggests that the nationalist agenda is more likely to 

appeal to individuals who feel connected with oneôs ethnic group. Gorenburg argues that the 

extent one feels connected with their ethnic group is determined by the level of exposure one 

has to óethnic institutionsô.112 In the context of the Soviet Union, these ethnic institutions 

were ethnic republics, passports, native language schools, periodicals, and newspapers, 

cultural clubs, and museums.113 He argues that the more exposed a person is to these ethnic 

institutions, the more likely they are to support the nationalist cause. Drawing on examples 

from Russiaôs ethnic republics, Gorenburg argues that the intelligentsia and rural dwellers are 

more likely to be more supportive of nationalist movements than urban industrial workers. 

This is because rural dwellers were typically more exposed to ethnic institutions than urban 

workers. In the Soviet Union, rural dwellers were often educated in their native tongue, while 

urban dwellers were educated in Russian.114 Gorenburgôs institutional approach proved 

extremely useful when explaining why some Transnistrian Moldovans supported secession, 

while others opposed it (see chapter four). 

Thesis structure  

 
111 Giuliano, óWho determines the selfô, p. 304. 
112 D. P. Gorenburg, óNot with one voice: an explanation of intragroup variation in nationalist sentimentô in 

World Politics, liii (2000), pp 115-42 at p. 121. 
113 D. P. Gorenburg, Minority ethnic mobilization in the Russian Federation (New York, 2003), p. 12. 
114

 Gorenburg, Minority ethnic mobilization, p. 198. 



 

44 

 

The thesis is structured as follows: chapter one looks at key developments in Moldova since 

the nineteenth century. However, the majority of the chapter focuses on developments that 

occurred on the right bank between 1988 and 1991. It contextualises many of the laws that 

exacerbated tensions between Transnistria and Moldova by detailing the three-way struggle 

that unfolded in ChiἨinŁu between conservatives, reform minded communists, and pan-

Romanian nationalists following the onset of perestroika. This chapter also questions just 

how potent of a political force pan-Romanianism was during this period. 

Chapter two turns its attention to the left bank and Bender and explores the rise of the 

O.S.T.K. This chapter questions how the O.S.T.K. became the most influential group in the 

industrial cities in less than one month. I argue that there were several factors that contributed 

to the groupôs rapid rise to power, including the ineffective response of traditional local elites 

to the language crisis, the O.S.T.K.ôs effective propaganda campaign, and the prevalence of 

Russian nationalist sentiment amongst the inhabitants of the industrial cities.  

Chapter three focuses on the creation of parallel institutions in the left bank and Bender 

between late 1989 and September 1990 and the important political events that happened 

enroute to the regionôs unilateral declaration of independence from the M.S.S.R. It places a 

particular emphasis on the February 1990 elections and shows how they tipped the balance of 

power in several key cities, particularly Bender. Once again, I return to the importance of 

propaganda and show how elites used the local press to turn people against the tricolour, 

support autonomy, and even rewrite history. This chapter details the parallel institutions 

created on the left bank and in Bender during this period, including the militia, the 

coordination committee, and eventually their own separatist government. As in the previous 

chapter, I move beyond elite politics and show that support for the separatists was high in the 

industrial cities and some nearby districts during this period. I achieve this by focusing on the 
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autonomy referendums that occurred between 1989-1990, demonstrating that most had a high 

turnout rate and that many were organised on the initiative of citizens. 

Chapter four shifts its attention away from those who supported the secession project and 

focuses on those who opposed it. This chapter explores what factors are necessary for 

widespread opposition to occur. While I found that some form of anti-separatist opposition 

movement emerged in every region, except R´bniἪa, I found as well that widespread 

opposition only occurred when Moldovans accounted for over fifty percent of the population, 

when they had a strong sense of ethnic identity, and when it was in the interest of local elites 

to oppose the separatists. This chapter also focuses on how Transnistrian Moldovans reacted 

to the 1989 language laws, tricolour, and other issues and demonstrates that many were 

supportive of the new governmentôs policies. 

 

Chapter five focuses on the violent phase of the conflict. Unlike previous scholarly accounts, 

however, it does not focus attention primarily on the activities of the Russian Fourteenth 

Army. Instead, it discusses the activities of the pro-separatist militia and the Cossacks, and 

their efforts to crush the pro-Moldovan resistance in VarniŞa and DubŁsari. It also argues that 

the initial violence between the Moldova and Transnistria between 1990 and 1991 was 

neither random nor sporadic and typically occurred when the latter was attempting to 

organise parallel elections. 

Chapter six details the wave of óanti-Romanianô sentiment that swept over the Transnistrian 

region during and immediately after the conflict. This chapter is divided into three sections; 

the alphabet wars, the crackdown on the Moldovan intelligentsia, and the general wave of 

terror and violence inflicted on ordinary Moldovans. What I dub the óalphabet warsô, was a 

systematic effort by the de-facto authorities between 1991 and 1992 to close all schools that 

still used the Latin script. The crackdown on the Moldovan intelligentsia focuses on the 
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efforts of the separatist authorities to terrorise the pro-Moldovan staff and students at the 

Tiraspol Pedagogical Institute. Finally, I discuss the general wave of terror brought against 

ordinary Moldovans, including harassment, dismissals from jobs, assault, show trials, and 

even murder. 

In the conclusion, I provide a brief overview of developments in the T.M.R. since 1992, 

summarise my arguments, and offer suggestions for future avenues of research. After the 

bibliography, I have attached an appendix, which includes an English translation for many of 

the most important laws and decisions adopted by the Moldovan government and the 

Transnistrian separatists between 1989 and 1992 
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Chapter 1 

A Historical Overview of Moldova from 1812-1991 

Introduction  

On 11 March 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev became the General Secretary of the Communist 

Party of the Soviet Union (C.P.S.U.). Youthful, at least in comparison to his predecessors, 

Gorbachev was an ambitious, yet pragmatic reformer determined to revitalise the Soviet 

Union. However, the task that Gorbachev had in front of him was not easy. In the decades 

before Gorbachev took power, the Soviet Union entered what historians now refer to as a 

period of stagnation. The federative stateôs economic decline began in the 1970s due to a 

myriad of reasons, including corruption, clientelism, a bloated bureaucracy, and an overly 

centralised economy. The economic situation was worsened by the fact that the Soviets were 

fighting a losing war in Afghanistan. These economic problems were further exacerbated by 

widespread social issues, including a deep mistrust of the government. The situation that 

faced Gorbachev in 1985 was dire, and the outlook was bleak. While still a superpower, if 

these issues were left unaddressed, the Soviet Union would likely enter the twenty-first 

century as the new ósick man of Europeô. 

The grim situation did not discourage Gorbachev, who believed he could save the Soviet 

Union. The General Secretary believed that only radical reforms could reverse decades of 

stagnation and help restore the socialist superpower to its former glory. With this in mind, he 

put forward two policies, which he called glasnost and perestroika. These two programs were 

aimed at revitalising social, political, and economic life within the Soviet Union. The leaders 

of the Soviet Union's various administrative divisions; republics, autonomous republics, 

oblasts, etc., were encouraged to loosen their grip on the media and prepare for open 

elections. The country's industrial elites, such as factory directors, were encouraged to 
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become more entrepreneurial. Gorbachev also encouraged the formation of grassroots 

movements, known as informal organisations, across the Soviet Union to address what he 

referred to as the 'blank spaces in history'.1 Gorbachev hoped that by improving the economy 

and encouraging open dialogue, he could restore citizens' faith in their country. Gorbachev's 

plan to breathe new life into the Soviet Union had the opposite effect and ultimately hastened 

its decline. 

The various movements that sprang up in the Soviet Union to support Gorbachevôs reforms 

were quickly replaced by nationalist movements. These nationalist movements, which were 

generally led by members of the local intelligentsia, railed against decades of Russification, 

discrimination, and advocated autonomy, and later independence from Moscow. They used 

the easing of censorship to their advantage, organising mass rallies in support of the national 

cause, and publishing pieces critical of the C.P.S.U. in the republican press. When Gorbachev 

sanctioned open elections, many of these nationalists entered the government, where they 

continued to pursue their agenda aggressively. Across the Soviet Union, from the Baltics to 

Bashkortostan, reformers passed legislation to increase their autonomy from Moscow. In 

almost all instances, the reformers first passed a language law making the titular language the 

territory's official language. Afterward, a declaration of sovereignty, asserting the rights of 

republican law over All-Union law, was issued. Finally, in the case of the Soviet Unionôs 

union republics, a declaration of independence was also issued. What Gorbachev hoped 

would save the Soviet Union ultimately led to its downfall. 

By their very nature, the nationalist movements were divisive. As a result of either forced or 

voluntary migration, few portions of the Soviet Union were ethnically homogenous. In fact, 

in many republics, there were entire cities or districts where non-titulars were in the majority. 

 
1 King, The Moldovans, p. 121. 
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Unsurprisingly then, these nationalist movements and the legislation they promoted and 

passed caused a great deal of uncertainty amongst minorities. In most cases, the nationalist 

movements exacerbated interethnic tensions. In some cases, they helped start interethnic 

wars. However, few nationalist movements active in the Soviet Union were more divisive 

than the one that emerged in Moldova in the late 1980s. 

Like elsewhere in the Soviet Union, the nationalist movement that emerged in Moldova was 

heavily criticised by the republicôs non-titular population, most of whom were Russia- 

speakers. The fact that the national revival promoted by the nationalists was condemned by 

minorities and led to calls for autonomy by some was not unique to Moldova.2 Neither was 

the fact that it contributed to the emergence of separatist movements and the creation of de-

facto independent states.3 However, what was unique to Moldova was that the nationalist 

movement not only divided ethnic minorities, but it also divided Moldovans themselves. This 

was because the republicôs largest nationalist organisation, the Moldovan Popular Front 

(M.P.F.), supported pan-Romanian, not Moldovan nationalism. 

Unlike other nationalist movements active elsewhere in the Soviet Union, the M.P.F. was not 

concerned with advancing the Moldovan identity or legitimising Moldovaôs right to 

independence. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the M.P.F. sought to impede the 

development of a Moldovan identity, which they argued was an artificial Soviet creation, 

more influenced by Stalinôs foreign policy decisions than anything else. The M.P.F. argued 

that Moldovans were Romanians, that the Moldovan language was Romanian, and that the 

territory of Moldova belonged to Romania. Some members of the Communist Party of 

Moldova (C.P.M.) attempted to advance a more moderate Moldovan identity, but their calls 

 
2 For example, the Russian speaking population in north-eastern Estonia initially advanced demands for 

autonomy. See: D. J. Smith, óNarva region within the Estonian Republic. From autonomisim to accommodationô 

in Regional & Federal Studies, xii (2002), pp 89-110. 
3 De-facto independent states were created in Georgia (South Ossetia and Abkhazia), Azerbaijan (Nagorno-

Karabakh) and Russia (Chechnya). 
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were drowned out by the M.P.F.4 In the late 1980s, Moldovans were faced with a stark 

choice, embracing a pan-Romanian identity that felt foreign to them, and supporting the 

M.P.F., or supporting the status quo. Most found a middle ground and opted to support the 

M.P.F. to safely express dissatisfaction with the C.P.S.U. and the C.P.M. while quietly 

rejecting their pan-Romanian agenda. 

This superficial support for the M.P.F. was enough to make Moldovaôs minorities uneasy. 

Decades of Soviet propaganda had convinced the republicôs minorities, as well as many 

Moldovans, that Romanian nationalism was synonymous with fascism. Many scholars argue 

that the emergence of pan-Romanian nationalism was one of the main reasons that 

Transnistria declared independence in 1990. Given that it played such an important role in the 

Transnistrian conflict, I believe it is necessary to reflect on the emergence of the pan-

Romanian movement in Moldova before discussing the reactionary separatist movement that 

emerged in Transnistria. Therefore, this chapter will focus on the rise of pan-Romanian 

nationalism in the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic (M.S.S.R.). It questions how the 

Moldovan nationalist movement became so closely linked to pan-Romanianism, and why a 

more moderate óMoldovanô national movement failed to emerge. Throughout the chapter, I 

analyse legislation passed by the Moldovan Supreme Soviet that the Transnistrian separatists 

labelled discriminatory and pan-Romanian. I investigate these claims and question whether 

pan-Romanianism was really the driving force behind the Supreme Sovietôs decisions. Much 

of this chapter will deal with developments between 1988 and 1991. It will not look at 

developments that took place in Moldova in 1992, as most of the relevant events that took 

place during this year were directly connected to the Transnistrian conflict and will be dealt 

 
4 Charles King, óMoldovan identity and the politics of pan-Romanianismô in Slavic Review, ii (1994), pp 345-68 

at p. 346. 
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with in chapters six and seven. However, to understand why pan-Romanianism emerged in 

the M.S.S.R., we must look at specific events that occurred centuries prior. 

From imperialism to socialism: Bessarabia from 1812 to 1939 

Today, the Republic of Moldova bears several unsavoury titles, including óEuropeôs poorest 

countryô and óEuropeôs least visited countryô. Moldova is not only ignored by tourists, but it 

is also generally an afterthought in the minds of western policymakers and diplomats. Indeed, 

until Russiaôs invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, Moldova received little attention from 

the west. However, this was not always the case. In fact, the territory of the modern-day 

Republic of Moldova was once a highly coveted prize, with several regional and great powers 

vying to control it. Between 1812 and 1944, much of the present-day territory of Moldova, 

then referred to as Bessarabia, was occupied by three different states, Tsarist Russia, the 

Kingdom of Romania, and finally, the Soviet Union. Each of these states pursued its own 

nation-building programs in Bessarabia, which contributed to the emergence of pan-

Romanian nationalism in the late 1980s. This portion of the chapter will briefly discuss the 

key developments that occurred under the Tsarist, Romanian and Soviet governments that 

help explain why pan-Romanianism emerged in the M.S.S.R. in the late 1980s. 

Bessarabia as a Russian province, 1812-1917 

Throughout the Middle Ages and Early Modern period, the Bessarabian portion of the 

Republic of Moldova formed the eastern portion of the Principality of Moldavia. The 

principality reached its zenith under Stefan the Great, who successfully repelled successive 

Ottoman invasions. After Stefanôs death, the Ottomans conquered the principality, and 

Moldavia came under Ottoman suzerainty. The Ottomans lost control of the principality 

following the 1806-1812 Russo-Turkish war. After yet another defeat at the hands of the 

Tsar, the Sublime Porte was forced to cede territory to the Russian Empire. Under the terms 
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of the Treaty of Bucharest, the Russian Empire was awarded a region known as óBessarabiaô. 

However, up until this point, there was no distinct region called Bessarabia, and its 

boundaries were poorly defined in the treaty. The Russians opted to annex the lands between 

the Prut and Dniester Rivers. 

Ethnography was not a popular subject in the Russian Empire, with the Tsarist authorities 

being far more interested in religion and language.5 However, those few interested in the 

topic who travelled to Bessarabia agreed that the regionôs native inhabitants were Romanian, 

and no attempt was made by the Russian authorities to make them think otherwise.6 Although 

efforts to Russify the population increased periodically, these only affected the elites and city 

dwellers, most of whom were of non-Romanian/Moldovan origin. The vast majority of 

Bessarabiaôs Romanian speaking population were rural, illiterate, and devoid of any form of 

national consciousness.  

Following a series of rebellions against the Ottomans in the 1820s, elites in the Principalities 

of Wallachia and the remainder of Moldavia set about creating a Romanian national identity 

amongst the masses. The Cyrillic alphabet was replaced with the Latin script, and many 

Slavic loan words were replaced with words of Latin origin. In 1881, the Kingdom of 

Romania was declared with the coronation of King Carol I. Unlike in Transylvania, which 

was under the control of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, contacts between Bessarabia and the 

Kingdom of Romania were virtually non-existent. The linguistic reforms were carried out in 

Romania, Transylvania, and Northern Bukovina, but not in Bessarabia. Most of Bessarabiaôs 

elites were heavily Russified and looked toward Moscow, not Bucharest, for cultural 

 
5 See: Juliette Cadiot, óSearching for nationality: statistics and national categories at the end of the Russian 

Empire (1897-1917)ô in The Russian Review, lxiv (2005), pp 440-55. 
6 T. J. Hegarty, óThe politics of language in Moldovaô in C. C. OôReilly (ed.), Language ethnicity and the state, 

volume two minority languages in eastern Europe post-1989 (New York, 2001), pp 123-54 at p. 130. 
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guidance and political support.7 Some of those aware of the reforms carried out in Romania 

claimed that they pitied the Kingdomôs inhabitants. When speaking of the inhabitants of the 

former western portion of the Moldavian principality, one Bessarabian remarked óthey have 

sacrificed their true Moldavan identity for an artificial Romanian oneô.8 

Moldovans or Romanians? Competing nation building practices in the Soviet Union and 

the Kingdom of Romania from 1917 until 1940. 

Following the abdication of Tsar Nicolas II in 1917, political, military, and social elites in 

Bessarabia formed an ad hoc council known as the Sfatul ѾŁrii (Country Council) to govern 

the region. At first, the Sfatul ѾŁrii merely requested that Bessarabia be given broad 

autonomy within a renewed Russian Democratic Federative Republic. However, following 

the Bolshevik Revolution in October 1917, the Sfatul ѾŁrii began to distance themselves from 

Petrograd. In December 1917, after the Bolsheviks seized power in Petrograd, the Sfatul ѾŁrii 

declared Bessarabia an independent republic, which they called the Moldavian Democratic 

Republic. The new republic was short-lived, as it faced a series of insurmountable challenges, 

including Bolshevik raids and territorial claims by the newly independent and far larger, 

Ukraine. In the face of these challenges, members of the Sfatul ѾŁrii voted to join Romania at 

the beginning of 1918. However, joining Romania was not seen as righting a historical 

wrong. Instead, it was viewed as a practical decision to ensure that Bessarabia remained 

independent from Petrograd and Kyiv.9  

At the Paris Peace Conference, the Romanian government justified its annexation of 

Bessarabia on the grounds that the native inhabitants of the region were Romanians. The 

 
7 Dennis Deletant, óLanguage policy and linguistic trends in the Republic of Moldovaô in D. L. Dyer (ed.), 

Studies in Moldovan (New York, 1996), pp 53-87 at p. 55; Keith Hitchins, A concise history of Romania (New 

York, 2015), p. 158. 
8 T. J. Hegarty, óThe politics of language in Moldovaô, p. 130. 
9 King, The Moldovans, pp 36-62. 
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Great Powers, except Japan, were willing to accept this explanation.10 The validity of the 

Romanian governmentôs claim was, at best, questionable. To be sure, the inhabitants of 

Bessarabia had not assigned themselves a different national or ethnic identity. However, they 

had not readily embraced the Romanian identity either. To many of Bessarabiaôs inhabitants, 

the Latin-influenced dialect spoken by Romanians from west of the river Prut sounded alien. 

Moreover, Russian continued to be the preferred language for many of Bessarabiaôs political, 

social, and economic elites, irrespective of ethnicity.11 The government in Bucharest 

launched a program to awaken a sense of Romanian identity amongst the regionôs 

inhabitants, but it was hampered by a lack of funds and other resources.12 The fact that 

Romanian officials were extremely corrupt and exceptionally brutal only exacerbated 

tensions further. Just like in Tsarist times, Bessarabia under the Romanians remained an 

underdeveloped economic backwater, where locals were exploited, and corruption was 

rampant. This caused many of the regionôs inhabitants to view the Romanians as colonisers, 

not brothers.13 

The Soviet authorities never formally recognised Romanianôs annexation of Bessarabia. To 

undermine Romaniaôs claims to the region, the Soviet government created the Moldavian 

Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (M.A.S.S.R.) inside Soviet Ukraine in 1924. The 

M.A.S.S.R. incorporated six districts on the eastern bank of the river Dniester, and portions 

of the Odesa district. According to official Soviet discourse, those in the M.A.S.S.R. and 

Bessarabia that spoke a romance language comprised a single, distinct ethnic group, known 

as the Moldovans. The Soviet authorities claimed that the Moldovans spoke their own 

 
10 Deletant, óLanguage policyô, p. 55; Hitchins, Romania, p. 158. 
11 King, The Moldovans, p. 47. 
12 For more on Romanianôs attempt to awaken a sense of Romanian identity amongst Bessarabiaôs inhabitants 

see: Irina Livezeanu, Cultural politics in Greater Romania: regionalism, nation building and ethnic struggle, 

1918-1930 (New York, 1995). 
13 Hegarty, óThe politics of language in Moldovaô, p. 130. 
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language, which was separate from Romanian. Moldovan was said to be more closely related 

to Slavic languages. As such, the Soviets argued that the Moldovans of Bessarabia were 

suffering from forced Romanianisation.14 

Between 1924 and 1938, linguists, anthropologists, ethnographers, and other scholars from 

the Soviet Union travelled to the M.A.S.S.R. Those who visited the autonomous republic 

were tasked with proving that Moldovans were indeed a separate ethnic group. This proved a 

difficult task. While there were indeed differences between the inhabitants of Bessarabia and 

the rest of Romania, the project encountered several obstacles. Firstly, linguists had 

difficulties codifying the Moldovan language. Several dialects from across Bessarabia and the 

M.A.S.S.R. were suggested as the basis of the new language, but all were rejected for being 

too arcane. Moreover, during this period, elites in Moscow decided to change the alphabet 

multiple times, as Moldovan was switched from Cyrillic to Latin and then back to Cyrillic. 

Eventually, the local authorities settled on a variant that was virtually identical to standard 

Romanian but written in the Cyrillic alphabet.15 

  In the end, it was not ethnographic arguments that allowed the Soviet Union to annex 

Bessarabia, but the threat of military force. In June 1940, following the signing of the 

Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, the Soviet Union sent a letter to the Romanian King Carol I, 

demanding the immediate evacuation of Bessarabia. With Germany and Italy unwilling to 

help, Carol had little choice but to concede. Soviet control over the region was short-lived, as 

Romania, now under the control of Marshal Ion Antonescu, joined operation Barbarossa and 

invaded the Soviet Union, annexing Bessarabia, and occupying Transnistria. However, in 

1944, the Soviets reconquered the region, and Bessarabia was placed firmly under their 

control. 

 
14 Deletant, óLanguage policyô, pp 53, 87. 
15 Deletant, óLanguage policyô, p. 56; Charles King, The Moldovans, pp 65-6. 
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Moldova as a Soviet Republic in the decades before perestroika. 

Following the Soviet annexation of Bessarabia in 1939, the M.A.S.S.R. was disbanded. The 

northern and southern portions of Bessarabia were awarded to Ukraine. The central portion of 

Bessarabia was conjoined with the six districts of the former M.A.S.S.R. that ran along the 

eastern bank of the Dniester River to create the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic 

(M.S.S.R.). From its inception, the newly formed M.S.S.R. faced several difficulties, which 

ultimately impeded its development and created internal divisions. The six districts that lay 

on the left bank of the Dniester River were part of the Soviet Union since its inception. By 

1944 these districts were fully Sovietised. On the contrary, the newly acquired Bessarabian 

territories had not yet experienced collectivisation. This meant that throughout much of the 

post-war years, the inhabitants of Bessarabia experienced forced collectivisation, while large-

scale enterprises were constructed on the left bank. This inevitably created a disparity 

between the pair. 

The acquisition of Bessarabia also presented the C.P.S.U. with some ideological difficulties 

and moral qualms. The M.S.S.R. was the only republic in the Soviet Union with a kinstate 

that lay beyond the federative stateôs borders. This presented the C.P.S.U. with some 

ideological challenges. According to Leninist thinking, which allegedly guided the C.P.S.U., 

an ethnic group was only entitled to statehood within the Soviet Union if they did not have 

their own state elsewhere.16 The existence of Romania, and the close links between 

Moldovans and Romanians, brought the legitimacy of the M.S.S.R., as well as the Soviet 

Unionôs acquisition of Bessarabia, into question. Therefore, the Soviet authorities continued 

to insist that Moldovans and Romanians were two distinct ethnic groups that spoke different 

languages, and they ruthlessly persecuted those who suggested otherwise. The Soviet 

 
16 ʇʦʙʝʜʘ, 3 ʌʝʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory, 3 Feb. 1990). 
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authorities also distrusted Bessarabian-born party cadres, whom they believed were exposed 

to Romanian bourgeois ideology. Therefore, the C.P.S.U. tended to place cadres from outside 

the republic in key positions. Unsurprisingly, the C.P.S.U.ôs distrust of Moldovans from the 

right bank created multiple social, economic, and political problems in the newly formed 

republic. 

Socio-economic problems in the M.S.S.R. 

Significant demographic changes precipitated the Soviet Unionôs annexation of Bessarabia. 

Immediately following the Second World War, the M.S.S.R. was struck by a severe famine. 

This famine resulted from severe drought combined with the continued requisition of grain 

by the Soviet authorities. The famine primarily affected the republicôs rural population, most 

of whom were Moldovans, although it is worth noting that the famine also impacted 

M.S.S.R.ôs Gagauz and Bulgarian communities, who primarily resided in the south of the 

republic.17 Between the late 1940s and early 1950s, thousands of families accused of being 

Kulaks or cooperating with the Axis powers were deported from the M.S.S.R. to either 

Siberia or Kazakhstan. The primary targets of these deportations were ethnic Moldovans, 

although significant numbers of Bulgarians were also deported.18  

An influx of Russian-speaking workers accompanied the mass deportation of Moldovans. In 

the decades after the war, the Soviet authorities decided it was more cost-effective to import 

skilled labourers from elsewhere in the Soviet Union rather than train locals.19 Large numbers 

of ethnic Russians and Russified Ukrainians travelled to the M.S.S.R. to take advantage of 

the employment opportunities. As a result, the number of ethnic Russians and Russian-

 
17 The Gagauz are heavily Russified Orthodox Christian Turkic minority that reside primarily in southern 

Moldova, but also southwestern Ukraine. 
18 Neukrich, óNational minoritiesô, p. 47; ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 14 Oʢʪʷʙʨʷ 1989 ʛ. (Light of October, 14 Oct. 

1989). 
19 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 29 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 29 Aug. 1989). 
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speaking Ukrainians living in Moldova rose considerably. Some scholars estimate that as 

many as 500,000 Russophones arrived in the M.S.S.R. in the decades after the war.20 This 

meant that whatever industrial factories operated within the M.S.S.R. were usually staffed 

almost exclusively by Russian speakers. Moldovans also had difficulty getting residency 

permits to live in areas where the industrial enterprises were. Prior to the late 1960s, a 

rigid propiska (registration) system in the M.S.S.R. prevented Moldovans from settling in the 

cities. This system made it easier for Russian speakers outside the republic to get a residency 

permit to reside in one of the M.S.S.R.ôs cities than for ethnic Moldovans. In the 1950s, 

Moldovans made up just twenty-five percent of the M.S.S.R.ôs urban population, while two-

thirds of ethnic Moldovans resided in the countryside.21 

Russian quickly became the language of social, political, and economic life within the 

M.S.S.R., while Moldovan was regarded as a peasant language. The republican government 

conducted its business exclusively in Russian. On the streets of Moldovaôs larger cities, it 

was more common to hear Russian than Moldovan. This preference for Russian extended 

beyond Moldovaôs larger cities and into those smaller towns where Moldovans predominated. 

For example, DubŁsari District Soviet, which represented a region where Moldovans made up 

eighty nine percent of the local population, conducted all its sessions exclusively in Russian. 

In the southern city of Cahul, where Moldovans made up approximately fifty percent of the 

local population, there were no Moldovan language kindergartens and just one secondary 

school.22 

 
20 Crowther, óNationalism and political transformation in Moldovaô, p. 31; Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social 

makeup of Moldovaô, p. 168; Neukrich, óNational minoritiesô, p. 47. 
21 Igor Munteanu, óSocial multipolarityô, pp 205-6; CaἨu, óMoldova under the Soviet communist regimeô, p. 

358. 
22 Information on the ethnic structure of the students of the first course of the higher education institutions for 

1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova 

on the public education for 1989, f. 51. op. 73. d. 128, p. 16); ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 25 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Red October, 

25 May 1989). 
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Education was a sensitive subject in the M.S.S.R. The C.P.M. denied allegations that they 

were attempting to Russify the republic, by arguing that sixty five percent of the republicôs 

schools were Moldovan, while the remaining thirty-five were Russian.23 Considering 

Moldovans made up roughly sixty three percent of the republicôs population, the C.P.M. 

argued that, if anything, there were too many Moldovan schools. While technically true, the 

figures presented by the C.P.M. were misleading and obscured the fact that forty percent of 

all school children in the M.S.S.R. were educated exclusively in Russian. This figure is 

exceptionally high when one considers that ethnic Russians only accounted for ten percent of 

the republicôs population. These figures also ignored the fact that several urban centres, such 

as Tiraspol, had significant Moldovan populations but no Moldovan schools. Moldovan was 

poorly treated in the republicôs education system. While Russian was compulsory for students 

in Moldovan language schools, Moldovan was not compulsory for students in Russian 

language schools. In the absence of native language schools, most of the republicôs 

Ukrainian, Gagauz, and Bulgarian populations attended Russian schools. As a result of these 

educational policies, they, alongside Moldovaôs Russian population, typically spoke little to 

no Moldovan.24 

From the late 1960s onwards, the demographic situation in the republic began to change 

significantly. Following the death of Stalin, his successor, Nikita Khrushchev, attempted to 

restore peopleôs trust in the Soviet Union by initiating a series of reforms he called óde-

Stalinisationô. Khrushchev was particularly concerned with wining favour amongst the Soviet 

Unionôs non-Russian population, who suffered greatly under Stalinist repression. Khrushchev 

 
23 Information on the ethnic structure of the students of the first course of the higher education institutions for 

1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova 

on the public education for 1989, f. 51. op. 73. d. 128, p. 16). 
24 Federica Prina, óLinguistic justice, Soviet legacies and post-Soviet realpolitik: the ethnolinguistic cleavage in 

Moldovaô in Ethnopolitics, xiv (2015), pp 52-71 at p. 53; M. H. Ciscel óReform and relapse in bilingual policy 

in Moldovaô in Comparative Education, xlvi (2010), pp 13-28 at p. 16; A. S. Tuminez, óNationalism, ethnic 

pressures, and the breakup of the Soviet Unionô in Journal of Cold War Studies, v (2003), pp 81-136 at p. 96. 
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once again launched a program of indigenisation, which was first carried out in the 1920s. 

Indigenisation sought to curry favour with different ethnic groups by promoting them to 

positions of power within their respective republics.25  

As a result of this policy, Moldovans found it easier to receive residency permits to live in the 

M.S.S.R.ôs large cities and towns. Between the late 1960s and early 1980s, Moldovans 

migrated from the countryside to urban centres. By the late 1970s, for the first time in their 

history, Moldovans comprised the single largest ethnic group in ChiἨinŁu. However, Russian 

was still the dominant language in the cities, and Moldovans were expected to speak it when 

at work or interacting with the government officials. In industrial enterprises, specialist jobs 

were still offered to Russian speakers from outside the republic, and many were Moldovans 

forced to work on the factory floor. Moreover, due to the sheer lack of Moldovan language 

schools in many urban centres, the newly arrived Moldovans struggled to enrol their children 

in native language schools.26 

Moldovaôs intelligentsia, most of whom taught Moldovan language or literature at the 

M.S.S.R.ôs various universities and pedagogical institutes, or studied Moldovan culture at the 

Academy of Sciences, were also growing increasingly concerned about the linguistic 

situation in the republic. Moldovaôs academic community had two main concerns. Firstly, 

those who studied Moldovan culture, history, and language were alarmed at the high degree 

of Russification that had occurred in the M.S.S.R. since the 1940s. Many were convinced that 

if drastic action was not taken immediately, Moldovan would be irreparably damaged and 

would forever become a ókitchen languageô. Secondly, many were also concerned that Soviet 

language policy seriously impacted Moldovan. Privately, many academics agreed that the 

 
25 D. J. Raleigh, óPillars of the Soviet dictatorship at the local levelô in Kritika: Explorations in Russian and 

Eurasian History, xxiii (2022), pp 379-88 at p. 382. 
26 Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, p. 162. 
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Moldovan language did not exist and that it was an artificial Soviet creation to justify their 

annexation of Bessarabia. They believed the Cyrillic script distorted the language and that the 

denial of Romanian-Moldovan unity was damaging the languageôs prestige, particularly 

amongst minorities.27 Prior to the late 1980s, most of the M.S.S.R.ôs academic community 

did not dare to usher these concerns publicly. However, once perestroika reached the 

M.S.S.R. in the late 1980s, many felt more comfortable articulating their concerns publicly, 

and found that they resonated with many Moldovans, especially those who had moved to the 

cities in the past decade. 

The political situation in the M.S.S.R. in the decades before perestroika 

Whether the C.P.M. and, more generally, the Soviet authorities actively discriminated against 

Bessarabian-born cadres became the subject of intense debate in the mid-to-late 1980s. 

Unsurprisingly, the C.P.M. argued that these allegations were false and made by opportunists 

who sought to sow nationalist divisions for their own gain. Between 1988 and 1989, the 

C.P.M. launched a campaign to combat these ónefarious rumoursô. In Orheiôs Russian 

language local newspaper, For Communism, one journalist analysed the ethnic composition 

of the various organs of power in the republican government and concluded that the C.P.M. 

did not discriminate against ethnic Moldovans. This conclusion was based on the fact that 

Moldovans made up sixty three percent of the republican population but accounted for 

seventy five percent of chairmen of the M.S.S.R.ôs city and district soviets and seventy three 

percent of the members of the Bureau of the Central Committee of the C.P.M. Moreover, all 

the top positions in the republicôs legislature, the Supreme Soviet, and its Presidium, were 

occupied by ethnic Moldovans.28 

 
27 Philip G. Roeder, óSoviet federalism and ethnic mobilizationô in World Politics, xliii (1991), pp 196-232 at p. 

209; Benjamin Tromly, óAn unlikely revival: Soviet higher learning and the Ukrainian ñSixtiers,ò 1953-65ô in 

The Russian Review, lxviii (2009) pp 607-22 at p. 610. 
28 ɿʘ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤ, 29 ʠʶʥʷ 1989 ʛ. (For Communism, 29 June 1989). 
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Ethnic Moldovans were also said to be overrepresented amongst the republicôs nomenklatura. 

Once again, the C.P.M. had what appeared to be compelling statistical data to substantiate 

their claim. Take, for example, the southern town of Basarabeasca. Here, Moldovans 

accounted for thirty one percent of the local population yet made up thirty six percent of 

Basarabeascaôs nomenklatura. The disparity was far more significant in the nearby city of 

Comrat, which today is the regional capital of the Autonomous Territorial Unit of Gagauzia. 

While only accounting for eight percent of the cityôs population, ethnic Moldovans made up 

thirty eight percent of its nomenklatura.29 Though the disparities were not as large as Comrat, 

Moldovans were also overrepresented amongst the towns in north-western Moldova that had 

significant Ukrainian populations, including R´Ἠcani and OcniἪa.30 

Taken at face value, the figures presented by the C.P.M. appeared convincing. However, they 

also obscured specific facts. Ethnic Moldovans indeed occupied various high-ranking 

positions in the C.P.M., but these Moldovans typically came from either the left bank or the 

Odesa district in neighbouring Ukraine. The ethnic Moldovans from these regions were 

generally what Vladimir Solonari refers to as ópassport Moldovansô. While technically ethnic 

Moldovans, they possessed little to no knowledge of their native tongue. Take, for example, 

Ivan Bodiul, who served as the First Secretary of the C.P.M. from 1961 to 1980. Bodiul was 

an ethnic Moldovan from the Mykolaivska oblast in southern Ukraine. Considering 

Moldovans made up just one percent of Mykolaikaôs population, it should come as no 

surprise that Bodiul was heavily Russified and had little knowledge of his ómother tongueô. 

Bodiulôs successor, who was also the First Secretary of the C.P.M. at the beginning 

 
29 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 12 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 12 Dec. 1989); ʉʣʘʚʘ, 27 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Slava, 27 May 

1989); Information about the personnel included in the nomenclature of town committees and regional 

committees for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist 

Party of Moldova on the public education for 1989, f. 51, op. 73, d. 103, pp 19, 47). 
30 Information about the personnel included in the nomenclature of town committees and regional committees 

for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Moldova on the public education for 1989, f. 51, op. 73, d. 103, pp 19, 47). 
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of perestroika, Semion Grossu, was also an ethnic Moldovan from Ukraine who possessed a 

rudimentary knowledge of Moldovan.31 

Regarding the nomenklatura, Moldovans were only overrepresented in rural districts that 

were dependent on collective farming and devoid of any significant industrial enterprises. On 

the contrary, Moldovans were typically underrepresented in industrial centres, such as BŁlἪi, 

Bender, and Tiraspol.32 To say that Bessarabian deputies were entirely excluded from the 

republican government would be an exaggeration. The article published in For 

Communism was undoubtedly correct when it stated that the leadership of the Supreme 

Soviet was comprised entirely of Bessarabian-born Moldovans. Amongst its ranks were some 

of the most ambitious Bessarabian-born deputies, including future president Mircea Snegur. 

However, until Gorbachevôs reforms, the Supreme Soviet had no real power and simply 

served as a rubber stamp for the C.P.M.33 

When Mikhail Gorbachev ascended to power in 1985, Moldovans from all walks of life were 

frustrated that Russian speakers received preferential treatment and enjoyed undue influence 

in ótheirô republic. Moreover, mutual distrust between the C.P.S.U. and ethnic Moldovans ran 

high. Russian-speaking conservatives centred around First Secretary Grossu and his allies 

exploited this and built themselves a personal fiefdom in the M.S.S.R. Snegur and other 

Bessarabian-born Moldovans were frustrated that they would likely never be allowed to reach 

the upper echelons of power. The high level of Russification concerned the republicôs 

intelligentsia, who were also critical of the denial of Romanian-Moldovan unity. The 

Russification of the republic also concerned many regular Moldovans. However, their 

 
31 CaἨu, óMoldova under the Soviet communist regimeô, p. 350. 
32 Information about the personnel included in the nomenclature of town committees and regional committees 

for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Moldova on the public education for 1989, f. 51, op. 73, d. 103, pp 3, 5-10). 
33 CaἨu, óMoldova under the Soviet communist regimeô, p. 359. 
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concerns were more practical and centred on the fact that Russian speakers received 

preferential treatment in the workplace. It was becoming increasingly clear that the language 

question was gaining increased importance and that any loosening of the political system 

might exaggerate matters. The potency of the language question meant the masses could be 

easily mobilised. The intelligentsiaôs passion over it meant that they would likely try to 

mobilise the masses around it, just as their counterparts in the Baltics had done. Moreover, 

due to the recent reforms, ambitious Bessarabian-born Moldovans in the Supreme Soviet 

were now in a position where they could pass legislation and effect change. Considering such 

an event would mean that Grossu and his conservative colleagues would likely lose 

everything they built, it is no surprise they resisted the implementation of perestroika. 

The arrival of perestroika in the M.S.S.R. 

