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The aim of this paper is to contribute to the gap concerning the origins of welfare states in 

Central and Eastern Europe, by pursuing the research question - Why did an overwhelmingly 

80% agricultural early 20th century Romania create a pro-urban welfare state? The 

paperaddresses limitations in the social policy literature concerning functionalist explanations 

and power source models of the origins of welfare states by bringing in insights from the 

economic nationalism as pathway to modernization literature. Above and beyond identifying the 

national economy as the spatial locus where social policy was constructed, the dissertation will 

comparatively analyze why and how multiple histories of economic nationalism warped welfare 

state design. The paper contributes to the emerging, though still protracted, literature on the 

nationalism-welfare nexus, but rather than exploring the main trend that pre-existing national 

solidarity is needed for constructing a welfare state, it follows the scholarship arguing that 

welfare states are dynamically involved in nation-building.   

Concretely, the dissertation argues that that the outwardly misfited pro-urban welfare state in a 

mostly agricultural late industrializer of appeared and functioned as a nation-building tool used 

to create a new, more ‘Western-inspired’ nation.  

The dissertation pursues this argument in early 20th century Romania, representative of the less 

developed cluster of CEE late industrializers with weak statehood and low levels of urbanization 

and industrialization. The historical analysis that constitutes the bulk of the thesis consists of two 

layers – firstly, it analyzes the flow of ideas vis-à-vis nation-building and modernization in the 

political arena of the country; secondly, it looks specifically at how these ideas were embedded 

in the general redistribution network and at the level of individual welfare benefits. In terms of 

sources, the dissertation draws from party platforms and manifestos, major works of party 

thinkers (or public debates – newspapers, articles, conferences) and transcripts of Parliamentary 

debates. In addition, national insurance statistics (as well as statistics specific to the individual 

benefits) and censuses (to comparatively assess the extent of the policy misfit and whether they 

eventually had any effect), will be used to complement the actual welfare legislation itself. 

Preliminary findings suggest that in the case of Romania that teleological visions of nationhood 

qua modernization played a decisive factor in warping the initial design of the welfare 

institutions.   

 

 


