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The importance and relevance of the topic 

 The study of the political, institutional and legislative evolution of the modern Romanian 

state in the first decade after the establishment of the Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen dynasty 

represents a historiographical undertaking of fundamental importance and great complexity. The 

period between 1871-1876, circumscribed in historiography under the phrase "the great 

conservative government" (or more correctly, "the great conservative-oriented government"), 

constitutes a crucial landmark for understanding how Romania overcame a phase of acute political 

instability and entered the path of maturation indispensable to achieving state independence. 

 The historical background immediately preceding 1871 had been marked by a rapid 

succession of short-lived government cabinets, a radicalization of the liberal opposition 

(culminating in the Ploiești movement of 1870 and the anti-dynastic disturbances of March 1871 

at Sala Slătineanu), and a profound distrust of the great European powers in the Romanians' 

capacity to govern themselves without generating instability in the "Oriental Question". In this 

context of continuous crisis, in which Prince Carol I had seriously considered abdicating, the 

assumption of power by Lascăr Catargiu on March 11, 1871 saved not only the throne, but the 

very state structure built since 1859. 

 

The historiography of the problem and critical nuances 

 The reassessment of this governance is necessary in current historiography to nuance an 

often unilateral perspective, inherited from the liberal opposition of the time, which described the 

regime as rigid and hostile to modernization. In reality, the analysis of the documents shows a 

much more complex dynamic. Although initially there were intentions to modify the liberal text 

of the 1866 Constitution, conservative leaders quickly understood the difficulties of such an 

approach, choosing a cautious approach. The governance thus became, according to the formula 

consecrated by Titu Maiorescu, “the strongest expression of the conservative idea within the limits 

of the 1866 Constitution. 

 Romanian conservatism in the period 1871-1876 was not purely ideological, but 

represented a pragmatic coalition of forces and nuances: from the "old boyars", to the young 



Junimists grouped around PP Carp and Maiorescu, or the moderates/centrists led by Vasile 

Boerescu and Dimitrie Ghica. What united them was not a rigid set of dogmas, but a program of 

what we would today call "national salvation", based on three pillars: public order, financial 

recovery through responsible taxation and a foreign policy of gradual but sure emancipation from 

Ottoman suzerainty. From a historiographical point of view, the work capitalizes on the 

contributions of some reference authors, from Titu Maiorescu and C. Gane, through the detailed 

analyses of Apostol Stan, and up to the new directions imposed by the "Iași Historical School" 

(Gheorghe Cliveti, Vasile Russu, Simion-Alexandru Gavriș). 

 

Source base and methodology 

The methodological approach of the thesis is based on the classical principles of historical 

research: objectivity, comparative analysis and hermeneutics of the documentary text. The corpus 

of sources used is structured in three major categories. Official documents and parliamentary 

debates were systematically researched to reconstruct the dynamics of the act of government 

(decrees, laws, reports, circulars), while parliamentary debates allowed us to capture the technical 

arguments and obstruction tactics of the opposition. Memoirs, diaries and private correspondence, 

along with the private archives of some politicians, offered an intimate perspective on the sources 

of political decision-making and the backstage of power. The press of the time, represented by the 

publications of both political camps, was analyzed to capture the climate of public opinion and the 

strategies of government argumentation versus contesting the opposition. 

 

Contents of the work 

The political rationale and context of the establishment of the conservative cabinet (1871) 

 After the abdication of Alexandru Ioan Cuza and the accession to the throne of Prince Carol 

I, political life in Romania went through a period of effervescence and fragmentation. Political 

groups had to redefine themselves in the new constitutional framework. For the conservatives, the 

lack of an indisputable leader after the death of Barbu Catargiu constituted a major disadvantage 

in the face of the relative homogeneity of the radical liberals. In the early years (1866-1871), the 

conservatives coalesced rather on the basis of specific interests or as a reaction to curb liberal 

legislative tendencies, without initially proposing a coherent and lasting government program. 

However, in the realm of ideas, the conservatives shared a common ground: anti-revolutionism, 

prudent reform of institutions, progress based on organic evolution and respect for order and 

legality. 

The March 1871 Crisis and the Catargiu Solution  



The establishment of the government led by Lascăr Catargiu on 11 March 1871 was not an 

isolated event, but the culmination of a crisis that had been active for several years. The failure of 

previous coalition or liberal governments to ensure financial stability and public order, amplified 

by the radicalism of anti-dynastic movements (culminating in the incident at Sala Slătineanu on 

10/11 March 1871), had brought the monarchy to the brink of abdication. At this turning point, 

Prince Carol I turned to the conservatives as the only force capable of guaranteeing internal order 

and regaining the trust of the great European powers. The appointment of Lascăr Catargiu ended 

the period of political incoherence and inaugurated a strategic alliance between the crown and 

conservative structures, based on executive authority and strict respect for the rule of law. 