Grossu and his conservative allies were vehemently opposed to Gorbachevôs reforms. 

However, to maintain favour with the General Secretary, the conservatives were willing to 

pay lip service to the ideals of perestroika and even implement nominal reforms. In 1987, the 

C.P.M. committed itself to opening more Moldovan language schools in the republic. When 

these reforms produced lacklustre results, Grossu absolved himself and blamed local leaders. 

To many, opening Moldovan language schools was not enough, as it did not address the core 

issues such as the poor standing of the Moldovan language, particularly amongst minorities, 

or the preferential treatment Russian speakers received. Nevertheless, Grossu was unwilling 

to implement any serious reforms, as the C.P.M. kept tight control over the republicôs media. 

They also refused to register any informal organisations that might challenge the status quo.34 

 
34 Information about the personnel included in the nomenclature of town committees and regional committees 

for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Moldova on the public education for 1989, f. 51, op. 73, d. 103, p. 5). 
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As the years went on, and perestroika was embraced in other republics, Grossu and the 

Central Committee came under increased pressure to implement serious reforms. In 1987, the 

Moldovan Teachers Union criticised the C.P.M. for not embracing perestroika. The Union 

alleged that the C.P.M. still censored the M.S.S.R.ôs history curriculum and prohibited 

discussions on the union between Bessarabia and Romania, the Soviet Unionôs annexation of 

Bessarabia, or the famines and deportations that occurred in the 1940s and 1950s. These, the 

Teachers Union argued, were the óblank spotsô that Gorbachev wanted people to address. The 

Moldovan Institute of Fine Arts quickly followed up with its own criticism of the C.P.M. The 

Instituteôs director claimed that it was not receiving adequate funds. He claimed that if this 

did not change, the Institute, which was supposed to introduce Moldovan cadres to the 

intricacy of Moldovan culture and language, would soon close. The Moldovan Writers Union 

also signalled that they supported the complaints issued by the Teachers Union and the 

Institute of Fine Arts.35  

These criticisms alarmed the Central Committee of the C.P.M., who convened a meeting to 

discuss them. Grossu was particularly frustrated that the Moldovan Writers Union supported 

the position of the Teachers Union and Institute of Fine Arts. The Soviet authorities had 

formed Writers Unions in every republic to ensure greater control over the creative 

intelligentsia. To be published, one had to be a member of the Writers Union, and to be a 

member of the Writers Union one had to tow the party line. In this manner, the Soviet 

authorities were able to control the creative intelligentsia, and even the slightest deviation 

could result in expulsion.36 It should come as no surprise then that the Moldovan Writers 

Union supported the C.P.M. for much of its existence. However, in the mid-1980s, the 

 
35 Information on the ethnic structure of the students of the first course of the higher education institutions for 

1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova 

on the public education for 1989, f. 51. op. 73. d. 128, p. 16). 
36 Gorenburg, Minority ethnic mobilization, p. 44. 
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Moldovan Writers Union became less supportive of the C.P.M. This shift was facilitated by 

several changes in the leadership of the Writers Union, which saw conservative figures retire 

and be replaced by those who, in Grossuôs words, óhad different views to their 

predecessorsô.37 The C.P.M. disputed the charges levelled against them, pointing to their 

opening of more Moldovan language schools. They also claimed that only Kulaks had been 

deported in the 1940s and 1950s.38 Grossuôs neo-Stalinist response demonstrated that he was 

unwilling to sanction any serious reforms. However, with pro-reformist rhetoric emanating 

from Moscow, and nationalist movements emerging in the Baltics, Grossu and his 

conservative allies would not be able to resist the winds of change for long. 

The formation of informal organisations in the M.S.S.R. 

At the beginning of 1988, several informal organisations were formed in the M.S.S.R. Across 

the republic, Moldovans and non-Moldovans alike began to organise themselves into 

informal organisations. Even though these groups often advanced competing demands, they 

shared many similarities. The informal organisations that emerged in 1988 were all led by 

members of the intelligentsia. This was true for the groups that represented the Moldovans, 

Gagauz, or Bulgarians. As we shall see in the following chapter, this was in stark contrast to 

the Union of Joint Labour Collectives (O.S.T.K.) that emerged in Transnistria in 1989, which 

was led primarily by industrialists. Moreover, despite Grossuôs claims to the contrary, none 

of the groups that emerged in 1988 could be classed as radical. Unlike those that would come 

later, none of the groups that first emerged in the M.S.S.R. advanced irredentist claims or 

sought to challenge the republicôs territorial integrity. In fact, it was Grossuôs conservative 

 
37 Information on the ethnic structure of the students of the first course of the higher education institutions for 

1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova 

on the public education for 1989, f. 51. op. 73. d. 128, p. 19). 
38 Information on the ethnic structure of the students of the first course of the higher education institutions for 

1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova 

on the public education for 1989, f. 51. op. 73. d. 128, p. 24). 
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position that contributed to the radicalisation of many of the republicôs informal 

organisations. 

Moldovan informal organisations 

At the beginning of 1988, several informal organisations dedicated to issues affecting ethnic 

Moldovans emerged. Given the sensitivity surrounding cultural questions, these groups 

claimed they were primarily concerned with promoting perestroika. However, they would 

quickly shift their attention to cultural issues, most notably, the language question. Most of 

these organisations operated at the local level and were particularly active in smaller cities 

and towns where Moldovans predominated.39 The two largest groups that functioned at the 

republican level were the Alexie Mateevici Literary and Music Club and the Democratic 

Movement in Support of Perestroika.40 Both of these groups were founded by members of 

the republicôs creative intelligentsia, including artists, film and theatre directors, museum 

curators, and playwrights. Both groups opened local branches across Moldova and 

cooperated closely with other pro-Moldovan informal organisations.41 

Both groups began to organise small rallies in the Spring of 1988. The Alexie Mateevici 

Literary and Music Club organised its meetings in the Alley of Classics in Pushkin Park, 

which contained several busts to famed Bessarabian writers.42 The Democratic Movement in 

Support of Perestroika opted to organise its rallies in Central ChiἨinŁu (see figure 1.1).43 The 

public rallies organised by these two groups were the first of their kind organised in Moldova. 

 
39 In the town of Ungheni there was a group called Revival. In Orhei there was a group called Renaissance. 

There was a group called Renewed active in CŁlŁrasi. In Rezina there was a group called Bessarabia that formed 

in August 1989. There was also a group active in ἧoldŁneἨti called óMostenitoriiô (The inheritors) see: 

ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 19 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (October, 19 Dec. 1989); Plaiul Orheian 25 Ian. 1990 (The Orheian Place, 25 Jan. 

1990); Zorile, 25 Ian. 1990 (Dawn, 25 Jan. 1990); ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʠʡ ʤʘʷʢ, 24 Aʚʛ 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Lighthouse, 

24 Aug. 1989). 
40 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 27 ʠʶʣʷ 1988 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 27 July 1988). 
41 LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 27 Oct. 1988 (Literature and Art, 27 Oct. 1988). 
42 LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 7 iulie 1988 (Literature and Art, 7 July 1988); ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 27 ʠʶʣʷ 1988 ʛ. 

(Soviet Moldova, 27 July 1988). 
43 LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 14 iulie 1988 (Literature and Art, 14 July 1988). 
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Therefore, the two groups were careful to justify their actions, and assured people that 

attending them was legal. Both groups used the decisions taken at the XIX All-Union 

Congress, which officially sanctioned the creation of informal organisations, to legitimise 

their actions.44 

 

 

Figure 1.1: A Photo of a rally organised by the Movement in Support of Perestroika in ChiἨinŁu on 6 July 1988. Source: 

LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 14 iulie 1988 (Literature and Art, 14 July 1988). 

 

Anatol Salaru, the founder of the Alexie Mateevici Literary and Music Club, repeatedly 

claimed that the sole purpose of the organisation was to óawaken people's interest in our 

literature, in the works of our classics, in folk music, in our folkloreô.45 Considering Salaruôs 

 
44 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 27 ʠʶʣʷ 1988 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 27 July 1988). 
45 ʄʦʣʦʜʝʞʴ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʳ, 24 ʠʶʥʷ 1988 ʛ. (Youth of Moldova, 24 June 1988); ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 27 ʠʶʣʷ 

1988 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 27 July 1988). 
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group bore the name of one of Bessarabiaôs most renowned poets, it should come as no 

surprise that it was primarily focused on literature. On the surface, the goal of the Alexie 

Mateevici Literary and Music Club may not seem controversial. However, when Salaru said 

he wanted people to study óour classicsô, he did not just mean literature produced in 

Bessarabia. Salaru was also referring to various Romanian classics, which had long been 

suppressed or censored by the C.P.M. for fears they may create pan-Romanian irridentist 

sentiment amongst the republicôs titular nation. This, coupled with pan-Romanian 

nationalistic remarks ushered by members of the Democratic Movement in Support 

of Perestroika at their rallies, made the C.P.M. hostile toward the two groups. 

Even after the XIX All-Union Congress, the C.P.M. refused to register either group officially. 

As their popularity grew in the summer of 1988, the C.P.M. launched an intense propaganda 

campaign against both the Alexie Mateevici Literary and Music Club and the Democratic 

Movement in Support of Perestroika. Several articles criticising both groups appeared in the 

Russian language republican newspaper, Soviet Moldova. These articles noted that several 

óundesirable figuresô could be found amongst the leadership of each group. One such figure 

was Gheorghe Ghimpu, who spent six years in prison in the 1970s for founding a clandestine 

pan-Romanian society.46 Readers were reminded that even during perestroika, Ghimpu had 

still not been rehabilitated.47 The popularity of these groups was also downplayed in the 

media. Journalists claimed that many of those who attended the rallies organised by both 

groups wanted an opportunity to óshout and whistleô.48 Despite the C.P.M.ôs protests, or 

perhaps because of them, the popularity of both groups grew throughout the summer of 1988. 

In response, the C.P.M. officially banned all public rallies in August 1988.49 

 
46 ʂʨʘʩʥʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 4 ɸʚʛ. 1990 (Red Flag, 4 Aug. 1990). 
47 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 27 ʠ 29 ʠʶʥʷ 1988 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 27 and 29 June 1988). 
48 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 29 ʠʶʣʷ 1988 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 29 July 1988). 
49 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 25 ɸʚʛ. 1988 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 25 Aug. 1988). 
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The C.P.M.ôs hard-line position only served to radicalise both groups. Despite the ban on all 

public rallies in August, both groups continued to organise protests, which resulted in several 

arrests.50 As the year wore on, members of the Alexie Mateevici Literary and Music Club and 

the Democratic Movement in Support of Perestroika were denied access to the republican 

press. However, they were given access to the magazine Literature and Art, which was edited 

by members of the Moldovan Writers Union. In Literature and Art, the leaders of Alexie 

Mateevici Literary and Music Club and the Democratic Movement in Support 

of Perestroika criticised the C.P.M. for ignoring the demands of the Moldovan people (see 

figure 1.2). They also advocated a series of radical changes, including making 6 July a 

republican holiday to commemorate the victims of Stalinism.51 

 

Figure 1.2: A cartoon criticising the C.P.M. for ignoring the demands of the Moldovan people published in Literature and 

Art. Outside the window, the people are chanting óperestroika, glasnost, Latin script, state languageô. Source: LiteraturŁ ѽi 

artŁ, 8 Dec. 1988 (Literature and Art, 8 December 1988). 

In September 1988, members of the Democratic Movement in Support 

of Perestroika published what became known as the óLetter of the sixty-sixô. Signed by sixty-

six leading members of the M.S.S.R.ôs academic and cultural communities, the letter stated 

 
50 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 25 ɸʚʛ. 1988 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 25 Aug. 1988). 
51 LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 14 iulie 1988 (Literature and Art, 14 July 1988). 
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that the Moldovan language was in danger of disappearing forever. The authors claimed that 

three radical steps needed be taken to stop its rapid decline. First, Moldovan needed to be 

made the republic's sole official language. Second, the Latin alphabet needed to replace 

Cyrillic. Third, the unity between the Moldovan and Romanian languages needed to be 

officially recognised. These changes, the authors argued, would breathe a new life into the 

language.52 The letter, particularly its first provision, proved immensely popular with many 

Moldovans, and was officially endorsed by the Moldovan Writerôs Union.53 

Seeking to capitalise on the letter's popularity, the Alexie Mateevici Literary and Music Club 

and the Democratic Movement in Support of Perestroika organised a joint rally in ChiἨinŁuôs 

Summer Theatre in November 1988, which some 5,000 people attended. At the rally, both 

groups criticised the C.P.M. for going against the platform of the C.P.S.U. They also 

criticised the republican media for misrepresenting their goals and labelling them as 

extremists. In response, the republican media stepped up its propaganda campaign against 

both groups.54 As 1988 drew to a close, relations between the C.P.M. and the republicôs 

informal organisations were severely strained. Relations between the two sides went from 

bad to worse at the beginning of 1989. In February of that year, the Alexie Mateevici Literary 

and Music Club organised a public protest supporting the Letter of the sixty-six. Protestors 

marched from the Lenin Monument in central ChiἨinŁu towards the Academy of Sciences, 

demanding the adoption of the reforms advocated in the letter. The militia intercepted the 

protestors, and dozens were arrested. Public opinion on the matter was divided, but many 

Moldovans, especially those in ChiἨinŁu, felt that the militia acted unlawfully.55 

 
52 Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, p. 178. 
53 King, The Moldovans, p. 131; Information on the ethnic structure of the students of the first course of the 

higher education institutions for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of 

the Communist Party of Moldova on the public education for 1989, f. 51. op. 73. d. 128, p. 24). 
54 LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 1 Dec. 1988 (Literature and Art, 1 Dec. 1988). 
55 LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 23 Feb. 1989 (Literature and Art, 23 Feb. 1989). 
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The C.P.M. suffered a further blow to its prestige following the elections to the Congress of 

Peopleôs Deputies in March 1989. In the face of stiff conservative opposition in the Supreme 

Soviet, Gorbachev established the Congress of Peopleôs Deputies, which would become the 

Soviet Unionôs supreme authority. Unlike the Supreme Soviet, members of the Congress of 

Peopleôs Deputies would be directly elected by Soviet citizens. Gorbachev hoped that the 

majority of those elected would be moderate figures who supported his reforms. As part of 

his reforms, Gorbachev allowed a certain number of óindependent candidatesô, who were not 

members of the Communist Party, to run for election.56 In the M.S.S.R., most of these 

candidates were affiliated with either Alexie Mateevici Literary and Music Club or the 

Democratic Movement in Support of Perestroika. The C.P.M. attempted to prevent these 

independent candidates from running and initially refused to register some. However, when 

the final votes were tallied, the election commission confirmed that the independent 

candidates won almost every race they were allowed to participate in. The future leader of the 

pan-Romanian organisation, the Moldovan Popular Front, Ion Had©rcŁ, and the editor 

of Literature and Art, Nicolae Dabija were elected to the Congress of Peopleôs Deputies.57 

Humiliated, Grossu deregistered several informal organisations, which further radicalised 

them.58 

Minority informal organisations 

Before continuing our discussion on the rise of pan-Romanianism in the M.S.S.R., we must 

briefly discuss the informal organisations founded in 1988 that represented the M.S.S.R.ôs 

predominantly Russian-speaking minorities. While these organisations were not initially 

active in Transnistria, the ideas they advocated would later play an important role in the 

 
56 ʀʩʢʨʘ, 11 Mʘʨ. 1989 ʛ. (Spark, 11 Mar. 1989); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʘʷ ʠʩʢʨʘ, 30 Mʘʨ.1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Spark, 30 Mar. 

1989). 
57 ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 23 Mʘʨ. 1990 ʛ. (October, 23 Mar. 1990); Plaiul Orheian, 30 Mar.1990 (The Orheian Place, 30 

Mar. 1990). 
58 King, The Moldovans, p. 127; Deletant, óLanguage policyô, p 77. 
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conflict. While still led by figures associated with the republicôs intelligentsia, these informal 

organisations tended to be more conservative and supportive of Grossu and his colleagues. In 

turn, the C.P.M. tended to tolerate these groups and sometimes even openly supported them. 

Unity claimed to represent all of the M.S.S.R.ôs Russian-speaking community, irrespective of 

ethnicity. The group opposed the suggestions made in the Letter of the sixty-six because it 

would discriminate against Russian speakers. Unityôs message proved popular with 

Russophones, and the group established strongholds in several of the M.S.S.R.ôs Russian 

speaking cities, such as BŁlἪi.59 The C.P.M. generally supported Unity, and even allowed the 

group to establish their own newspaper. 

At the beginning of 1988, Gagauz intellectuals in the southern towns of Comrat, Ceadîr-

Lunga, and VulcŁneἨti began to mobilise themselves.60 Initially, each town had its own 

group. In Comrat there was a group called the Gagauz Halki (Gagauz People). Ceadîr-Lunga 

had two groups, Birlik (Unity) and Millet Sanzhisy.61 In VulcŁneἨti, Vatan (Homeland) group 

represented the town's Gagauz population. Initially, the three groups mainly focused on 

cultural issues. The Comrat based Gagauz Halki campaigned to raise funds to construct new 

monuments to Gagauz historical figures and lobbied for Gagauz history to be taught in 

schools. However, as Alexie Mateevici Literary and Music Club and the Democratic 

Movement in Support of Perestroika began to radicalise, the Gagauz groups found 

themselves under increasing pressure to follow suit.62 In response, the Gagauz groups quickly 

shifted its attention to óinter-ethnic relationsô within the M.S.S.R.63 In February 1989, the 

 
59 ɿʥʘʤʷ, 25 Aʧʨ. ʠ 18 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Banner, 25 Apr., 18 May 1989). 
60 ʉʪʝʧʘʥ ɹʫʣʛʘʨ, óʅʘʨʦʜʥʦʝ ɼʚʠʞʝʥʠʝ çɻʘʛʘʫʟ ʍʘʣʢʳèô (1989-1994 ʛʛ.), ʚ ʈʫʩʠʥ, ˉ 4 (2006), ʩʪʨ.163-73, 

ʚ ʩʪʨ 165 (Stepan Bulgar, óPeople's Movement ñGagauz Halkiòô (1989-1994) in Rusin, iv (2006), pp 163-73 at 

pp 165. 
61 ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 18 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 18 May 1989); Protocols of the plenums of the 

Comrat district committee of the Communist Party of Moldova for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., f. 18, op. 29, d. 28, pp 

52-3). 
62 ʃʝʥʠʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 9 ʤʘʷ ʠ 25 ʠʶʥʷ 1988 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 9 May and 25 June 1988). 
63 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 6 Oʢʪ. 1988 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 6 Oct. 1988). 
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members of the Gagauz Halki staged their own protest in ChiἨinŁu, demanding the formation 

of a Gagauz Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, inside the M.S.S.R., which resulted in 

several arrests.64 

 

Figure 1.3: A rally organised by Vatan in VulcŁneἨti. Source: ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 18 ʌʝʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 

18 February 1990). 

Like the Moldovans, the M.S.S.R.ôs Bulgarian population also sought to take advantage of 

perestroika and use it to revitalise their language and culture. Although one of the M.S.S.R.ôs 

smallest ethnic groups, there were twenty-five settlements in the republic that had Bulgarian 

majorities, the most notable of which was the southern town of Taraclia.65 The group 

representing the M.S.S.R.ôs Bulgarian population, Revival, was the first informal 

organisation officially registered by the C.P.M. Revival opened branches in Taraclia and 

ChiἨinŁu, as well as districts with significant Bulgarian minorities, including Cahul, Leova, 

Ceadîr-Lunga, and Slobozia.66 They also produced their own Bulgarian language newspaper, 

called Native Word. Like Unity and the various Gagauz organisations, Revival did not 

 
64 Bulgar, óPeople's Movement ñGagauz Halkiòô, p. 165. 
65 ʈʦʜʥʦ ʩʣʦʚʦ, ʅʦ̫ 1991 ʛ (Native Word, Nov. 1991). See Appendix for a complete breakdown of Moldovaôs 

Bulgarian Population. 
66 ʈʦʜʥʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 14 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ., 21 ʗʥʚ. 1991 ʛ. (Native Word, 14 Oct. 1990, 21 Jan. 1991); ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ 

ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 10 ʌʝʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Red October, 10 Feb. 1990). 
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support the Letter of the sixty-six, on the basis that it would further damage the Bulgarian 

language.67 

In an effort to maintain their grip on power, Grossu and his conservative allies inadvertently 

increased inter-ethnic tensions within the M.S.S.R. The C.P.M.ôs aggressive stance towards 

the Alexie Mateevici Literary and Music Club and the Democratic Movement in Support 

of Perestroika only served to radicalise both groups, which began to organise unsanctioned 

rallies and advance nationalistic demands. This, in turn, radicalised many of the republicôs 

minority communities. Although the events of 1988 had virtually no effect on Transnistria, it 

did radicalise the Gagauz, who would later support the Transnistrians in their quest for 

independence. The events of 1988 created several internal divisions, which the Bessarabian 

born cadres in the Moldovan Supreme Soviet found themselves perfectly positioned to 

exploit. 

The Moldovan Supreme Soviet and perestroika 

The Supreme Soviet was the M.S.S.R.ôs legislator. The Presidium of the Supreme Soviet set 

the agenda for upcoming sessions of the Supreme Soviet. Many Bessarabian-born cadres 

were unable to advance beyond either of these two institutions. However, for much of its 

existence, the Supreme Soviet and its Presidium were devoid of any real power. The Central 

Committee ultimately decided what laws the Supreme Soviet would pass, not the Presidium. 

Considering the Supreme Soviet and its Presidium held no real power, it was considered a 

safe place to post Bessarabian-born cadres, who were still deemed ideologically suspect. 

Gorbachevôs reforms altered the situation considerably, and the Supreme Soviet was given 

the power to act independently of the Central Committee. These frustrated Bessarabian-born 

cadres suddenly found themselves in positions of power when ethnic tensions were rising, 

 
67 ʈʦʜʥʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 6-20 Aʚʛ 1989 ʛ. (Native Word, 6-20 Aug. 1989). 
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and Moldovans were demanding greater rights. Unsurprisingly, these ambitious deputies 

moved quickly to exploit the situation. 

In July 1988, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet sought to capitalise on the rising tensions 

by forming the Interdepartmental Commission for the Study of the History and Problems of 

the Moldovan Language.68 As the name suggests, the commission was established to 

investigate why the Moldovan language had stagnated. Some of the M.S.S.R.ôs most 

prominent and influential academics were part of this commission, including the Director of 

the Institution of Language and Literature at the M.S.S.R.ôs Academy of Sciences. Many of 

the commissionôs members later signed the Letter of the sixty-six in September of that year, 

and many also held pan-Romanian sympathies. So, it should come as no surprise that the 

commission concluded that the Moldovan language was indeed in a dire state. They primarily 

blamed this on the policy of the C.P.M. and C.P.S.U., which for decades had ósuppressed the 

Moldovan language due to unfounded irridentist fearsô. The commissionôs members agreed 

that the only way to revitalise the Moldovan language was to make it the official language of 

the state, adopt the Latin alphabet, and recognise the unity between Romanian and 

Moldovan.69 

Grossu and the conservative elements of the C.P.M. condemned the Commissionôs findings. 

The C.P.M. denied that they were purposely suppressing the Moldovan language and claimed 

that adopting any language laws would dramatically increase interethnic tensions. Grossuôs 

protests did little to deter the Presidium, who on the 25 January 1989 passed a resolution 

entitled óOn the Preparation of the Draft Laws of the Moldovan S.S.R. on the Functioning of 

Languages in the Republicô. Several expert commissions were established to draft language 

 
68 Michael Kirkwood, óGlasnostô, ñThe national questionò and Soviet language policyô in Soviet Studies, xliii 

(1991), pp 61-81 at p. 75. 
69 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 30 ɼʝʢ 1988 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 30 Dec. 1988). 
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laws and study their impact on interethnic relations within the republic. Yet again, these 

commissions mainly comprised of members of the Alexie Mateevici Literary and Music 

Club, the Democratic Movement in Support of Perestroika, or other informal organisations, 

many of whom had signed the Letter of the sixty-six or supported it, and some also held pan-

Romanian sympathies.70 It should come as no surprise then, that the first drafts of the 

proposed language laws largely reflected the demands set forth in the Letter of the sixty-six. 

On 31 March 1989, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet published two draft laws entitled 

óthe Law on the Status of the State Language of the M.S.S.R.ô and the óLaw on the 

Functioning of Languages on the Territory of the M.S.S.R.ô. Both draft laws were relatively 

liberal and inclusive. While Moldovan was made the sole official language of the republic, 

Russian was made the language of interethnic communication. Essentially, this made Russian 

the lingua franca and the de-facto second official language. Special attention was also paid to 

Gagauz, which, alongside Ukrainian and Bulgarian, was recognised as an indigenous 

language. The laws ensured office work, electoral campaigning, and education could be 

carried out in Moldovan, Russian, or any other language where a compact population resided. 

It also guaranteed that all laws would be translated from Moldovan into Russian.71 

The March 1989 draft language laws polarised Moldovan society. Opinions towards the 

drafts were not neatly divided along ethnic lines. However, thanks to surveys conducted by 

local branches of the C.P.M. across the republic, it is possible to make some general 

observations. The draft laws were particularly popular with ethnic Moldovans who lived in 

ChiἨinŁu, as well as those who lived in smaller cities and towns where Moldovans constituted 

a clear majority, such as Cahul.72 Some Moldovans in these cities even argued that the laws 

 
70 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 29 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 29 Aug. 1989). 
71 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 31 Mʘp. 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 31 Mar. 1989). 
72 ʅʦʚʳʡ ʧʫʪʴ, 9 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (The New Way, 9 May 1989); ɿʥʘʤʷ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʘ, 15 ʠʶʥʷ 1989 ʛ. 

(Communism Banner, 15 June 1989); ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 25 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (October, 25 May 1989). 
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did not go far enough and that Moldovan should also become the language of interethnic 

communication.73 In the M.S.S.R.ôs heavily Russified industrial centres, such as BŁlἪi, 

Moldovans generally condemned the laws.74 The opinions of Moldovans who resided in the 

M.S.S.R.ôs smaller muti-ethnic towns, such as Basarabeasca, were more divided, with some 

supporting the laws, and others opposing them.75 

Even though the majority of the M.S.S.R.ôs ethnic minorities were heavily Russified, they 

held different opinions toward the draft laws. In principle, both the M.S.S.R.ôs Ukrainian and 

Bulgarian population opposed the drafts.76 They both argued that Ukrainians and Bulgarians 

would be required to learn three languages: Moldovan, Russian, and their native language.77 

Many Ukrainian and Bulgarian intellectuals felt that this placed an unjust burden on their 

respective group. However, they also recognised that the laws brought certain benefits, chief 

among them, the possibility of opening Ukrainian or Bulgarian language schools.78 Despite 

the fact the draft laws would provide the Gagauz with the same benefits, they strongly 

opposed the laws. The Gagauz Halki, Unity, and Vatan organised rallies in Comrat, Ceadîr-

Lunga, and VulcŁneἨti respectively, demanding that Russian be made the second official 

language of the M.S.S.R.79 Despite Gagauz protests, the initial drafts of the language laws 

 
73 In the town of Glodeni, several letters from the public appeared in the local newspaper Leninôs Spark claiming 

that Moldovan should become the language of interethnic communication. This was later confirmed by a survey 

carried out by the local branch of the C.P.M.: ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʘʷ ʀʩʢʨʘ, 6 ʤʘʷ ʠ 25 ʠʶʥʷ 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Spark, 6 

May, and 25 June 1989). 
74 ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ, 25 ʠʶʣʷ 1989 ʛ. (Communist, 25 July 1989). 
75 Between March and August 1989, dozens of letters appeared in Basarabeascaôs local newspaper Slava on the 

language laws, many of which were written by ethnic Moldovans. Those who favoured the laws generally 

claimed that the language was poorly treated and that one could not even speak Moldovan in the town. Those 

against the laws claimed they would raise tensions: ʉʣʘʚʘ, 18 ʠ 24 Aʧʨ., 9, 11 ʠ 27 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Slava, 18 and 

24 Apr., and 9, 11, and 27 May 1989). 
76 ʈʦʜʥʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 6 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Native Word, 6 May 1989). 
77 ʅʦʚʳʡ ʧʫʪʴ, 16 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (New Path, 16 May 1989); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʘʷ ʀʩʢʨʘ, 16 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Spark, 16 

May 1989); ʈʦʜʥʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 6ï20 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Native Word, 6-20 Aug. 1989); ʀʩʢʨʘ, 29 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Spark, 

29 Aug. 1989). 
78 ʅʦʚʳʡ ʧʫʪʴ, 16 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (New Path, 16 May 1989). 
79 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 6, 8 ʠ 11 Aʧʨ., 16 ʠ 25 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 6, 8 and 11 Apr., 16 and 25 May 1989); 

ɿʥʘʤʷ, 25 Aʧʨ. 1989 ʛ. (Banner, 25 Apr. 1989); ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 18 ʠ 25 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Path to 

Communism, 18 and 25 May 1989); Protocols 2-3 of the plenum meetings from the region (A.S.P.O.R.M., 

VulcŁneἨti district committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, f. 25, op. 31, d.1, p. 81). 



 

79 

 

were moderate, especially when compared with those produced in other republics. However, 

the subsequent drafts would not remain moderate, as politics in the M.S.S.R. was about to 

take a radical turn. 

The formation of the Moldovan Popular Front 

When Grossu deregistered several of the M.S.S.R.ôs largest informal organisations following 

the C.P.M.ôs embarrassing electoral defeat in March 1989, he likely thought he had dealt the 

groups a fatal blow. However, quite the opposite was true. On 20 May 1989, representatives 

from five of the M.S.S.R.ôs largest informal organisations, Alexie Mateevici Literary and 

Music Club, the ecological movement Green Action (Actiunea Verde), the Society of 

Historians, the Democratic League of M.S.S.R. students, and the Cultural Society 

ñMoldovaò, from Moscow, gathered in the hall of the Writers Union.80 The joint meeting was 

called to discuss Grossuôs actions. Those in attendance decided to form the Moldovan 

Popular Front (M.P.F.). 

The group, which was led by well-known Moldovan poet Ion Had©rcŁ, differed from 

previous informal organisations in several ways.81 Considering the M.P.F. was an 

amalgamation of the M.S.S.R.ôs five largest informal organisations, the group had more 

resources than its predecessors. The group had more funds to organise large rallies regularly. 

The M.P.F. also founded a newspaper called The Country (Tara). These factors, along with 

the groupôs sheer size, made it better suited to the task of standing up to the Central 

Committee. The M.P.F. also enjoyed greater access to the media and, by extension, exerted 

more influence over republican politics. Between June 1989 and June 1990, the number of 

articles written by members of the M.P.F. that appeared in the local and republican press 

 
80 LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 25 mai 1989 (Literature and Art, 25 May 1989); Tara, Aug. 1990 (Country, Aug. 1990).  
81 Plaiul Orheian, 30 Mar. 1990 (The Orheian Place, 30 Mar. 1990). 
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increased exponentially. In some towns such as Orhei, the M.P.F. even managed to seize 

control of the local newspapers.82 

The M.P.F. was far more organised than its predecessors. After its formation, the group 

began to open local branches, called Coordination Committees, across Moldova. Soon, the 

M.P.F. opened a branch in almost every city, town, and village in the M.S.S.R.83 In 

Moldovaôs larger cities, these Coordination Committees were led by lecturers from the local 

pedagogical institute, who generally also held influential positions in the republican branch of 

the M.P.F.84 In smaller towns and villages, they were led by teachers from local Moldovan 

schools, or staff from the local Moldovan language newspaper.85 Many of the Coordination 

Committees that were active in Moldovaôs multi-ethnic towns were led by Moldovan 

language school teachers from the surrounding villages.86 These Coordination Committees 

had several important jobs, including collecting funds, helping locals attend large rallies in 

ChiἨinŁu, and organising local rallies to inform people of the M.P.F.ôs platform and 

pressurise the local authorities into supporting it.87 

 
82 Plaiul Orheian, 25 Ian. 1990 (The Orheian Place, 25 Jan. 1990). 
83 There were only a few cities that the M.P.F. did not open coordination committees in. These were cities where 

the vast majority of citizens were Russian speakers without any Moldovan language higher education 

institutions, including Comrat, Ceadîr-Lunga, VulcŁneἨti, and Taraclia. 
84 The coordination committee in Tiraspol was led primarily from staff at the Tiraspol Pedagogical Institute. 

Similarly, staff from the Alecu Russo Pedagogical Institute led Baltiôs coordination committee. See: ɻʦʣʦʩ, 16 

Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Voice, 16 Mar. 1991). 
85 In OcniἪa, the Chairman, Vice-Chairman, and Secretary were all teachers from Moldovan schools. In Briceni, 

the local branch of the M.P.F. was comprised mostly of teachers of Moldovan language and history. The 

coordination committee in Ungheni was led by a Moldovan language teacher. In Leova, and R´Ἠcani the local 

branch of the M.P.F. was openly supported by teachers from Moldovan schools. The Orhei branch of the M.P.F. 

was led by the editor of the Moldovan language newspaper, The Orheian Place. See:  ʅʦʚʳʡ ʧʫʪʴ, 23 ʠʶʥʷ 

1990 ʛ. (New Path, 23 June 1990); ʈʦʜʥʦʡ ʢʨʘʡ, 7 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (Native Region, 7 Aug. 1990); Oʢʪ., 1 ɼʝʢ. 

1989 ʛ. (October, 1 Dec. 1989); ɿʥʘʤʷ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʘ, 6 Cʝʥ. 1990 ʛ. (Banner of Communism, 6 Sept. 1990); 

ʀʩʢʨʘ, 13 ɼʝʢ. 1990 ʛ. (Spark, 13 Dec. 1990); Plaiul Orheian, 25 Ian 1990 (The Orheian Place, 25 Jan. 1990). 
86 It was quite common for branches of the M.P.F. to be opened in predominantly Moldovan villages that 

surrounded multi-ethnic towns. Afterwards, these groups met in the district capital and merged into one larger 

organisation. This happened in towns such as Basarabeasca, OcniἪa, and Rezina. See: ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʠʡ ʤʘʷʢ, 31 

Oʢʪ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Lighthouse, 31 Oct. 1989); ʉʣʘʚʘ, 7 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. (Slava, 7 July 1990); ʅʦʚʳʡ ʧʫʪʴ, 23 

ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (New Path, 23 June 1990). 
87 The M.P.F. organised local rallies in every town it was active in. For some examples see: ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 

25 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Red October, 25 May 1989); ɿʥʘʤʷ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʘ, 15 ʠʶʥʷ ʠ 26 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Flag of 

Communism, 15 June, and 26 Aug. 1989); ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 26 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (October, 26 Dec. 1989); Zorile, 10 Feb., 
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The most important difference between the M.P.F. and its predecessors was the formerôs 

open pan-Romanian stance and its willingness to use extreme measures. The groupôs pan-

Romanian position was summed up by a statement made by Vasile Tsurcanu, a member of 

the M.P.F.ôs Executive Committee, who stated that óthere is no Moldovan ethnicity, only 

Romanianô.88 According to the M.P.F., the Soviet Union had illegally annexed Bessarabia 

from Romania in 1939. Like the Popular Fronts active in the Baltics, the M.P.F. viewed those 

who arrived in Moldova after 1939 as colonisers. On 25 June 1989, the M.P.F. organised a 

mass demonstration to mourn the annexation of Bessarabia. Days later, the group disrupted a 

parade to commemorate the arrival of Soviet troops in Bessarabia. The M.P.F. adopted an 

aggressive stance towards other informal organisations, such as Unity, and Gagauz Halki.89 

The groupôs aggressive stance towards the Soviet government and its support of the language 

laws made them popular with many Moldovans, even if they did not necessarily support its 

pan-Romanian orientation. Roughly 70,000 people attended the protest on 25 June 1989. 

However, the largest rally the group organised was the Grand National Assembly, which took 

place on 29 August 1989, attracted between 300,000 and 500,000 people, in a republic with a 

population of almost three million people.90   

 
5 Apr., 5 iulie, 18 Aug Ἠi 30 Oct. 1990 (Dawn 10 Feb., 5 Apr., 5 July, 18 Aug., and 30 Oct. 1990); Plaiul 

Orheian, 2 Feb. 1991 (The Orheian Place, 2 Feb. 1991). 
88 Zorile, 10 Feb. 1990 (The Dawn, 10 Feb. 1990). 
89 ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ, 20 ʠʶʥʷ 1989 ʛ. (Communist, 20 June 1989); ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 3 Oʢʪ. 1989 ʛ. (Path to 

Communism, 3 Oct. 1989) 
90 Deletant, óLanguage policyô, p. 77; ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʤʦʣʜʘʚʠʷ, 26 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 26 Aug. 1989); 

King, óThe politics of languageô, p. 120. 
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Figure 1.4: Protests organised by the Moldovan Popular Front in support of the language laws. Source: ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ 

ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 3 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 3 Aug. 1989). 

The formation of the M.P.F. and its radical actions over the summer of 1989 drastically 

increased inter-ethnic tensions in the M.S.S.R. On 21 May 1989, the four groups that 

represented the Gagauz in southern Moldova met in Comrat. Like the M.P.F., they decided to 

merge into one organisation, also called the Gagauz Halki. Also, like the M.P.F., the Gagauz 

Halkiôs leadership was comprised mostly of intellectuals. The group, which quickly became 

popular in Comrat, Ceadîr-Lunga, VulcŁneἨti, as well as certain villages in Basarabeasca and 

Taraclia, stated that its main objective was to achieve Gagauz autonomy.91 The M.P.F.ôs pan-

Romanian position led to the formation of two other Gagauz groups, Arkalyk and Budjak. 

These groups, which were led by Gagauz students, were more radical than the Gagauz Halki, 

and advocated an independent republic in the south of Moldova.92 Amongst the M.S.S.R.ôs 

Bulgarian population, the Cyril and Methodius Society, which called for the creation of a 

 
91 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 23 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Light of October, 23 Sept. 1989); ʉʣʘʚʘ, 23 Hʦ.̫ 1989 ʛ. (Slava, 23 Nov. 

1989). 
92 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 14 Aʧʨ. 1989 ʛ. (Slava, 14 Apr. 1989); ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 26 ʠʶʥʷ 1991 ʛ. (Light of October, 26 June 

1991). 
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Bulgarian Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, gained popularity.93 The radical position of 

the M.P.F. also led to a rise in popularity of óneo-Stalinistsô among members of the 

Russophone group Unity.94 

In August 1989, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet found itself in a difficult position. It 

appeared that nobody was willing to accept the March draft of the language laws, which just 

a few months ago had seemed acceptable to many. The M.P.F.ôs position that the laws should 

grant more rights to Moldovans and less to minorities appeared popular amongst ethnic 

Moldovans. On the contrary, the various groups representing Russian speakers made it clear 

they would accept nothing less than Russian being made the second official language. In the 

south of the republic, several organisations were threatening to declare autonomy, while in 

the east they were threating to organise an industrial strike. The members of the Presidium of 

the Supreme Soviet found themselves at a dangerous crossroads. If they made Moldovan the 

sole official language, they risked causing inter-ethnic unrest, and even violence. However, if 

Russian was made the second official language, they would infuriate the M.P.F. Moreover, 

this latter option would also allow the conservative members of the C.P.M. to retain their 

positions. Unsurprisingly, this thought did not appeal to many in the Supreme Soviet. 

The Thirteenth Session of the Supreme Soviet 

On 11 August 1989, a new series of draft language laws were leaked to the press in Tiraspol. 

These drafts were considerably different from those that appeared in March.95 According to 

the new drafts, Moldovan would serve as both the sole official language of the state and the 

language of inter-ethnic communication. On the other hand, Russian was placed alongside 

 
93  ɿʥʘʤʷ, 12 Oʢʪ. 1989 ʛ. (Banner, 12 Oct. 1989). 
94 ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 10 ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (October, 10 June 1990). 
95 Protocol from the 11th session of Grigoriopol District of Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies,12th Meeting, 28 Sept. 

1989 (G.R.S.A., Protocols from the session of district Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies and documents, 16 Feb. 1989 

until 21 Dec. 1989, f. 64, op. 1, d. 365, p. 61). 
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Ukrainian, Bulgarian, and Yiddish, which were now classed as a minority, not indigenous 

languages. The law stipulated that all senior officials, civil servants, and certain others would 

be required to be bilingual. State employees would have to take Moldovan language exams, 

and those who failed could face dismissal. It was no longer up to the individual enterprise to 

decide what language to conduct its daily business in. Instead, those that wished to conduct 

business in a language other than Moldovan would have to request permission to do so from 

the M.S.S.R.ôs Council of Ministers. Finally, all District and City Soviets were expected to 

conduct their work in Moldovan.96 

A few days after the drafts were leaked, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet met in ChiἨinŁu 

to discuss them. Those in attendance approved the new, controversial drafts without any 

alterations. They scheduled a session of the Supreme Soviet to take place on 29 August 1989, 

where deputies would deliberate on the laws. The Presidiumôs decision was applauded by the 

M.P.F. but condemned by minorities. When the Thirteenth Session of the Supreme Soviet 

convened, tensions were at an all-time high. Outside the building where deputies were 

deliberating, upwards of 500,000 people attended the M.P.F.ôs Grand National Assembly to 

support the proposed language laws. Simultaneously, almost one hundred of the republicôs 

most important enterprises participated in an industrial strike in opposition to the laws. On 31 

August 1989, the Supreme Soviet opted to adopt the language laws. 

As we will see in the subsequent chapters, the language laws adopted by the Supreme Soviet 

were labelled as ódiscriminatoryô and ópan-Romanianô and helped spur on the separatist 

movements in both Transnistria and Gagauzia. But were the laws as discriminatory as the 

separatists claimed? Did their provisions really represent a victory for the pan-Romanian 

 
96 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 24 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 24 Aug. 1989). 
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nationalists of the M.P.F.? Contrary to accusations levelled by the Transnistrians and the 

Gagauz, neither of these allegations was true.97 

While not as moderate as the March drafts, the final drafts of the language laws were more 

moderate than those leaked to the press on 11 August. Thanks primarily to the industrial 

strikes, Russian was made the language of interethnic communication. The final drafts 

allowed Ukrainians and Bulgarians to open schools in their native languages, which had 

previously been forbidden under Soviet law. These laws still recognised Gagauz as an 

indigenous language and promised to take measures to promote and protect it. A subsequent 

law, passed in June 1990, confirmed Russian, Gagauz, and Moldovan would function as 

official languages in territories with Gagauz majorities.98 In areas where non-Moldovans 

predominated, all public signs were to be written in both Moldovan and the native language 

of the local population. Moreover, enterprises in these regions could conduct their daily 

business in their native language once they received prior approval from the Council of 

Ministers. One of the primary problems with this provision was that most of the M.S.S.R.ôs 

Ukrainians and Bulgarians were heavily Russified, and many did not know their native 

tongue. Hence, they were unsure whether the Council of Ministers would permit them to use 

Russian. Nevertheless, the laws offered these Russified minorities the opportunity to engage 

in their own ethnic revival. 

The authors of the language laws also demonstrated a high degree of pragmatism when 

drafting the laws. The authors decided to implement them in staged intervals rather than 

ruling that the laws would take effect immediately. By 1994, the laws were to come into 

effect in western, central, and northern Bessarabia. Although some towns in northern 

Bessarabia had significant Ukrainian majorities, most settlements in these three regions had 

 
97 Kolstø et al., 'The Dniester Conflictô, p. 981. 
98 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 23 ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 23 June 1990). 
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Moldovan majorities. By 1995, the laws would come into effect in the industrial cities of 

Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa. Although these cities were heavily Russified, the Supreme 

Soviet deemed that the local soviets in these industrialised cities would have adequate 

resources to open Moldovan language classes. Finally, in 1996, the laws would come into 

effect in the rural districts of the left bank and several of M.S.S.R.ôs southern districts. These 

districts were some of the poorest and most ethnically diverse in the entire republic. Hence, 

the authors understood it would take time for those living in these regions to learn the 

language. 

The language laws could not be considered an attempt to Romanianise the republic. In fact, 

the M.P.F. was deeply dissatisfied with the language laws and argued that they did not go far 

enough. Their dissatisfaction with the laws stemmed from the fact that the laws made 

Moldovan, not Romanian, the sole official language of the republic. By making Moldovan, 

and not Romanian, the sole official language of the republic, the Supreme Soviet was 

complying with the wishes of the majority of Moldovans, as most of the those that supported 

the laws did so on the basis it would revive the óMoldovan languageô. To prove this, I 

analysed articles published in Soviet Moldova, Socialist Moldova, and Literature and 

Art between 21 August and 23 September 1989, when tensions surrounding the language 

laws were highest. I found that the overwhelming majority of those who wrote articles 

supporting the language laws in these newspapers believed they would benefit the óMoldovan 

languageô. Even in the pro-M.P.F. Literature and Art, few referenced the benefits it would 

bring to the Romanian language (see figure 1.5). The same was also true for the local press 
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across Moldova, where everyone who wrote favourable articles about the language laws did 

so in the belief it would revitalise the Moldovan, not the Romanian language.99 

 

Figure 1.5: Articles taken from Soviet Moldova and Socialist Moldova between 22 August until 23 September 1989. Articles 

taken from Literature and Art from 21 August until 22 September 1989. It was during this period that debates surrounding 

the language laws were at their most intense, as the Supreme Soviet was deliberating on them, and strikes against them were 

unfolding. ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 21 ʘʚʛ. - 23 ʩʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 21 Aug. - 23 Sept. 1989); Moldova SocialistŁ, 

21 Aug. - 23 Sept. 1989 (Socialist Moldova, 21 Aug. - 23 Sept. 1989); LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 21 aug. - 23 sept. 1989 (Literature 

and art, 21 Aug. - 23 Sept. 1989). 

It appeared as if the adoption of the language laws caused more problems than it solved. To 

the M.P.F., the language laws did not go far enough. For minorities, the laws had gone too far 

and signalled a pan-Romanian bias among the republicôs leadership. Decades of Soviet 

propaganda led many to equate pan-Romanianism with fascism. Hence, Russian speakers 

grew increasingly distrustful of the C.P.M. The language laws also raised several questions 

related to the identity of the titular nation, such as what did the recognition of Romanian and 

 
99 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʘʷ ʠʩʢʨʘ, 7 ʌʝʚ. ʠ 10 ʠʶʥʷ 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Spark, 7 Feb., and 10 June 1989); ʉʣʘʚʘ, 18 Aʧp. 1989 

ʛ. (Slava, 18 Apr. 1989); ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 25 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Red October, 25 May 1989); ɿʥʘʤʷ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʘ, 

15 ʠʶʥʷ ʠ 26 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Flag of Communism, 15 June, and 26 Aug. 1989). 
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Moldovan unity actually mean. Were Moldovans really Romanians? Was this the position of 

the C.P.M.? If so, what did this mean for the republicôs future? For their part, the authors of 

the language laws seemed unable to adequately answer these questions, particularly 

immediately following their adoption. Over the next few months, several groups attempted to 

provide their own answers to these questions, which only severed to radicalise politics in the 

republic further. 

Political changes in winter of 1989 

Tensions were at an all-time high following the adoption of the language laws, with several 

of the republicôs ethnic minorities threatening to declare autonomy. On the left bank of the 

Dniester River, the O.S.T.K. openly discussed the idea of forming a Transnistrian Moldavian 

Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (T.M.A.S.S.R.). The idea was initially supported by 

many of the regionôs local soviets, which established commissions to investigate the matter 

(see chapter three). In the south of the republic, ethnic Gagauz were threatening to form a 

Gagauz Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic.100 The Gagauz were also attempting to secure 

the support of Taracliaôs Bulgarian population by offering to create a Gagauz-Bulgarian 

Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic.101 Many in ChiἨinŁu feared the Bulgarians might 

accept this offer.102 The rhetoric emanating from these pro-autonomist organisations was that 

the Supreme Sovietôs decision to adopt the language laws without holding a referendum was 

undemocratic and contrary to the goals of perestroika. To legitimise themselves, these groups 

claimed that they would organise a referendum on autonomy. In response, the Presidium of 

the Supreme Soviet moved to prevent this from happening. 

 
100 ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 2, 7 ʠ 12 Cʝʥ. ʠ 3 Oʢʪ. 1989 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 2, 7, 12 Sept., and 3 Oct. 1989); 

ɿʥʘʤʷ, 14 Cʝʥ. ʠ 12 Oʢʪ. 1989 ʛ. (Flag, 14 Sept., and 12 Oct. 1989); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 21 Oʢʪ. 1989 ʛ. 

(Lenin's Word, 21 Oct. 1989). 
101 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 14 Hʦ.̫ 1989 ʛ. (Light of October, 14 Nov. 1989). 
102 King, The Moldovans, p. 175. 
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The Presidium of the Supreme Soviet could not physically prevent these regions from 

organising referendums. It could, however, pass legislation that made it illegal for local 

Soviets to organise referendums, thus delegitimising the results. In October 1989, the 

Presidium of the Supreme Soviet published the óLaw Regarding Referendumsô. The new law 

did not prevent city or district authorities from organising referendums per se. It did, 

however, state that these bodies could not organise a referendum óthat exceeded the limits 

and the competences of the respective bodies, which aims affect the interests of the 

population of the territories or the entire republicô.103 In essence, the law prevented local 

Soviets from organising referendums on creating an autonomous republic, as such a decision 

would affect the lives of all the M.S.S.R.ôs inhabitants. This new law, combined with 

paragraph seventy of the M.S.S.R.ôs constitution, which stated that the republicôs borders 

could not be changed without the consent of the entire population, firmly outlawed the 

creation of self-proclaimed autonomous republics within the M.S.S.R.104 However, the events 

that immediately followed the passing of the Law Regarding Referendums frightened some 

minorities so much that they were more than willing to violate the M.S.S.R.ôs constitution. 

Between 7 and 11 November 1989, the M.P.F. initiated a series of riots in ChiἨinŁu that 

resulted in dozens of injuries. On 7 November, the C.P.M. held its annual parade to 

commemorate the October Revolution. Surprisingly, the C.P.M. allowed the M.P.F. to 

participate in the event. Instead of participating, the M.P.F. disrupted the parade. Members of 

the M.P.F., led by Ghimpu, stopped portions of the Soviet military from marching through 

ChiἨinŁu. Afterward, the group attempted to organise an anti-Soviet demonstration in the city 

centre. Violence erupted when the cityôs militia attempted to stop the M.P.F.ôs protest. An 

 
103 Moldova SocialistŁ, 11 Oct. 1989 (Socialist Moldova, 11 Oct. 1989). 
104 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 29 Cʝʥ. 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 29 Sept. 1990). 



 

90 

 

estimated sixty members of the militia were injured, and several leading members of the 

M.P.F. were arrested.105 

On 11 November 1989, 300 members of the M.P.F. began to demonstrate in ChiἨinŁu. 

Participants demanded the release of those M.P.F. members detained on 7 November. The 

group marched on the Ministry of Interiorôs building, where the detained members of the 

M.P.F. were being held. As they neared the building, the number of protestors allegedly grew 

to around 1,000 people. The crowd attempted to force its way into the building but were 

repelled by militia using water cannons. The M.P.F. regrouped and, according to estimates 

by Soviet Moldova, some 10,000 people descended on the building. The police were able to 

hold the group off long enough for the M.P.F. and the C.P.M. to negotiate the release of the 

prisoners.106 

 

Figure 1.6: Rioters in ChiἨinŁu on 7 November 1989. Source: ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 11 Hʦ.̫ 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 11 

Nov. 1989). 

 

Several significant events followed the riots of 7 and 11 November. Before the riots, 

Gorbachev had been growing increasingly frustrated with Grossu and his conservative ways. 

The turmoil that afflicted the M.S.S.R. between August and September 1989 made 

 
105 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 11 Hʦ.̫ 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 11 Nov. 1989). 
106 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 12 Hʦ.̫ 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 12 Nov. 1989); ʇʦʙʝʜʘ, 14 ʠ 16 Hʦ.̫ 1989 ʛ. 

(Victory, 14, 16 Nov. 1989). 
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Gorbachev question Grossuôs ability to maintain order in the republic. Seeing that the 

situation was getting worse, Gorbachev opted to replace Grossu with Petru Lucinshi.107 The 

appointment of Lucinshi seemed like an intelligent choice for Gorbachev. Lucinshi had a 

wealth of experience; he had served as the First Secretary of the ChiἨinŁu branch of the 

C.P.M., worked in Moscow for the C.P.S.U., and was Second Secretary of the Tajik 

Communist Party. Moreover, he was also the first Bessarabian-born First Secretary, which 

Gorbachev hoped would appease the nationalists.108 However, Lucinshi also had several 

shortcomings. Lucinshi had left Moldova in 1976. His time away from the M.S.S.R. had 

given him valuable political experience, but it had also prevented him from building a 

support base back home. In addition to this, Lucinshi himself was also sympathetic to 

Moldovan nationalism. Although Lucinshi was no puppet, his appointment severed to 

increase the influence of Mircea Snegur, who, as we will see later, quickly began to centralise 

power around himself. 

The Gagauz used the riots as an excuse to declare autonomy. In September 1989, the Gagauz 

Halki declared that they would unilaterally declare autonomy by November if the Supreme 

Soviet did not offer it to them by then.109 While the passing of the language laws increased 

calls for autonomy, the Gagauz were aware that they faced several difficulties. Firstly, the 

Gagauz were unable to define clear borders for their autonomous republic. This was because 

settlements with Gagauz majorities were often separated by those that did not have them. For 

example, Taraclia divided Comrat from Ceadîr-Lunga and VulcŁneἨti.110 In addition to this, 

there were several villages with Gagauz majorities within districts that contained had multi-

ethnic populations. This was the case, for example, in Basarabeasca, where Gagauz 

 
107 Protocol No. 89, meetings of the Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, 14 

Nov. 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., f. 51, op. 71, d. 418). 
108 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 22 Mʘp. 1990 ʛ. (Slava, 22 Mar. 1990) 
109 ɿʥʘʤʷ, 12 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Banner, 12 Sept. 1989). 
110 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 23 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Light of October, 23 Sept. 1989). 
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predominated in some villages but only made-up fourteen percent of the districtôs population 

overall.111 Secondly, support for autonomy in VulcŁneἨti, where Gagauz only made up thirty 

three percent of the local population, was not particularly high.112   

The Gagauz Halki convened its Second Congress in Comrat on 12 November 1989 (see fig. 

1.7). The Congress was attended by representatives of the Gagauz Halki, as well as deputies 

from the predominantly Gagauz cities, towns, and villages from southern Moldova. With the 

events that had unfolded in ChiἨinŁu fresh in their minds, those gathered at the congress 

debated the issue of autonomy. Those in attendance voted to create the Gagauz Autonomous 

Soviet Socialist Republic (G.A.S.S.R.).113 The new autonomous republic laid claim to five of 

the M.S.S.R.ôs southern districts; Comrat, Cead´r-Lunga, VulcŁneἨti, Taraclia, and 

Basarabeasca.114 Interestingly, the Gagauz still stated that they wanted to work with the 

M.S.S.R.ôs Central Committee. In fact, at the Second Congress, a letter was sent to the 

republican authorities encouraging the adoption of a óspecial legislative act by the Supreme 

Sovietô that would provide a ólegal basis for Gagauz autonomyô.115 In the months after their 

unilateral declaration of autonomy, several articles appeared in Comratôs local newspaper, 

Leninôs Word, urging the Supreme Soviet to formally recognise the autonomous republic.116 

However, political changes following the elections of February 1990 made that unlikely. 

 
111 Protocols 2-5 of the plenum meetings of the regional committee of the Communist Party of Moldova 

(A.S.P.O.R.M., Basarabeasca district committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, f. 22, op. 21, d. 1, pp 152-

3). 
112 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 23 Hʦ.̫ 1989 ʛ. (Slava, 23 Nov. 1989). 
113 Protocol 4-6 of the plenum of the district committee of the Communist Party of Moldova (A.S.P.O.R.M., 

Ceadîr-Lunga district committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, f. 29, op. 29, d. 6, pp 25-6). 
114 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 23 Hʦ.̫ 1989 ʛ. (Slava, 23 Nov. 1989); ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 26 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (October, 26 Dec. 1989). 
115 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 7 ɼeʢ. 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 7 Dec. 1989). 
116 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 7 ʠ 24 ʠʶʣʷ (Leninôs Word, 7, 24 July 1990). 
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Figure 1.7: The Second Congress of the Gagauz Halki, held in Comrat on 12 November 1989. Note the Gagauz flag with the 

wolf in the centre hanging from the building. Source: ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 17 Hʦ.̫ 1989 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 17 Nov. 

1989). 

 

As Snegur headed towards the new decade, he must have been pleased with his work. The 

passing of the language laws in 1989 dealt a severe blow to the conservative old guard within 

the C.P.M. and made him immensely popular with many Moldovans. This, combined with 

the removal of Grossu, made him the most influential member of the C.P.M. However, all 

this came at a cost. By mobilising the people around the issue of the language laws, Snegur 

and his allies enabled the emergence of several groups that questioned the republicôs 

legitimacy. Even the republicôs largest informal organisation, the M.P.F., denied the 

existence of a Moldovan identity and disputed the stateôs right to exist. Moreover, in the 

south and east of the country, the Gagauz and O.S.T.K. respectively were challenging the 

M.S.S.R.ôs territorial integrity. Snegur, Lucinshi, and their allies found themselves in a 

challenging position, and it appeared as if things were only going to worsen. In November 

1989, the Supreme Soviet passed the óLaw on Electionsô. This law removed communist party 

quotas from the upcoming elections to the Supreme Soviet, scheduled for February 1990. It 

also allowed independent candidates to compete. Essentially, this meant that those who 
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challenged Moldovaôs legitimacy, such as the M.P.F., the Gagauz Halki, and the O.S.T.K., 

could now be elected to its parliament.117  

Elections of February 1990 

At the XIX All -Union Congress, Gorbachev announced that in February 1990, elections to 

local and Supreme Soviets would take place across the Soviet Union. Unlike previous 

elections, Gorbachev decreed that independent candidates could participate. For the first time 

in the Soviet Unionôs history, figures not associated with the communist party could be 

elected to their republicôs legislature. Gorbachev hoped that this provision would result in the 

election of moderate candidates that supported his platform. His decree, however, had the 

opposite effect and further radicalised politics. For the first time in history, communist party 

members competed against independent candidates. As a result, to ensure their election, 

many communist party members began to embrace nationalism. In the case of the M.S.S.R., 

deputies found themselves running against members of the M.P.F., Gagauz Halki, or 

O.S.T.K. In many cases, previously moderate deputies supported the platform of these 

organisations to ensure their own election, which only served to polarise the political 

landscape further. 

In early 1990, hopeful candidates across the M.S.S.R. began campaigning for election to the 

local soviets. Many influential figures, such as prominent members of the C.P.M. or the 

various informal organisations, also campaigned for election to the Supreme Soviet. 

However, throughout the campaign, members of the C.P.M. found themselves reliant on 

endorsements from the prominent informal organisations active in their area. Many deputies 

paid lip service to the M.P.F.ôs platform in the towns where Moldovans predominated, 

hoping that the groupôs local Coordination Committee would endorse them. Deputies aligned 

 
117 ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 4 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 4 Dec. 1989). 
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themselves with Unity in northern Moldovaôs Russified cities and towns, such as BŁlἪi. In the 

south and east of the republic, previously moderate deputies aligned with the Gagauz Halki 

and the O.S.T.K. and began to endorse Gagauz and Transnistrian autonomy (see chapter 

two).  

In some cases, the informal organisations endorsed existing members of the C.P.M. In other 

cases, they nominated their own candidates. Between January and February 1990, the M.P.F., 

Gagauz Halki, O.S.T.K., Unity, and other informal groups, organised mass rallies in cities 

and towns across the republic in support of their selected candidates.118 In some cases, 

cooperation between the informal organisations and the C.P.M. went even further. For 

example, in Leova in southern Moldova, the local branches of the C.P.M. and M.P.F. 

established a joint electoral commission to ensure the elections were ófree and fairô.119 

The election results were largely predictable and did little to ease tensions. The M.P.F. or 

moderate pro-Moldovan deputies won mandates in many towns and cities on the right bank. 

In Russified cities outside Transnistria and the self-proclaimed GAS.S.R., figures associated 

with Unity were elected.120 In the south of the republic, members of the Gagauz Halki 

received most of the votes, although members of Arkalyk did well in the Comrat local 

elections.121 In Taraclia and villages with Bulgarian majorities, members of Revival and the 

C.P.M. ran against figures associated with the Cyril and Methodius Society.122 On the left 

bank and Bender, representatives of the O.S.T.K. performed exceptionally well (see chapter 

three). The local elections meant that informal organisations controlled entire cities, towns, 

and districts. The situation in the Supreme Soviet was not much better. 

 
118 ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 12 ʠ 19 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (October, 12 and 19 Dec. 1989); ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʠʡ ʤʘʷʢ, 16 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. 

(Dniester Lighthouse, 16 Dec. 1989); Plaiul Orheian, 25 Ian. 1990 (The Orheian Place, 25 Jan. 1990); ʇʫʪʴ ʢ 

ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 3 ʌʝʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 3 Feb. 1990); Zorile, 10 Feb. 1990 (Dawn, 10 Feb. 1990). 
119 ɿʥʘʤʷ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʘ, 2 ʌʝʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Flag of Communism, 2 Feb. 1990). 
120 ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ, 17 Mʘp. 1990 ʛ. (Communist, 17 Mar. 1990). 
121 ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 20 ʠʶʣʷ 1991 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 20 July 1991). 
122 ʈʦʜʥʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 10 ʗʥʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Native Word, 10 Jan. 1990). 
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Of the 369 members elected to the Supreme Soviet there were 256 Moldovans, fifty-seven 

Russians, thirty-six Ukrainians, twelve Gagauz, and six Bulgarians. Moldovans were slightly 

overrepresented in the Supreme Soviet, making up seventy percent of deputies, while only 

accounting for sixty-three percent of the population. It was estimated that roughly one third 

of elected deputies were members of the M.P.F.123 Another third were moderate Moldovan 

deputies that supported certain aspects of the M.P.F.ôs agenda. The remaining deputies were 

representatives or supporters of informal groups such as the O.S.T.K., Unity, and the Gagauz 

Halki. The Supreme Soviet was quickly divided into two blocs, the Moldova Bloc, and the 

Soviet Moldova Bloc. The Moldova Bloc was a coalition between the M.P.F. and the 

moderate Moldovans sympathetic to their cause, while the Soviet Moldova bloc was a 

coalition of Russian speaking, conservative deputies. However, considering the Moldova 

Bloc controlled two-thirds of the legislature, the Soviet Moldova Bloc held little influence.124 

The elections also led to significant changes in the Moldovan government. The Moldova Bloc 

quickly elected notorious M.P.F. affiliate Mircea Druc Prime Minister of the Supreme Soviet. 

Druc initiated an undeclared purge of non-Moldovans from the government, judiciary, and as 

the republicôs cultural and educational institutions. Only one of the twenty deputies in Drucôs 

cabinet was of non-Moldovan origin, while just two of the republicôs 143 judges were non-

Moldovans. By 1991, nearly ninety percent of all leadership positions in the government and 

state administration were occupied by Moldovans. This trickled down to the local level, with 

Moldovans being overrepresented in the local government in several districts.125 Drucôs 

 
123 ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ, 17 Mʘp. 1990 ʛ. (Communist, 17 Mar. 1990); Plaiul Orheian, 30 Mart. 1990 (The Orheian 

Place, 30 Mar. 1990); Constiinta ,28 Noiem. 1991 (Consciousness, 28 Nov. 1991). 
124 Haynes, Moldova, pp 153-4; Neukrich, óNational minoritiesô, pp 48-9. 
125 For example, sixty-five percent of deputies in Basarabeasca were Moldovans, despite the fact they only 

made-up thirty-eight percent of the local population: ʉʣʘʚʘ, 27 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. (Slava, 27 May 1990). 
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undeclared purge greatly exacerbated tensions between the republican authorities on one 

hand, and the Transnistrians and Gagauz on the other.126  

The tricolour  

The first point of the M.P.F.ôs election program was to restore Moldovaôs sovereignty.127 

Once elected, the M.P.F. moved to deliver on its campaign promise. The first step towards 

reclaiming this sovereignty was to change the republicôs flag. Since 1944, the M.S.S.R.ôs flag 

was a red and green bicolour with a golden hammer and sickle with a five-pointed star. The 

M.P.F. argued that these colours bore no meaning to the Moldovan people, and that the 

insignias were symbols of oppression. They argued that the M.S.S.R.ôs flag should be 

replaced with something that reflected Moldovaôs history, culture, and traditions. There were 

several historical flags that the Supreme Soviet could have chosen from. However, 

considering that the M.P.F. believed that Moldovaôs history, culture, and traditions were in 

fact Romanian, they pushed for the adoption of a blue, yellow, and red tricolour that was 

almost identical to Romaniaôs flag. 

Once the M.P.F. secured a majority in the Supreme Soviet, they wasted little time in raising 

the issue. On 27 April 1990, at the first session of the Supreme Soviet since the elections, 

members of the Soviet Moldova Bloc were reminded that they would wield little influence in 

the legislature. At the beginning of the session, Mircea Snegur was elected the Chairman of 

the Supreme Soviet. Afterward, representatives of the M.P.F. proposed the adoption of the 

óLaw on State Symbolsô, which would see the tricolour made the republicôs official flag. The 

motion was adopted, despite protests from representatives of the Soviet Moldova Bloc. 

Officially, deputies agreed that a symbol would be placed in the centre of the flag. However, 

as nobody could agree on what that symbol would be, they deferred the issue to a later date 

 
126 Haynes, Moldova, pp 153-4; Neukrich, óNational minoritiesô, pp 48-9, 51. 
127 Plaiul Orheian, 30 Mar. 1990 (The Orheian Place, 30 Mar. 1990). 
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and opted to use a plain colour for the time being. Deputies from Gagauzia, and Transnistria 

were outraged. They argued that the tricolour was a Romanian symbol and stormed out in 

protest (see chapter three). 

 

Figure 1.8: A photo from the first authorised rally organised by the CŁlŁrasi branch of the M.P.F. in February 1990. One can 

see that tricolours featured prominently at the event. Source: Zorile, 10 Feb. 1990 (Dawn, 10 Feb. 1990). 

The Transnistrians and the Gagauz were not the only ones that believed the tricolour was a 

Romanian symbol. While most Moldovans supported its adoption, some minorities in 

Russian speaking towns, such as Basarabeasca, protested it.128 Predominantly Ukrainian 

villages in the north of Moldova refused to fly the flag outside their village soviets. Such 

examples of resistance were rare, and most minorities outside Transnistria and Gagauzia were 

willing to accept the flag on the condition that it would not be used to promote unification.129 

In the republican press, opinions were also divided on whether it was a Moldovan or 

Romanian symbol. In 1989, despite the M.P.F.ôs pan-Romanian rhetoric, the press was 

almost resolute that the language laws would benefit the Moldovan language. Now, however, 

commentators were divided on who precisely the symbol represented, with many openly 

 
128 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 24 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. (Slava, 24 July 1990). 
129 ʃʫʯ, 26 ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (Ray, 26 June 1990). 
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claiming that it was a Romanian symbol, and its adoption would eventually result in 

reunification (see figure 1.9). 

 

 

Figure 1.9: These dates were chosen because this was when discussion on the tricolour was at its peak. As we can see, there 

were a number of commentators, especially writing for Literature and Art, who believed the tricolour was a Romanian 

symbol. ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 1 Aʧʨ. - 31 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 1 Apr.-31 May 1990); Moldova SocialistŁ, 1 apr. -

31 mai 1990 (Socialist Moldova, 1 Apr.-31 May 1990); LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 1 apr. -31 mai 1990 (Literature and Art, 1 Apr.-31 

May 1990). 

A few days after adopting the new flag, the C.P.M., M.P.F., and other local organisations 

active in western Moldova organised the Bridge of Flowers. On 6 May 1990, Romanians 

were allowed to cross into Moldova for up to seven hours without providing any travel 

documents. It was the first time the border between the M.S.S.R., and Romania was opened. 

Most Romanians travelled to the districts that lay along the Romanian-Moldovan border. The 

majority ended up in the town of Ungheni and the various villages that surrounded it. The 

M.P.F. encouraged Moldovans to welcome the Romanians and lay flowers along the bridges 

that connected Romania and the M.S.S.R. Various celebratory events were organised in the 
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regions where Romanians arrived.130 The M.P.F. hoped the Bridge of Flowers would make 

Moldovans realise that they spoke the same language as Romanians and thereby realise the 

pair were a part of the same ethnic group. The C.P.M. likely supported the event because it 

further undermined the C.P.S.U.ôs hard-line policy towards ódistrustful Bessarabiansô. 

 

Figure 1.10: A picture taken at the Bridge of Flowers. Note how the tricolour features so prominently. Source: 

ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʠʡ ʤʘʷʢ, 12 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. (Dniester Lighthouse, 12 May 1990). 

 

The Supreme Sovietôs decisions in the summer of 1990 

In June 1990, the Supreme Soviet followed up its decision to adopt the tricolour with several 

controversial laws and decisions, all of which alarmed minorities and some that even aided 

 
130 ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 5 ʠ 25 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. (October, 5 and 25 May 1990). 



 

101 

 

the separatists. On 5 June 1990, the Supreme Soviet changed the republicôs name to the 

Soviet Socialist Republic of Moldova (S.S.R.M.) and ruled that the republic could no longer 

be referred to by its Russian name óMoldaviaô in official communication. This was the least 

controversial decision made by the C.P.M. in June 1990, but it did cause some to question 

whether the name change might have occurred in preparation for a union with Romania, 

whose easternmost province bore the same name.131  

On 23 June 1990, the Moldovan Supreme Soviet issued a declaration of sovereignty.132 In 

essence, the declaration of sovereignty meant that Moldovan laws took precedence over All-

Union laws on the territory of the S.S.R.M. What is more, the declaration gave the Supreme 

Soviet of Moldova the power to suspend All-Union Laws that infringed on the republicôs 

sovereignty. In the declaration, the Supreme Soviet also challenged the budding separatist 

movements in Tiraspol and Gagauzia by declaring that óthe boundaries of the S.S.R.M. can 

be changed only by mutual agreement between the S.S.R.M. and other sovereign statesô on 

the basis of international norms and óhistoric truthsôô.133 The inclusion of the term óhistoric 

truthsô concerned many, who believed this provision would enable Moldovaôs reunification 

with Romania. The document that was issued alongside the declaration of sovereignty 

seemed to confirm these fears.134 

On the same day, the Supreme Soviet published the findings of the commission established to 

investigate the legality of the Secret Protocols of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. To no-oneôs 

surprise, the commission found that these protocols were illegal. The commission protested 

Bessarabiaôs detachment from the principality of Moldavia in 1812, and its further 

 
131 Kolstø et al, 'The Dniester Conflictô, p. 982. 
132 ɹʦʤʝʰʢʦ, ɹ.ɻ., ʉʦʟʜʘʥʠʝ, ʉʪʘʥʦʚʣʝʥʠʝ ʠ ʟʘʱʠʪʘ ʧʨʠʜʥʝʩʪʦʚʩʢʦʡ ʛʦʩʫʜʘʨʩʪʚʝʥʥʦʩʪʠ 1990-1992 

(ɹʝʥʜʝʨʳ, 2010), ʩʪʨ. 83 (B.G. Bomeshko, Creation, formation, and protection of Transnistrian statehood 

1990-1992 (Bendery, 2010), p. 83; Neukrich, óNational minoritiesô, p. 49. 
133 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 28 ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 28 June 1990). 
134 For the Declaration of Sovereigntyôs full text see the appendix.  
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dismemberment in 1939.135 The commissionôs findings were informed by a decision adopted 

by the Congress of Peopleôs Deputies in Moscow in December 1989, which also ruled that 

the pact was illegal. In Moscow, the drive to recognise the pact as illegal was primarily led by 

representatives from the Baltics, who wished to use it to further justify their claim to 

independence.136 While the decision was clearly supported in Moldova, its findings further 

complicated matters. 

As had happened in August 1989, the Moldovan Supreme Soviet passed decisions that raised 

more questions than they answered. The Declaration of Sovereignty indicated that Moldova 

intended to leave the Soviet Union. However, just what path it would take afterward was still 

unclear. If anything, the acceptance of the commissionôs findings seemed to imply that 

Bessarabia rightfully belonged to Romania.137 Therefore, it was not hard to conclude that 

unification between Moldova and Romania was impending. And yet, the declaration of 

sovereignty, published on the same day, recognised Moldova as a sovereign state.138 The 

Commissionôs findings also complicated matters with Transnistria. The separatists argued 

that if Secret Protocols were illegal, then ChiἨinŁu had no legitimate claim over the left bank, 

which only came under its jurisdiction due to those protocols (see chapter three). If the 

decisions passed by the Supreme Soviet appeared contradictory, it was because they were, 

and they represented a struggle that was unfolding between the M.P.F. and more moderate 

forces behind closed doors. However, soon these struggles would become public. 

The Second Congress of the Moldovan Popular Front 

 
135 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 28 ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 28 June 1990). For the Declarationôs full text, see 

the appendix. 
136 Kolstø et al., 'The Dniester Conflictô, p. 980. 
137 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 28 ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 28 June 1990). For the Declarationôs full text, see 

the appendix. 
138 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 28 ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 28 June 1990). 
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Deputies seeking to achieve sovereignty for Moldova found themselves in a challenging 

position. Unlike in the Baltics, the territory of the S.S.R.M. had never existed as an 

independent state. Therefore, it was impossible for ChiἨinŁu to claim it was órestoring its 

sovereigntyô. Similarly, the Moldovan identity could not be weaponised against the Soviet 

state since, in many respects, Moscow had essentially created it. Moreover, the republicôs 

intelligentsia, which traditionally provides the stateôs foundation myths, actively undermined 

it by embracing pan-Romanian nationalism. These difficulties were further compounded by 

the fact that Romanian nationalism was connected with fascism in the minds of many 

minorities. For any pro-sovereignty deputy, it was virtually impossible to distance themselves 

from Moscow without moving closer to Bucharest.  

Yet, in the face of fierce opposition from Grossu, Snegur and his colleagues in the Supreme 

Soviet and its Presidium felt they had little choice but to align themselves with the M.P.F. 

From the beginning, the M.P.F. and those who supported Snegur were ideologically opposed. 

While the M.P.F. supported unification with Romania, the prospect of exchanging Moscow 

for Bucharest did not appeal to many inside the Moldovan Supreme Soviet. It is likely that 

elements inside the Supreme Soviet believed they could control the M.P.F. or at least prevent 

the group from obtaining any real power. The M.P.F. was officially registered in October 

1989 on the condition that it would not form a political party or enter politics. The group 

reneged on this promise and performed well in the February 1990 elections. However, once 

in power, relations between the pan-Romanian and pro-sovereignty factions became 

increasingly strained, and the pair found it difficult to cooperate. Once the Soviet Moldova 

Bloc was removed from the equation, the Moldovan Bloc quickly fell foul to infighting and 

imploded. Their dispute became public following the Second Congress of the M.P.F. in June 

1990. 
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The Second Congress of the M.P.F. was a turning point for pan-Romanian nationalism in 

Moldova. The Congress, held in ChiἨinŁu, was attended by 1004 people who represented the 

M.P.F.ôs 1079 coordination committees and its 35,000 members. Prior to the conference, the 

group attempted to present a more moderate face to the public. Ion Had©rcŁ, President of the 

M.P.F., claimed that economic issues and securing Moldovaôs independence from the Soviet 

Union, and not unification with Romania, were at the forefront of the groupôs agenda. 

However, the proceedings of the Second Congress revealed that the group was heavily 

influenced by pan-Romanian nationalism. Likely emboldened by their electoral victory, the 

M.P.F. adopted a series of controversial decisions and these included a proposal to rename 

the S.S.R.M. the óRomanian Republic of Moldovaô, a motion to restore the usage of the term 

óRomanianô when referring to the republicôs titular population and the language they spoke. 

The M.P.F. also labelled the Soviet Union a colonial power and claimed they would recapture 

northern and southern Bessarabia before reuniting with Romania. In addition to levelling 

irredentist claims against Ukraine, the group also criticised the C.P.M. for not moving to 

unite with Romania quick enough.139 

 
139 Plaiul Orheian, 28 iunie 1990 (The Orheian Place, 28 June 1990); Moldova SocialistŁ, 1 Ἠi 3 iulie 1990 

(Socialist Moldova, 1 and 3 July 1990); ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 19 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 19 July 1990); 

Tara, Aug. 1990 (Country, Aug. 1990); King, 'Moldovan identityô, pp 352-3. 
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Figure 1.11: Gheorghe Ghimpu addresses the Second Congress of the Moldovan Popular Front. Source: Moldova SocialistŁ, 

3 iulie 1990 (Socialist Moldova, 3 July 1990). 

 

Figure 1.12: Members of the M.P.F. voting. The Second Congress also demonstrated the entanglement of pan-Romanian 

nationalism with the church. At the Congress, the M.P.F. adopted a measure to restore the church. 140 Moreover, as the 

picture demonstrates, priests were featured prominently amongst the leadership. Source: Moldova SocialistŁ, 3 iulie 1990 

(Socialist Moldova, 3 July 1990). 

Following the publication of the proceedings from the Second Congress, the group came 

under fire from all quarters. Moldovans and non-Moldovans alike turned decidedly against 

the M.P.F. In Bessarabiaôs predominantly Russian-speaking cities and towns, such as BŁlἪi 

and Taraclia, local Russophones wrote letters to the local and republican press expressing 

their outrage at the groupôs proposals.141 Even many Moldovans began to withdraw their 

 
140 Moldova SocialistŁ, 3 iulie 1990 (Socialist Moldova, 3 July 1990). 
141 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 12 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 12 July 1990); ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 19 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. 