Ministerial team profile 

 The socio-professional analysis of the members of the Catargiu cabinet revealed an 

intelligent combination of technical competence and administrative experience. Lascăr Catargiu, 

president of the council of ministers and minister of the interior, was recognized for his firmness, 

sobriety and long administrative career. Petre Mavrogheni was ideologically close to the prime 

minister and an experienced economist. Gheorghe Costaforu distinguished himself as a well-

trained jurist and representative of the moderate wing in foreign policy. Nicolae Kretzulescu was 

prime minister under Cuza, co-opted to ensure an opening bridge to the moderates. Christian Tell 

was one of the paşoptist figures with an indisputable moral authority, which is why he held a good 

part of the government, the portfolio of the ministry of Religions and Public Instruction. Alongside 

Catargiu until the end of the government was I. Em. Florescu, at the ministry of War, a general 

with solid training, called to guarantee the army's readiness in the face of possible armed conflicts. 

Electoral legitimation and the princely visit 

To overcome the parliamentary minority inherited from the old chamber, the government 

resorted to dissolution and the organization of new elections in the spring of 1871. Through firm 

administrative action, directed by rigorous circulars sent to the prefects, the conservatives achieved 

a crushing victory in the elections of April-May 1871. 

The economic crisis and the resolution of the railway epic 

 One of the heaviest legacies left to the Catargiu cabinet was outlined by the “Strousberg 

Affair”. The concession granted in September 1868 to the consortium led by the Prussian magnate 

Bethel Henry Strousberg for the construction of a 914 km railway network had proven to be a 

serious economic failure and a factor of profound political instability (being intensely exploited 

by anti-dynastic propaganda). Strousberg’s bankruptcy at the end of 1870, the refusal to pay the 

due coupons of the bonds and the major deficiencies in the execution of the works brought the 

Romanian state to the brink of insolvency. The situation was aggravated by diplomatic pressure 



exerted by the German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, who intervened to protect the interests of 

the holders of securities in Germany. Faced with the risk of a major diplomatic conflict and the 

compromise of external credit, the Catargiu government acted on two levels: legal (through legal 

actions and the establishment of an arbitration tribunal to annul the concession) and legislative. 

Through laws voted in July and December 1871, the Romanian parliament ratified the termination 

of the Strousberg concession and approved the takeover of negotiations with a committee of 

bondholders (the group led by the banker Gerson von Bleichroder and Adolph von Hansemann), 

who were set up as a joint-stock company tasked with completing the railway network. This 

compromise solution allowed for the installment of debts, the reduction of interest rates and the 

resumption of infrastructure works under strict government control. 

 In parallel with saving the main network, the cabinet's economic strategy aimed at opening 

new junction points with the Austro-Hungarian railway network (to ensure an efficient exit to 

European markets). After numerous parliamentary disputes related to the strategic and economic 

risks of routes such as Ploiești-Predeal, the government managed to finalize in 1875 the negotiation 

and granting of the concession for the Ploiești-Predeal and Adjud-Tg. Ocna lines to the English 

contractor Crawley. Although contested by the opposition and marked by subsequent execution 

difficulties, the Crawley concession represented the last great attempt of the era to outsource major 

infrastructure works through large foreign companies. 

Budget recovery and tax reform 

Finding a depleted public treasury and a state faced with chronic structural deficits, Finance 

Minister Petre Mavrogheni implemented a rigorous package of reforms based on the development 

of indirect taxation. This option was dictated by the need to generate secure, predictable and rapid 

revenues, capable of covering the public debt service and financing the functioning of the state 

apparatus without completely blocking the fragile agrarian economy through direct property 

overtaxation. The three pillars of fiscal recovery were based on: the tobacco monopoly, the stamp 

duty and registration, and the liquor license. Regarding the tobacco monopoly, through the law 

adopted in December 1871, the state established a strict monopoly on the cultivation, processing 

and marketing of tobacco, later concessioned to an international banking consortium. In exchange 

for exclusivity, the state ensured a substantial fixed income and rigorous administrative control 

over production. The monopoly was immediately followed in February 1872 by the stamp and 

registration tax, which modernized the system of legal, commercial and civil transactions, 

introducing a clearly structured range of fixed and proportional stamps applicable to official 

documents. Although initially contested by the commercial community and plagued by difficulties 

of administrative interpretation, the tax quickly became an important source of ordinary revenue 



for the budget. Finally, pursuing both fiscal and moralizing aspects, the liquor license imposed a 

tax on all establishments selling alcoholic beverages. The measure reduced the excessive number 

of rural and urban taverns and brought significant funds to the budget, while generating lively 

political and diplomatic controversies due to the restrictive provisions of Article 8. 