(Light of October, 19 July 1990). 
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support for the group. The Institute of Socio-Political Research of the Central Committee of 

the C.P.M. conducted a survey in predominantly Moldovan areas where support for the 

M.P.F. had previously been high, including Soroca, Cahul, and R´Ἠcani. The survey found 

that most respondents rejected the majority of the M.P.F.ôs proposals and that many feared 

their local soviets were controlled by the group.142 Another survey conducted a few months 

later also found that only around five percent of Moldovans supported unification with 

Romania.143 

Snegur and his allies used the public outrage to their advantage. They distanced themselves 

from the M.P.F. and presented themselves as moderate alternatives who could steer Moldova 

towards reconciliation. The republican press refrained from giving the Congress too much 

attention. However, those articles that did appear on the topic were almost always negative 

and certainly never positive (see figure 1.13). The C.P.M.ôs position was significantly 

bolstered by the fact that the Odesa District Soviet felt compelled to respond to the irredentist 

claims made against their territory by the M.P.F.144 The Second Congress was not a complete 

victory for Snegur. Neither the Transnistrians nor the Gagauz forgot that he and his allies had 

enabled these óextremistsô. The whole ordeal provided plenty of ammunition for each 

regionôs propaganda machine, which they directed towards the C.P.M. (see chapter three). 

Moreover, the M.P.F. still had many deputies inside the Supreme Soviet. 

 
142 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 11 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 11 Aug. 1990). 
143 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 6 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 6 Oct. 1990). 
144 ʇʦʙʝʜʘ, 14 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. (Victory, 14 July 1990). 



 

107 

 

 

Figure 1.13: Note how no positive articles appeared in the republican press on the Second Congress during this period. 

Those that were considered neutral were those that simply published the Congressôs proceedings, without any commentary. 

N.B. Literature and Art was excluded from this graph because by this point it was firmly under the control of M.P.F. 

sympathisers. However, two articles appeared in Literature and Art on the Second Congress during this period, both of 

which were positive. ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 30 ʠʶʥʷ - 21 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 30 June- 21 July 1990); Moldova 

SocialistŁ, 30 iunie-21 iulie 1990 (Socialist Moldova, 30 June- 21 July 1990); LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 30 iunie-21 iulie 1990 

(Literature and Art, 30 June- 21 July 1990) 

The Second Congress also had a significantly negative impact on the M.P.F. itself. Renowned 

scholar Charles King labelled the Second Congress an óacid testô for the M.P.F., as the group 

aimed to rid itself of those who were not truly committed to pan-Romanian nationalism.145 

However, it is unlikely that the group anticipated such a significant blowback. In the Supreme 

Soviet, many moderate members of the M.P.F. defected to Snegurôs camp.146 The M.P.F.ôs 

local branches also began to rapidly lose members.147 In some cases, even entire branches 

were closed. The Second Congress also prompted Gheorghe Ghimpu, one of the groupôs 

most recognisable figures, to resign in protest. In an interview with Red Flag, the local 

 
145 King, óMoldovan identityô, p. 351. 
146 Constiinta, 28 Feb. 1991 (Consciousness, 28 Feb. 1991). 
147 Plaiul Orheian, 2 Feb. 1991 (The Orheian Place, 2 Feb. 1991). 
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newspaper from the Floreĸti district. Ghimpu blamed the M.P.F. for inciting inter-ethnic 

tensions in the republic, and claimed the group was becoming increasingly authoritarian, with 

Had©rcŁ attempting to centralise power around himself.148 The Second Congress marked the 

end of pan-Romanian nationalism as a potent, mobilising, political ideology in Moldova. 

While the M.P.F. still had supporters in prominent positions, public support for their platform 

dwindled, meaning they were unable to retain power for long. 

The de-Sovietisation of Moldova 

The de-Sovietisation of Moldova began before 1990 and continued long afterward. In fact, 

one could argue that the process is still ongoing today, with many regions in southern 

Moldova unwilling to remove their Soviet-era monuments. Nevertheless, there were some 

crucial developments in the de-Sovietisation campaign in 1990 that exacerbated interethnic 

relations, and heightened tensions with Transnistria, which are worth mentioning. In the 

M.S.S.R., the central street in almost every village, town, and city was called Lenin Street. 

Likewise, almost every town had a Karl Marx or 25 October Street, a Pushkin Park, and a 

monument to Lenin. In some cases, entire villages, districts, or towns carried the name of 

Soviet or Russian heroes. Following the political changes of February 1990, the new 

authorities began renaming streets, districts, and towns, to reflect the republicôs Moldovan-

Romanian heritage. They also sought to tear down Soviet monuments and erect new ones in 

their place.149 

In 1990, the Moldovan authorities renamed Lenin Street and Pushkin Park in ChiἨinŁu central 

after Stefan the Great. Other streets in the city that carried Soviet names were also renamed. 

These changes were not just limited to the capital. Across the republic, streets, villages, 

 
148 ʂʨʘʩʥʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 4 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (Red Flag, 4 Aug. 1990). 
149 David, óCommemorative place namesô, pp 202-3. 
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towns, and districts were renamed, and Lenin monuments were dismantled.150 These changes 

were popular in predominantly Moldovan towns, such as Orhei (see figure 1.14). This 

process, however, negatively impacted inter-ethnic relations. In the Gagauz territories of 

southern Moldova, as well as the districts of Basarabeasca and Taraclia, locals opposed 

renaming streets or dismantling monuments.151 In Comrat, the local soviet confirmed it would 

not dismantle the cityôs Lenin statue, while any newly erected Latin script street signs in 

VulcŁneἨti were destroyed.152 Similarly, in BŁlἪi, the local Soviet initially decided against 

removing the cityôs Lenin statue.153 The issue of potentially changing Benderôs name to 

Tighina greatly exacerbated tensions and caused many of the cityôs inhabitants to support the 

separatists (see chapter three). 

 
150 ʂʨʘʡ ʨʦʜʥʦʡ, 16 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (Native Land, 16 Aug. 1990); Plaiul Orheian, 14 mai 1991 (The Orheian 

Place, 14 May 1991); ʇʘʪʨʠʦʪ, 5 ʠʶʣʷ 1991 ʛ. (Patriot, 5 July 1991); ʀʩʢʨʘ, 28 Aʚʛ. 1991 ʛ. (Spark, 28 

Aug. 1991). 
151 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 20 Aʧʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Light of October, 20 Apr. 1991). 
152 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 23 ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 23 June 1990); ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 21 Oʢʪ. 1991 ʛ. 

(Path to Communism, 21 Oct. 1991). 
153 ɻʦʣʦʩ, 14 Cʝʥ 1991 ʛ. (Voice, 14 Sept. 1991). In the village of Parcani in Slobozia, the local newspaper 

claimed the M.P.F. was carrying out a pogrom against statues of Lenin and Marx across the republic. See: 

ʇʘʪʨʠʦʪ, 16 ʅʦʷ. 1990 ʛ. (Patriot, 16 Nov. 1990). 
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Figure 1.14: óWe face a dilemmaô. The picture shows two street signs side-by-side, one named after Stefan the Great, the 

Moldovan national hero, and the other named after Karl Marx, author of the Communist Manifesto. Source: Plaiul Orheian, 

14 Mar. 1991 (The Orheian Place, 14 Mar. 1991). 

With the arrival of perestroika, the topic of public holidays, or more precisely, which ones to 

commemorate, became a hotly debated topic. In 1989, the M.P.F. disrupted two 

commemorative parades, and efforts to celebrate the anniversary of the October Revolution 

led to riots in ChiἨinŁu. After February 1990, deputies from the Supreme Soviet were eager to 

create a new national holiday that would highlight their achievements. This holiday had to be 

uniquely Moldovan, yet also inclusive. It had to highlight the triumph of the national 

movement and, most importantly, Snegur and his allies. In early June 1990, the Supreme 

Soviet decreed that 31 August would become a national holiday called Limba NoastrŁ (Our 

Language). Limba NoastrŁ was intended to commemorate the passing of the 1989 language 

laws. The new holiday was meant to celebrate the day the Moldovan language was ósavedô 

from extinction. 154 Above all, however, Limba NoastrŁ was intended to celebrate the 

 
154 Moldova SocialistŁ, 23 iunie 1990 (Socialist Moldova, 23 June 1990). 
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achievements of Snegur and other members of the Supreme Soviet who had pushed for the 

laws. To ensure widespread participation, events were be organised in a phased setting.155 On 

29 August celebrations were organised in villages, on 30 August celebrations were organised 

in towns, and finally, on 31 celebrations were organised in ChiἨinŁu and other large cities.156 

However, the new holiday had a more divisive impact than many in the Supreme Soviet 

expected. 

Prominent Moldovans argued that there was little to celebrate, pointing to the fact that, 

outside of ChiἨinŁu, the language laws had not been implemented. Claims by certain 

commentators that the language laws had little impact outside of ChiἨinŁu were exaggerated. 

For example, the language laws had allowed predominantly Moldovan towns and districts 

such as Orhei and Ungheni to establish their own local Moldovan language newspapers for 

the first time.157 The language laws were also being successfully implemented in the 

Russified city of BŁlἪi, which had the highest number of Moldovan language classes in the 

M.S.S.R.158  However, progress was slower in many other regions. In OcniἪa, Moldovan 

schoolchildren were still being educated in the Cyrillic script.159 In CŁlŁraἨi, streets signs 

were still in Cyrillic, as was the newspaper in Stefan VodŁ.160 These examples made many 

Moldovans question if the struggle in 1989 had actually paid off. 

 
155 Rachel Sharaby, óPolitical activism and ethnic revival of a cultural symbolô in Ethnicities, xi (2011), pp 489-

511 at p. 499; J. R. Cash, Villages on stage folklore and nationalism in the Republic of Moldova (Berlin, 2011), 

p. 56; Rogers Brubaker, óReligion and nationalism: four approachesô in Ernest Gellner (ed.), Nations and 

Nationalism (London, 1983), pp 1-29 at p. 17. 
156 Moldova SocialistŁ, 25 iulie 1990 (Socialist Moldova, 25 July 1990); Moldova SuveranŁ, 18 Aug. 1990 

(Sovereign Moldova, 18 Aug. 1990). 
157 In Ungheni a newspaper called Constiinta (Consciousness) and in Orhei a newspaper called Plaiul Orheian 

(The Orheian Place)  were both founded in 1990. 
158 Materials for Protocol No. 93. Meetings of the Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Moldova, 25 Jan. 1990 (A.S.P.O.R.M. f. 51, op. 71, d. 605, pp 16-37); ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ, 7 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. 

(Communist, 7 July 1990). 
159 ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 14 Map. ʠ 28 Aʧʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 14 Mar., and 28 Apr. 1991). 
160 Zorile, 9 Aug. 1990 (Dawn, 9 Aug. 1990). 
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Some commentators turned their attention towards the separatists and ethnic minorities more 

generally and criticised them for supposedly trying to undermine the language laws. In turn, 

the Bulgarians and Ukrainians criticised the Moldovan government for not providing them 

with adequate provisions to open their native language schools.161 The Transnistrians 

regarded 31 August as a day of humiliation and organised counter-protests (see chapter 

three). The holiday was celebrated in many of the republicôs districts and cities (see figure 

1.15). However, what was originally to serve as a unifying holiday created further divisions. 

As the summer of 1990 ended, Moldova was more divided than ever. The Transnistrians and 

Gagauz took significant steps towards secession, the relationship between the pan-Romanians 

and moderates imploded, and many minorities were fearful that unification with Romania 

was impending. As autumn approached, the situation continued to deteriorate. 

 

Figure 1.15: Mircea Snegur participating in Limba NoastrŁ celebrations in ChiἨinŁu. Source: ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 6 Cʝʥ. 

1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 6 Sept. 1990). 

 
161 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 13 Aʧʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Light of October, 13 Apr. 1991). 
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The march on Comrat 

On 19 August 1990, local elites from the south of Moldova unilaterally declared the creation 

of the Gagauz Republic. However, unlike Transnistria, Gagauziaôs declaration of 

independence was not sincere. Instead, local elites had declared independence in protest 

against a decision made by the Supreme Soviet to rule that the Gagauz were not entitled to 

autonomy. The decision by the Supreme Soviet came after a commission established to 

investigate the legality of Gagauz autonomy ruled that the Gagauz were not entitled to 

autonomy because they were ónot an indigenous ethnic group.162 The impartiality of the 

commission was questioned, with many Gagauz pointing to the fact that it was made up 

primarily of figures associated with the M.P.F. Believing the Gagauz demands posed a threat 

to Moldovaôs territorial integrity, even pro-sovereignty deputies supported the commissionôs 

findings.163 By declaring independence, the deputies in Comrat were hoping to force the 

Supreme Soviet to reconsider its position and negotiate directly with the Gagauz. Even after 

the declaration of independence, some commentators in the Gagauz media continued to state 

that Gagauzia was an integral part of Moldova.164 However, instead of promoting dialogue, 

the declaration of independence further exacerbated tensions. 

Deputies from the Supreme Soviet, and the C.P.M. at large, tried to respond to the Gagauz 

declaration in a diplomatic manner. The Supreme Soviet also deregistered the Gagauz Halki 

on the grounds that they incited inter-ethnic tensions.165 Several local branches of the C.P.M., 

particularly those in regions close to the self-proclaimed republic, issued their own 

 
162 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ,, 23 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. ʠ 11 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 23 Dec. 1989, and 11 Aug. 1990); 

ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 25 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 25 Aug. 1990). 
163 Plaiul Orheian, 2 iunie 1990 (The Orheian Place, 2 June 1990). 
164 ʇʘʥʦʨʘʤʘ, 20 ʠʶʣʷ 1991 ʛ. (Panorama, 20 July 1991). 
165 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 29 Cʝʥ. 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 29 Sept. 1990); ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 25 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (October, 25 

Aug. 1990). 
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condemnations.166 Even some members of the C.P.M. within the borders of the Gagauz 

republic condemned the declaration.167 Despite rising tensions between the pair, the M.P.F. 

supported the C.P.M.ôs condemnation of the Gagauzôs separatist activities.168 

The Gagauz announced that they would organise elections to their own Supreme Soviet at the 

end of October 1990. The decision to create a parallel legislature drew a sharp response from 

the M.P.F. Mircea Druc, Prime Minister of the Supreme Soviet, and known affiliate of the 

M.P.F., claimed Moldovaôs territorial integrity was threatened, and called on Moldovans to 

organise self-defence squads to march on Comrat and prevent the elections. The M.P.F. 

responded to these calls and ordered Coordination Committees to create volunteer 

detachments.169 Once formed, these detachments marched south, and stationed themselves in 

the regions that surrounded Comrat. According to some reports, óhundreds of thousandsô of 

Moldovans marched on Comrat.170 Some districts claimed to provide as many as 3,000 

men.171 In an attempt to avoid bloodshed, Snegur tried to convince the Gagauz to cancel the 

elections. However, the Gagauz ignored Snegurôs request.172 Eventually, Soviet Ministry of 

Interior Troops stationed in the nearby Ukrainian city of Bolhrad intervened and turned the 

volunteers back.173 The elections to the Gagauz Supreme Soviet went ahead on 28 October 

1990. Unsurprisingly, the Moldovan Supreme Soviet issued a declaration the following day 

declaring them null-and-void.174 

 
166 ɿʥʘʤʷ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʘ, 23 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (Flag of Communism, 23 Aug. 1990); ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 25 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. 

(October, 25 Aug. 1990); ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 5 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 5 Oct. 1990). 
167 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 25 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 25 Aug. 1990). 
168 ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 25 Aʚʛ. 1990 ʛ. (October, 25 Aug. 1990); Zorile, 1 Noiem. 1990 (Dawn, 1 Nov. 1990). 
169 ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 25 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Red October, 25 Oct. 1990); ɿʥʘʤʷ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʘ, 25 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. 

(Flag of Communism, 25 Oct. 1990). 
170 ɺʘʪʨʘ, 30 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Hearth, 30 Oct. 1990). 
171 Zorile, 1 Noiem. 1990 (The Dawn, 1 Nov. 1990). 
172 ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 27 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Red October, 27 Oct. 1990). 
173 ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 27 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Red October, 27 Oct. 1990). 
174 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 29 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 29 Oct. 1990); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 1 Hʦ.̫ 1990 ʛ. (Lenin's 

Word, 1 Nov. 1990). 
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Figure 1.16: Calarasiôs volunteer detachment marching towards Cantemir. Source: Zorile, 3 Noiem. 1990 (Dawn, 3 Nov. 

1990). 

 

Figure 1.17: Volunteers from the Cantemir region proudly pose for a photograph for their local newspaper, Vatra. Source: 

Vatra, 30 Oct. 1990 (Hearth, 30 Oct. 1990). 

The failed march on Comrat had several consequences. The M.P.F.ôs actions showed the 

separatists in Transnistria that they must first secure their borders before organising their own 

elections. This encouraged the separatists to take a more aggressive stance towards the pro-

Moldovan elements operating inside Transnistria, which accelerated that conflict (see 

chapters four and five). It also intimidated many of Moldovaôs minorities, who supported the 
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republicôs territorial integrity and caused them to question if they had made the right 

choice.175 The march on Comrat also further radicalised the M.P.F. and worsened relations 

between the group and the C.P.M. at both the republican and local levels. Inside the 

republicôs Supreme Soviet, a power struggle emerged between Snegur and Druc. Snegur used 

the mass defection from the M.P.F. to his advantage and had himself elected President of the 

Supreme Soviet. The M.P.F. responded by accusing Snegur of using the Gagauz crisis to 

capture power.176 Weeks after the march on Comrat, local branches of the M.P.F. in several 

of Moldovaôs districts organised unsanctioned rallies, calling for the resignation of the local 

authorities.177 One commentator noted that those who organised and participated in these 

rallies had órecently returned from Comratô.178 

The referendum on the Union Treaty 

Towards the end of 1990, Gorbachev announced that he intended to organise a referendum on 

a newly drafted Union Treaty in March 1991. The Union Treaty proposed reorganising the 

Soviet Union into a loose federation called the Union of Sovereign States. In the new 

federation, Moscow would only retain influence over foreign policy and defence, with the 

republics being given complete independence in all other matters. Between February and 

March 1991, Moldovaôs Supreme Soviet issued two decrees stating that the proposed Union 

Treaty violated Moldovaôs sovereignty, and that participation in the referendum was against 

the law.179 By outlawing the referendum, the Supreme Soviet essentially confirmed it was 

planning to declare independence from the Soviet Union. The Supreme Sovietôs decision was 

 
175 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 17 Hʦ.̫ 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 17 Nov. 1990). 
176 Constiinta, 26 Oct. si 2 Noiem. 1991 (Consciousness, 26 Oct. and 2 Nov. 1991). 
177 These rallies were organised in Cahul, Drochia, Glodeni, R´Ἠcani, and OcniἪa. See: ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 1 

Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Red October, 1 Oct. 1990); ʀʩʢʨʘ, 7 Hʦ.̫ 1990 ʛ. (Spark, 7 Nov. 1990); ʅʦʚʳʡ ʇʫʪʴ, 20 ɼʝʢ. 

1990 ʛ. (New Path, 20 Dec. 1990). 
178 ʀʩʢʨʘ, 7 Hʦ.̫ 1990 ʛ. (Spark, 7 Nov. 1990); ʀʩʢʨʘ, 13 Mʘp. 1991 ʛ. (Spark, 13 Mar. 1991). 
179 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 5 Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Slava, 5 Mar. 1991); ʂʨʦʥʦʩ, 12 Mʘp. 1991 ʛ. (Cronos, 12 Mar. 1991); Kolstø et al., 

óThe Dniester Conflictô, p. 984. 
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supported by the M.P.F., which viewed independence from the Soviet Union as an essential 

step towards reunification with Romania. In many predominantly Moldovan areas, including 

ChiἨinŁu, the M.P.F. campaigned heavily against the proposed treaty and referendum and 

encouraged people into not to participate (see figure 1.18 and 1.19).180 

 

Figure 1.18: A rally organised by the M.P.F. in ChiἨinŁu against the referendum on the Union Treaty. From left to right the 

placards read óReferendum, No!ô, óKremlin, Let Moldova Live in Peaceô and óWhoever is pro-Referendum, is Obliged to 

Leave Moldovaô. Unsurprisingly, the latter phrase was particularly controversial. Source: ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ ɹʫʜʞʘʢʘ, 23 Mʘʨ. 

1991 ʛ. (Communist of the Budjak, 23 Mar. 1991). 

 
180 Plaiul Orheian, 16 Feb. si 5, 9, 12 Mar. 1991 (The Orheian Place, 16 Feb. and 5, 9, 12 Mar. 1991). 
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Figure 1.19: A note that appeared outside a factory in ChiἨinŁu that was meant to be used as a polling station for the 

referendum on the Union Treaty. It reads óAttention. The polling station Nr. 8 for holding a referendum on 17 March will not 

work due to the inability to ensure the safety of voters and the preservation of voting documents. Polling station 

commissionô. Source: ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ ɹʫʜʞʘʢʘ, 23 Mʘʨ 1991 ʛ. (Communist of the Budjak, 23 Mar. 1991). 

  

The Moldovan Supreme Soviet did not consult the republicôs population before outlawing the 

referendum on the Union Treaty. Instead, they took matters into their own hands. Many 

ethnic Moldovans supported the decision to outlaw the referendum.181 However, there was 

also a considerable number of people that opposed the Supreme Sovietôs decision. 

Unsurprisingly, the harshest response came from Moldovaôs Russian-speaking population. In 

many of Moldovaôs multi-ethnic Russian speaking districts and cities, locals disregarded the 

 
181 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 19 Cʝʥ. 1990 ʛ. (Slava, 19 Sept. 1990); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʘʷ ʀʩʢʨʘ, 23 ʌʝʚ. 1991 ʛ. (Lenin's Spark, 23 Feb. 

1991); ʇʘʥʦʨʘʤʘ, 13 Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Panorama, 13 Mar. 1991); Plaiul Orheian, 12 si 19 Mar. 1991 (The 

Orheian Place, 12 and 19 Mar. 1991). 
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Supreme Soviets ruling and participated in the referendum anyhow.182 The same was true in 

many of the predominantly Ukrainian villages and towns in northern Moldova.183 Needless to 

say, voting also occurred in Transnistria and Gagauzia.184 Even in ChiἨinŁu, despite protests 

the M.P.F., people attempted to participate in the referendum.185 However, here militiamen 

arrived at the polling stations and closed them down. In some cases, those who participated in 

the referendum were arrested (see figures 1.20 and 1.21). 

 

Figure 1.20: People lining up to vote on the Union Treaty in ChiἨinŁu. Source: ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ ɹʫʜʞʘʢʘ, 23 Mʘʨ 1991 ʛ. 

(Communist of the Budjak, 23 Mar. 1991). 

 
182 Voting occurred in BŁlἪi, Taraclia, Basarabeasca, and Briceni. See: ɻʦʣʦʩ, 17 ʗʥʚ. ʠ 26 ʌʝʚ. 1991 ʛ. (Voice, 

17 Jan. and 26 Feb. 1991); ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 16 ʠ 23 ʌʝʚ. 1991 ʛ. (Light of October, 16 and 23 Oct. 1991); 

ʉʣʘʚʘ, 26 ʌʝʚ. ʠ 2 Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Slava, 26 Feb., and 2 Mar. 1991); ʇʦʣʠʪʠʢʘ ʠ ʚʨʝʤʷ, 23 Mʘʨʪʘ 1991 ʛ. 

(Politics and Time, 23 Mar. 1991). Voting also took place in multi-ethnic villages or those with non-Moldovan 

majorities in districts such as R´Ἠcani and VulcŁneἨti. See: ʀʩʢʨʘ, 2 Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Spark, 2 Mar. 1991); 

ʇʘʥʦʨʘʤʘ, 21 Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Panorama, 21 Mar. 1991). 
183 ɿʘʨʷ, 15 ɼeʢ. 1990 ʛ. (The Dawn, 15 Dec. 1990); ʅʦʚʳʡ ʧʫʪʴ, 12 Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (New Path, 12 Mar. 1991); 

ʇʦʣʠʪʠʢʘ ʠ ʚʨʝʤʷ, 23 Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Politics and Time, 23 Mar. 1991). 
184 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 2 ʌʝʚ. ʠ 19 Mʘʨ 1991 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 2 Feb., and 19 Mar. 1991); ɿʥʘʤʷ, 19 Mʘʨ. 1991 

ʛ. (Banner, 19 Mar. 1991). 
185 ʇʘʪʨʠʦʪ, 26 Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Patriot, 26 Mar. 1991). 
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Figure 1.21: A man being detained by the militia for partaking in the referendum. Source: ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ ɹʫʜʞʘʢʘ, 23 Mʘʨ. 

1991 ʛ. (Communist of the Budjak, 23 Mar. 1991). 

 

When it came to attitudes towards the Union Treaty and Moldovaôs future, lines could not be 

drawn neatly along ethnolinguistic lines. The M.P.F. complained that many Moldovans living 

in rural regions participated in the referendum.186 Moreover, it is likely that many more 

Moldovans supported the Union Treaty but felt pressured not to participate due to the 

Supreme Sovietôs ruling and campaigns by the M.P.F. The Sociologistsô Academy of 

Sciences of the M.S.S.R. and the Institute of Socio-Political Researchers of the Central 

Committee of the C.P.M. conducted a survey in ChiἨinŁu, BŁlἪi, and several of Moldovaôs 

rural regions. 1262 Moldovans, Russians, Ukrainians, Gagauz, Bulgarians, and Jews were 

asked their opinions on the future of Moldova. The survey found that while many Moldovans 

supported independence, a higher percentage supported Moldova becoming a sovereign 

republic within a reformed Soviet Union (see figure 1.22). Another survey confirmed that 

 
186 Plaiul Orheian, 18 Apr. 1991 (The Orheian Place, 18 Apr. 1991). 
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support for unification with Romania was abysmally low (see figure 1.23).187 Surveys carried 

out by local newspapers or regional branches of the C.P.M. found similar results.188 

 

Figure 1.22: The survey was conducted by sociologists of the Academy of Sciences of M.S.S.R. and of the Institute of 

Socio-Political Researchers of the C.P.M. Source: ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 13 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 13 July 1990). 

 
187 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 13 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 13 July 1990). 
188 ʇʦʣʠʪʠʢʘ ʠ ʚʨʝʤʷ, 16 Mʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Politics and Time, 16 Mar. 1991). 
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Figure 1.23: The survey conducted by sociologists of the Academy of Sciences of M.S.S.R. and of the Institute of Socio-

Political Researchers of the C.P.M. It was conducted in ChiἨinŁu and Balti towns, and the regions: H´nceἨti, Grigoriopol, 

Sîngera and VulcŁneἨti. Source: ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 13 ʠʶʣʷ 1990 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 13 July 1990). 

The decline of pan-Romanian nationalism 

By 1991, most Moldovans had turned against the M.P.F. and its pan-Romanian ideology. For 

many, the important role the M.P.F. had played in mobilising Moldovans against the Soviet 

authorities was now overshadowed by the negative impact the groupôs activities had had on 

inter-ethnic relations. The M.P.F. and its pan-Romanian position were, at least partially, 

blamed for the violence and unrest that was unfolding in Transnistria and Gagauzia. Most 

Moldovans did not wish to unite with Romania, let alone fight for it. President Snegur was 

also eager to free himself from the shackles of pan-Romanianism. Snegur understood that the 

presence of two separatist movements, as well as countless other dissatisfied minorities, 

could undermine his attempts to secede from the Soviet Union and so attempted to construct 

a more inclusive identity within the republic. Almost immediately after the M.P.F.ôs Second 
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Congress, Snegur adopted a more conciliatory approach towards Moldovaôs ethnic 

minorities. 

In September 1990, a Bulgarian cultural centre, funded by the C.P.M., was opened in 

ChiἨinŁu.189 In 1991, Snegur promised to follow up on earlier commitments to increase the 

number of Bulgarian radio and TV shows broadcast in Taraclia.190 Moreover, to reward them 

for their loyalty, Snegur also promised to turn Taraclia into a regional cultural centre for 

Bessarabian Bulgarians and allowed teachers from Moldova to travel to Bulgaria for 

training.191 A trip to Ukraine in 1991 also convinced Snegur that he needed to pay more 

attention to the needs of Moldovaôs Ukrainian population. While visiting Ukraine, Snegur 

noticed that Ukraineôs Moldovan population did not have the opportunity to learn Moldovan. 

Once he returned, he promised to take the necessary steps to open more Ukrainian language 

schools.192 Like the Bulgarians, Ukrainian teachers from Moldova were also permitted to 

travel to Ukraine for training.193 In the same year, the Ministry of Education also agreed to 

open a university of Comrat, which was still functioning as the de-facto capital of the self-

proclaimed Gagauz Republic.194 

This inclusive approach was epitomised by Moldovaôs 1991 Law on Citizenship. In 1991, 

many of the Soviet Unionôs Union Republics adopted laws on citizenship. Many of 

Moldovaôs minorities feared Moldova would follow the path of Estonia and Latvia. The two 

Baltic republicôs denied citizenship to anyone who arrived after 1940 and instituted a 

language test those who wanted to obtain citizenship needed to pass. These concerns on the 

part of Moldovaôs Russian-speaking minorities were not misplaced. Although pan-Romanian 

 
189 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 27 Cʝʥ. 1990 ʛ. (Slava, 27 Sept. 1990) 
190 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 14 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (Light of October, 14 Dec. 1989). 
191 ʉʚʝʪ, 8 Hʦ.̫ 1991 ʛ. (Light, 8 Nov. 1991). 
192 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 23 ʤʘʷ 1991 ʛ. (Slava, 23 May 1991). 
193 ʅʦʚʳʡ ʧʫʪʴ, 13 ʠʶʣʷ 1991 ʛ. (New Path, 13 July 1991). 
194 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 27 ʠʶʣʷ 1991 ʛ. (Slava, 27 July 1991). 
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nationalism was a less potent force, the 1989 Moldovan language laws were closely modelled 

on similar laws passed in the Baltics. However, the Moldovan citizenship law, published on 5 

June 1991, was extremely inclusive. Everyone that resided in Moldova prior to 24 June 1991 

was entitled to citizenship. Moreover, residents of the territories of the former M.A.S.S.R., 

most of which were now part of Ukraine, as well as those deported from Moldova in the 

1940s, were also entitled to citizenship. The only people required to know the state language 

before receiving citizenship were people from other countries who wished to acquire 

Moldovan citizenship. In essence, the law decreed that everyone who lived in Moldova, 

irrespective of ethnicity or language, was entitled to citizenship.195 

Independent Moldova 

Moldova declared independence from the Soviet Union on 27 August 1990. However, 

Moldova was not admitted into the United Nations until 2 March 1992, meaning that much 

like Transnistria and Gagauzia, the newly proclaimed state spent over half a year in 

diplomatic limbo. The M.P.F. had called for Moldovan independence since late-1989. 

However, when that day finally arrived, the M.P.F. was in no position to take advantage of it. 

By the time of Moldovaôs independence, the M.P.F. no longer exerted much influence over 

the government. In May 1991, Prime Minster Druc was removed from his position and 

replaced by the more moderate Valeriu Muravschi. By 1992, the only high-ranking pan-

Romanian sympathiser left in the government was Ion CostaἨ, Minister of Defence, who 

would also soon be removed from power. The publicôs opinion of the M.P.F. was also dire. A 

survey conducted in several Moldovan cities and districts found that the M.P.F. was the least 

popular group in the republic. While only nineteen percent of respondents blamed the 

 
195 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 5 ʠʶʥʷ 1991 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 5 June 1991). For the full text of the Law on 

Citizenship see Appendix. 
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O.S.T.K. for the aggravation of inter-ethnic relations in the republic, over sixty percent 

blamed the M.P.F.196 Unsurprisingly, the group tried to rebrand its image. 

The M.P.F. attempted to rebrand its image before Moldova declared independence. In March 

1991, the M.P.F. spearheaded a campaign against the conscription of Moldovan youths, as 

well as those in North Bucovina, into the Soviet army. Although this was a noble endeavour, 

the M.P.F. justified their position by arguing that these territories rightfully belonged to 

Romania.197 Some within the M.P.F. attempted to distance themselves from reunification. 

One prominent member stated the M.P.F. was in favour of a óspiritual, not physical unionô, 

with Romania.198 At the end of 1991, the M.P.F. also announced it was transitioning to an 

opposition party to contest what they labelled as Snegurôs increasingly authoritarian rule.199  

At the M.P.F.ôs Third Congress in February 1992, the group was officially renamed the 

Christian Democratic Popular Front, and Mircea Druc was elected the groupôs president.200  

The M.P.F.ôs rebranding project failed. As the bodies of dead police officers returned from 

Transnistria, Moldovans began to view pan-Romanian nationalism as a dangerous ideology. 

As the war in the east intensified, the M.P.F. continued to suffer from mass defections and 

recorded dwindling numbers at their rallies.201 In many districts, the M.P.F. could not even 

field a candidate for the next parliamentary elections.202 This was stark contrast to the events 

that unfolded one year prior, when Moldovan deputies rushed to align themselves with the 

M.P.F. The decline of the M.P.F. was greeted with joy by Snegur, as it meant there were no 

more significant threats to his power. 

 
196 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 11 ʠʶʥʷ 1991 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 11 June 1991). A similar survey was organised in 

the towns of Briceni and Lipcani and found similar results. See: ʇʦʣʠʪʠʢʘ ʠ ʚʨʝʤʷ, 23 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Politics 

and Time, 16 Mar. 1991). 
197 Plaiul Orheian, 1 Mart. 1991 (The Orheian Place, 14 Mar. 1991). 
198 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 20 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 20 Oct. 1990). 
199 ɺʘʪʨʘ ʉʪʨʘʙʫʥʘ, 2 Hʦ.̫ 1990 ʛ. (The Ancient Hearth, 2 Nov. 1990). 
200 Farul Nistrean, 19 Feb. 1992 (Dniester Lighthouse, 19 Feb. 1992). 
201 ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 17 Cʝʥ. 1991 ʛ. (Red October, 17 Sept. 1991). 
202 Constiinta, 28 Mart. 1991 (Consciousness, 28 Mar. 1991). 
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On 8 December 1991, the Republic of Moldova held its first presidential election. Mircea 

Snegur ran unopposed, after the other two candidates, Gheorghe Malarciuc and Grigore 

Ermei, withdrew from the race.203 Unable to nominate their own candidate, the M.P.F. 

vehemently opposed the elections. The group claimed the vote would aggravate inter-ethnic 

relations and further increase Snegurôs ótyrannical grip on powerô.204 The M.P.F.ôs 

protestations were disregarded, and voting went ahead as planned. Polling stations were even 

opened in some parts of Transnistria and Gagauzia.205 Following the elections, Mircea Snegur 

became the first President of the Republic of Moldova.206 By manipulating dissatisfaction in 

the Soviet system and the language problem, Mircea Snegur went from a member of the 

Presidium of the M.S.S.R.ôs Supreme Soviet to president of an independent republic in just 

over two years. 

Conclusion 

How, then, do we summarise the findings and arguments of this chapter? The emergence of 

pan-Romanian nationalism as a mobilising political force in the late 1980s was due to several 

reasons that can be traced back as far as the 1800s. For a myriad of reasons, the people of 

Bessarabia never developed their own identity during the so-called age of nationalism. 

However, they also never wholly ascribed to the identities prescribed to them by either the 

Romanians or the Soviets. In the late 1980s, Moldovans found themselves in a zero-sum 

position, where the rejection of one identity meant support for another. However, pan-

Romanian nationalism was never a potent political force in the M.S.S.R. To be sure, 

hundreds of thousands of people supported the M.P.F., but most did so as there were no other 

moderate alternatives. This point is supported by the fact that people quickly began 

 
203 ʉʚʝʪ, 14 Hʦ.̫ 1991 ʛ. (Light, 14 Nov. 1991). 
204 Constiinta, 26 Oct. Ἠi 2 Noiem. 1991 (Consciousness, 26 Oct., and 2 Nov. 1991). 
205 ʅʦʚʦʝ ʚʨʝʤʷ, 12 ɼʝʢ. 1991 ʛ. (New Time, 12 Dec. 1991); ɿʥʘʤʷ ʧʦʙʝʜʳ, 14 ɼeʢ. 1991 ʛ. (Victory Banner, 

14 Dec. 1991). 
206 Vatra Strabuna, 9 Dec. 1991 (The Ancient Hearth, 9 Dec. 1991). 
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supporting Mircea Snegur once he began articulating a more inclusive Moldovan identity 

towards the end of 1990. 

The M.P.F. and the pro-sovereignty deputies of the Supreme Soviet were never really allies 

either. Instead, stiff opposition from Grossu forced the pair into an uncomfortable union. The 

pro-sovereignty deputies of the Supreme Soviet used the M.P.F. to mobilise people and exert 

pressure on the conservative elements of the C.P.M. In contrast, the M.P.F. used the pro-

sovereignty deputies of the Supreme Soviet to pass legislation that they hoped would awaken 

a latent sense of Romanian identity amongst ethnic Moldovans. The alliance was short-lived, 

and cracks began to emerge following the passing of the language laws in 1989. The 

relationship became increasingly strained when the pair were forced to share power in the 

Supreme Soviet and imploded soon after. The M.P.F. did enjoy some political victories, such 

as having Druc elected Prime Minister, the adoption of the tricolour, or the declaration on the 

illegality of the Secret Protocols of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. However, these victories 

were overshadowed in the eyes of many Moldovans by the groupôs shortcomings, most 

notably its uncompromising pan-Romanian position. 

Most importantly, however, this chapter has sought to serve as a starting point for discussing 

the origins of the Transnistrian separatist movement. The Transnistrian conflict did not 

happen in a vacuum. Every topic discussed in this chapter directly impacted the events that 

unfolded there between 1989 and 1992. In 1989, the language laws led to the creation of the 

O.S.T.K., the group that spearheaded the separatist movement. The Supreme Sovietôs Law on 

Elections in 1989 allowed members of the O.S.T.K. to seize power in local soviets on the left 

bank and Bender. The renaming of streets and removal of Soviet monuments were used to 

encourage people to support secession. The adoption of the tricolour and the declaration 

concerning the illegality of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact were used to justify secession. The 

radicalisation of the M.P.F. and the march on Comrat were used as an excuse to form a 
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Transnistria militia and attack pro-Moldovan forces still active in the region. The Gagauz 

struggle also inspired the Transnistrians and helped legitimise their cause. As we can see 

above, all these decisions directly impacted the Transnistrian conflict. Hence, it was 

necessary to contextualise them from a Moldovan perspective before discussing how they 

affected the Transnistrian conflict. The next chapter will turn its attention to Transnistria, 

focusing on the 1989 strikes and the rise of the O.S.T.K.
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Chapter 2 

 Mobilis ing the masses: the formation of the O.S.T.K. and the republican strikes 

August-September 1989. 

Introduction  

As noted in the previous chapter, the decades preceding 1989 were marked by economic 

mismanagement, political incompetence, and endemic corruption. To make matters worse, 

the Communist Party of Moldova (C.P.M.) enacted policies that de-facto favoured 

Russophones. Russian speakers generally received preferential jobs and had easier access to 

housing in the republicôs industrialised urban centres. Unsurprisingly, this led to intense 

Russification. This Russification was most pronounced amongst the republicôs minorities. 

However, there were also many Russified Moldovans, particularly in the M.S.S.R.ôs 

industrial cities. These factors made many Moldovans feel like second-class citizens in their 

own republic, one which, ostensibly, had been created to protect their unique culture. In 

essence, widespread dissatisfaction plagued Moldova in the late 1980s, and it was clear that it 

would take little to mobilise the titular nation. 

It should come as no surprise then that most Moldovans supported calls to make Moldovan 

the sole official language of the republic, with many seeing them as an opportunity to 

improve their position and take back control of their republic. However, widespread support 

for the language laws amongst the titular nation did not equate to widespread support 

amongst the republicôs population. As stated in the previous chapter, Moldovans accounted 

for some sixty-three percent of the republicôs population. The M.S.S.R. was also home to a 

sizeable number of Ukrainians, Russians, Gagauz, and Bulgarians. The poor standing of 

Moldovan meant that few non-Moldovans spoke the titular language. Many non-Russian 

minorities also had a poor grasp of their own native language. This, combined with the 
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C.P.M.ôs failure to define what exactly an óofficial languageô was, caused a great deal of 

anxiety amongst many minorities. Ethnic Russians balked at the idea of Russian being 

subordinated to Moldovan, whilst non-Russians complained their language would suffer, as 

they would have to know three languages, Moldovan, Russian, and their mother tongue. 

Across the republic, Russophones began to mobilise themselves against the proposed 

language laws. However, nowhere in the republic was the response as harsh or as organised, 

as in the industrialised cities of Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniἪa. In these cities, a group known 

as the Union of Joint Labour Collectives (Russian acronym O.S.T.K.) led a strike against the 

proposed language laws. It was from these strikes that the Transnistrian separatist movement 

emerged. This chapter examines the formation of the O.S.T.K. and the strikes that they 

organised between August-September 1989. The primary purpose of this chapter is to explain 

how the O.S.T.K., a group of factory directors and middle managers, became the most 

powerful group in the region in such a short period. To explain this, I offer five, sometimes 

overlapping, reasons, two which focus on elite politics and three that employ a bottom-up 

approach. 

From the first perspective, I argue that the inactivity of traditional local elites (local deputies, 

chairmen of city soviets, etc.) from the industrial cities, combined with the uncertainty 

surrounding the nature of the laws, created a political vacuum that the O.S.T.K. was willing 

and able to fill. Secondly, to fill this void, the O.S.T.K. created their own broadsheets in 

Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa, and supplemented them with dozens of leaflets. In their 

newspapers, the O.S.T.K. greatly exaggerated the threat of the language laws and presented 

themselves as the only force that could protect the inhabitants of the left bank and Bender 

from the nationalist forces in ChiἨinŁu. I demonstrate that the O.S.T.K. felt compelled to 

create their own newspapers due to the mostly negative press they received in the republican 
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press. I also argue that their decision to create their own press was crucial, as it granted them 

almost unrestricted access to their target audience. 

Of the few scholars that have attempted to explain the rise of the O.S.T.K., or more generally, 

the emergence of the separatist movement, most have focused on elite politics. However, this 

approach can only take us so far. To get a more nuanced understanding, we must engage with 

the workers and explain why they threw their support behind the O.S.T.K. As a variety of 

scholars from different disciplines have acknowledged that propaganda cannot mobilise those 

with no grievances, there must be more profound, and so far, unexplained, reasons that 

explain why the O.S.T.K.ôs message resonated so deeply with the residents of the future 

Transnistrian Moldovan Republic (T.M.R.). In this endeavour, I have identified three reasons 

why regular citizens supported the O.S.T.K. Firstly, there was widespread worker 

dissatisfaction with Gorbachevôs reforms, and like many Moldovans who joined M.P.F. 

rallies, workers participated in the strikes to safely express their dissatisfaction. However, this 

explanation alone is not satisfactory, as it does not explain why the workers were willing to 

experience such hardships, including loss of pay and demonisation in the press.  

Therefore, I offer two more substantive and interconnected reasons why workers participated 

in the strikes and supported the O.S.T.K. Firstly, while many in Transnistriaôs industrial cities 

styled themselves as internationalists, they carried themselves as Russian nationalists, 

demonstrating an apparent disdain for Moldovan culture and an unwillingness to learn the 

Moldovan language. Secondly, the strikes offered the opportunity for workers and others to 

maintain and perhaps improve their positions. The nomenklatura in Tiraspol, Bender, and 

R´bniŞa was mostly comprised of monolingual Russophones. These Russophones would 

almost certainly lose their jobs if they were not proficient in Moldovan by 1996. For the 

workers, it was still unclear whether they would have to learn Moldovan. Additionally, by 
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aligning themselves with the O.S.T.K., some workers rapidly rose through the ranks and 

quickly found themselves in influential positions. 

To support these assertions, I periodically compare events in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa, 

with other predominantly Russian speaking cities of Moldova, such as BŁlἪi, Taraclia, and 

even ChiἨinŁu. In doing so, I demonstrate that local deputies in these cities responded to the 

unfolding crisis far better than their counterparts in the industrial cities. They used their 

influence to marginalise more radical figures and the local media to ease tensions. Moreover, 

local Russian speakers in these cities and towns were generally more accommodating towards 

Moldovan demands than those in the industrial cities and were willing to accept a 

compromise with the Supreme Soviet. 

The following analysis is of central importance. If we wish to understand how the 

Transnistrian War occurred, we first must answer the hitherto unanswered question; how did 

the O.S.T.K. rise to prominence so rapidly? In answering such a question, it quickly becomes 

apparent that the group had widespread support from the population of the industrial cities. 

Moreover, answering this question subsequently helps explain the O.S.T.K.ôs electoral 

success the following year, another event that would greatly exacerbate tensions.  

The formation of the O.S.T.K. 

One of the most perplexing facts about the Transnistrian conflict is how long it took for 

Russian speakers on the left bank and Bender to mobilise themselves against the rising tide of 

Moldovan nationalism. To be sure, they did express their disapproval of the laws when the 

Supreme Soviet or local press surveyed them (see below). However, the M.P.F.ôs 

nationalistic activities did not spark much backlash in the region. This was in stark contrast to 

other, more disadvantaged minorities, such as the Gagauz or the Bulgarians, who began to 
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mobilise themselves as early as the beginning of 1988.1 In fact, people in Tiraspol only began 

to mobilise after a member of the Supreme Soviet leaked the updated version of the language 

laws to the press on 11 August 1989. 

There are several reasons that explain why Transnistrians failed to mobilise earlier. A curious 

disconnect existed between the left bank, and Bender, which found itself in Tiraspolôs sphere 

of influence, and the rest of the republic. This was apparent long before 1989. For example, 

when Ron Hill visited the region in the 1970s to study local political elites, he questioned to 

what extent the inhabitants of the left-bank identified with those in the rest of the republic.2 

There are numerous reasons why this disconnect existed. Firstly, many of the enterprises on 

the left bank and in Bender were directly subordinated to ministries in Moscow. This meant 

that industrial elites generally took their orders directly from Moscow, not ChiἨinŁu. 

Moreover, many of these industrial elites and skilled workers arrived from Russia and 

Ukraine. Most of those who arrived intended only to use the factories on the left bank to 

further their careers. Others have suggested that the left-banks stint as an autonomous 

republic and Tiraspolôs envy that it lost the status of capital also contributed. Another 

potentially important factor is that Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa were also well-developed 

cities during this period, and locals residing there had little need to travel to ChiἨinŁu.3 

Another reason Russian speakers on the left bank and Bender failed to mobilise themselves 

was that many seemed ignorant of the changing political processes unfolding around them. 

As noted in the previous chapter, perestroika was slow to arrive in the M.S.S.R. Three years 

after Gorbachev announced his plan to reform the Soviet Union, a Brezhnev-era apparatchik, 

Semion Grossu, was still the First Secretary of the C.P.M. Moreover, popular mobilisation in 

 
1 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 6 Aʧʨ. 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 6 Apr. 1989); ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 18 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. (Path to 

Communism, 18 May 1990). 
2 Ron Hill, Soviet political elites: the case of Tiraspol (London, 1977), p. 14. 
3 See for example: CaἨu, óMoldova under the Soviet communist regimeô, pp 347-72. 
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the M.S.S.R. also started rather late. For example, the Moldovan Popular Front (M.P.F.) was 

only formed in May 1989, almost a full year after its Belarussian counterpart. However, 

once perestroika did arrive, it moved at a sweeping, perhaps even dazzling pace. Regardless, 

the people of the left bank and Bender appeared out of touch with the political reality and the 

changes occurring around them. For example, when Grossu visited Tiraspol in late August 

1989, it was painfully obvious that locals believed that power still resided with him and not 

the Supreme Soviet (see below). However, the leaking of the laws served as a painful 

reminder to elites and regular citizens alike that they did not live in a Russian enclave, but in 

a republic whose titular population desired to use perestroika to implement serious reforms. 

The fact that the O.S.T.K., and later local deputies, were typically acting on the wishes of the 

inhabitants of the industrial cities is often overlooked by scholars, particularly those who see 

it solely as an óelite-led conflictô. However, the first organised resistance to the languages 

laws came not from conspiratorial elites wanting to expand their power (though that would 

come soon after) but from the workers themselves. On 11 August 1989, workers at the Kirov 

factory were presented with a special edition of Kirovets, the factoryôs newspaper, which 

contained an updated draft of the language laws. The draft showed that the M.S.S.R. was to 

have one official language, Moldovan, which would also serve as the language of interethnic 

communication. A great deal of confusion and angst gripped the workers, many of whom 

were monolingual Russophones. Likely hoping not to agitate the M.P.F. and its support base, 

the Supreme Soviet remained purposely vague about the exact provisions of the laws. Neither 

the drafts, nor the deputies themselves, explained what an official language was, what 

parameters had been set, or who would be affected. Moreover, many believed that these 

newly published drafts were more discriminatory than the early drafts published in March.4 

 
4 This was claimed in a leaflet published by workers. See: ʆʙʨʘʱʘʪʴʩʷ, 22 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Appeal, 22 Aug. 

1989). 
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The fact that Moldovan was also to serve as the language of interethnic communication, a 

role traditionally reserved for Russian, however, indicated to many that the authorities 

intended to limit the role of Russian speakers in public affairs. 

Understandably, the proposed laws startled the workers at the Kirov factory. In general, 

tensions were high in the Soviet Union, with ethnic violence rocking the Caucasus, while 

Russian speakers in the Baltics claimed they were being discriminated against. While few 

could have predicted the collapse of the Soviet Union, the fears of the Russian-speaking 

workers in the Kirov factory that they may be discriminated against were not unfounded. In 

response, the workers sent a telegram to the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet. They claimed 

that if Russian was not made the second official language of the state, then they would 

organise a two-hour warning strike. After sending the telegram, the workers began to 

mobilise themselves, electing strike commissions in each section of the factory to coordinate 

the strikes should they occur.5 The fact that the workers organised themselves in such a 

manner is unsurprising. Gorbachevôs reforms had empowered the workers, and worker-led 

strikes were a common occurrence in the Soviet Union in 1989 (see below).  

Elites on the left bank and Bender quickly moved to exploit the widespread discontent and 

use it to serve their own interests. However, unlike in the rest of the M.S.S.R., it was not the 

traditional elites, such as members of the city soviet, which mobilised the masses. Instead, 

industrial elites, such as factory directors and middle managers, sought to capitalise on the 

situation. On the night of 11 August 1989, they, alongside some lower-level communist party 

deputies, met in the Kirov factory to discuss the leaked drafts. Predictably, they too shared 

 
5 Volkova, Hot summer, pp 29-30; ʂʠʨʦʚʝʮ, 18 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Kirov, 18 Aug. 1989); ɼ.ɺ. ʄʘʣʳʰʝʚ, 

'ʇʨʠʜʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʠʡ ʂʦʥʬʣʠʢʪ: ʊʨʘʝʢʪʦʨʠʷ ʈʘʟʚ', ʚ ʤʝʞʜʫʥʘʨʦʜʥʳ ʦʪʥʦʰʝʥʠʷ ʠ ʤʠʨʦʚʘʷ ʧʦʣʠʪʠʢʘ, i 

(2013), ʩʪʨ. 108. (D.V. Malyshev, óTransnistrian conflict: trajectory of developmentô in International Relations 

and World Politics, i (2013), p. 108); ɻ.ɽ. ʉʣʦʙʦʜʷʥʶʢ óʍʘʨʘʢʪʝʨ ʠ ɼʚʠʞʫʱʠʝ ʩʠʣʳ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʦʯʥʦʛʦ 

ʜʚʠʞʝʥʠʷ ʚ ʄʦʣʜʘʚʩʢʦʡ ʉʉʉʈ ʚ ʂʦʥʮʝ 1980-ʭ ʛʛ.ô ʚ ɹʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ʈʋɼʅ, iii (2016), ʩʪʨ. 23-35 ʚ c. 23 (G.E. 

Slobodyanyuk, óThe nature and driving forces of the strike movement in the Moldovan S.S.R.ô in Bulletin of the 

PFUR, iii (2016), pp 23-35 at p. 23). 
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the workers' concerns. This was to be expected. The little clarification that had been given 

about the language laws suggested that those in influential positions would be required to 

learn Moldovan. Moreover, the fact that the language laws could be used to improve the 

position of the titular nation was likely not lost on those in attendance. While the laws were 

initially used in the political realm, it was not unthinkable that Moldovans might soon turn 

their attention to the industrial sector, where it was well-documented that they were 

chronically underrepresented amongst the elite.6  

Those in attendance supported the workersô decision to declare an industrial strike. Their 

support for such an initiative to achieve their goals was to be expected. In fact, any other 

form of counter-mobilisation was unlikely to yield results. In opposing the language laws, the 

industrial elites were effectively challenging the M.P.F., a group that could draw the same 

number of people to ChiἨinŁu as lived on the left bank (roughly 500,000).7 While organising 

counter-protests would likely prove futile, it seemed probable that an industrial strike would 

force the Supreme Soviet to make concessions. Despite only accounting for ten percent of the 

M.S.S.R.ôs territory and containing seventeen percent of its population, the cities of Tiraspol, 

Bender, and R´bniἪa were home to around forty percent of the republicôs industry. Thus, any 

prolonged industrial action would be ruinous for the M.S.S.R.ôs economy and force the 

Supreme Soviet to negotiate. Moreover, the high number of enterprises directly subordinated 

to Moscow meant the strikes would likely attract the attention of the Communist Party of the 

 
6 Munteanu, óSocial multipolarity and political violenceô, p. 205; CaἨu, óMoldova under the Soviet communist 

regimeô, p. 358. 
7 According to the 1989 census, over 500,000 people lived in the Transnistrian region, roughly 17% of the 

population. If we refer back to the previous chapter, we will see that some commentators speculated that 

500,000 people attended the Grand National Assembly in ChiἨinŁu. See: ɿʥʘʤʷ ʇʦʙʝʜʳ, 6 ʜʝʢ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory 

Banner, 6 Dec. 1990). 
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Soviet Union (C.P.S.U.), which many industrial elites hoped would be sympathetic to their 

cause (see below).8 

The decision by the industrial elites to threaten an industrial strike was unsurprising. During 

1989, industrial relations in the Soviet Union were at an all-time low. Across the country, 

people from all sides of the political spectrum were declaring strikes to further their 

objectives. For example, miners from the countryôs most important basins declared a strike 

against corruption, workers in Azerbaijan declared a strike in opposition to events in 

Karabakh, and Russian speakers in north-eastern Estonia declared a strike in opposition to 

their republicôs language laws.9 According to some estimates, an average of 15,000 workers 

went on strike every day in the Soviet Union between January and June 1989. Although they 

did not always achieve their goals, they usually attracted the attention of the C.P.S.U., as was 

particularly evident in the case of the miners and Estonian Russophones. In fact, Gorbachev 

is reported to have said that the 1989 industrial strikes across the U.S.S.R. were the most 

challenging crisis of his political career, even more so than Chernobyl!10 Hence, if the 

Russian-speaking elites were to achieve their goals, organised strikes appeared to be the best 

choice. 

Those in attendance elected to form a group, which they named the Union of Joint Labour 

Collectives (O.S.T.K.), to provide a much-needed organisational structure for the upcoming 

strikes. The group was presented as a democratic and highly decentralised group. This was in 

stark contrast to how the group's founders perceived the Supreme Soviet, which they 

criticised as undemocratic for refusing to organise a referendum on the proposed language 

 
8 OôLoughlin et al., óNational Constructionô, p. 341; CaἨu, óMoldova under the Soviet communist regimeô, pp 

143, 65. 
9 David Mandel, óThe rebirth of the Soviet labour movement: the coalminers strike of July 1989ô in Politics & 

Society, xviii (1990), pp 381-404 at pp 381-2, 5, 7; Volkova, Hot summer, p. 25; N. M. Fraser, K. W. Hipel, 

John Jaworsky and Ralph Zuljan, óA conflict analysis of the Armenian-Azerbaijani disputeô in The Journal of 

Conflict Resolution, xxxiv (1990), pp 652-67 at p. 667. 
10 Mandel óThe rebirth of the Soviet labour movementô, p. 387. 
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laws. The O.S.T.K. was intended to function as an umbrella organisation that would 

coordinate any upcoming strikes. It was decided that each factory would elect a striking 

committee, who in turn would elect one representative to the O.S.T.K. The group also created 

a provisional code of conduct, which stated that individual enterprises were forbidden from 

unilaterally declaring a strike and that essential enterprises (such as collective farms, 

locomotive depots, and hospitals) were prohibited from participating.11 The group concluded 

their meeting by sending a letter to the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, reiterating the 

demands issued by the workers earlier in the day. They claimed that if they were not met, a 

city-wide industrial strike would be proclaimed and scheduled a two-hour warning strike for 

16 August.12 

Before proceeding with a discussion on the strikes themselves, it is important to briefly 

discuss the O.S.T.K.ôs organisational structure. In line with the rhetoric prevalent during 

the perestroika era, the O.S.T.K. legitimised itself by highlighting its supposed democratic 

tendencies. In this regard, they were particularly successful, and a reverence for the groupôs 

adherence to democratic principles is still present in Transnistria to this day. Moreover, it is 

easy for propagandists, both past and present, to present the group in such a light; they 

generally acted on the will of the people, they elected Boris Stefan, a shop-floor manager, as 

their first chairman, and they organised the first referendum held within the Soviet Union (see 

chapter three). Behind this façade, however, the group was highly centralised. The O.S.T.K. 

generally served the interests of the directors of the regionôs most influential enterprises. The 

fact that the group as a whole and its óman of the peopleô chairman had little power was 

consistently demonstrated. The most obvious example was to come in late August, when, in 

 
11 ʆʙʨʘʱʘʪʴʩʷ, 22 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Appeal, 22 Aug. 1989). 
12 J. A. Mason, óMobilizing the left: The Moldovan internationalist countermovement and the origins of the 

Moldovan Civil Warô (PhD thesis, University of California, Santa Barbara, 2010), p. 62; Sloboduanyuk, 'Socio-

political activities of the O.S.T.Kô, p. 44. 
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flagrant violation of the O.S.T.K.ôs rules, Tiraspolôs largest enterprises, Kirov and 

Electromash, declared the commencement of their own strike, forcing the O.S.T.K. to do the 

same (see below). 

The strikes of August-September 1989 

The O.S.T.K. held its first official meeting on 14 August 1989. Many of those who attended 

the informal meeting on 11 August returned in an official capacity, endowed by workers at 

their respective factories with a mandate to represent them. At the meeting, the O.S.T.K. 

adopted its charter, which stressed the groupôs support for democracy, internationalism, and 

friendship amongst peoples. They also reiterated their órules of engagementô, mainly that 

those enterprises deemed to be essential were forbidden from partaking, and that individual 

enterprises were prohibited from taking unilateral action. Those in attendance also elected 

Boris Stefan Chairman of the O.S.T.K. After attending to these formalities, the group turned 

its attention to the issue at hand, noting that they were yet to receive a response from the 

Presidium of the Supreme Soviet. The group doubled down on its threat to organise a two-

hour warning strike on 16 August if their demands were not met. Likely expecting a negative 

response, representatives in attendance were tasked with preparing their enterprises for the 

upcoming warning strike. 13  

As the O.S.T.K. had expected, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet did not reply to their 

demands. Moreover, rumours spread that the Presidium intended to meet in ChiἨinŁu on 18 

August 1989 to approve the updated drafts as they were, without alteration. This meant that 

the proposed language laws would be submitted for debate to the Supreme Soviet. The 

O.S.T.K. understood that if the laws reached the Supreme Soviet, they would likely be 

approved. Hoping to force the Presidium to alter the laws, the O.S.T.K. in Tiraspol declared a 

 
13 Mason, óMobilizing the leftô, p. 62; Sloboduanyuk, 'Socio-political activities of the O.S.T.Kô, p. 44. 
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two-hour warning strike on 16 August 1989. Roughly thirty enterprises in Tiraspol took part. 

Several enterprises in the cities of Bender and R´bniŞa also participated. The O.S.T.K. in 

Tiraspol was inundated with letters written by hundreds of people from enterprises in every 

corner of the republic declaring their support for the strikes.14 

 

Figure 2.1: A worker guards a factory in Tiraspol. Source: ʇʨʠʜʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʚʦʡʥʘ ʠʩʪʦʨʠʷ ʚ ʠʣʣʶʩʪʨʘʮʠʷʭ 

(ʊʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, 2012) ʩʪʨ. 7 (Transnistrian War history in illustrations (Tiraspol, 2012) p. 7).  

 
14 ʇʦʙʝʜʘ 17 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ (Victory, 17 Aug. 1989); ʇʦʙʝʜʘ 23 Oʢʪ. 1989 ʛ. (Victory, 23 Oct. 1989); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ 

ʟʥʘʤʷ, 18 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninôs Banner, 18 Aug. 1989); ɸ.ɿ. ɺʦʣʢʦʚʘ, óʇʦʣʠʪʠʯʝʩʢʘʷ ɿʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʘ ɺ 

ʄʦʣʜʘʚʩʢʦʡ ʉʉʈ (ɸʛʚ.-Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ.)ô ʚ ɺʝʩʪʥʠʢ ʉʇɹɻʋ, ii (2010) ʩʪʨ. 146-153 ʚ 146. (A.Z. Volkova, 

óPolitical strike in the Moldovan S.S.R. (August-Sept. 1989)ô in Bulletin of St Petersburg State University, ii 

(2010), pp 146-153 at p.146); ʇʦʙʝʜʘ 17 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ (Victory, 17 Aug. 1989). 
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The Presidium of the Supreme Soviet and the M.P.F. were furious with O.S.T.K.ôs decision 

to press ahead with their warning strike. The Presidium issued a stern warning to the 

O.S.T.K., claiming that they would not be intimidated into altering the laws.15 Members of 

the M.P.F. used their access to the republican press to downplay the strikes. No commentator 

in the republican press acknowledged the worker-led gathering that had taken place in the 

Kirov factory on the morning of 11 August. Instead, they portrayed it as nothing more than a 

directorôs plot undertaken by a group of Stalinists who opposed perestroika.16  

In the immediate aftermath of the warning strike, the O.S.T.K.ôs leadership realised that 

industrial action limited to one region with a non-Moldovan majority left them open to 

accusations of irredentism and separatism. It is important to note that at this moment, 

however, the O.S.T.K. had not developed into a pro-separatist organisation. In fact, its leaders 

still sought to find a solution with the Supreme Soviet. Even if they were using 

unconstitutional methods to achieve this solution, the notion of Transnistrian secession did 

not yet occur to the O.S.T.K.ôs leaders. 

Attempting to capitalise on the popularity of the warning strikes, the O.S.T.K. organised a 

meeting dedicated to the proposed language laws in ChiἨinŁu on 19 August 1989. 

Representatives from 168 enterprises across the M.S.S.R. gathered to discuss the language 

laws and how best to protect the rights of the republicôs Russian-speaking population. 

O.S.T.K. representatives argued that the only way to prevent the language laws from being 

adopted was to declare a republic wide strike. To this end, they proposed that those in 

attendance create a Republican Strike Committee. Much like the O.S.T.K., the Republican 

Strike Committee was intended to act as an umbrella organisation that would coordinate an 

 
15 ʇʦʙʝʜʘ 17 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ (Victory, 17 Aug. 1989). 
16 Executive Committee of the City Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies, R´bniŞa City, 13 session 19th meeting. Decision 

of joint meeting of sessions of the City and District Soviets of Peopleôs Deputies about the social and political 

situation and the language laws in the R´bniŞa city and R´bniŞa district, 13 Sept. 1989 (R.C.A., Protocols from 

sessions of the City Soviets of Peopleôs Deputies 6 July 1989 until 26 Dec. 1990, f. 44, op. 1, d. 768, p. 141). 
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industrial strike across the entire republic. Representatives outside the left bank and Bender 

were less enthusiastic about this proposal. In the end, those in attendance decided to create an 

organisation called the Union of Workers of Moldova. However, it was decided that this 

Union would not be used to thwart the implementation of the proposed language laws, and its 

first meeting was scheduled for October 1989.17 

After the meeting in ChiἨinŁu, many members of the Tiraspol branch of the O.S.T.K. began 

to question whether holding a strike was the right course of action. The indecisiveness of the 

O.S.T.K. infuriated industrial elites in Kirov and Electromash, Tiraspolôs two largest 

enterprises. On 21 August 1989, these factories took matters into their own hands, and 

unilaterally declared the commencement of an industrial strike against the proposed language 

laws (see figure 2.2). The decision of the strike committees in Kirov and Electromash was of 

monumental importance. Neither striking committee notified the Tiraspol City Soviet that 

they were declaring a strike. This was in direct violation of an agreement concluded between 

the Tiraspol City Soviet and the O.S.T.K., with the latter agreeing to tell the former before 

they went on strike. Their failure to do so caused an irreparable rift between the cityôs 

political and industrial elites and demonstrated that, contrary to popular belief, they were not 

on the same side.18   

 
17 ɺʝʯʝʨʥʠʡ ʂʠʰʠʥʝʚ, 22 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Evening ChiѽinŁu, 22 Aug. 1989); Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social 

makeup of Moldovaô, p. 184; Mason, óMobilizing the leftô, pp 66-7; Mason, óInternationalist mobilizationô, p. 

162. 
18 Mason, óMobilizing the leftô, pp 71-2; Slobodyanyuk, óThe nature and driving forces of the strike movementô, 

p. 28.  
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Figure 2.2: Picture taken outside the Kirov factory. The signs read óOur Factory Strikes on 21 Augustô and óOur Goals: The 

Vital Laws Must be Discussedô in ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 2 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 2 Sept. 1989). 

The decision of the Kirov and Electromash striking committees also undermined the position 

of the O.S.T.K. Their decision to strike, without informing the O.S.T.K., violated the groupôs 

charter, which explicitly prohibited enterprises from taking unilateral action. Nevertheless, 

elites in Kirov and Electromash did just that. For all their democratic rhetoric, the actions of 

both factories demonstrated that the interests of the O.S.T.K. were subordinated to the 

personal interests of its most influential members. Kirov and Electromashôs decision to go on 

strike was supported by much of Tiraspolôs population. Under intense pressure, the Tiraspol 

branch of the O.S.T.K. declared the commencement of an indefinite citywide strike the 
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following day.19 Curiously, the hostile republican media failed to identify and exploit this 

violation of the O.S.T.K.ôs charter. However, Kirov and Electromashôs actions did not go 

unnoticed and encouraged other enterprises that were prohibited from striking to disregard 

the O.S.T.K.ôs directives and enter the strikes, which ultimately damaged the groupôs 

reputation in Moscow (see below). 

The declaration of a citywide strike in Tiraspol on 22 August 1989 drastically increased 

tensions and immediately impacted local and republican politics. The O.S.T.K.ôs actions 

caught the attention of the C.P.M., which moved quickly to stop the strikes before they 

spread elsewhere. The Supreme Soviet dispatched several high-level figures, including Victor 

Pushkash, the Deputy Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet. Pushkash and his 

associates bypassed the Tiraspol branch of the C.P.M. and met directly with members of the 

O.S.T.K. Unsurprisingly, the meeting between Pushkash and the O.S.T.K. achieved little. As 

one of the main proponents of the proposed language laws, the O.S.T.K. distrusted Pushkash. 

Similarly, Pushkash distrusted the O.S.T.K., and believed they were trying to undermine the 

laws he had spent months advocating. The meeting saw Pushkash insist the Supreme Soviet 

would not be strong-armed, and the O.S.T.K. insist that the laws were discriminatory. With 

neither side willing to negotiate, Pushkash returned to ChiἨinŁu, and the strikes continued.20 

The following day, the Central Committee of the C.P.M. attempted to negotiate an end to the 

strikes. Grossu, who at this point was still the First Secretary of the C.P.M., travelled to 

Tiraspol on 23 August 1989. Just like Pushkash, Grossu met with representatives of the 

O.S.T.K. in Tiraspolôs Palace of Culture. While many Moldovans disliked Grossu for his 

conservative views, this same conservatism won him favour amongst the O.S.T.K. It was 

 
19 Mason, óMobilizing the leftô, pp 71-2; Slobodyanyuk, óThe nature and driving forces of the strike movementô, 

p. 28.  
20 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 24 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 24 Aug. 1989). 
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during this meeting that the O.S.T.K., and the citizens of Tiraspol, demonstrated that they did 

not yet fully grasp the impact of perestroika. The O.S.T.K. urged Grossu to cancel the 

proposed language laws and the groupôs members seemed unwilling or unable to accept the 

fact that he no longer had any influence over the Supreme Sovietôs decisions. A supposedly 

spontaneous rally occurred outside the Palace of Culture while the meeting was taking place. 

Protestors presented similar demands to Grossu and seemed just as puzzled as the O.S.T.K. 

by his response.21 

The Supreme Soviet and the C.P.M. missed a critical opportunity to undermine the O.S.T.K. 

during the opening days of the strike, and their decision to meet directly with the O.S.T.K. 

had severe repercussions. The Tiraspol branch of the C.P.M. was largely excluded from the 

meetings convened by Pushkash and Grossu. Their exclusion from the negotiations sent a 

clear message to the cityôs inhabitants that it was the O.S.T.K., not the Tiraspol branch of the 

C.P.M., that was leading the struggle against the unpopular language laws. Had the Tiraspol 

branch of the C.P.M. not been bypassed, their standing in the eyes of locals would have 

increased. However, the decision to largely exclude them ultimately hurt their standing and 

reinforced the O.S.T.K.ôs argument that only they could defend the interest of Russian 

speakers. With the O.S.T.K. engaging in direct negotiations with the C.P.M., it seemed 

 
21 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 24 Aʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 24 Aug. 1989). 
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natural that dissatisfied locals would look to them, not the Tiraspol branch of the C.P.M., for 

guidance. 

 

Figure 2.3: Residents in Tiraspol Protest the language laws. ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 2 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 2 Sept. 

1989). 

The strikes spread like wildfire throughout the republic. On 24 August 1989, enterprises in 

R´bniἪa and Bender went on strike. Enterprises in DubŁsari, Grigoriopol, Slobozia, and 

Camenca also went on strike soon after. The strikes were not limited to the territories of the 

future T.M.R. In fact, a considerable number of enterprises from elsewhere in the M.S.S.R. 

participated. In central Moldova, factories from ChiἨinŁu and Anenii Noi participated. In the 

north, factories in the industrialised city of BŁlἪi and the town of EdineἪ participated. On the 

right bank, however, the strikes were most popular in the southern portion of the republic. 

These southern districts were populated mostly by ethnic Gagauz, Bulgarians, and 
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Ukrainians, who felt threatened by the laws (see chapter one). Here enterprises in the cities 

and districts of Comrat, Ceadîr-Lunga, Cahul, VulcŁneἨti, and Taraclia participated. On the 

day the Supreme Soviet convened to deliberate on the proposed language laws, there were 

160 enterprises on strike. By the time the session ended, there were 189 enterprises on strike. 

At its peak, over 100,000 workers were on strike, with two-thirds of this number coming 

from Tiraspol and R´bniŞa alone.22 

 
22 ʀʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ5, 31 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Information Bulletin No 5, 31 Aug. 1989); ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ 

ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 6 ʉʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 6 Sept. 1989); ɿʥʘʤʷ, 31 ɸʚʛ. 1989 (Banner, 31 Aug. 

1989); ʂʦʥʩʝʨʚʱʠʢ, 25 ɸʚʛ. 1989 (The Canner, 25 Aug. 1989). 
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Map 2.1: A map displaying the number of factories on strike on 31 August 1989. The data was gathered from; 

ʀʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ5, 31 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Information Bulletin No 5, 31 Aug. 1989). 
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The precedent set by the leaders of the Kirov and Electromash factories came back to haunt 

them in mid-September 1989, when the Bender Locomotive Depot declared its participation 

in the strike. However, unlike when the Tiraspol-based factories declared their strike, the 

depotôs declaration was not driven by the interests of powerful elites but by the workers 

themselves. Given that trains played an essential role in transporting the harvest, locomotive 

depots were classed as essential industries and forbidden from participating in the strikes. 

However, the Bender Locomotive Depot workers ignored this and declared a warning strike, 

and subsequently an indefinite one. For the first and only time, the O.S.T.K. and C.P.M. 

found themselves on the same page, as both attempted to get the depot workers to return to 

work. When the depot workers declared a warning strike, the M.S.S.R.ôs Transport Minister 

travelled to convince the workers to return to work but was unable to do so. When the depot 

workers declared the commencement of an indefinite strike, the O.S.T.K. also attempted to 

make the workers return to work.23 However, they were unable to immediately do so, with 

the workers only agreeing to return to work after an O.S.T.K. delegation that was sent to 

Moscow had returned. 24 

The brief entry of the Bender Locomotive Depot into the strikes highlights several important 

factors and can be viewed from many different perspectives. It was clear that the workers 

entered into the strikes of their own volition, which could potentially be used to undermine 

claims that the strikes were simply the result of a directorsô plot. However, their decision to 

disregard the rules of the O.S.T.K., and the groupôs subsequent request to return to work, 

highlighted the internal weakness of the O.S.T.K. vis-à-vis the wishes of the regionôs more 

powerful enterprises. The depotôs entry further exacerbated the information war that was 

 
23 ʀʟʚʝʩʪʠʷ ʨʘʙʦʯʝʛʦ ʢʦʤʠʪʝʪʘ ʠʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ13, 14 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (News of the working 

committee information bulletin No. 13, 14 Sept., 1989). 
24 ɾʝʣʝʟʥʦʜʦʨʦʞʥʠʢ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʳ, 27, 30 ɸʚʛ. ʀ 13 ʀ 15 Cʝʥ 1989 ʛ. (Railwayman of Moldova, 27, 30 Aug., 

and 13, 15 Sept. 1989); ɺʝʯʝʨʥʠʡ ʂʠʰʠʥʝʚ, 16 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Evening ChiѽinŁu, 16 Sept. 1989). 
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unfolding between the O.S.T.K. and C.P.M. (see below). The O.S.T.K. announced in its own 

press that a deal had been reached and that the depot workers would return to work. However, 

the group did so without consulting the workers. In response, the workers used the republican 

press, namely Railway Man of Moldova, to refute these claims, which ultimately embarrassed 

the O.S.T.K. Unfortunately for the O.S.T.K., local embarrassment was the least of their 

worries.25 

The Bender Locomotive Depot entered the strike just as an O.S.T.K. delegation arrived to 

meet with representatives of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (C.P.S.U.) in Moscow. 

The depotôs entry into the strike disrupted the supply of Moldovan agricultural produce to 

western Ukraine. The C.P.S.U. was already concerned about the economic damage that the 

O.S.T.K.ôs strikes were causing the M.S.S.R. Elites in Moscow became furious when they 

discovered that the strikes also impacted western Ukraine. When the meeting took place, 

members of the C.P.S.U. criticised the O.S.T.K., claiming that the group could not control the 

enterprises it claimed to represent. The O.S.T.K.ôs inability to get the depot workers to return 

to work only worsened the situation. As a result, meetings between the O.S.T.K. and the 

C.P.S.U. centred on the economic impact of the strikes rather than the legality of the 

language laws. To make matters even worse, workers at the depot only returned to work after 

Gorbachev called them personally and instructed them to do so.26  

Although deputies in the Supreme Soviet would argue otherwise, the strikes were initially  

popular amongst Russian speakers on both banks of the Dniester River. Dozens of essential 

enterprises, including collective farms and hospitals, sent letters of support and donated food 

and money to the O.S.T.K. Support was not just limited to the M.S.S.R. either, with workers 

 
25 ɾʝʣʝʟʥʦʜʦʨʦʞʥʠʢ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʳ, 27 ʠ 30 ɸʚʛ. ʠ 13 ʠ 15 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Railwayman of Moldova, 27, 30 Aug. 

and 13, 15 Sept. 1989); ɺʝʯʝʨʥʠʡ ʂʠʰʠʥʝʚ, 16 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Evening ChiѽinŁu, 16 Sept. 1989). 
26 ɾʝʣʝʟʥʦʜʦʨʦʞʥʠʢ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʳ, 27 ʠ 30 ɸʚʛ. ʠ 13 ʠ 15 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Railwayman of Moldova, 27, 30 Aug. 

and 13, 15 Sept. 1989); ɺʝʯʝʨʥʠʡ ʂʠʰʠʥʝʚ, 16 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Evening ChiѽinŁu, 16 Sept. 1989). 
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from across the Soviet Union donating money and sending telegrams praising the óbrave 

workers of Moldovaô. The later perestroika era was a period of great uncertainty for Russian 

speakers living outside the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR). Many 

republics passed their own language laws that made the titular language the sole official 

language. To these Russophones, the strikes in Moldova provided a symbol of hope, with 

many accepting the O.S.T.K.ôs narrative that they represented a struggle between 

óinternationalism and nationalismô. Some even believed the strikes were the beginning of a 

reawakening of Soviet patriotism amongst the workers and believed it would set off a chain 

reaction across the entire Soviet Union, which would ultimately defeat nationalism and 

reinvigorate the country.27 However, the strikes soon began to run out of steam. 

From early September, it was becoming clear that the Moldovan Supreme Soviet would not 

rescind or alter the language laws. As far as deputies in the Supreme Soviet were concerned, 

they had already granted the republicôs Russian-speaking population enough concessions. As 

demonstrated in the last chapter, the final drafts of the language laws were rather inclusive, 

with Russian being made the language of interethnic communication and several provisions 

guaranteeing that documents would be translated into Russian. In a final effort to make the 

Supreme Soviet alter the language laws, the O.S.T.K. requested that a commission from 

Moscow visit the M.S.S.R. to investigate the legality of the laws. Members of the 

Commission arrived in the M.S.S.R. on 5 September 1989 and spent several days visiting 

cities such as Tiraspol, Bender, and Comrat and speaking to local elites and regular citizens. 