 

 

Institutional modernization. Administration, justice and defense 

The conservative vision of territorial organization sought a balance between the need for 

administrative centralization and the principle of decentralization enshrined in the constitution. 

The 1872 County Councils Law reduced the number of councilors, established three-member 

standing committees, and required the prefecture director to provide their secretariat, strengthening 

the role of the prefect as an exponent of central power, but at the same time introducing strict rules 

for financial control through the Court of Auditors. At the same time, the Municipal Law (1874) 

redefined the minimum demographic threshold for the formation of rural communes to ensure their 

economic viability, reorganized the electoral body into colleges with a high census, and established 

the appointment of mayors by the executive branch from among the elected councilors. 

The reform of the prison regime was reflected in the Prison Law of 1874. Under the 

coordination of Inspector General Ferdinand de Perrieres and firmly supported by the cabinet, the 

law represented a landmark moment in the humanization and modernization of the Romanian 

detention system. Adopting the "Auburnian" system (night isolation and communal work), the new 

normative act established the rigorous classification of establishments (preventive, forced labor, 

correctional and juvenile prisons), the separation of detainees and the creation of supervisory 

commissions, aligning Romanian legislation with European standards of the era. 

Another constant of the cabinet, and indeed of Prince Carol I, was the reorganization of the 

Romanian army. Aware of the overwhelming role of the army in the perspective of the imminent 

international crises, Minister Florescu and Prince Carol I imposed a vast modernization program. 

The laws and regulations adopted during this period aimed to increase the number of trained 

personnel, improve technical equipment, clarify the status of the officer corps and consolidate the 

reserve structures, transforming the army into a basic pillar of national sovereignty. 

Foreign policy 

In the international context, the conservative cabinet had to prove extreme caution among 

the divergent interests of the guarantor powers, constantly confronting the tacit or overt opposition 

of the Ottoman Empire, which sought to limit the attributes of the autonomy of the Romanian state. 

Under the coordination of foreign ministers such as Gheorghe Costaforu and Vasile Boerescu, 



Romanian diplomacy promoted a policy of "accomplished deeds", aiming to obtain a factor 

recognition of the state's sovereignty by creating its own consular institutions or diplomatic 

agencies, signing trade conventions and direct participation in international events. A moment of 

particular importance in Romania's external image strategy was its participation in the Universal 

Exhibition in Vienna in 1873. Despite initial reservations and financial difficulties, the government 

allocated the necessary funds for the arrangement of its own national pavilion. Romania's presence 

in Vienna allowed the country to showcase its economic, agricultural and cultural potential to the 

European world, indirectly challenging the Ottomans' suzerainty claims and affirming its 

aspirations for modernization and equality among civilized nations. The "battle" for economic 

independence reached a climax with the adoption of new autonomous customs tariffs and the 

difficult negotiation of the trade convention with Austria-Hungary in 1875. At a time when the 

Porte was challenging Romania's right to conclude independent international treaties, the Catargiu 

cabinet firmly argued that internal autonomy also included trade prerogatives. The convention with 

Austria-Hungary, although contested internally by liberal circles who feared competition from 

Austrian products, represented an immense diplomatic success, forcing legal recognition of 

Romania's capacity to conduct bilateral international relations. 

The twilight of governance 

After an unprecedented political longevity in Romania's post-Pasoptist history (five years 

of uninterrupted government), the wear and tear of power and the combined pressures of the 

liberated opposition led to a crisis of cohesion in the conservative camp. The parliamentary 

elections of the spring of 1875 took place in an atmosphere of deep public contestation marked by 

vehement accusations of administrative intervention. Although the conservatives managed to 

maintain a formal majority in parliament, it became extremely fragile and vulnerable to backstage 

maneuvers. 

The winter of 1875-1876 brought the government to financial deadlocks, external pressures related 

to the railway debt and the conflict in the Balkans announced new difficulties on the international 

scene. Resignations within the cabinet had become another sign that it had to withdraw. Finally, 

the vote of censure expressed by the Senate in the spring of 1876 sanctioned Catargiu's withdrawal 

and the handover of power, ending a decisive era. 

The doctoral thesis convincingly demonstrates that the "great conservative-oriented 

government" (1871-1876) did not represent a simple authoritarian parenthesis or a phase of 

stagnation, but the cornerstone of the maturation of the modern Romanian state. Through the 

financial recovery achieved by Petre Mavrogheni, the resolution of the major crises of the railway 

infrastructure, the modernization of administrative, penitentiary and military legislation, as well as 



the diplomatic courage to assert economic autonomy before the Porte, the cabinet led by Lascăr 

Catargiu offered Romania the political stability and indispensable institutional structure without 

which the triumph in the War of Independence (1877-1878) would have been unthinkable. 
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