After a week of investigations, the commission organised a roundtable discussion between 

the O.S.T.K., Gagauz Halki, C.P.M., and M.P.F. The commission ruled that the language 

laws did not violate the Soviet constitution but did urge the C.P.M. to consider granting 

 
27 The press organs of the O.S.T.K., Striking Tiraspol, News of the Working Committee, and Chronicle of the 

Strike featured letters of support for the strikers from Russian speakers in all republics daily. 
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autonomy to the Gagauz. Not long after the commission left the M.S.S.R., the C.P.S.U. 

issued a general statement, claiming that they were unwilling to alter any republican language 

laws, as doing so would jeopardise perestroika.28 

With Moscow unwilling to intervene on their behalf, many strikers began to return to work. 

Russian-speaking workers from the right bank were the first to withdraw from the strikes. In 

both ChiἨinŁu and BŁlἪi, workers were satisfied that Russian was made the language of 

interethnic communication and returned to work on 11 September. 29 Others, however, held 

out longer and were able to extract concessions from their local soviets. In Comrat, workers 

returned to work on 18 September after local deputies promised to investigate the legality of 

declaring a Gagauz Autonomous S.S.R. On the same day, workers in R´bniŞa ended their 

strike after deputies in the City Soviet promised to consider organising an autonomy 

referendum within the city. 30 On 26 September 1989, workers in Tiraspol, Bender, and 

Grigoriopol returned to work, marking an end to the strikes. Much like in R´bniŞa, workers in 

Tiraspol and Bender agreed to go back to work after deputies in the Local Soviets agreed to 

establish a commission to investigate the legality of declaring autonomy.31 

 
28 ɿʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ ʪʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, ˉ 21 (Striking Tiraspol, number 21) (undated); ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 6 Cʝʥ. 1989 

ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 6 Sept. 1989); Slobodyanyuk, óThe nature and driving forces of the strike 

movementô, p. 31. 
29 ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ, 5 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Communist, 5 Sept. 1989); ʀʟʚʝʩʪʠʷ ʨʘʙʦʯʝʛʦ ʢʦʤʠʪʝʪʘ ʠʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ 

ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ13, 14 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (News of the working committee information bulletin No. 13, 14 Sept. 1989); 

The results of discussions on the draft laws on the status of state language in the M.S.S.R. and the functioning of 

the languages in the territory of Moldova in 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., Documents (decisions and information) of the 

Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, and the city and, district committees, f. 51, op. 71, d. 

562 (a), p. 7). 
30 ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 15 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 15 Sept. 1989); ɺʝʯʝʨʥʠʡ ʂʠʰʠʥʝʚ, 16 Cʝʥ. 

1989 ʛ. (Evening ChiѽinŁu, 16 Sept. 1989). 
31 ɿʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ ʪʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, 22 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Striking Tiraspol, 22 Sept. 1989); King, The Moldovans, p. 188. 



 

153 

 

 

Figure 2.4: A timeline of the strikes from their inception until their conclusion. The timeline was made with data from a 

variety of sources: ʀʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ5, 31 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Information Bulletin No 5, 31 Aug. 1989); ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ 

ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 6 Cʝʥ.  1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 6 Sept. 1989); ʨʘʙʦʯʝʛʦ ʢʦʤʠʪʝʪʘ, ʛʦʨʦʜ ɹʝʥʜʝʨʳ, 15 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. 

(News of the working committee, Bender city, 15 Sept. 1989). 

How then can we qualify the strikes? Were they a success or a failure? The strikes devastated 

the M.S.S.R.ôs economy. In Tiraspol alone, the O.S.T.K. estimated that the strikes resulted in 

daily losses of 3 million roubles, with similar figures being recorded for other participating 

cities such as R´bniŞa. 32 Moreover, the workers who had endured so much economic hardship 

and were demonised by the republican media seemed to gain little in return. While Russian 

was the language of interethnic communication, it was not the second official language, as 

those in Bender and the left bank had demanded. In addition to this, the O.S.T.K.ôs image 

amongst the reform-orientated members of the C.P.S.U. was severely damaged.  

However, the O.S.T.K. remained immensely popular with locals on the left bank and in 

Bender, with many believing that only the O.S.T.K. could defend them from the rising tide of 

Moldovan nationalism. This widespread popularity transformed the O.S.T.K. into the most 

 
32 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 18 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninôs Banner, 18 Aug. 1989), ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 20 ʉʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. 

(Leninôs Banner, 20 Sept. 1989); ɿʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ ʪʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, ˉ 21 (Striking Tiraspol, number 21) (Undated); 

ʅʦʚʠʩʪʠ ʨʘʙʦʯʝʛʦ ʢʦʤʠʪʝʪʘ, ʛʦʨʦʜ ɹʝʥʜʝʨʳ, 15 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (News on the working committee, Bendery 

City, 15 Sept. 1989; Executive Committee of the City Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies, R´bniŞa City, 13 session 19th 

meeting. Social and Political situation in the district and city, 13 Sept. 1989 (R.C.A., Protocols from sessions of 

the City Soviets of Peopleôs Deputies 6 July 1989 until 26 Dec. 1990, f. 44, op. 1, d. 768, p. 115). 
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influential group in the region in a relatively short space of time. A rapid alteration of its 

goals accompanied the groupôs swift rise to power. When they began the strikes in late-

August 1989, the group still sought to work with the M.S.S.R.ôs Supreme Soviet. However, 

by mid-September, the O.S.T.K. decided it needed to take charge of its own affairs. By late 

September 1989, the group began to call for some form of autonomy openly. With elections 

scheduled for February 1990, the O.S.T.K. moved quickly to clarify its idea of autonomy and 

pursue it once elected. 

As noted in the above analysis, the strikes were by no means limited to the present-day 

territory of the T.M.R., with workers from all over the M.S.S.R. participating. However, the 

strikes had different effects in different cities. For example, while the strikes consolidated the 

position of the O.S.T.K. on the left bank, they strengthened the position of local branches of 

the C.P.M. in many Russian-speaking cities on the right bank. Why, then, was the O.S.T.K. 

able to seize power in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa during the strikes, but not elsewhere in 

the republic? Why did the passing of the language laws and subsequent strikes lead to the rise 

of radical figures such as Igor Smirnov on the left bank, but not, for example, in BŁlἪi or 

Taraclia?33 The following sections address these questions and explain in detail why the 

strikes destabilised cities on the left bank and Bender, but not Russian speaking cities 

elsewhere in the republic. 

The response of local elites 

The fact that most citizens in the Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa were primarily Russian 

speakers was not unique in the M.S.S.R. In fact, it was almost the standard for urban centres. 

Russian-speaking Gagauz were the largest ethnic group in the southern cities of Comrat and 

 
33 Although the Gagauz Halki benefited from the strikes, they were already established as a major political 

player in the Gagauz dominated regions prior to Aug. 1989. 
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Ceadîr-Lunga.34 VulcŁneἨti, Moldovaôs southernmost district, also had a considerable 

Russian speaking population.35 Around sixty percent of Taracliaôs population were ethnic 

Bulgarians, most of whom were predominantly Russian-speaking. Moreover, in the nearby 

city of Basarabeasca, Ukrainians, Bulgarians, Russians, and Gagauz collectively 

outnumbered Moldovans.36 The predominance of non-Moldovan Russophones in urban 

centres was not limited to the south of the republic. In the northern industrial city of BŁlἪi, 

Russians and Ukrainians collectively made-up sixty percent of the local population, with 

many of the remaining forty percent of Moldovans claiming Russian as their first language.37 

Further north, the towns of OcniἪa, R´Ἠcani, EdineἪ, Glodeni, and Briceni also had sizeable 

Ukrainian populations.38 

It stands to reason that the proposed language laws would cause a similar level of angst 

amongst the inhabitants of all these predominantly Russian-speaking cities. Moreover, during 

the strikes, many enterprises from these cities either directly participated or sent letters of 

support to the O.S.T.K. Interestingly, however, nowhere outside Bender and the left bank did 

the strikes result in the rise of a radical organisation such as the O.S.T.K. This was even true 

in the Gagauz territories, as the Gagauz Halki was formed in April 1989 and had already 

established itself as a key player in local politics in the cities of Comrat, Ceadîr-Lunga, and 

VulcŁneἨti prior to the strikes. Why, then, did the language laws destabilise the left bank and 

Bender, but not other cities in the M.S.S.R.? Why was a radical group like the O.S.T.K. able 

to utilise the strikes to seize power in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa, but not elsewhere in the 

 
34 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 12 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 12 Dec. 1989). 
35 ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 9 ʄʘʨ. 1989 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 9 Mar. 1989). 
36 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 27 ʤʘʷ 1989 ʛ. (Slava, 27 May 1989). 
37 ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ, 26 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. (Communist, 26 May 1990); Protocol I-VI , of the plenums of the town 

committee of the Communist Party of Moldova (A.S.P.O.R.M., the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, BŁlἪi 

town committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, f. 43, op. 38, d. 100, p. 36). 
38 ʅʦʚʳʡ ʇʫʪʴ, 14 Oʢʪ. 1989 ʛ. (New Path, 14 October 1989); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʘʷ ʠʩʢʨʘ, 16 ʠʶʥʷ 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's 

Spark, 16 June 1989). 
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republic? One factor that differentiated Bender and the left bank from the other primarily 

Russian-speaking cities of the M.S.S.R. was how local elites responded to the strikes. 

The response of the Peopleôs Deputies from the left bank and Bender to the crisis that erupted 

in August 1989 was far more ineffective than their counterparts elsewhere in the republic. 

When the strikes began in late August, deputies from the left bank and Bender remained 

largely inactive, making little effort to engage with the strikers. This ultimately created a 

power vacuum that the O.S.T.K. was willing and able to fill. On the contrary, local deputies 

elsewhere in the republic developed a coordinated strategy, which saw them regularly engage 

with strikers, attempt to placate workers, and perhaps most importantly, marginalise more 

radical figures. The differences in these policies were apparent even before the onset of the 

strikes. 

The news that the O.S.T.K. intended to hold a two-hour warning strike on 16 August 1989 

alarmed the Peopleôs Deputies of Tiraspol and their counterparts in Bender and R´bniŞa. 

However, rather than meet with workers or O.S.T.K. representatives directly, deputies in each 

city decided to convene an emergency session of their respective city soviet, which was 

broadcast on the radio. It was clear that the deputies convened these sessions to assure 

workers that the crisis could be resolved by diplomatic means. However, in each instance, the 

deputies came across as disorganised and even incompetent in most cases. Those who 

listened to the session in Tiraspol were subjected to long, monotonous rants about the cityôs 

commitment to bilingualism.39 In R´bniŞa, deputies made vague promises about declaring 

autonomy, while some in Bender even encouraged the workers to strike. In all three cases, 

deputies failed to outline exactly how they would resolve the crisis.40 On the contrary, the 

 
39 Protocol 11, 14 Aug. 1989 (T.C.A., Tiraspol City Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies of the M.S.S.R., f. 107, op. 1, d. 

2549, pp 7, 13, 23, 25). 
40 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 15 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninôs Banner, 15 Aug. 1989). 
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O.S.T.K. leadership was using increasingly aggressive language, promising the workers that 

industrial action would force the Supreme Soviet to make Russian the second official 

language. Given the differences in their approaches, it is unsurprising that many in Tiraspol, 

Bender, and R´bniŞa chose to support the O.S.T.K. 

The threat of a warning strike did not prompt a response from local elites elsewhere in the 

M.S.S.R., as it was only factories in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa that declared their 

willingness to participate. However, as the thirteenth session approached and the O.S.T.K. 

attempted to form a Republican Strike Committee, many local elites began to grow concerned 

and took proactive measures. For example, in ChiἨinŁu, leading figures from the cityôs branch 

of the C.P.M. met with representatives of the cityôs industry before the thirteenth session. 

Deputies asked the factory directors not to participate in the strikes. Deputies told the cityôs 

factory directors that if they participated in the strikes, they feared interethnic violence might 

erupt on the streets of ChiἨinŁu.41 When the strikes began, several enterprises from ChiἨinŁu 

did participate. However, these were specialist enterprises such as Mezon Factory, which. 

like their counterparts in Tiraspol, were mostly staffed by skilled workers who had arrived 

from outside the republic. Ultimately, the number of participants from ChiἨinŁu was far lower 

than it could have been.42 

This proactive response was not just limited to the capital of the republic either. In the town 

of EdineἪ, which had a sizeable Ukrainian and Russian population, members of the local 

branch of the C.P.M. also sought to prevent industries from partaking in the strike. A letter 

from the O.S.T.K. to the townôs largest enterprise, the Moldavian Machine-Tool Production 

Association, prompted a meeting between the workers and representatives of the local Soviet. 

 
41 OôLoughlin et al., óNational constructionô, p. 339. 
42 ɺʝʯʝʨʥʠʡ ʂʠʰʠʥʝʚ, 28 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Evening Chisinau, 2 Aug. 1989). 
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In the end, after intense debates, the enterpriseôs 400 workers promised not to take part in the 

strikes.43 

Little changed on the left bank when the O.S.T.K. declared an indefinite strike on 22 August 

1989. Leading local figures, such as the chairmen of the city soviets, largely withdrew from 

the public domain. In fact, there is no evidence to suggest that these figures even met with 

workers, instead preferring to discuss the unfolding crisis from the safety of the city soviet. 

The situation was even worse in the other settlements on the left bank. In the rural regions of 

the left bank, many deputies refused to discuss the unfolding strikes and actively prevented 

reports about the strikes from appearing in the local press. Records from the DubŁsari City 

Soviet, and the Slobozia, DubŁsari, and Grigoriopol District Soviets, make almost no 

reference to the strikes. While these areas had far fewer industrial enterprises than Tiraspol, 

Bender, or R´bniŞa, they were home to several collective farms that were directly impacted by 

the strikes. This lack of engagement by the local authorities was exploited by the O.S.T.K., 

which sent delegates to these districts to spread propaganda. Unchecked O.S.T.K. propaganda 

even resulted in a state of panic in some districts. The most famous example of this comes 

from Grigoriopol, where, fearing he might be a nationalist, workers from one of the townôs 

enterprises evicted their ethnic Moldovan manager.44 

In contrast to the ineffective approach taken by the deputies on the left bank and in Bender 

during the strikes, their counterparts elsewhere in the republic were far more engaged with 

the workers. In most cities, deputies could not prevent workers from going on strike, but they 

could limit the potential negative impacts. There are several of examples of deputies from the 

right bank actively engaging with workers and taking control of the situation, which their 

 
43 ʃʝʥʠʥʝʮ, 26 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninist, 26 Aug. 1989). 
44 Protocols from the session of the District Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies and other documents, from 16 Feb. until 

21 Dec. 1989 (A.D. f. 64, op. 1, d. 365, p. 76); Protocol from the meetings of the Executive Committee, 18 Dec. 

1989 (G.R.S.A. f. 64, op. 1, d. 327, p. 45). 
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counterparts in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa failed to do. For example, when workers from 

BŁlἪi declared their entry into the strike, the Chairman of the City Soviet immediately 

organised a meeting with the workers and continued to meet with them until the strikes 

ended. Moreover, when the laws were passed, the BŁlἪiôs representatives from the Supreme 

Soviet met with the strikers and explained that Russian was the language of interethnic 

communication, which made it the de-facto second official language. This encouraged the 

workers to return on 13 September 1989.45 

A similar approach was taken by the local authorities in Taraclia. When a region-wide 

striking committee, similar to the O.S.T.K., was created in Taraclia, local elites moved 

quickly to curb its influence. G.V. Nechit, the First Secretary of the Taraclia district, used his 

influence to be elected the groupôs chairman. He then proceeded to marginalise the groupôs 

more radical figures and dismantle it from the inside.46 His work quickly rendered the group 

ineffective and unable to carry out any anti-constitutional activities. In addition to this, local 

authorities carried out an intensive propaganda campaign. Members from the Taraclia District 

Soviet, and representatives from the Supreme Soviet, visited enterprises, met with workers, 

and explained the provisions of the language laws. In particular, they highlighted the special 

provisions had been made for the preservation of Bulgarian.47 

In rural districts of central and western Moldova, the local authorities used local Moldovans 

to pressure Russian-speakers not to participate in the strikes. This happened in the district of 

CŁuἨeni, a large district in the centre of Moldova that borders Bender. During the Soviet era, 

the local economy was primarily reliant on collective farming. However, given CŁuἨeniôs 

proximity to Bender, several support enterprises were established in the town. Like elsewhere 

 
45 ʃʫʯ, 26 ʠʶʣʷ 1989 (Ray, 26 July 1989); ʂʦʤʤʫʥʠʩʪ, 5 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Communist, 5 Sept. 1989). 
46 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 5 ʉʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (The Light of October, 5 Sept. 1989); Protocols of plenums 2, 3, 4, 5 

(A.S.P.O.R.M. Taraclia district committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, f. 28, op. 11, d. 1, p. 99). 
47 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 29 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (The Light of October, 29 Aug. 1989). 
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in the republic, these enterprises were staffed chiefly by Russian speakers. To discourage 

these Russian-speaking workers from participating in the strikes, the CŁuἨeni District Soviet 

organised a rally against the strikes. At the rally, which many prominent local deputies 

attended, it was decided that an anti-strike committee would be formed in the district to 

ensure that none of CŁuἨeniôs enterprises participated.48 Even in the predominantly Gagauz 

regions in southern Moldova, local political elites took measures to prevent radical figures 

from seizing control. In Comrat, the regionôs largest city, the First Secretary of the district 

branch of the C.P.M. addressed the workers daily via the local radio and met with strikers 

daily.49  

The impact of the different approaches adopted by the local branches of the C.P.M. was 

striking. Outside the left bank and Bender, leading local political figures either prevented the 

strikes from happening, commandeered the movement, or directly engaged the strikers. Either 

way, more militant figures were marginalised, and moderate political figures remained in 

control.50 This was even true for the Gagauz territories, where moderates remained in control, 

which helped limit bloodshed in the years that followed.51 However, when the strikes began 

in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa, prominent local deputies maintained their distance and 

effectively lost control of the situation, and their cities. As a result, the O.S.T.K. quickly 

became the dominant authority in the region. This fact was recognised by the Supreme Soviet 

and the commission from Moscow, which chose to engage solely with the O.S.T.K. With 

local high-level deputies not engaging with the O.S.T.K., formally marginal figures were free 

to take control.  

 
48 ɸʚʘʥʛʘʨʜ, 26 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Vanguard, 26 Sept. 1989). 
49 ʉʣʦʚʦ ʃʝʥʠʥʘ, 29 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's word, 29 Aug. 1989). 
50 ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 12 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Red October, 12 Sept. 1989). 
51 ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 7 ʠ Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 7, 12, Sept. 1989); Marcin Kosienkowski, óThe 

Gagauz Republic: internal dynamics of de facto statehoodô in Annales Universitatis Mariae Curie-Skğodowska, 

xxiv (2017), pp 115-33 at p. 119. 
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Two different groups of people occupied the majority of leadership positions in the O.S.T.K. 

The first group was the factory directors and middle managers. Most of these had arrived 

from Russia, Ukraine, or elsewhere before 1989 and felt little to no affinity for Moldova. 

Furthermore, many were Russian nationalists who disguised their sentiments behind calls for 

internationalism. With the economy failing, many sought to transition to politics to 

consolidate their interests. The second group was made up of marginal communist party 

deputies who saw the strikes as an opportunity to gain popularity ahead of the upcoming 

February 1990 elections. Both groups were uneasy about the uncertainty brought about by 

perestroika and thought they would benefit from reconstituting the status quo. However, the 

negligent attitude of the local communist party structures was just one factor that enabled the 

O.S.T.K. to become such an influential force. Perhaps even more potent was O.S.T.K.ôs 

control over key institutional resources. 

The O.S.T.K.ôs propaganda campaign 

For any movement to succeed, its organisers must galvanise support, mobilise people to 

action, and sustain morale. This is particularly true in the case of strikes. Scholars of 

industrial relations note that strikes are generally considered ódeviantô behaviour by the media 

and society at large. This negative portrayal by the media further exacerbates the personal 

hardships the strikers are already facing. Employers or governments often exploit these 

internal and external pressures to force strikers to return to work without granting their 

demands.52 These actions are not just limited to capitalist societies. During the coalminer 

strikes mentioned above, participants complained that the Soviet press paid more attention to 

the economic impact of the strikes rather to than the strikersô grievances.53 

 
52 Hyman, Strikes, pp 145-58. 
53 Mandel, óThe rebirth of the Soviet labour movementô, p 391. 
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The O.S.T.K. complained that they were the focus of óattacks, disinformation, and a political 

and economic blockade by the governing bodies and the mass media of the [M.S.S.R.]ô.54 

The O.S.T.K. argued that the objectives of the strikes were regularly distorted by the 

republican press. Almost every day, the O.S.T.K. felt compelled to issue a statement 

criticising the republican media for their coverage of the strikes. Their claims were repeated 

with such frequency that I decided to investigate them further. I gathered various newspapers, 

which I subdivided into three different categories; republican newspapers, local newspapers 

produced by the press organs of the local branches of the C.P.M. in Tiraspol, Bender, and 

R´bniŞa, and newspapers produced in local enterprises on the left bank. I examined how many 

positive, neutral, and negative articles appeared in these newspapers from 22 August until 23 

September 1989. Positive articles were those that wrote favourably about the strikers' 

demands. Neutral articles were those that reported objective facts, namely how many 

factories were participating. Negative articles were those that either emphasised the negative 

impact of the strikes, endorsed conspiracy theories, or hurled insults at the instigators and/or 

participants (see figures 2.5, 2.6, and 2.7). 

 
54 ʆʙʨʘʱʘʪʴʩʷ, 22 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Appeal, 22 Aug. 1989); ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 29 ɸʚʛ. ʠ 6 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. 

(Chronicle of the Strike, 29 Aug., and 6 Sept. 1989). 
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Figure 2.5: The total number of positive, neutral, and negative articles that appear on the strikes in Soviet Moldova, Socialist 

Moldova, and Literature and Art. ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 22 Aʚʛ. - 23 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 22 Aug. - 23 Sept. 

1989); Moldova SocialistŁ, 22 Aug. - 23 sept. 1989 (Socialist Moldova, 22 Aug. - 23 Sept. 1989); LiteraturŁ ѽi artŁ, 22 Aug. 

- 23 Sept. 1989 (Literature and Art, 22 Aug. - 23 Sept. 1989). 
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Figure 2.6: The total number of positive, neutral, and negative articles that appear on the strikes in Dniester Truth, Victory, 

and Leninôs Banner. ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 22 Aʚʛ. - 23 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 22 Aug. - 23 Sept. 1989); ʇʦʙʝʜʘ, 

22 Aʚʛ. - 23 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Victory, 22 Aug. - 23 Sept. 1989); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 22 Aʚʛ - 23 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Lenin's Banner, 

22 Aug. - 23 Sept. 1989). 
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Figure 2.7: The total number of positive, neutral, and negative articles that appear on the strikes in Kirovets. The Canner, 

and R´bniŞa Metallurgist. ʂʠʨʦʚʝʮ, 22 Aʚʛ. - 23 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Kirovets, 22 Aug. - 23 Sept 1989); ʂʘʥʥʝʨ, 22 Aʚʛ. - 23 Cʝʥ. 

1989 ʛ. (The Canner, 22 Aug. - 23 Sept 1989); ʈʳʙʥʠʮʢʠʡ ʤʝʪʘʣʣʫʨʛ, 22 Aʚʛ. ï 23 ʩʝʥʪʷʙʨʷ 1989 ʛ. (Rybnitsa 

Metallurgist, 22 Aug. ï 23 Sept. 1989). 
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O.S.T.K.ôs claims were justified, and that the C.P.M. did mobilise the republican press 

against them. 

It is also worth noting that outside of the left bank and Bender, local branches of the C.P.M. 

also effectively mobilised local press organs against strikers. These articles appeared too 

infrequently to warrant making a separate table. Nevertheless, I noticed a few interesting 

trends and examples when examining these publications. In the semi-industrial regions with 

Russian-speaking minorities, such as EdineἪ and CŁuἨeni, local elites gave interviews 

condemning the strikes to the local press. During these interviews, they sought to appeal to 

strikers to return to work by highlighting the negative impact the strikes had on the local 

economy. This was a common tactic used by elites in several regions.55 In Basarabeasca, 

elites also used the local newspaper to actively combat O.S.T.K. propaganda, disputing the 

latterôs assertion that the locomotive depot in Basarabeasca was participating in the strikes.56 

In rural regions, the local press highlighted the impact the strikes had on the harvest. In 

regions such as Ceadîr-Lunga and VulcŁneἨti, letters from local farmers complaining that the 

harvest would go to waste appeared in the local press. One deputy from VulcŁneἨti aptly 

summed up this approach by saying, óthe harvest does not accept emotionsô.57 

The most commendable effort to dissuade strikers and discourage other subversive, 

destabilising behaviour came from the southern town of Taraclia, whose predominantly 

Russian-speaking Bulgarian population initially endorsed the O.S.T.K.ôs actions. The 

journalists and editors writing for Light of October, the districtôs local newspaper, also 

supported the O.S.T.K.ôs actions and provided the group with favourable coverage. This 

 
55 ɸʚʘʥʛʘʨʜ, 26 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Vanguard, 26 Sept. 1989); ʃʝʥʠʥʝʮ, 26 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninist, 26 Aug. 1989); 

ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 12 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Red October, 12 Sept. 1989). 
56 The accusation was made in ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 6 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 6 Sept. 1989). The 

rebuttal was made in ʉʣʘʚʘ, 15 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Glory, 15 Sept. 1989). 
57 ʇʫʪʴ ʢ ʢʦʤʤʫʥʠʟʤʫ, 7 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Path to Communism, 7 Sept. 1989); ɺʝʯʝʨʥʠʡ ʂʠʰʠʥʝʚ, 11 Cʝʥ. 1989 

ʛ. (Evening ChiѽinŁu, 11 Sept. 1989). 
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favourable coverage stopped when Taracliaôs branch of the C.P.M. criticised the editors for 

their óone-sided approachô and accused the paper of becoming óthe press organ for those 

whose goals and ideas were against the political platform of the Central Committee of the 

C.P.S.U.ô.58 Afterward, the Taraclia district authors began to censor Light of October, and its 

articles became noticeably more supportive of the C.P.M. and its policies. For example, the 

newspaper began to publish a weekly series called óLetôs Learn About the Language Lawsô. 

Local deputies and experts contributed to this series, highlighting the positive aspects of the 

laws, including the fact it would allow for the opening of Bulgarian-language schools.59 The 

approach of deputies in Taraclia and elsewhere closely resembled that taken by the 

republican press. But what about those published in the O.S.T.K.ôs strongholds such as 

Tiraspol and Bender? How did they cover the strikes? 

As shown in the table above, the local newspapers in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa, Dniester 

Truth, Victory, and Leninôs Banner, respectively, published mostly positive articles on the 

strikes. This was unsurprising, given that most of each papersô readership was either actively 

participating in the strikes or supporting them. The fact that newspapers produced in large 

factories on the left bank, such as the Kirov or R´bniŞa Metallurgical Factory, supported the 

strikes, was also to be expected, as those who contributed to, edited, and published these 

newspapers, were actively participating in the strikes. 

How then do we qualify the O.S.T.K.ôs claim that press organs associated with the C.P.M. 

were against them? At a republican level, this was certainly a fair assessment. Although, 

considering these papers were edited mostly by figures associated with the national 

movement, it would be naïve of the O.S.T.K. to assume otherwise. At a local level, at least in 

the left bank and Bender, this statement does not hold true, as most of the articles published 

 
58  ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ, 30 Cʝʥ. 1989 (Light of October, 30 Sept. 1989). 
59 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ, 10 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Light of October, 10 Sept. 1989). 
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in local newspapers and those published in local factories supported the strikes. However, in 

the eyes of the O.S.T.K., at least, both publications contained fatal flaws, and the group could 

rely upon neither to carry its message. 

The O.S.T.K.ôs main problem with local newspapers published in Tiraspol, Bender, and 

R´bniŞa was that while they were generally supportive of the group and its struggle, they were 

still independent of it. The O.S.T.K. had little to no say over the final product, meaning that 

journalists still could, and sometimes did, criticise the strikes. For example, Leninôs Banner, 

R´bniŞaôs newspaper, published an article in early September claiming the morale of some 

strikers was running low and that many wished to return to work.60 Moreover, these papers 

were ultimately still subordinated to the C.P.M. and occasionally published messages by the 

M.S.S.R.ôs Supreme Soviet requesting workers to return to work. Newspapers published in 

factories on the left bank, on the other hand, did not have a wide enough reach to carry the 

O.S.T.K.ôs message. Though this was considered a less severe problem, it was still not 

negligible. 

For a group that chastised the Supreme Soviet for its authoritarian approach to passing the 

language laws and presented itself as an ardent supporter of democracy, the O.S.T.K. proved 

to be intolerable of even the slightest criticism. The (relative) freedom of media 

that perestroika brought to the M.S.S.R. was at odds with the true values of the O.S.T.K.ôs 

leaders, who demanded uniformity and uncritical support. Even the occasional criticism made 

by the local press was considered too much. The local press was lumped in with its 

republican counterpart. Both were accused of attempting to undermine the O.S.T.K. In 

response to these perceived challenges, the O.S.T.K. quickly realised the need to establish its 

 
60 The O.S.T.K. responded to this accusation, claiming it was nothing more than rumours: ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ 

ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 6 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 6 Sept. 1989). 
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own press. By establishing their own newspapers, the O.S.T.K. could tell their version of the 

truth, unabated by outside influence.  

Creating your own press outlet is a costly endeavour, and the costs incurred in regularly 

producing and distributing material on a mass scale are quite high.61 However, being in 

control of some of the republicôs most lucrative and largest enterprises meant the O.S.T.K. 

could cover these costs. As noted above, some of the factories in Tiraspol, Bender, and 

R´bniŞa were so large that they produced their own weekly newsletters. All these factories 

were now under the control of the O.S.T.K. Hence, the O.S.T.K. had access to all the 

machines necessary to print newspapers. In addition to this, by controlling these enterprises, 

the O.S.T.K. was able to either make or procure the other necessary resources, such as paper 

and ink. 

The O.S.T.K. established three main broadsheets and published one in each of their 

strongholds: Striking Tiraspol, News of the Working Committee (Bender), and Chronicle of 

the Strike (R´bniŞa). These newspapers were published daily and were widely read amongst 

their target audience. For example, 25,000 copies of Striking Tiraspol were published every 

day.62 These newspapers were intended for a wider audience than just the city they where 

they were published. There were reports of copies of Striking Tiraspol being distributed 

around the republic, in cities such as ChiἨinŁu and BŁlἪi, and even as far west as Cahul.63 

However, outside of Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa, these newspapers were most often 

distributed around the other districts on the left bank. Striking Tiraspol was distributed 

 
61 Ġaric et al., Transforming national holidays, p. 18; Sebastian Kae óThe mediatisation of war in a transforming 

global media landscapeô in Australian Journal of International Affairs, lxvii (2013), pp 586-604 p. 595; Field et 

al, óFraming and agenda-settingô, p. 1. 
62 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʘʚʠʷ, 2 ʉʝʥ. 1989ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 2 Sept. 1989). 
63 ɿʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ ʪʠʨʘʩʧʦʣ,ɹ 22 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Striking Tiraspol, 22 Sept. 1989). 
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around Slobozia and Grigoriopol, while Chronicle of the Strike was distributed in Camenca 

and DubŁsari.64  

This mass distribution of propaganda was an incredibly costly but worthwhile endeavour for 

the O.S.T.K. and helped explain why locals became so radicalised in the months that 

followed. The O.S.T.K. now had the opportunity to create narratives and shape public 

opinion. They decided what was newsworthy and what was not, bypassing the anti-striker 

rhetoric found in much of the republican press.65 The articles that appeared in each 

newspaper followed several themes. Of course, the most prevalent, reoccurring, and 

prominent theme was the threat that the language laws supposedly posed to Russian speakers. 

According to the O.S.T.K.ôs narrative, the laws were designed to block opportunities for non-

Moldovans. In doing so, the C.P.M. was supposedly pursuing an assimilationist policy 

towards the republicôs ethnic minorities. The group alleged that only relinquishing oneôs 

language and culture would secure employment after the language laws were passed. The 

O.S.T.K. contrasted this bleak outlook with their interpretation of the pre-perestroika era 

Moldova when all cultures supposedly flourished, and the republic enjoyed interethnic 

harmony. Moreover, they argued that the Russian language had been chosen by peoples of 

the M.S.S.R., not forced upon them.66  

The O.S.T.K. conveniently ignored pro-Russian assimilationist policies pursued by the 

C.P.M. before 1989 and argued that there was no need to adopt any language laws in the 

republic. The O.S.T.K. securitised the language laws, identifying them as an extraordinary 

threat to Russian speakers. The grave nature of the supposed threat justified an immediate 

and harsh response. The O.S.T.K.ôs newspapers argued that the economic losses brought 

 
64 ʂʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʆʢʪʷʙʨʴ, 12 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Red October, 12 Sept. 1989). 
65 Ġaric et al. , Transforming national holidays, p. 18; Kae óThe mediatisation of warô, p. 595; Field et al, 

óFraming and agenda-settingô, p. 1. 
66 ʀʟʚʝʩʪʠʷ ʨʘʙʦʯʝʛʦ ʢʦʤʠʪʝʪʘ ʠʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ10, 13 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (News of the working 

committee information bulletin No. 10, 11 Sept. 1989). 



 

171 

 

about by the strikes were a necessary hardship that workers had to endure if they wanted to 

preserve their culture. For only through their struggle could life in Moldova return to óthe 

way it wasô.67  

The O.S.T.K. relied on constitutional and historical arguments to legitimise their actions 

before the people. The O.S.T.K. used outdated historiography, written before perestroika, to 

support their arguments and undermine claims made by the M.P.F. They carefully selected 

materials written in the 1970s and early 1980s, which took a more balanced approach than 

literature written during Stalin or Khrushchevôs time, but still supported the idea that 

Moldovans and Romanians spoke two different languages. They cited works that 

acknowledged similarities between the Moldovan and Romanian people but ultimately 

insisted that they were two distinct ethnic groups.68 These works also disputed accounts by 

Western academics, such as Michael Bruchis, that claimed the Moldovan language was in 

danger. According to these works, the Soviet authorities had raised the status of the 

Moldovan language to an óunprecedented levelô.69 While the O.S.T.K. used more progressive 

historical accounts, they utilised them in such a way that allowed them to make neo-Stalinist 

arguments. Reminiscent of Stalinôs justification for the annexation of Bessarabia, the 

O.S.T.K. argued that the new language laws would subject ethnic Moldovans to a policy of 

Romanianisation at the hands of M.P.F. extremists.70  

From a constitutional perspective, the O.S.T.K. legitimised their position by publishing long 

lists detailing the various articles of both the Moldovan and the Soviet constitutions that the 

laws supposedly violated.71 These included laws guaranteeing that citizens could not be 

 
67 Sperling & Webber, óThe European Unionô, p. 238. 
68 ʀʟʚʝʩʪʠʷ ʨʘʙʦʯʝʛʦ ʢʦʤʠʪʝʪʘ ʠʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ16, 18 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (News of the working 

committee information bulletin No. 16, 18 Sept. 1989). 
69 ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 16 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 16 Sept.1989). 
70 ʠʟʚʝʩʪʠʷ, 19 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Izvestia, 19 Sept. 1989). 
71 ʀʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ 5, 31 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Information Bulletin No. 5, 31 Aug. 1989). 
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discriminated against based on their ethnicity or language, irrespective of where they settled 

in the Soviet Union. Combining these provisions with the results of the 1989 Soviet census, 

the O.S.T.K. argued that the laws were unconstitutional because they discriminated against 

almost forty percent of Moldovaôs population, who reported little to no knowledge of 

Moldovan. 72 The O.S.T.K.ôs overreliance on constitutional arguments was noted by many. 

One official from Taraclia later remarked that Transnistrian leaders were proponents of the 

Moldovan constitution but conveniently forgot about paragraph seventy, which stated that the 

óterritory of M.S.S.R. is indivisibleô.73 

The O.S.T.K. also regularly challenged the C.P.M.ôs assertion that the language laws would 

not impact workers and would only be applied to those in higher-up positions. They did this 

in two ways. Firstly, they highlighted the plight of Russian speakers in Estonia, who had 

launched a strike against similar language laws in July. O.S.T.K. newsletters contained 

several letters written by members Estonian Republican Strike Committee praising the 

strikers in the M.S.S.R.74 In these letters, workers claimed that they were also initially told 

that the laws would only effect elites. However, now it appeared that Estoniaôs Russian-

speaking population would be disenfranchised. They encouraged Moldovan workers to keep 

up their struggle against the nationalists in Moldova and not to ófall for such liesô.75  

Secondly, through their newsletters, the O.S.T.K. highlighted how the laws were already 

impacting ordinary people. One such example allegedly came from the Tiraspol Pedagogical 

Institute, where a young girl had supposedly failed an exam because she was forced to take a 

 
72 ʆʙʨʘʱʘʪʴʩʷ, 22 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Appeal, 22 Aug. 1989); ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ 29 ɸʚʛ. ʠ 6 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. 

(Chronicle of the Strike, 29 August and 6 September 1989); ʀʟʚʝʩʪʠʷ ʨʘʙʦʯʝʛʦ ʢʦʤʠʪʝʪʘ ʠʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ 

ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ 5 ʠ 15, 5 ʠ 16 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (News of the working committee information bulletin No. 5 and 15, 5 

,16 Sept. 1989). 
73 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 6 Oʢʪ. 1990 ʛ. (Light of October, 6 Oct. 1990). 
74 ʆʙʨʘʱʘʪʴʩʷ, 22 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Appeal, 22 Aug. 1989); ɿʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ ʪʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, 22 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Striking 

Tiraspol, 22 Sept. 1989). 
75 ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ 29 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 29 August 1989). 
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Moldovan language exam in the Latin alphabet. However, the exam had taken place in July, a 

month before the language laws were passed.76 The O.S.T.K. used this story to highlight the 

supposedly aggressive nature of the pan-Romanian nationalists. These stories, which 

highlighted the impact the laws had on ordinary people, were popular with the O.S.T.K. 

Whether true or not, they drew people in and extracted an emotional response from them. 

This made them far more likely to be passed on and retold, regardless of whether they were 

true.77 

The O.S.T.K.ôs criticism was not just reserved for the Supreme Soviet, as the group regularly 

criticised the local authorities from the left bank and Bender. In R´bniἪa, the O.S.T.K. shared 

the names of local deputies that supposedly voted in favour of the language laws, labelled 

them ótraitorsô, and called for their resignations.78 In an article published in News of the 

Working Committee, the O.S.T.K. criticised members of the Bender City Soviet for not 

deregistering Vatra, a local affiliate of the M.P.F. (see chapter four).79 Articles regularly 

appeared in Striking Tiraspol, chastising the local authorities in Grigoriopol and Slobozia for 

their óambiguous responseô to the language laws. Such criticisms concerned the local 

authorities, and further increased tensions between local branches of the C.P.M. and the 

O.S.T.K.80  Moreover, they also discredit arguments made by some that the local branches of 

the C.P.M. and the O.S.T.K. were working together from the beginning.81 

On the pages of the O.S.T.K.ôs propaganda newsletters, the strikes were framed as the latest 

struggle in the fight against fascism. Parallels between the M.P.F. and the Nazi Party were 

 
76 ʀʟʚʝʩʪʠʷ ʨʘʙʦʯʝʛʦ ʢʦʤʠʪʝʪʘ ʠʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ9, 9 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (News of the working 

committee information bulletin No. 9, 9 Sept. 1989). 
77 Paul & Matthews, óThe Russian ñfirehose of falsehoodòô, p. 6. 
78 ʀʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ 5, 31 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Information Bulletin Number 5, 31 Aug. 1989). 
79 ʇʦʣʠʪʠʯʝʩʢʘʷ ʩʠʪʫʘʮʠʷ ʚ ɹʝʥʜʝʨʘʭ, 12 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (The political situation in Bender, 12 Sept. 1989). 
80 Decision of the Bendery City Deputies (B.C.A., Bendery City Council of Peopleôs Deputies of the M.S.S.R., 

f. 101, op. 1, d. 818, pp 12, 20). 
81 King, The Moldovans, p. 187. 
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regularly highlighted, as the O.S.T.K. transcribed speeches made by prominent M.P.F. 

leaders, and claimed they were inspired those made by Nazi leaders.82 Unverified accounts of 

M.P.F. members proudly parading around ChiἨinŁu with swastikas and other pieces of Nazi 

paraphernalia regular appeared in the O.S.T.K. press.83 Drawing further parallels with 

Moldovan Nationalism and extreme right-wing activism, the O.S.T.K. claimed that the 

M.P.F. intended to organise a pogrom against Russian speakers in ChiἨinŁu, something the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs was forced to deny.84 By comparing the M.P.F. to the Nazi Party, 

the O.S.T.K. was drawing upon the long Soviet tradition of anti-Fascist rhetoric, something 

that resonated deeply with the predominantly Russian-speaking inhabitants of the industrial 

cities.85 

In addition to mass producing propaganda newsletters, the O.S.T.K. also organised rallies in 

enterprises and town centres. Often, rallies organised by the O.S.T.K. in the industrial cities 

were not sanctioned by the local authorities, something the group criticised the M.P.F. for 

doing (see figure 2.8).86 The O.S.T.K. also travelled to the left bankôs rural districts, 

especially Slobozia and Grigoriopol, and organised rallies, particularly in villages that had a 

predominantly Russian-speaking population.87 Workers' rallies during perestroika were by no 

means unique, especially during prolonged strikes. Strikers in other Moldovan cities, such as 

BŁlἪi and Taraclia, also organised their own rallies. However, there was a noticeable 

difference between rallies organised by the O.S.T.K. and those organised by strikers 

elsewhere in the M.S.S.R. Representatives from the Supreme Soviet were invited to speak at 

rallies organised by strikers outside the left bank and Bender. Pushkash spoke at a rally in 

 
82 ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 16 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 16 Sept. 1989); ɿʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ ʪʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, 22 

Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Striking Tiraspol, 22 Sept. 1989). 
83 ʆʙʨʘʱʘʪʴʩʷ, 22 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Appeal, 22 Aug. 1989). 
84 For more information on the Chisinau Pogrom see Steven J. Zipperstein, Pogrom: Kishinev and the tilt of 

history (New York, 2018). 
85 Paul & Matthews, óThe Russian ñfirehose of falsehoodòô, p. 6. 
86 ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 15 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 15 Sept. 1989). 
87 Protocol Numbers 9-12, October 1989 (S.D.A, f. 90, op. 1, d. 859). 
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Taraclia, and other prominent figures from the Supreme Soviet and Central Committee of the 

C.P.M. spoke with workers in BŁlἪi. On the contrary, representatives from the Supreme 

Soviet were conspicuously absent from O.S.T.K. rallies.88 

 

Figure 2.8: An unsanctioned rally outside the R´bniŞa City Soviet. ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 29 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninôs Banner, 29 

Aug. 1989). 

 

It was during this period, on the pages of their newsletters, and at their rallies, that the 

O.S.T.K.ôs propagandists began to argue that the people of Transnistria (the left bank and 

Bender) were unique. According to these publications and speeches, the Transnistrians were 

not a single ethnic group. Instead, they were a variety of ethnic groups that were united by 

similar values and historical experiences.89 The Transnistrians were supposedly 

 
88 ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 9 ʉʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (The Light of October, 9 Sept. 1989). 
89 ʀʥʬʦʨʤʘʮʠʦʥʥʳʡ ʙʶʣʣʝʪʝʥʴ ˉ 5, 31 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Information Bulletin Number 5, 31 Aug. 1989). 



 

176 

 

internationalists who opposed nationalism, embraced friendship amongst peoples and loathed 

fascism. Readers in Tiraspol were reminded that workers in R´bniŞa, whom theyôd likely 

never met, were also striking against the laws and vice-versa. Readers from across 

Transnistria were reminded workers from other cities were suffering the same economic 

hardships as they were. Although it was not until Spring 1990 that the local authorities began 

to intensely cultivate a Transnistrian identity, the groundwork for the project was laid during 

the strikes of 1989. Moreover, these early publications undoubtedly helped create what 

Benedict Anderson calls an óimagined communityô on the left bank and in Bender.90 

In both their print media and their rallies, the O.S.T.K. sought to convey a simple message 

that would strike fear into the pro-Soviet, Russian-speaking workers of Transnistria; 

nationalists and neo-Nazis had taken control of ChiἨinŁu.91 The C.P.M.ôs conservative wing 

had become powerless, outmanoeuvred by the more nationalist faction, the most notorious 

being Mircea Snegur, Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet and the future 

President of Moldova. In this new Moldova, no Russian speaker was safe. The local branches 

of the C.P.M. had failed to stem the tide of nationalism emanating from the capital. In the 

absence of a stable political authority, the O.S.T.K. presented itself as the only group that 

could defend the region from the rising tide of pan-Romanian fascism. This message may 

seem simplistic or perhaps even trivial, but neither the C.P.M. nor the local authorities did 

much to dispute these claims. The return of Romanian fascism struck fear in many 

Transnistrians, whose land had been home to some of Ion Antonescuôs most notorious 

concentration camps.92  In the absence of a consistent counternarrative, many people believed 

the O.S.T.K.ôs narrative and mobilised themselves against it. 

 
90 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London, 1983), p. 25. 
91 ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 16 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 16 Sept. 1989). 
92 The Transnistrian concentration camps have received much scholarly attention recently. See for example, 

Andrei Muraru, óRomanian political justice. The holocaust and the war criminal trials: the case of Transnistria, 



 

177 

 

To fully understand what made the O.S.T.K.ôs propaganda so impactful, we cannot focus 

solely on the message it carried. Instead, we must look at other contributing factors: who 

delivered the message and how it was conveyed. The O.S.T.K. did not just know how to 

write an impactful story but also how to distribute it. The O.S.T.K. recruited shopfloor 

managers into their organisation. In some cases, these figures rose through the ranks and took 

leading positions in the organisations (see below). In most instances, however, shopfloor 

managers-maintained order in the striking factories and, most importantly, distributed the 

groupôs broadsheets and leaflets to workers. Considering many theorists believe credibility 

can be social, delegating the job of distributing propaganda to the shop floor managers was a 

wise decision by the O.S.T.K. Often, shopfloor managers were directly elected by workers 

and enjoyed their trust. The importance of receiving these propaganda materials from a 

trusted figure cannot be underestimated.93 

The O.S.T.K. did not just rely on their three main newspapers to disseminate their message. 

To supplement their broadsheets, the O.S.T.K. also published dozens of leaflets and flyers.94 

Considering many theorists agree that multiple sources of information are typically more 

persuading than one, this mass production of propaganda aided the O.S.T.K. greatly.95 The 

O.S.T.K.ôs message that the language laws were dangerous to Russophones was reinforced 

through newsletters, leaflets, and rallies, and this constant repetition only served to reinforce 

the message, which, unsurprisingly, was accepted by many. 

 
in holocaustô in Studii ĸi cercetŁri, pp 89-184; I. D. Ploscariu, óInstitutions for survival: the Shargorod ghetto 

during the Holocaust in Romanian Transnistriaô in Nationalities Papers, xlvii (2019), pp 121-35. 
93 Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, p. 171; Paul & Matthews, óThe Russian ñfirehose 

of falsehoodòô, p. 3. 
94 These flyers often carried simple names such as Diary of the Strikes or The Moldovan Language Laws. They 

can be found in the T.C.A. There was also one series of leaflets produced in R´bniŞa simply called Information 

Bulletin which contained an abbreviated version of what was in Chronicle of the Strike 
95 Paul & Matthews, óThe Russian ñfirehose of falsehoodòô, pp 2-3. 
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It is also important to note when workers received this information, which was also 

significant. In their interviews with the republican press, the O.S.T.K.ôs leaders regularly 

stressed that their workers still showed up to work daily. This benefited the O.S.T.K. in two 

ways. Firstly, it allowed them to dispute claims that the workers were lazy. Secondly, and 

most importantly, it gave the O.S.T.K. influence over what media the workers consumed. Of 

course, the O.S.T.K. could not prevent workers from consuming the republican media. They 

could not stop workers from listening to the radio or purchasing a copy of Soviet Moldova. 

Nevertheless, they could limit their exposure to it. For the entire working day, strikers were 

under the influence of the O.S.T.K., reading their newspapers, leaflets and attending their 

rallies. Predictably, access to the republican media was restricted during working hours. In 

essence, for the entirety of the working day, strikers lived in a vacuum, where the O.S.T.K. 

controlled the flow of information. Considering that first impressions are most resilient, it is 

likely that any republican media consumed by strikers when they left the factory would have 

had little impact.96 

The republican and local governments failed to challenge the O.S.T.K.ôs narrative by 

providing convincing counternarratives. In light of this, the O.S.T.K. issued a series of 

fabricated and exaggerated stories and misleading ófactsô as projections of their own strategic 

goals. The creation of an independent O.S.T.K. press, the relative passivity of the Russian-

language press, and the inability of the great majority of industrial workers to read Moldovan 

led to the creation of a contained media ecosystem. This mono-directional media provided 

limited scope for readers to challenge the anti-C.P.M. narrative, which began to predominate. 

With many poorly informed on the topic, people readily accepted the O.S.T.K.ôs narrative as 

truthful, considering it came from those whom they trusted.97 Nevertheless, propaganda alone 

 
96 Paul & Matthews, óThe Russian ñfirehose of falsehoodòô, p. 4. 
97 Andrew Hoskins and Ben OôLoughlin, óArrested war: the third phase of mediatizationô in Information, 

Communication & Society, xviii (2015), pp 1320-38 at p. 1324. 
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cannot fully explain why the O.S.T.K. rose to prominence so quickly on the left bank and in 

Bender. Moreover, a top-down approach cannot fully explain why workers readily accepted 

the O.S.T.K.ôs arguments. The following section turns its attention to this issue and argues 

that there were several additional reasons why the inhabitants of the left bank and Bender 

supported the O.S.T.K. 

Why did the workers support the O.S.T.K.? A bottom-up perspective 

Leading scholars in Soviet studies, from the late 1980s onwards, argued that propaganda was 

not always the decisive factor in shaping public opinion. Furthermore, they noted that the US 

and NATO often overestimated the impact that propaganda had on the Soviet populace.98 In 

the field of industrial relations, scholars have drawn similar conclusions, claiming that strikes 

cannot be instigated by one individual or group. This is because, in the words of Richard 

Hyman, óit is impossible to agitate without widespread grievancesô.99 Theorists of 

securitisation acknowledge that interactions between actors and audiences are crucial in 

explaining which issues are securitised and which are not.100 And finally, researchers 

interested in disinformation stress that a message is unlikely to be effective, except for when 

the audience is favourably disposed to the message or at least neutral.101 

The above four examples are drawn from different disciplines. However, they all underline 

that there must be some underlying societal explanations that help explain why workers 

participated in the strikes, and willingly followed the O.S.T.K. These societal explanations 

are yet to be fully explored by scholars working in the field. Moving beyond such an elite 

centred focus is no easy task. There is far more readily available evidence that allows the 

 
98 D.W. Benn, óSoviet Propaganda: the theory and the practiceô in The World Today, xli (1985), pp 112-5 at p. 

112. 
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100 Sperling & Webber, óThe European Unionô, p. 243. 
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researcher to explore the motives of political elites rather than those of the workers. 

Moreover, it is challenging to distinguish between workers who willingly participated in the 

strikes and those who felt forced to do so.102  Despite such difficulties, we have seen 

examples of genuine support for the strikes amongst workers. For example, the two-hour 

warning strike was arranged in the absence of any O.S.T.K. propaganda, and the workers of 

the Bender Locomotive Depot entered the strikes against the groupôs wishes.103 

As the above highlights, the elite-led approach cannot fully explain why workers participated 

in the strikes. Through extensive archival research, I have found three additional reasons why 

workers participated in the strikes. First, just as many Moldovans participated in M.P.F. 

rallies to express their dissatisfaction with the Soviet centre, many workers participated in the 

strikes to safely express their discontent with their economic and working conditions. Second, 

many in the industrialised cities genuinely identified with Soviet culture and values, which 

were opposed to the nationalist values of the Moldovan Popular Front. However, many 

Russophones in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa were Russian nationalists who masked their 

pro-Russian sentiment behind internationalist rhetoric. Finally, supporting strikes allowed 

some to maintain their oppositions and offered others the prospect of upward social mobility. 

Conditions of work  

As noted in the previous chapter, scholars widely acknowledged that most Moldovans did not 

support the M.P.F.ôs pan-Romanian agenda. Instead, many Moldovans attended the groupôs 

rallies to safely express their discontent with the C.P.M., the C.P.S.U., and the rapidly 

deteriorating economic situation. Scholars have used this explanation to explain why 

Moldovans voted against uniting with Romania in 1994, even though many had attended 

 
102 Hyman, Strikes, p. 18. 
103 ʅʦʚʦʩʪʠ ʨʘʙʦʯʝʛʦ ʢʦʤʠʪʝʪʘ, 15 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (News from the Working Committee, 15 Sept. 1989) 
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M.P.F. rallies just five years prior. However, the fact that workers in Transnistria may have 

participated in the strikes to express their dissatisfaction with these same issues has never 

been considered. Instead, it is often assumed that workers participated for one of three 

reasons.  

1) They genuinely supported the O.S.T.K.ôs platform.  

2) They were pressured to participate by their bosses. 

3) They were duped into believing that Moldovan fascism was on the rise. 

Nevertheless, evidence suggests that many workers in Transnistria were also dissatisfied with 

several issues, including working conditions. According to a report published by the C.P.M. 

in 1989, industries across the republic suffered from a lack of discipline and a high turnover 

rate, with as many as 29,000 people opting to be unemployed rather than partake in 

demoralising labour. The C.P.M. was also concerned with the high levels of drunkenness, 

absenteeism, and the generally poor performance of many workers right across the 

republic.104 According to Rudolf Dahrendor, a prominent industrial relations theorist, strikes 

are just one method used by workers to express their discontent. Dahrendor argues that in 

more authoritarian societies where workers feared harsh reprisals, such as the Soviet Union 

and the Eastern Bloc, workers often used absenteeism to express their discontent.105 

The figures cited in the above-mentioned Central Committee report were gathered between 

1984 and 1988. However, the average industrial workersô life did not improve dramatically 

between 1988 and 1989. If anything, things only got worse. It is important to remember that 

Transnistrian workers did not live in a vacuum and that the worsening economic situation 

also impacted them. Transnistria may have been one of the most prosperous regions in the 

 
104 Protocol No. 89, meetings of the Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, 14 

Nov. 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., f. 51, op. 71, d. 418); ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʤʦʣʜʘʚʠʷ 29 Aug. 1989 (Soviet Moldova, 29 Aug. 

1989). 
105 Hyman, Strikes, pp 130, 176; Ralf Dahrendorf, Essays in the theory of society (Stanford, 1968), p. 178. 
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M.S.S.R., but Moldova was still one of the poorest republics in the Soviet Union. Moreover, 

they also faced many of the problems that workers all over the Soviet Union faced: low 

wages and a lack of basic provisions, consumer goods, and services. 

The deteriorating social and economic situation, as well as rising political tensions, were 

further exacerbated by other factors related to industrial work. Industrial sociologists note 

that conflict is never far from the surface within factories. Due to their monotonous and often 

dangerous jobs, most industrial workers find themselves in a state of discontent, and 

generally, little additional grievance is needed to start a conflict. Clark Kerr and Abraham 

Siegel developed this further by analysing inter-industry differences in strike proneness. They 

argued that certain industries were more likely to strike than others because their workers 

lived in isolated communities. Within these communitiesô workers readily develop a 

consciousness of collective grievance. These communities also provide the prior group 

cohesion needed to be mobilised.106 Dmitry Gorenburg supports this assertion, arguing that 

industrial workers from the Soviet Union had high-density social networks and that their 

intra-group trust was high. However, their lack of native-language education generally made 

them hostile towards nationalist movements.107 In the case of Transnistria, industrial workers 

were essentially segregated from others, with scholars like Jan Zofka acknowledging that 

they often lived in the same apartment blocks and socialised together.108 

It is highly probable then that the workers of Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa participated in the 

strikes to express their discontent with the worsening social, political, and economic situation 

in the Soviet Union. There is archival evidence to suggest industrial workers were highly 

 
106 Hyman, Strikes, p. 64; Charles Tilly, From mobilization to revolution (New York, 1978), p. 81. 
107 Dmitry Gorenburg, óNationalism for the masses: popular support for nationalism in Russiaôs ethnic 

republicsô in Europe-Asia Studies, liii (2001), pp 73-104 at p. 77. 
108 Jan Zofka, óThe transformation of Soviet industrial relations and the foundation of the Moldovan Dniester 

Republicô in Europe-Asia Studies, lxvi (2016), pp 826-46 at p. 826. 
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dissatisfied. While theoretical and empirical examples demonstrate industrial workers were 

generally hostile towards nationalism and easily aggravated, neither the poor state of 

industrial relations nor economic misfortunes that plagued the M.S.S.R. adequately explain 

why workers chose to endure tremendous and prolonged economic hardships. If we are to 

explain why workers participated, we must take a closer look at the Russian-speaking 

inhabitants of Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa, and examine their attitudes towards the titular 

nation.  

Soviet internationalists or Russian nationalists? Attitudes of Transnistrian workers 

towards the Moldovan Language  

For many, the primary reason many in Transnistria supported secession, and by extension, the 

O.S.T.K., was that they were heavily Sovietised. There is no denying that many in 

Transnistria were deeply attached to the Soviet identity. The industrial cities had become 

ethnic melting pots, and many non-Russians had adopted the Russian language.109 However, 

the myth that has persisted in scholarship for the last several decades that the people of 

Transnistria were the most Sovietised in the entire M.S.S.R. is misleading. There were 

several other cities in Moldova, outside of Transnistria, whose inhabitants felt just as deeply 

attached to the Soviet centre. This is best represented by results of the referendum on the new 

Union Treaty, which took place on 17 March 1991. As noted in the previous chapter, the 

referendum on the Union Treaty was a divisive issue. The turnout and results in the 

Transnistrian towns of Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa, were remarkably similar to those in 

BŁlἪi, Taraclia, and Basarabeasca (see figure 2.9).110 However, it is worth noting that voting 

 
109 Skvortsova, óThe cultural and social makeup of Moldovaô, p. 171. 
110 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 21 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 21 Mar. 1991); ɻʦʣʦʩ, 26 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Voice, 26 

Mar. 1991); ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 17 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Light of October, 17 Mar. 1991); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 19 ʄʘʨ. 1991 

ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 19 Mar. 1991). 
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in the Transnistrian cities and the Moldovan cities occurred in entirely different 

circumstances. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.9: ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 21 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 21 Mar. 1991); ɻʦʣʦʩ, 26 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. 

(Voice, 26 Mar. 1991); ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ, 17 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Light of October, 17 Mar. 1991); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 19 

ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 19 Mar. 1991). 

Local authorities and regular citizens in these non-Transnistrian cities were under immense 

pressure not to participate. In late 1990, the Moldovan government made it clear that it would 

not sign the Union Treaty. The Supreme Soviet outlawed the referendum and threatened to 

punish those that participated. In addition to this, the M.P.F. also campaigned heavily against 

the organisation of a referendum anywhere in the republic. In Basarabeasca, the mere 

suggestion of participating in the referendum prompted the districtôs prosecutor to publish a 

letter in the local newspaper, Slava, reminding everyone that such actions were illegal and 
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would result in prosecution.111 Likewise, the M.P.F. threatened to organise a large 

demonstration in BŁlἪi if the deputies from the City Soviet agreed to participate in the 

referendum.112 

In Transnistria, on the other hand, the situation was very different. By March 1991, the 

republican authorities had effectively lost control of most of Transnistria (see chapters three 

and five). The new de-facto authorities strongly encouraged and even pressured citizens to 

participate. Even though the referendum inside and outside Transnistria took place in two 

completely different contexts, the results were remarkably similar.113 This does not 

undermine the notion that the inhabitants of Transnistria were heavily Sovietised, as they 

were. However, it challenges the widely accepted notion that they were the most Sovietised 

inhabitants of the M.S.S.R. However, as demonstrated above, the language laws did not have 

such a destabilising impact in BŁlἪi, Basarabeasca, or Taraclia. Therefore, there must have 

been some additional reasons the people of Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa were receptive to 

the O.S.T.K.ôs thinly veiled anti-Moldovan, pro-Russian, rhetoric in the summer of 1989.  

Many in Transnistria displayed what Lenin would refer to as óGreat Russian Chauvinismô. 

This is somewhat unsurprising, as many have noted that Russian nationalism was generally 

considered acceptable to the Soviet authorities. This was highlighted by the fact that Russians 

living outside the republic were allocated special privileges.114 The impact of the Soviet 

Unionôs policy of importing outsiders had a clear impact on the demographics of Tiraspol, 

Bender, and R´bniŞa, and the wider region. In Tiraspol, Moldovans accounted for less than 

twenty percent of the population. The situation was not much better in R´bniŞa or Bender, 

 
111 ʉʣʘʚʘ, 26 ʌʝʚ. 1991 ʛ. (Slava, 26 Feb. 1991). 
112 ɻʦʣʦʩ, 21 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Voice, 21 Mar. 1991). 
113 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 21 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 21 Mar. 1991); ɻʦʣʦʩ, 26 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Voice, 26 

Mar. 1991); ʉʚʝʪ ʦʢʪʷʙʨʷ., 17 ʄʘʨ. 1991 ʛ. (Light of October, 17 Mar. 1991); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, 19 ʄʘʨ. 

1991 ʛ. (Lenin's Word, 19 Mar. 1991). 
114 CaἨu, óMoldova under the Soviet communist regimeô, p. 357; A. S. Tuminez, óNationalism, ethnic pressures, 

and the breakup of the Soviet Unionô in Journal of Cold War Studies, v (2003), pp 81-136 at p. 88. 
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where they accounted for twenty-four percent and thirty percent of the population, 

respectively.115 This was contrary to the rural districts of Camenca, DubŁsari, Slobozia and 

Grigoriopol, where Moldovans predominated. Some of these districts were also spread across 

both banks of the river Dniester, so local authorities had to be more attentive to the needs of 

ethnic Moldovans. Tiraspol administered no villages, the few Moldovan villages around 

Bender were too small to affect local policy (see chapter four), and the number of ethnic 

Moldovans in the villages surrounding R´bniŞa was low. 116 This meant there was little 

incentive for city communist parties to make provisions for learning Moldovan.  

Tiraspol and R´bniŞa were the only two cities in the entire M.S.S.R. that did not have a single 

Moldovan language school, while Bender only had four.117 As a result, these cities were 

heavily Russified. For example, in the 1989 census, over eighty-five percent of Tiraspolôs 

population claimed to be monolingual Russophones.118 Moreover, most cities did not even 

have a local Moldovan language press until 1989. The blame cannot be placed solely upon 

the city authorities, for even when they encouraged workers to learn Moldovan, they 

appeared disinterested. In 1989, fifteen Moldovan language classes were established in 

various enterprises in Tiraspol. However, due to low turnout rates, the classes were closed in 

a matter of weeks.119 

Workers' disinterest in learning Moldovan and their general opposition to the national revival 

project was apparent even before the formation of the O.S.T.K. Between April and May 

1989, several specialists visited enterprises around the republic to gauge workers' opinions on 

the language laws. In the north and centre of the republic, the majority of workers supported 

 
115 ɿʥʘʤʷ ʇʦʙʝʜʳ, 6 ɼʝʢ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory Banner, 6 Dec. 1990). 
116 ɿʥʘʤʷ ʇʦʙʝʜʳ, 6 ɼʝʢ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory Banner, 6 Dec. 1990). 
117 Data on schools by language of instruction at the beginning of the academic year, 1989-1990 (A.S.P.O.R.M., 

f. 51, op. 73, d.128, p. 38). 
118 ʉʦʚʝʪʩʢʘʷ ʄʦʣʜʦʚʘ, 25 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Soviet Moldova, 25 Aug. 1989). 
119 Protocol 9, 23 May (T.C.A., Tiraspol City Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies of the M.S.S.R., f. 107, op. 1, d. 2547, 

p 7). 
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the adoption of Moldovan as the sole official language, once Russian was made the language 

of interethnic communication. In Transnistria, however, the overwhelming majority opposed 

it. In R´bniŞa, Bender, and Slobozia, less than five percent of workers supported the adoption 

of Moldovan as the sole official language. In Tiraspol, just four enterprises supported making 

Moldovan the sole official language, while some workers even argued that Russian should 

become the sole official language (see figure 2.10).120 Similarly, at a joint session of the 

R´bniŞa City and District Soviet that took place in June 1989, deputies noted that most of the 

cities inhabitants opposed making Moldovan the sole official language.121 

 

Figure 2.10: Source: The results of discussions on the draft laws on the status of state language in the M.S.S.R. 

and the functioning of the languages in the territory of Moldova in 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., Documents (decisions 

and information) of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, and the city and, district 

 
120 The results of discussions on the draft laws on the status of state language in the M.S.S.R. and the 

functioning of the languages in the territory of Moldova in 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., Documents (decisions and 

information) of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, and the city and, district 

committees, f. 51, op. 71, d. 562 (a), p. 7); Protocol 9, 23 May (T.C.A., Tiraspol City Soviet of Peopleôs 

Deputies of the M.S.S.R., f. 107, op. 1, d. 2547, pp 4-5); Protocols from the meetings of the Grigoriopol District 

Soviet, July 1989 (G.R.S.A., f. 24, op. 1, d. 181, pp 57); Materials of election Conference of Women from the 

[Grigoriopol] District, August 1989, (G.R.S.A., f. 174, op. 1, d. 1, p. 3). 
121 Protocols from the R´bniŞa City and District Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies, 3 June 1989 (R.C.A., Protocols 

from City Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies. 30. Sept. 1988- 3 June 1989, f. 44, op. 1, d. 767, p. 7). 
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committees, f. 51, op. 71, d. 562 (a), p. 7); Protocol 9, 23 May (T.C.A., Tiraspol City Soviet of Peopleôs 

Deputies of the M.S.S.R., f. 107, op. 1, d. 2547, pp 4-5). 

 

Identification with Soviet ideals and culture was undoubtedly prevalent amongst many city 

dwellers in Transnistria. However, there was also the visible presence of Russian nationalism. 

Many Moldovans complained that Russian speakers viewed Moldovan as an inferior 

language that they did not need to learn. This view was supported by the lack of interest in 

learning the language on the part of workers, even when classes were freely provided. 

Furthermore, the demand that Russian should become the sole official language demonstrated 

that some workers were ignorant of the Moldovan people's grievances and the socio-political 

situation in the republic. However, there were also practical reasons that encouraged the 

inhabitants of Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa to oppose the language laws vigorously. 

Personal gain 

As noted above, the republican media generally argued that the strikes were nothing more 

than a directorsô plot. According to this narrative, directors, middle-managers, and members 

of the local nomenklatura all united to secure their own interests. While this chapter has 

proven that workers played a more active role in the strikes than previously thought, there is 

no denying that the nomenklatura in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa were some of the most 

ardent supporters of the strike. While there was some ambiguity surrounding who would be 

required to learn Moldova, it was taken for granted that members of the nomenklatura, that is, 

the bureaucracy, would be required to do so. In each of the three industrial cities, the 

nomenklatura was comprised mainly of Russian and Ukrainians. In Tiraspol, Russians and 

Ukrainians collectively made-up seventy-six percent of its nomenklatura. In Bender and 

R´bniŞa, Russians and Ukrainians accounted for seventy-two and sixty-three percent, 
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respectively (see figure 2.11).122 Given the poor standing of Moldovan in these cities, it is 

unlikely that many of the Russian or Ukrainian members of the nomenklatura were bilingual. 

In addition to this, considering the lack of Moldovan language schools, periodicals, and 

institutions in general, it is unlikely that even the Moldovan members spoke Moldovan (see 

chapter four).  

 

Figure 2.11: The ethnic background of the nomenklatura from Tiraspol, R´bniŞa, and Bender. All graphs made 

with data from: Information about the personnel included in the nomenclature of town committees and regional 

 
122 Information about the personnel included in the nomenclature of town committees and regional committees 

for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Moldova on the public education for 1989, f.51, op. 73, d. 103, pp 27-28,33-34,41-42,76-77). 
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committees for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist 

Party of Moldova on the public education for 1989, f.51, op. 73, d. 103, pp 27-28, 33-4, 41-2, 76-7). 

Opposition to the language laws, and support for the strikes, on the part of the industrial cities 

nomenklatura, was not just based on their ethnic identity alone. In his book Minority Ethnic 

Mobilization in the Russian Federation, Dmitry Gorenburg convincingly argues that some 

groups are more likely to support or oppose nationalism than others. In his analysis of four of 

Russiaôs ethnic republics, Gorenburg finds that industrial workers, members of the Russian-

speaking elite or intelligentsia, or those educated in Russian are most likely to oppose 

nationalism. In the case of Tiraspol, R´bniŞa, and Bender, we see that the majority of the 

nomenklatura came from professional backgrounds that traditionally oppose nationalism. In 

Bender, engineers, those associated with the cityôs industry, made up forty-seven percent of 

the nomenklatura, while in Tiraspol and R´bniŞa they accounted for thirty-seven and thirty-

one percent, respectively.123 Teachers also made up a considerable portion of the 

nomenklatura in Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa, accounting for thirty-seven, thirty, and 

twenty-seven percent respectively (see figure 2.12). Given the lack of Moldovan language 

schools, most of these would have taught in Russian.124 However, it was not only the 

nomenklatura who benefited from the strikes. Normal workers also stood to gain 

significantly. 

 
123 Itôs important to note that the figure for R´bniŞa includes the surrounding district, and itôs likely that their 

share in just the city was far higher. 
124 Information about the personnel included in the nomenclature of town committees and regional committees 

for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Moldova on the public education for 1989, f. 51, op. 73, d. 103, pp 27-8, 33-4, 41-2, 76-7). 
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Figure 2.12: The professional background of the nomenklatura from Tiraspol, R´bniŞa, and Bender. All graphs 

made with data from: Information about the personnel included in the nomenclature of town committees and 

regional committees for 1989 (A.S.P.O.R.M., References and information of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of Moldova on the public education for 1989, f.51, op. 73, d. 103, pp 27-8, 33-4, 41-2, 76-7). 
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The strikes also gave some workers the opportunity for upward social mobility. From the 

beginning of the strike, workers were recruited into the lower ranks of the O.S.T.K. to act as 

interlocutors between the organisation and the participants in the strikes. Such a position 

brought them into direct contact with middle-management and factory directors, including 

influential figures such as Igor Smirnov. Their affiliation with the O.S.T.K. and their support 

for the cause offered them greater access to resources and opportunities. This was clear even 

before the final goal of secession became apparent. Some workers were even absorbed into 

the upper echelons of power, most notably the first chair of the O.S.T.K., Boris Stefan, who 

was originally a shop-floor manager (figure 2.13). In addition to this, Anna Volkova, 

previously a lecturer at the Tiraspol Pedagogical Institute who supported the O.S.T.K. in 

1989, became the de-facto stateôs most eminent scholar.125 In such a turbulent time, 

dissatisfied workers saw obvious benefits in aligning themselves with management, with 

many hoping their loyalty would be rewarded in the future. 

 
125 ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 16 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Chronicle of the Strike, 16 Sept. 1989); ɿʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ ʪʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, 22 

Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Striking Tiraspol, 22 Sept. 1989). Volkova has written several books on Transnistrian history. She 

also translated Smirnovôs autobiography into English. 
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Figure 2.13: A list of members of the O.S.T.K. in 1989. Note that Stefanôs name is on top. Photo taken by the 

author in the O.S.T.K.ôs main office in the House of Soviets (City Hall of Tiraspol). 

 

Conclusion 

The strikes of August-September 1989 can be considered one of the most critical events in 

the led up to the Transnistrian War. It was the first time the region rebelled against ChiἨinŁu, 

made pro-separatist elites more influential, and laid the groundwork for creating a 

Transnistrian identity. And yet, they were not entirely a Transnistrian phenomenon. The 

strikes had supporters all over the republic. Moreover, strikes were also happening in other 
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potentially troublesome regions, such as north-eastern Estonia and the Donbas. Unlike 

elsewhere in the Soviet Union, the strikes in Transnistria were led by middle-management, 

factory directors, and lower-level party officials. This meant that the leadership was more 

experienced than, for example, the coalminers, and more ambitious. Unlike elsewhere in 

Moldova, influential local political figures failed to challenge the O.S.T.K. or even engage 

with strikers. Instead, they sat back and allowed the O.S.T.K. to carry on without 

repercussions. 

The available institutional resources at the O.S.T.K.ôs disposal also played an important role. 

Tiraspol, R´bniŞa, and Bender were far more industrialised than other regions whose 

population supported the strikes, such as Ceadîr-Lunga, Comrat, and Taraclia. This allowed 

the various enterprises to pool their resources and produce their own broadsheets. Unlike the 

other regions of Moldova, the local press remained mostly uncritical of the O.S.T.K., with 

some regions refusing to cover the strikes. Furthermore, the republican pressôs decision to 

mostly ignore the strikes ultimately backfired as they provided no counternarrative to the 

O.S.T.K.ôs. Thus, the O.S.T.K. was free to push its hyperbolic narratives to mobilise workers 

and sustain the strikes. It was no coincidence that cities with no striker-led press, such as 

ChiἨinŁu or BŁlἪi, were the first to withdraw from the strikes. 

The newspaper provided the technical means for óre-presentingô the kind of imagined 

community that is the nation, and the publications also lay the foundation for the creation of a 

distinct óTransnistrian identityô. 126 Before 1990, Transnistria had no history of independent 

statehood nor any unique independence movements. Historically, the region had also been 

subsumed by a larger entity, within which it had no unique identity. Furthermore, the left 

bank region was never referred to as Transnistria (or Pridnestrovie). However, this all 

 
126 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 25. 
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changed in the summer of 1989. The wealth of publications produced by the O.S.T.K. 

reinforced the idea that the left-bank inhabitants were somehow distinct from those elsewhere 

in the M.S.S.R. Even though workers came from many different ethnic groups, the 

publications reinforced, within the industrialised cities at least, that they shared the same 

values. 

These óshared valuesô only became apparent in the wake of perestroika. As the language laws 

highlighted, the great majority of the inhabitants of the right bank were ónationalistsô, the 

eyes of the O.S.T.K. On the contrary, the group argued that the inhabitants of the left bank 

were united by their adherence to the principles of internationalism and equality among 

nations. Every edition of the O.S.T.K.ôs propaganda newsletters informed readers that 

countless other workers from across the region were enduring the same hardships as them in 

the struggle against nationalism. Tiraspol-based publications featured letters of 

encouragement from workers in R´bniŞa or farmers in Slobozia. R´bniŞa based publications 

featured letters of encouragement from workers in Tiraspol and Bender or farmers in 

Camenca and DubŁsari. Such letters of encouragement reassured workers of the existence of 

similar movements and that they were supported by others whom they may not know and 

may never meet. Ultimately, it contributed to creating an óimagined community, and laid the 

foundation for the creation of the óTransnistrianô supra-ethnic group, a process that would 

begin in 1990. 

The leaders of the O.S.T.K. learned much between August and September 1989. They 

realised that the majority of people living on the left bank and in Bender opposed the 

Moldovan national revival and that they could be mobilised against it. During the strikes, the 

O.S.T.K. almost perfected the art of propaganda by isolating workers and feeding them their 

interpretation of the conflict. The workersô economic frustrations were deflected by the 

O.S.T.K.ôs instant moralisations, which were readily consumed in the absence of any 
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effective counternarratives. Most importantly, the O.S.T.K. had created a support base it 

could rely on and draw on in times of need. This would prove particularly vital in the 

following years. 

Propaganda may have played a significant role, but it cannot be considered the sole reason 

the workers supported the O.S.T.K., as propaganda is unlikely to dissuade those who do not 

hold similar preconceptions. This chapter identified several additional reasons that workers 

participated in the strikes. Some saw themselves as Soviet patriots defending the Leninist 

principles upon which they were raised. Some were Russian nationalists who could not bear 

to see their language subjugated to an óinferiorô one. Others saw personal gain and 

opportunities. However, the vast majority of participants likely saw the strikes as a safe way 

to vent their frustration. 

As the next chapter will show, the strikes significantly altered the balance of power in the 

region. Within the space of two months, the O.S.T.K. grew to challenge the C.P.M.ôs 

hegemony and quickly became viewed by many as the regionôs sole protector. The popularity 

of its leaders increased rapidly. This would be crucial in the upcoming elections scheduled 

for February 1990. Finally, the high volume of propaganda made many believe that they were 

genuinely different from those that lived elsewhere in the M.S.S.R. This was exacerbated in 

the industrial cities, where contacts between local Russophones and non-Russified 

Moldovans were limited. In sum, the strikes gave rise to the O.S.T.K., which, as subsequent 

chapters will demonstrate, would steer the region towards de-facto independence and 

conflict.
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Chapter 3 

From strikes to state builders: the O.S.T.K.ôs consolidation of power 

Intro duction 

The passing of the 1989 language laws proved to be a cataclysmic event that ultimately 

proved detrimental to Moldovaôs territorial integrity. While most ethnic Moldovans 

applauded the laws, their enactment led to the mobilisation of previously peaceful 

populations. Across the M.S.S.R., ethnic Russians, Ukrainians, Gagauzians, Bulgarians, and 

even Russified Moldovans protested against their adoption. The widespread backlash and 

subsequent strikes forced the Supreme Soviet to reconsider its position and adopt Russian as 

the language of interethnic communication. Russian speakers from different parts of the 

M.S.S.R. reacted differently to these concessions. In BŁlἪi and Taraclia, local deputies 

managed to convey the importance of the concessions, which were ultimately accepted by 

most. In Comrat and Ceadîr-Lunga, Gagauz elites were emboldened by the backlash against 

the laws and sought to use the discontent to extract more significant economic and cultural 

autonomy from ChiἨinŁu.  

In Transnistria, the situation was more precarious. Due to their inactivity, the position of the 

local branches of the C.P.M. had waned significantly. Between August- September 1989, the 

O.S.T.K. assured workers that they, and only they, could protect them from the wave of 

nationalism that was supposedly sweeping across the republic. Like deputies in the Gagauz 

regions, members of the O.S.T.K. began to argue that Transnistria needed autonomy. 

However, unlike elites in Gagauzia, those spearheading the autonomy project in Transnistria 

were not members of the local authorities or intellectuals. In fact, as noted in the previous 

chapter, most of the O.S.T.K.ôs leadership only arrived in Moldova in the years prior and had 

little affinity for it. Furthermore, unlike the elites from Comrat and Ceadîr-Lunga, O.S.T.K. 
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leaders did not see themselves as financially reliant on ChiἨinŁu. Many believed that given 

the industrialised nature of Tiraspol, R´bniŞa, and Bender, that Transnistria could sustain 

itself. 

Given that the O.S.T.K. was both genuinely popular and controlled most of the region's 

industry, the organisation quickly developed into a political force. While technically still 

outside the realm of power, the O.S.T.K. used its position to apply pressure to the region's 

local governments, particularly those in Tiraspol and R´bniŞa. From early-September 

onwards, individual members of the O.S.T.K. began to call for the creation of a Transnistrian 

Moldovan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (T.M.A.S.S.R.). However, the call initially 

failed to resonate with many O.S.T.K. leaders, who claimed that doing so would result in the 

abandonment of Russian speakers elsewhere in the republic.1 Many from the local Soviets in 

the industrial cities were not interested in creating a T.M.A.S.S.R. either, as they knew it 

would further aggravate an already tense situation. Instead, deputies from Tiraspol, Bender 

and R´bniŞa promised to investigate the possibility of declaring their cities autonomous, under 

the guise of regional self-financing or unique ethnic composition. 

By mid-September 1989, the opinion of the majority of O.S.T.K. leaders had changed 

considerably, with many now publicly calling for the creation of the T.M.A.S.S.R. These 

early advocates of autonomy claimed that they should restore the old Moldavian Autonomous 

Soviet Socialist Republic, which had existed on the left bank between 1924 and 1939. 

However, they argued that the proposed republic would not have to confine itself to the 

borders of the old M.A.S.S.R., and proposed that the cities of Bender, Comrat, and even BŁlἪi 

could be included.2 Nevertheless, by mid-September, the O.S.T.K. decided to end its crusade 

 
1 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 29 ɸʚʛ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninôs Banner, 29 Aug. 1989). 
2 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 14 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninôs Banner, 14 Sept. 1989); ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 13 ʉʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. 

(Chronical of the Strike, 13 Sept. 1989). 
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against Moldovan nationalism at a republican level and sought to consolidate its power 

within Transnistria. There were several reasons for this sudden change. Firstly, many felt 

abandoned by the C.P.S.U. when the Soviet commission ruled that the language laws were 

not discriminatory. Secondly, many saw how the Supreme Soviet had reacted negatively to 

the Gagauz request for autonomy and understood that individual cities' requests for autonomy 

would likely be rejected. Finally, as the strikes dragged on, it became clear that Transnistria's 

inhabitants were more distrustful of the government in ChiἨinŁu than those elsewhere. This 

encouraged the O.S.T.K., who realised that they could control an industrialised region where 

most of its inhabitants supported their agenda. 

Under pressure from the O.S.T.K., both the R´bniŞa and Tiraspol City Soviets began working 

towards autonomy. Perhaps surprisingly, it was the deputies in R´bniŞa who made the first 

move. On 13 September 1989, the R´bniŞa City and District Soviets established a commission 

to investigate the legality of creating the proposed T.M.A.S.S.R. The commission promptly 

concluded that Transnistria had legal grounds to declare autonomy given that Russians and 

Ukrainians collectively outnumbered Moldovans, meaning the region had a unique ethnic 

composition. They also promoted the idea of autonomy, claiming it was both feasible and 

beneficial. A week later, the R´bniŞa City Soviet approved the commissionôs findings and 

scheduled a non-binding referendum for 3 December 1989. The deputies drafted a law on the 

referendum that gave the O.S.T.K. a privileged position in its organisation. The law gave the 

O.S.T.K. the responsibility of organising discussions on autonomy within the workplace and 

distributing propaganda.3 

 
3 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 13 and 28 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninôs Banner, 28 Sept. 1989); ʍʨʦʥʠʢʘ ʟʘʙʘʩʪʦʚʢʠ, 13 ʉʝʥ. 

1989 ʛ. (Chronical of the Strike, 13 Sept. 1989); ʈʳʙʥʠʮʘ ʚʝʩʪʥʠʢ, 26 Cʝʥ. 1989 ʛ. (R´bniŞa Herald, 26 Sept. 

1989). 
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It was not until after the organisation of the referendum in R´bniŞa that the Tiraspol branch of 

the O.S.T.K. began to pressurise the local Soviet into organising its own referendum. On 3 

December, O.S.T.K. representatives from Tiraspol travelled to RîbniŞa to observe the voting 

process.4 Content with what they saw, they returned to Tiraspol and exerted pressure on their 

local Soviet. Unlike in R´bniŞa, the O.S.T.K. had greater access to the cityôs 

newspaper, Dniester Truth (see below). Following the successful referendum in R´bniŞa, the 

O.S.T.K. published numerous pro-autonomy articles in Dniester Truth. These articles 

reassured voters that creating an autonomous unit would be legal, and beneficial. They 

argued that the creation of the T.M.A.S.S.R. would allow representatives to alter the language 

laws. Between 19 and 20 December 1989, deputies convened in the Tiraspol City Soviet to 

discuss the issue. By the time the session had commenced, the O.S.T.K. had already launched 

a massive campaign in support of the referendum and even suggested that they would 

organise their own if deputies rejected the motion.5 Unsurprisingly, however, deputies agreed 

to schedule a non-binding referendum on the 28 January 1990.6 

In both R´bniŞa and Tiraspol, local deputies found themselves in a difficult position when it 

came to the referendums. While prominent political figures from both cities may not have 

supported the laws, neither wished to secede from Moldova. Their lack of support was 

evident in their public and private statements about the issue. In November 1989, the 

Supreme Soviet of the M.S.S.R. issued a decree which annulled the óLaw on Referendumô 

issued by the R´bniŞa City Soviet.7 When deputies met to discuss whether to push forward 

with the referendum, most decided against it. Those who opposed the referendum noted that 

most of Transnistriaôs other regions did not support creating an autonomous unit. One 

 
4 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 7 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 7 Dec. 1989). 
5 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 16 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 16 Dec. 1989); ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 5 ʗʥʚ. 1990 

ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 5 Jan. 1990). 
6 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 21 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 21 Dec. 1989). 
7 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 18 ʅʦʷ. 1989 ʛ. (Leninôs Banner, 18 Nov. 1989). 
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opponent even joked that a referendum would result in the creation of a óR´bniŞa AS.S.R.ô, 

and nothing more. Seeing as local deputies had soured toward the idea of a referendum, the 

cityôs branch of the O.S.T.K. took it upon itself to organise the referendum. The O.S.T.K. 

launched a city-wide propaganda campaign supporting the referendum, while local deputies 

launched scathing attacks on the organisation for pushing ahead. Just two days before the 

organisation of the referendum, the First Secretary of the R´bniŞa City Soviet accused the 

O.S.T.K.ôs leaders of being óGreat Russian Chauvinistsô and appealed to people not to 

participate.8 

Similarly, in Tiraspol, political elites seemed hesitant to organise a referendum. Following 

the passing of the language laws, dialogue between the republican and city authorities had not 

ceased. Just days before the Tiraspol City Soviet agreed to organise a referendum, 

representatives from the Supreme Soviet visited Tiraspol to monitor the city's compliance 

with the language laws.9 Furthermore, in a meeting with Snegur and Lucinshi, Leonid 

Turcan, First Secretary of the Tiraspol branch of the C.P.M., and Vladimir Kudryavtsev, 

Chairman of the Tiraspol City Executive Committee, revealed that they did not support the 

creation of the T.M.A.S.S.R. At the meeting, which took place in January 1990, Turcan and 

Kudryavtsey stated that neither they nor the majority of Tiraspolôs citizens favoured creating 

an autonomous unit, with both claiming that most of the cityôs inhabitants understood that the 

cityôs industry relied on raw materials from the rest of Moldova and that the vote was simply 

to gauge voterôs opinions on the language question.10 

Both practical and personal considerations informed how political elites approached issue of 

autonomy during this period. While deputies in both cities were operating under immense 

 
8 ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 30 ʅʦʷ. ʀ 12 ɼʝʢ 1989 ʛ. (Leninôs Banner, 30 Nov., and 2 Dec. 1989). 
9 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 14 ɼʝʢ. 1989 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 14 Dec. 1989). 
10 Materials for protocol number 93, 25 Jan. 1990 (A.S.P.O.R.M., Meetings of the Bureau of the Central 

Committee of the Communist Party of Moldova, f. 51, op. 71, d. 605, pp 16-37). 
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pressure from the O.S.T.K., they also believed that they stood to gain substantially from 

paying lip-service to the autonomy project. The stakes for the upcoming local and republican 

elections were raised significantly in November 1989 when the Moldovan Supreme Soviet 

passed a law removing communist party quotas.11 While the law forbade the formation of 

other parties, it did allow independent candidates to run. These candidates could, in turn, be 

supported by informal groups, such as the O.S.T.K. Effectively, this meant that within 

Transnistria's industrial cities, local communist party deputies would be competing against 

the O.S.T.K. for seats in the local Soviet. 

Most deputies understood that their inactivity during the strikes put them at an immediate 

disadvantage in respect of the upcoming elections. After the partyôs inactivity between 

August and September, most citizens looked to O.S.T.K. leaders such as Igor Smirnov for 

guidance. With this in mind, most deputies understood that they had to act immediately if 

they were to be re-elected in February. Regardless of their personal opinions, deputies 

understood that because of the O.S.T.K.ôs propaganda campaign, most citizens opposed the 

language laws and supported autonomy. These deputies sought to capitalise on the situation 

by using the threat of autonomy to win special concessions for their cities. Political elites like 

Turcan and others hoped that the danger of losing their industrial heartland would encourage 

the Supreme Soviet to reconsider its position and ultimately refrain from implementing the 

language laws in their cities. Such concessions, they hoped, would boost their popularity 

amongst voters and derail the O.S.T.K.ôs momentum.12 Unfortunately for most deputies, 

however, voters were unimpressed by their actions and demonstrated as much in the 

elections. 

Local and republican elections in the M.S.S.R. 

 
11 Mason, óInternationalist mobilizationô, pp 156-65. 
12 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 16 ʗʥʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 16 Jan. 1989). 
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The elections of 26 February 1990 altered the balance of power within Transnistria. The 

election laws allowed workers to nominate their candidates, and in most factories, they 

nominated O.S.T.K. members. The Soviet electoral system mandated that only one candidate 

from each electoral district could be elected. This meant that both communists and 

óindependentsô ran against each other for the same seat. The competition was fierce. Just as it 

had done in 1989, the O.S.T.K. initiated a massive propaganda campaign that reminded 

voters who defended their rights during the previous volatile summer. The O.S.T.K. also 

launched a smear campaign against career communists, including Turcan, Tiraspol Cityôs 

First Secretary. Incumbent members of the Tiraspol City Soviet were presented as incapable 

of dealing with the ónationalistsô in ChiἨinŁu. The career communists retaliated, alleging that 

the O.S.T.K. violated various electoral rules, mainly regarding campaigning. The electoral 

commission ignored these violations, and on 26 February 1990, O.S.T.K. members and career 

candidates competed for seats in the local and republican government.13 

Once the votes were counted, it was clear that the O.S.T.K.ôs propaganda campaign had paid 

off. Within the industrial cities, scores of O.S.T.K. members and sympathisers were elected 

(see figure forty). For example, of the 101 deputies elected to the Tiraspol City Soviet, 

eighty-nine were newcomers.14 These newcomers included prominent O.S.T.K. figures such 

as Igor Smirnov, the sympathetic academic Anna Volkova, and former Vice-Chairman of the 

Tiraspol Strike Committee, Petr Zalozhkov.15 Similar events occurred in DubŁsari, where 

Vladislav Finagin, a member of the DubŁsari city branch of the O.S.T.K., was elected as 

Chairman of the City Soviet.16 In R´bniŞa, several leading figures from the cityôs 

metallurgical plant were elected to the local Soviet.17 Outside the industrial cities, O.S.T.K. 

 
13 Mason, óInternationalist mobilizationô, pp 156-65. 
14 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 27 ʌʝʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 27 Feb. 1990). 
15 Mason, óInternationalist mobilizationô, p. 165. 
16 ɿʥʘʤʷ ʇʦʙʝʜʳ, 3 ʄʘʨ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory Banner, 3 Mar. 1990). 
17 Farul Nistrean, 20 si 23 mai 1992 (Dniester Lighthouse, 20 and 23 May 1992). 
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representatives did not fare as well (see figure 3.1). Only 23 O.S.T.K. representatives were 

elected to the Grigoriopol District Soviet. While this was a sizeable minority, O.S.T.K. 

members in Grigoriopol were still outnumbered by career communists.18 

 

Figure 3.1: This graph denotes the number of ónewcomersô elected to the local soviets in February 1990. There were no 

exact figures for the number of O.S.T.K. affiliates. However, given the political changes that occurred in the weeks and 

months after, it is safe to assume that the majority of the newcomers were O.S.T.K. affiliates. The graph is the authors 

creation, made with figures from; ɼʨʫʞʙʘ, 3 ʄʘʨ. 1990 ʛ. (Friendship, 3 Mar. 1990); ɿʥʘʤʷ ʇʦʙʝʜʳ, 3 ʄʘʨ. 1990 ʛ. 

(Victory Banner, 3 Mar. 1990); ʃʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 3 ʄʘʨ. 1990 ʛ. (Lenin's Banner, 3 Mar. 1990). 

In both the industrial cities and the surrounding districts, the O.S.T.K. executed a similar 

strategy, centred around replacing career communists in influential positions with their own 

representatives. In Tiraspol, the O.S.T.K. immediately acted on this goal. During the first 

session of the Tiraspol City Soviet, Smirnov was elected First Secretary of the City Soviet, 

beating the incumbent, Turcan, by a margin of two to one.19 The landslide victory marked the 

beginning of a new era for both the city and the wider region. The ousting of Turcan and his 

subsequent replacement with Smirnov effectively made Tiraspol an O.S.T.K. controlled city. 

 
18 Bogdan, Transnistria, p. 30. 
19 ɸʥʥʘ ɺʦʣʢʦʚʘ, ʃʠʜʝʨ (ʊʠʨʘʩʧʦʣʴ, 2001) ʩ. 37. (Anna Volkova, Leader (Tiraspol, 2001), p. 37). 
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Similarly, in R´bniŞa, Anatoly Belitchenko, the director of the cityôs metallurgical factory, 

was elected Chairman of the City Soviet.20  Even in Grigoriopol, a member of the O.S.T.K. 

was elected Chairman of the District Soviet.21 While the O.S.T.K. captured all the industrial 

cities and made significant gains in the surrounding districts, the repercussions of the 

elections were most acutely felt in Bender. 

The city of Bender was a strategically important city to the O.S.T.K. Heavily Russified and 

industrialised, the cityôs inhabitants participated in the strikes with as much vigour as any 

citizen from the left bank. Moreover, while on the right bank of the Dniester River, 

Transnistrian state builders considered it an integral part of their state, so much that they 

would sacrifice hundreds of lives to keep it in 1992 (see chapter five). However, for all its 

similarities, Benderôs participation in the separatist project was by no means a foregone 

conclusion. While the O.S.T.K. remained powerful within Bender, it could not exert the same 

level of influence over local affairs as it did in R´bniŞa and Tiraspol. This was primarily due 

to the anti-separatist stance of Tsymay, the Chairman of the Bender City Soviet, and his 

colleagues. Tsymay and other political elites from Bender were conscious of the O.S.T.K.ôs 

growing popularity. To curtail the O.S.T.K.'s influence and strengthen their position, the 

communist party deputies knew they required allies. With the position of deputies in Tiraspol 

and R´bniŞa significantly weakened, Tsymay set about mending relations with ChiἨinŁu and 

with elites in the surrounding districts. In late 1989, Tsymay visited the neighbouring CŁuἨeni 

district. During his visit he assured deputies in CŁuἨeni that he would make no effort to annex 

the village of Gîsca, whose inhabitants had supported the strikes and were now looking to be 

administered by Bender.22 The cityôs political elites also sought to win favour with the 

Supreme Soviet by publishing detailed plans on how they would implement the language 

 
20 Farul Nistrean, 20 si 23 mai 1992 (Dniester Lighthouse, 20, 23 May 1992). 
21 Bogdan, Transnistria, p. 30. 
22 ʇʦʙʝʜʘ, 3,17 Oʢʪ. 1989 ʛ. (Victory, 3, 17 Oct. 1989). 
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laws between 1990-1994. These plans envisioned Bender becoming a bilingual city, with 

Latin-script Moldovan appearing alongside Russian, something the O.S.T.K. opposed.23 

Benderôs political elite swiftly mobilised against the autonomy project. As early as 

September 1989, deputies in Tiraspol noted that the notion of joining the T.M.A.S.S.R. was 

not popular amongst their counterparts in Bender.24 Anton Turcan, the First Secretary of the 

Benderôs Executive Committee, revealed in an interview with the local press that he believed 

autonomy was nothing more than a utopia, pushed by those who wished to spread fear 

amongst workers. This illusion, he argued, would further aggravate tensions within the 

M.S.S.R. and nothing more.25 Even Ruslan Kashrov, chairman of cityôs commission 

established to investigate the autonomy issue, opposed the formation of the T.M.A.S.S.R. 

According to Kashrov, the formation of an autonomous unit in Transnistria ran contrary to 

Leninist principles, which stated that only an ethnic group with no homeland could form such 

a unit. Considering all of Transnistriaôs major ethnic groups, Moldovans, Ukrainians, and 

Russians, had their own homelands, Kashrov argued there were no legal grounds to establish 

an A.S.S.R..26 

While Tsymay and others campaigned against autonomy, the O.S.T.K. continued to 

campaign amongst workers, highlighting the partyôs shortcomings, the dangers of 

nationalism, and the supposed benefits of autonomy. When the votes were counted, it was 

clear that the incumbent elitesô moderate message did not appeal to the cityôs inhabitants. Just 

like in Tiraspol and R´bniŞa, scores of O.S.T.K. members and sympathisers were elected to 

the Bender City Soviet. At the first session organised after the elections, Tsymay was 

replaced as Chairman of the Bender City Soviet by Gimin Pologov, a leading figure within 

 
23 ʇʦʙʜʘ, 13 ɸʧʨ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory, 13 Apr. 1990). 
24 Protocol Number -, 12-13 Sept. 1989 (T.C.A., Meetings of the Tiraspol City Soviet of Peopleôs Deputies, f. P-

2848, op. 37, d, 1592, p. 3). 
25 ʇʦʙʝʜʘ, 8 ʌʝʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory, 8 Feb. 1990). 
26 ʇʦʙʝʜʘ, 3 ʌʝʚ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory, 3 Feb. 1990). 
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the cityôs branch of the O.S.T.K.27 A notorious anti-Moldovan populist, Pologov was an 

ardent supporter of Transnistrian autonomy. Once in power, Pologov and his supporters used 

their position to flood the cityôs newspapers with articles that supported autonomy. These 

articles disregarded Kashrovôs assertions and claimed that autonomy was completely legal. 

Effectively, Tsymayôs departure from Bender and Pologovôs ascension to power ensured 

Bender would participate in the separatist project. The addition of another industrial city 

emboldened elites in Tiraspol, R´bniŞa, and elsewhere and encouraged them to push ahead 

with their project.28 

Crafting a new identity  

Following the elections, O.S.T.K. members and sympathisers formed the majority in the 

Tiraspol, R´bniŞa, Bender, and DubŁsari City Soviets. In addition to this, they had sizeable 

minorities in the Slobozia, Grigoriopol, Camenca, and R´bniŞa District Soviets. The only 

region where O.S.T.K. members did not gain a significant number of seats was in the 

DubŁsari District Soviet (see chapter four). With the O.S.T.K. in power in both the left bank 

and Bender, autonomy, or perhaps even independence, was back on the agenda. Regardless 

of what the O.S.T.K. claimed, however, the region was not legally entitled to any form of 

autonomy. While elites could lie to their electorate, they would ultimately have to find legal 

grounds if they wished to win favour in Moscow. According to both Leninist thought, and 

general international norms, territory and ethnicity are generally considered the two most 

essential perquisites for self-determination and self-governance.29 With the O.S.T.K. in 

control of a coherent territory (the left-bank and Bender), elites set about crafting a new 

 
27 ʇʦʙʝʜʘ, 24 ʄʘʨ. 1990 ʛ. (Victory, 24 Mar. 1990). 
28 ʇʦʙʝʜʘ, 22 ʤʘʷ ʠ 9 ʠ 13 ʠʶʥʷ 1990 ʛ. (Victory, 22 May, and 9, 11 June 1990). 
29 Stefan Wolff and Marc Weller, Autonomy, self-governance, and conflict resolution (New York, 2005), p. 3. 
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identity. During this period, the O.S.T.K. sought to simultaneously craft a supra-ethnic 

Transnistrian identity while reimagining the Moldovan identity. 

Transnistria may have been an ethnically heterogeneous territory with no legitimate history of 

independent self-rule, but there were many distinctions that the O.S.T.K. could draw upon 

when creating their supra-ethnic group. Even without O.S.T.K.ôs intervention, there were 

considerable differences between the right and left banks of the M.S.S.R. A higher portion of 

Russian and Ukrainian immigrants combined with limited contacts with Moldovans gave 

Transnistriaôs industrial cities a Slavic flair.30 Historically, the region also differed from the 

rest of Moldova. The O.S.T.K. established a foundation myth for the Transnistrian people, 

arguing that they became a coherent group in 1798 when Russia annexed the region. 

Furthermore, the left bank's inclusion in the Moldavian A.S.S.R. between 1924 and 1940 was 

considered the first state of the Transnistrian people. The O.S.T.K. also placed an emphasis 

on the Great Patriotic War and how all the regionôs inhabitants, regardless of ethnicity, had 

suffered under Romanian occupation.31 Transnistrians, according to the O.S.T.K., had 

suffered terribly at the hands of the Romanians, and so cherished the Soviet Union and 

everything it had to offer. As the gulf of separation between Transnistria and Moldova grew 

larger, the separatists attempted to create a community of shared memories (suffering during 

the Great Patriotic War), political symbols (Soviet iconography), myths (Transnistrian 

uniqueness), common values (anti-nationalism) and common language (Russian), while 

acknowledging the different ancestral heritage of the various ethnic groups.32 

Territorialisation played a vital role in the Transnistrian identity-building project from its 

inception. On the right bank, Moldovan elites were defining their nation-state based on 

 
30 ɿʥʘʤʷ ʇʦʙʝʜʳ, 27 ɸʧʨ. 1989 ʛ. (Victory banner, 27 Apr. 1989). 
31 S. D. Roper, óThe politicization of education: identity formation in Moldova and Transnistriaô in Communist 

and Post-Communist Studies, xxxviii (2005), pp 501-14 at p. 502. 
32 Smith, Ethno-Symbolism, p. 62. 
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primordial ties. However, given the regionôs ethnic diversity, using primordial ties to justify 

secession and unite the people was not an option for Transnistrian separatists. The O.S.T.K. 

strove to define their identity project through what Walker Connor and Maurizo Vroli define 

as ópatriotism,ô which is an attachment to a particular region. Local elites tried to stylise their 

region like Switzerland, a multi-ethnic region, with multiple official languages connected to 

the surrounding landscape. In the case of Switzerland, it was the Alps; in Transnistria, it was 

the flat plains on the left bank of the Dniester. 33  

The O.S.T.K. utilised its experience in disseminating propaganda to promote this distinct 

regional identity. However, unlike in August-September 1989, the O.S.T.K. now enjoyed 

unrestricted access to local media across the region. Before 1990, the name Transnistria, or 

the preferred óPridnestrovieô, was rarely used. However, from 1990 onwards, articles with 

titles such as óOur Native Transnistriaô began to appear in the local press. These articles 

acknowledged and celebrated Transnistriaôs ethnic diversity. They also promoted the notion 

that Transnistria had a unique history, one that had been experienced by all residents of the 

region, regardless of ethnicity. Propagandists argued that the uniqueness of the territory and 

the experiences it brought with it superseded ethnic ties and allegiances. These articles argued 

that since its inception, Transnistria, with its unique combination of industrial centres and 

fertile fields, had made up a distinct region within the M.S.S.R.34  

Creating a regional identity was a useful tool for consolidating internal power. However, the 

Soviet authorities in ChiἨinŁu and Moscow were not going to grant autonomy to Transnistria 

based on regional identity alone. With this in mind, the local elites in Transnistria sought to 

win favour with Moscow by reimagining the Moldovan identity. Just as had happened during 

the interwar period, a dispute emerged over the ótrueô nature of the Moldovan people. The 

 
33 Smith, Ethno-Symbolism, pp 62, 67. 
34 ɿʥʘʤʷ ʧʦʙʝʜʳ, 24 ʤʘʷ 1990 (Victory Banner, 24 May 1990). 
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O.S.T.K. attempted to impress upon the C.P.S.U. that they were defending the rights of ethnic 

Moldovans, who they argued were being Romanianised by the M.P.F. and Supreme Soviet. 

Accordingly, Transnistria was presented as the last place that ótrueô Moldovan culture, with 

its Cyrillic alphabet and close links to Slavic culture, could flourish. 

The O.S.T.K.ôs claim that they were defending the ótrueô Moldovan identity was designed to 

appeal to both the central authorities in Moscow and ethnic Moldovans, who were the single 

largest ethnic group in Transnistria. While some Transnistrian Moldovans supported the 

national revival (see chapter four), many were intimidated by the linguistic reforms. Many 

Transnistrian Moldovans were concerned about how fast the reforms were moving and felt 

forgotten when the republican press switched to the Latin script in 1990. Following the 

switch, members of the Grigoriopol and Slobozia District Soviets complained to the Supreme 

Soviet that many Moldovans in their districts were initially supportive of the reforms but 

were still unable to read the Latin script. They argued that the sudden switch from Cyrillic to 

Latin limited these Moldovansô access to the republican media, which, in turn, made them 

more reliant on the O.S.T.K. press for information.35 By claiming that they were defenders of 

the true Moldovan identity, the O.S.T.K. appealed to these Moldovans, who were 

disillusioned by the pace at which the national revival was moving. 

Winning the local ethnic Moldovan population's support was essential for the Transnistrians 

to combat accusations that they were óGreat Russian Chauvinists.ô While any autonomous or 

independent entity would be established to defend the rights and privileges of local 

Russophones, the support of ethnic Moldovans would, superficially at least, make the project 

appear more inclusive. Furthermore, the great majority of Transnistrian Moldovans resided in 

 
35 ʉʝʣʴʩʢʠʡ ʥʦʷ, 16 ɸʚʛ. 1990 (Rural Nov, 16 Aug. 1990). 
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rural regions and worked as collective farmers. Their support would highlight that people 

from all walks of life supported autonomy, further legitimising the O.S.T.K.ôs cause. 

The identity project launched by deputies after their ascension to power in early 1990 proved 

relatively successful. They used the local media as a vehicle to differentiate the region's 

inhabitants from those in the rest of Moldova, which proved effective.36 While few would 

place their regional identity above their ethnic identity, many within the industrial cities were 

willing to accept that they had more in common with the other ethnic groups residing in their 

city than they did with their co-ethnics elsewhere in the M.S.S.R. Furthermore, many ethnic 

Moldovans within the industrial cities and certain districts readily accepted the O.S.T.K. as 

the true defender of their ethnic identity. By utilising traditional forms of media, such as local 

newspapers, and combining them with O.S.T.K.-style rallies, while simultaneously limiting 

access to republican media, local elites sought to establish a sense of ótogethernessô amongst 

Transnistriaôs inhabitants.37 In doing so, elites hoped locals would support their secession 

project, should they choose to pursue it. With many inhabitants willing to accept that they 

were somehow distinct to the inhabitants of the rest of the M.S.S.R., local elites set about 

creating ontological security threats that threatened the groupôs very survival. 

Security threats 

Once O.S.T.K. deputies were elected to positions of local authority, they quickly pursued a 

coordinated antagonistic policy towards the republican government in ChiἨinŁu. Utilising 

their experience from the strikes, the O.S.T.K. capitalised on their control over local media 

and argued that Transnistria's inhabitants exhibited a distinct regional identity. As noted in 

chapter four, many in Transnistria had opposed the Moldovan national revival even before 

 
36 Dylan OôDriscoll and Bahar Baser, óIndependence referendums and nationalist rhetoric: the Kurdistan Region 

of Iraqô in Third World Quarterly, xl (2019), pp 2016-34 at p. 2024; Tilly, From mobilization to revolution, p. 

72. 
37 Tilly, From mobilization to revolution, p. 72. 
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the formation of the O.S.T.K., and so many were willing to accept this argument. Once this 

distinction was accepted, local elites securitised several symbols and groups, who they 

claimed threatened the very existence of both Transnistrian values and Russophone culture. 

During the spring and summer of 1990, the O.S.T.K. securitised three main issues: the new 

republican flag, the Popular Front, and its leadership, and of course, the language issue. 

The first issue to be securitised by the new local governments was the new republican flag. 

On 17 April 1990, deputies assembled for the first session of the Supreme Soviet since the 

February elections. The parliament was comprised mostly of representatives from the C.P.M., 

and independent candidates supported by the Moldovan Popular Front, the O.S.T.K., Gagauz 

Halki, and the Unity Movement. Deputies supported by the latter three groups and Russian 

speaking members of the C.P.M. united to form the opposition bloc óSoviet Moldovaô. The 

group, which sought to impede the national revival, was led by Pologov, Chairman of the 

Bender City Soviet. However, the opposition bloc was collectively outnumbered by the 

M.P.F.ôs supporters and moderate members of the C.P.M. The M.P.F. wasted little time 

capitalising upon its majority, and on 27 April 1990 pushed the óLaw on State Symbolsô 

through the Supreme Soviet. The law mandated that the flag of the M.S.S.R., a red and green 

bicolour adorned by a soviet hammer and sickle, was to be replaced with a blue, yellow, and 

red tricolour that resembled Romania's flag. Deputies agreed that the flag would have a 

symbol in the centre but could not decide what that symbol would be. They agreed to debate 

the issue at a later date. The flag was accepted by majority vote and was hoisted above the 

Supreme Soviet that same day (see chapter one).38 

From the Transnistrian perspective, the tricolour's adoption was yet another example of the 

symbolic appropriation of space carried out by the M.P.F. Both the new flag and the 

 
38 ʣʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 1 ʄʘʷ 1990 (Lenin's Banner, 1 May 1990). 
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progressive Latinisation of public space were presented as antagonistic symbols of 

exclusion.39 The local press argued that the tricolour was rooted in an exclusively Romanian 

cultural past, and that it was not fit to serve as a unifying symbol, since many Transnistrian 

residents had suffered under it between 1941-1944.40  Newspaper articles constantly 

reminded people that the tricolour was associated with fascism and was to be viewed by 

residents as nothing more than a symbol of colonial dominance in the region. The tricolourôs 

association with the horrors of the Second World War made it an easy symbol to attack due 

to its alleged divisive qualities.41 In addition to attacking the new flag, local newspapers 

carried articles written by reputable academics from the Tiraspol Pedagogical Institute who 

opposed the flag. These scholars argued that the tricolour had little association with Moldova 

and that there were many other symbols that the Supreme Soviet could have chosen.42 

Many scholars argue that the national flag and anthem are considered symbols of a nationôs 

sovereignty.43 In that context, it is understandable that Transnistrian elites, as well as ethnic 

minorities elsewhere in the republic, were apprehensive and fearful about the new laws. In a 

few months, the Supreme Soviet adopted a flag that resembled Romaniaôs and, in addition, its 

neighbourôs national anthem. Like the language laws before it, the new law on state symbols 

did not clarify which path Moldova would take should it gain independence. The elites in 

Transnistria argued that the Supreme Sovietôs replacement of supposedly inclusive symbols, 

such as the bicolour, with exclusionary ones, indicated that unification with Romania was 

imminent. They also claimed that the language laws were reflective of this, as the authorities 

wished to óRomanianiseô the people beforehand.44 The O.S.T.K. argued that the national 

 
39 A. M. Danzer, óBattlefields of ethnic symbols. Public space and post-Soviet identity formation from a 

minority perspectiveô in Europe-Asia Studies, lxi (2009), pp 1557-77 at pp 1562-3. 
40 Kolstø, óNational symbolsô, p. 679. 
41 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 9 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 9 May 1990); ʣʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 1 ʄʘʷ 1990 (Lenin's 

Banner, 1 May 1990). 
42 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 9 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 9 May 1990). 
43 Kolstß, óNational symbolsô, p. 676. 
44 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 27 ʠ 29 ɸʧʨ. 1990 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 27, 29 Apr. 1990). 
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revival project was simply a cover for Moldovan elites to replace one system (Communism) 

with another (Nationalism). Local elites were particularly furious that the Supreme Soviet 

decreed that the new flag must be flown outside all official buildings. In the eyes of many, 

this was an attempt by the nationalists in ChiἨinŁu to have their symbols replace ótraditionalô 

Transnistrian ones.45 

Once again, the local authorities argued that the Supreme Soviet broke the law. Elites in 

Transnistria claimed that the question of adopting a new state flag was added to the Supreme 

Sovietôs agenda at the last minute and that deputies were deprived of the opportunity to read 

the proposed laws in advance. According to Transnistrian deputies, this violation of due 

process broke several laws. In response, local elites quickly adopted measures to prevent the 

implementation of the new laws on their territories.46 Between 30 April and 3 May, deputies 

from Tiraspol, Bender, and R´bniŞa passed legislation that prevented the tricolour from being 

flown in their cities. These laws mandated that only the original red and green bicolour, as 

well as the flag of the Soviet Union, could be flown outside government buildings.47  

The adoption of the flag came at an opportune time for Transnistrian propagandists. The new 

flag was adopted just ten days before the forty-fifth Victory Day celebration. Within the 

Soviet Union, the Great Patriotic War was a vital symbolic resource for nation-building. At 

the centre of this narrative was the Unionôs victory against fascism, which was seen as the 

most ósacred achievementô in Soviet history.48 Monuments to the fallen were erected in 

almost every town and city, while veterans of war and labour were commemorated annually 

with a military parade. The Supreme Soviet's decision to pass the óLaw on State Symbolsô 

 
45 Roger Mac Ginty, óThe political use of symbols of accord and discord: Northern Ireland and South Africaô in 

Civil Wars, iv (2001), pp 1-21 at p. 4. 
46 ʣʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 1 ʄʘʷ 1990 (Lenin's Banner, 1 May 1990); ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 9 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. 

(Dniester Truth, 9 May 1990). 
47 ɼʥʝʩʪʨʦʚʩʢʘʷ ʧʨʘʚʜʘ, 11 ʤʘʷ 1990 ʛ. (Dniester Truth, 11 May 1990); ʣʝʥʠʥʩʢʦʝ ʟʥʘʤʷ, 5 mʘʷ 1990 
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came when public, political, and media discourse about the war was at an all-time high, 

which the O.S.T.K. capitalised on. 

Deputies scheduled to speak at Victory Day rallies and parades used the opportunity to 

condemn the tricolour. Speakers pointed to the fact that celebrations for Victory Day were 

taking place while the flag of their enemy was flying from the city soviet. Many also framed 

the flag's adoption as a grave insult, questioning why those ówho sacrificed so much must 

suffer the indignity of seeing a fascist symbol flown during the commemoration of their 

victoryô.49 Speakers used the opportunity to remind those in attendance of the horrid crimes 

committed by the Romanian occupying forces. Labelling the tricolour a fascist symbol and 

equating it with the horrors of the Great Patriotic War when it was publicly commemorated 

was a powerful way for elites to appeal to the values of Russophones in the industrial cities. 

The inhabitants of Transnistriaôs industrial cities were, by-in-large, receptive to the 

O.S.T.K.ôs propaganda campaign. As a result of transmitted experience, when a person has 

learned about an event through the press or oral history, people of all ages in the industrial 

cities opposed the flag. Collective memory was an important factor in explaining local 

opposition to the tricolour. Personal experiences, such as suffering under fascism, were 

shared amongst workers, neighbours, and family members until it became common 

knowledge within the broader society.50 While the majority of the flag's opponents never 

suffered directly from Romanian oppression, the experience of Romanian brutality was 

reinforced in private through shared memories and in public through speeches and articles. 

As a result, many in Transnistria looked at the tricolour with bitterness that opened the 

wounds of painful historical events. The flag simultaneously represented the painful past (the 
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war) and the imbalanced present (rising nationalist tendencies).51 To almost all the 

inhabitants of Tiraspol, R´bniŞa, and Bender, the tricolour opened wounds instead of healing 

them. 

The citizens of Transnistria demonstrated their support for the O.S.T.K.ôs anti-tricolour 

stance on 31 August 1990. While the rest of the republic celebrated Limba NoastrŁ (Our 

Language), a holiday designed to commemorate the passing of the language laws, those in 

Transnistria intent on showing their dissatisfaction with the ethnic revival project mobilised. 

To these individuals, the tricolour and Latin script street signs served as visual reminders of 

the redistribution of power that local elites claimed was occurring under the banner of 

ódemocratisationô. Given that many were subject to a sustained anti-tricolour campaign, it is 

unsurprising that it became the focus of their anger. In Slobozia, Bender, and Grigoriopol, 

locals gathered in front of local police stations and other official buildings that flew the 

tricolour, and demanded the flag be removed. In most cases, protestors removed the flags 

themselves and burned them. In Bender, the situation was particularly tense, as protesters 

threatened to storm the cityôs police station. The situation was only resolved following an 

intervention from local deputies. Locals also desecrated Latin script street signs and other 

symbols associated with the national revival. The most famous incident occurred in the 

village of Copanca in Slobozia, where locals initiated a riot, destroying a monument with a 

Latin script inscription (see figure 3.2).52 

 
51 Resane, óStatues, symbols and signagesô, p. 4. 
52 Moldova SuveranŁ, 4 Sept. 1990 (Sovereign Moldova, 4 Sept. 1990). 




